B R I N G I N G T H E PA S T TO T H E PR E S E N T

Sketching and painting
masterworks at museums
is a wonderful way for
artists to hone their
observational skills and
understand the techniques
of painters past. In this
article we look at several
art-school leaders and
professional painters who
make this a regular part
of their practice, both
for themselves and
their students.
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Study of Jusepe
de Ribera’s Saint
Bartholomew
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a Way Forward

by Daniel Graves,
2000, oil on linen.
Daniel Graves is
the founder and
academic director
of The Florence
Academy of Art, in
Italy.
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The J. Paul Getty
Museum, in Los Angeles, has a sketching
gallery where visitors
can find art supplies,
paper, and easels.
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t may seem counterintuitive, but
if you strive to make works of art
that are new, fresh, and innovative,
one way to proceed is to look back.
Or as Daniel Graves—a renowned
teacher, artist, and the founder of
The Florence Academy of Art, in Italy—
eloquently puts it, “I look to the past for
a way forward. The past has given us a
time-tested approach of how to improve
our own ability to draw and to create
the images we have in our heads.” It’s a
concept that has a rich history. In fact,
the name of one of the most renowned
periods of art history, the Renaissance,
literally means, “rebirth” and was defined
by a reinvestigation of ancient Greek
and Roman sculptures. It’s partially
why so many of the artists of the period,

RIGHT

Copy of an
Antonio
Mancini painting

including Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519),
Michelangelo (1475–1564), and Raphael
(1483–1520), were obsessed with the art
of antiquity. Not surprisingly, it’s a notion
that resonates with many contemporary
realists, such as Edward Minoff, who
teaches at The Grand Central Academy
of Art (GCA), in New York City. “The
Renaissance started,” he says, “because
those artists were looking back to Greek
and Roman ideals and, in doing so,
launched the realism that I’m interested
in today.”
But the Renaissance wasn’t the only
era in which artists were engaged in
the tradition of sketching and copying
masterworks in order to inform their
own work. Take the art of the PostImpressionists. The earliest drawings of

Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890) include
studies of The Sower, a painting by
Jean-François Millet (1814–1875). (Van
Gogh eventually painted five versions of
the work.) Paul Cézanne (1839–1906)
incessantly sketched from antique
sculptures, as well as Old Master works
by Michelangelo and Peter Paul Rubens
(1577–1640). And Edgar Degas (1834–
1917) fervently copied the Old Masters,
including Andrea Mantegna (1431–1506)
and Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665).
So, it seems, looking back is an
essential ingredient in the careers
of successful artists throughout art
history. In part, it’s why many artists
continue to visit museums around
the world to study and copy from
masterworks.

by Leo ManciniHresko, oil,
30 x 20.
Mancini-Hresko
(www.leomancini
hresko.com), a
graduate of The
Florence Academy
of Art, is the current director of
the Drawing in
Sculpture program
at the school.
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A young woman
sketching in the
Norton Simon
Museum, in
Pasadena, California.
Most museums
allow sketching in
dry media, although
many have more
restrictions on wet
media.
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Unearthed
by Edward Minoff,
2002, oil on linen,
40 x 24.
Edward Minoff
(www.edwardminoff.
com) is a principal
instructor at The
Grand Central
Academy of Art,
in New York City
(www.grand
centralacademy.
classicist.org).
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Linda Dulaney (second from
right)—with students Bridget
Harrison, Barbara Hugli-Jones, and
Kimia Kasrai—inspected a large oil
painting from the studio of François
Boucher (1703–1770), titled Vertumnus and Pomona, in the Legion
of Honor, in San Francisco.

Keys & Caravaggio

by Terry Sullivan, 1994, oil,
36 x 24.
“In this scene, I included a
torn copy I had made of a
sketch by Peter Paul Rubens,”
Sullivan says.
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by Edward Minoff, 2004,
oil on linen, 12 x 16.
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The Precious Fragment

For Linda Dulaney, artist, teacher, and
founder of the Bay Area Classical Artist
Atelier (BACAA), near San Francisco,
sketching in museums is almost a form
of pilgrimage. “I’ve travelled throughout
Europe and the United States to visit
and study in museums,” she says.
“For me, it’s a sacred time, leaving
me with a sense of peace. It’s actually
a compulsion, as I feel that it’s an
important part of my own growth. I feel
a sense of purpose and direction.” In
addition to on-site sketching, Dulaney
also purchases art books when she visits
various museums. “One year I returned
from a trip to Europe with two suitcases
full of books from the
various museums I
visited.”
But there is no one
precise path to exploring
art of the past, and
techniques and methods
vary from artist to artist.
Some choose to do loose,
casual interpretations;
others endeavor to
create exact copies. Both
explorations have their
merits.
Connecticut artist
Jane Sutherland says one
method is to work in a
different medium from
the original. “If it’s in
graphite, try ink. If it’s a
painting, try graphite.”
Or, as she’s recently done
in her several-year study
of Degas’ sculpture Little
Dancer Aged Fourteen
[see sidebar “Recasting
a Modern Masterpiece,”
page 74], try to work
two-dimensionally if
you’re working from
a sculpture. “So in
other words, you’re not
copying,” she explains.
“You’re analyzing the
www.ArtistDaily.com

of artists Fantin-Latour renders below it.
major dynamic elements in a work.”
Minoff has created two exquisite
You’ll also encounter your own artistic
homage-type oils: Unearthed and Keys
and compositional problems to solve
& Caravaggio. In both works, Minoff
this way.
includes picture postcards of master
Another way artists have included
paintings. “I’ve been doing these types of
paintings from the past in their work is
paintings for years,” Minoff says. “I do a
to create a version within a scene or still
tiny little study of a master painting from
life. In other words, create a painting
a reproduction in a book or postcard.”
within a painting, similar to the way
One of Minoff’s favorite artists to
French artist Henri Fantin-Latour
study is Diego Velázquez
(1836–1904) did in his
(1599–1660). “I’ve found
Homage to Delacroix,
BELOW
studying his work to be
in which Fantin-Latour
Linda Dulaney sketched from
the pen-and-ink drawing Saint
very revealing, specifically
depicts Delacroix’s
John the Evangelist Meditatthe way he guides your
self-portrait on a wall,
ing the Gospel, by Guercino
(1591–1666).
eye around the painting,”
slightly above the group
Minoff says. “He leaves
certain areas unresolved
so that your eye moves
past them.” In this way,
Minoff notes, Velázquez
directed the viewer to his
center of interest.
But Minoff doesn’t
just work from postcards
or reproductions. Years
ago, he spent about a
month-and-a-half at The
Metropolitan Museum
of Art, in New York
City, working on a copy
of Velázquez’s Juan de
Pareja, which he also
included in his painting
Unearthed. For Minoff,
copying is an invaluable
process, and he advises
his students to make
the most of the time
that they’re inside the
museum. For example,
try drawing in the major
forms of a work from a
big reproduction while
you’re at home. Then,
he says, when you get to
the museum, “focus on
things like paint handling
and texture. That’s where
you’re communing with
Workshop With the Masters
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Looking back is an
essential ingredient
in the careers of
successful artists
throughout art history.
In part, it’s why many
artists continue to
trek to museums
around the world to
study and copy from
masterworks.
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Linda Dulaney—with students Barbara Hugli-Jones, Matt Jaffe, and
Bridget Harrison—studied the
18th-century drawing Bust of a
Girl Holding an Apple, by Giovanni
Battista Piazzetta (1682–1754) at
the Legion of Honor. Piazzetta’s
drawing was done with black and
white chalk on blue-green laid
paper.

Linda Dulaney sketched
from François Boucher’s
Companions of Diana in
the Legion of Honor.
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he says. “You may think you know
how it was made by looking at it, but
that notion completely changes when
you actually make the copy. Every
thought you have about how it was
done goes right out the window. The
reality is quite different than what
you imagine it to be. That kind of
discovery happens to me over and over
again.”
To encourage this kind of
exploration among his students,

Graves has implemented a detailed and
comprehensive curriculum focused on
the importance of drawing, particularly
the human figure, and then graduating
into painting and sculpture. “We start
everyone off doing graphite drawings,”
says Graves, “mostly of the lithographs
created by French master artist Charles
Bargue (1826–1883).” First, students
create small-scale drawings. “When
these are mastered and the quality of the
work is at a high level,” says Graves, “we

This painting—
Rinaldo and Armida,
by Anthony van
Dyck, from the
Baltimore Museum
of Art—is popular
among those
who like to draw
and sketch at the
museum.

Photos: William Foley (GROUP);
Richard Dulaney (DRAWING)

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT

A copy (oil, 151⁄2 x 111⁄2) by
Nick Alm of Rembrandt’s
Portrait of Margaretha de
Geer. The Swedish artist
Alm (www.nickalm.com)
is a graduate of The Florence Academy of Art.

the artist in his ability to shape oil and
pigment into something that has a
soul. It’s an incredibly profound part of
painting that you really only feel when
you’re in front of the work.”
For Graves, working from an Old
Master work in a museum is not only
a source of great inspiration but is
also where he finds answers to his
most pressing questions on process.
“The only way to understand how
something is done is to make a copy,”
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A copy (oil on
panel, 12 x 8) by
Magdalena Almy of a
detail of John Singer
Sargent’s Lady
Agnew of Lochnaw.
Almy, a former student of The Florence
Academy of Art, is
the co-founder of the
Ravenswood Atelier,
in Chicago (www.
ravenswoodatelier.
com).

Linda Dulaney and
her BACAA (www.
bacaa.org) class
drawing from master
prints from the
Achenbach Foundation for Graphic Arts,
part of the Legion
of Honor museum,
in San Francisco,
which has a large
repository of works
on paper, including
more than 3,000
drawings.
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move them from graphite to charcoal,
which is a more difficult medium to
master. They then work on copying the
same lithographs on a larger scale.”
Graves says studying and copying
Bargue, in conjunction with sketching
and drawing from live models, helps to
build confidence.
American artists don’t necessarily
need to travel to Italy to find a school or
organization that encourages working
from Old Master works. The Grand
Central Academy of Art (GCA) and
the Bay Area Classical Artist Atelier
(BACAA) are just two of a number
of schools in America offering such
programs. Both of those schools have
offered various types of workshops
and classes in which you can attend
a museum with an artist. Minoff says
he taught a copyist class at The Met
for the GCA, and a number of BACAA
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workshops include museum visits.
(Visit art-school websites for more
details about workshops, classes, and
course listings.)
But working in a museum setting
is not always idyllic, and it’s rarely
easy. For starters, there are logistical
challenges. Dulaney says you
sometimes have to clear your visit
with multiple museum departments
before you arrive. Although most
museums allow sketching in graphite
on paper, most museums prohibit wet
media, unless you get a special permit.
But some, such as the J. Paul Getty
Museum, in Los Angeles, are very
encouraging: The staff allows visitors
to use their specially built sketching
gallery and provides free paper,
charcoal, and easels.
For Minoff, the obstacles of copying
an Old Master work aren’t just

logistical—there can be aesthetic ones
as well. “One of the biggest challenges
you face when you’re copying an Old
Master painting is the disconnect
between where we are right now
and the era in which the painting
was executed.” This barrier, he says,
includes technical elements such as
materials we use today that were not
available back then or techniques that
have been lost. “But more important,”
he adds, “our sensibility is shaped by all
the images we’re bombarded with every
day: ads, magazines, and television.
Realism has become something quite
far removed from what it was in the
day of Van Dyck (1599–1641). It’s a
big challenge to reconnect with that,
aesthetically.”
Still, the benefits to this activity
far outweigh the challenges, which
can sometimes be minimized, if not
completely overcome.
One way to bridge the gap
between the centuries is
through research: It helps
to know about the types of
materials and techniques
that were available to the
artist at the time the work
was executed. Graves
suggests learning the color
palette of the artist you’re
working from, giving as
an example the palette
attributed to Anders Zorn
that consisted of only
yellow ochre, vermilion red,
black, and white.
Another way Graves
says you can tell if you’re
copying an Old Master
work correctly is to see if
you’re constantly making
complex mixtures of colors.
If so, Graves says, “then you
probably have the wrong
colors on your palette.
Painters are pretty efficient
people. So when they’re
working, they’re going to
Workshop With the Masters
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use the colors and mixtures that get the
job done as quickly as possible.”
Of course, not all artists have
documented what colors they use.
But some museums, such as the
Musée National Eugène Delacroix,
in Paris, have artist palettes on view.
Another resource is to do research
on the internet. Some results include
photographs of actual palettes from past
masters.
Sometimes studying from master
works can be overwhelming. Minoff
says, “The process can be so humbling
that it makes you want to break your
brushes.” Such frustrations can be
common when you’re trying to achieve
a very accurate likeness or if you’re
copying a very complex painting.
But Graves suggests avoiding this
goal. “The bottom line in copying is
not to try to produce a facsimile or a
forgery,” he explains, “but to try and
go about it with the same spirit with
which the original was made.” He says
that you might try finding out how
long it took the master to complete the
work. (Sometimes it’s documented.) If
the work took five sessions to produce,
spend five sessions on your copy. “See
if you can go through the procedure in
a similar way,” Graves says, “But above
all, don’t worry if it’s not an exact replica
of the original. The important thing
is to learn how they translated their
three-dimensional image onto a twodimensional surface.”
Or as Sutherland says, “Don’t be
afraid of copying, because we all have a
different heart and soul. You’ll want to
bring your own heartbeat and rhythm
to it.”
!"
Terry Sullivan, a former editor of American
Artist and current editor of Consumer
Reports, is an artist and freelancer writer
residing in New York.

“Don’t worry if it’s not an exact replica
of the original. The important thing
is to learn how [the masters] translated
their three-dimensional image onto a
two-dimensional surface.”
–DANIEL GRAVES, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR
OF THE FLORENCE ACADEMY OF ART
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A copy by Gustav Sundin of Anders Zorn’s Self-Portrait in a
Wolfskin. Sundin (www.gustavsundin.com), a graduate of The
Florence Academy of Art, was able to work in oil in the galleries
at the Zorn Museum, in Mora, Sweden.

Leo Mancini-Hresko’s copy
(silverpoint on prepared
paper, 8 x 6) of a silverpoint
drawing by Raphael from
around 1503.

RECASTING A MODERN MASTERPIECE: NEXT PAGE
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Little Dancer With
Blue Bow

includes a French poem
by Degas dedicated to
the Little Dancer.
Degas’ original work
has an intriguing
history. For starters,
it’s the only sculpture
the French master
exhibited in his
lifetime, and it was
only on display to the
public once (and did
not sell). Yet Degas
was looked at by his
peers as a significant
sculptor; Renoir
even called him,
“the greatest living
sculptor.” The original
work, which is in the
National Gallery of Art,
in Washington, DC, is
about 40 inches tall.
The figure is modeled
from yellow wax, but
Degas also added other
materials, including
hair, fabric, and a
wood base. (After
the artist’s death, his
family had the wax sculpture cast and
supervised the production of about
25 bronze copies of the work, which
are now in museums throughout the
United States and Europe.)
Yet despite its inventive technique
and intense realism, Sutherland says
that many critics panned the sculpture
when it was shown to the public, in
part because ballet dancers were looked
upon as lower-class. In fact, ballerinas
such as Marie van Goethem, the model
for the sculpture, were called rats de
l’opéra, literally “opera rats,” a purposely

RECASTING A MODERN MASTERPIECE
Connecticut artist Jane Sutherland’s
love of Old Master work dates back
to one of her earliest projects as an
undergraduate art student. “My first
assignment was to take a master work
and reproduce it in another medium,”
she says, and the artist suspects this
may have been subconsciously in the
back of her mind when she created her
series Recasting Little Dancer.
The cycle of images comprises 16
drawings (charcoal on paper with
gesso and pumice, all 40" x 30"),
eight paintings (oil on linen, ranging
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in size from 30" x 22" to 60" x 46"),
and six portraits (oil on panel, all 6"
x 6") based on Edgar Degas’, iconic
sculpture Little Dancer Aged Fourteen.
The works—created from studying
and copying museum reproductions,
Sutherland’s own photos, and many
visits to several different museums—
present the figure from different angles,
sometimes depicted on brightly colored
backgrounds, sometimes with or without
her skirt. Some works include text; in one
painting you can read the work’s caption
information. In another case, Sutherland

www.ArtistDaily.com

Photo: © 2011 Norton Simon Art Foundation (LITTLE DANCER)

by Jane Sutherland,
oil on linen, 46 x 40.

derogatory term.
But what appealed to Sutherland
was not only how Degas elevates
Goethem, imbuing her figure with a
sense of humanity and even nobility,
but how the artist almost makes the
contradictions of her life seem
palpable. “I have focused on
the sense of fused opposites,”
Sutherland says, “her elegance
and awkwardness; her reserve
and impudence; her fragility
and her confidence in perfect
balance.” Sutherland felt this
all seemed quite logical for
such a young girl in the act of
becoming. “I read somewhere
that she wanted to be the most
famous dancer in the world,”
Sutherland says. “And how
ironic that she didn’t become
that, but she did become it in
some ways—by becoming one
of the most famous muses in
the history of art.”
In a way, it seems Sutherland
is not just captivated with the
subject, although many of the
www.ArtistDaily.com

museums that own a bronze copy of the
Little Dancer, such as the Norton Simon
Museum, in Pasadena, California,
acknowledge that it is popular among
those who enjoy sketching at museums.
But by working in a serial manner,
Sutherland seems to be following the
advice of Degas himself, who said, “It
is essential to do the same subject over
again, 10 times, 100 times.” Sutherland
echoes the method that the French
master himself used in painting not
only ballerinas, which is perhaps his
most prolific series, but also his series
of bathers and equestrian subjects.
Next year, Sutherland will have a
closure, of sorts, for this series. The
Recasting Little Dancer series will be
exhibited in the Spring of 2012 at the
Portland Museum of Art, in Maine, in
conjunction with the exhibition, “Edgar
Degas: The Private Impressionist.”
"
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Little Dancer Aged
Fourteen
by Edgar Degas, 1878–1881,
bronze, 375⁄8 x 133⁄16 x 915⁄16.
Norton Simon Art Foundation,
Pasadena, California.
ABOVE

Dancer Rear View
by Jane Sutherland, charcoal with gesso and pumice,
40 x 30.
LEFT

Little Dancer on Blue
by Jane Sutherland, oil on
linen, 46 x 40.
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