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Artists looking to paint in the manner of the Old Masters should consider copying
masterpieces in museumns or from reproductions, both of which offer
invaluable lessons about the craft of painting.

by JOHN A. PARKS

here is no better way to get to know a painting than to copy it. Re-creating the process

and following the technique of a great master allows a kind of intimacy and insight

that is impossible to obtain otherwise, The value of this practice was something the

Old Masters well understood themselves. Copying was part of studio training from

the Italian Renaissance onward into the 19™ century, when it formed an integral part

of the academic curriculum. Copying was also a business in its own right. Studios often sold mul-
tiple versions of the same painting. and copies of popular pictures were routinely commissioned.

After being somewhat sidelined by the advent of Modernism, copying has now returned as a pop-

ular practice among a growing numbers of painters eager to plumb the secrets of the Old Masters.

We recently talked to Nanette Fluhr and Adam Miller—paimters who teach courses in copying

through the Teaching Studies of Art—about the benefits of copying, the best methods for going

about it, and the materials a copyist should use.

American Artist: How did
you become interested in
copying?

MANETTE FLUHR: After | graduated
from the 5chool of Visual Arts, 1 fur
thered my study of drawing. painting
and picture-making skills as they were
developed by the Old Masters under the
puidance of John Frederick Murray, |
feel most fortunate to have found him,
e was a wonderful teacher, and [ am
grateful to his guidance and insights to
thiz day. He suggested that | goto T h
!'-‘.l".r|:|1||'::;|.1'| MuisEtm of Art and COpYy

directly from my favorite masterpicoes.

ADAM MILLER: | |:-|-|;.,.|'| :-'I:||.;_1'.'i||;.:
drawing when very young with the
poal of becoming am illustrator, It
was the discovery of Michelangelo’s
work that steered my course toward
studying the Old Masters and trving
o understand what made their wark

o miraculously beautiful, As part of

that prursiat, k:|||_|1..'|r:;.; their '.Ip|'.l]|l’.'..-:-

tion of paint and use of materials was

16 1 attended art

very important, Al
¢ hool in Florence, [talv, and realized
that 1o $ea 3 great painting in person
was a completely different experi-
ence from viewing it in a book. The
Old Masters typically had an efficient
and beautiful way of mixing colors
and layering paint that allowed them
to create incredibly complicated and

naturalistic pictures

AA: How does one go
about copying at a
museums

NF: 1 became a copyist at The
Met in the early 19008 when
[ painted replicas of works by
Rembrandt, Velirzguez, Van
Dyck, Rubens. Lawrence, and Le
Brun. The first step for copying
there is to set up an interview
with SOTTI=0ne at 1h|' MEseums
copyist program. You then

receive a permit that allows you
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to copy the specified painting for a cer:
tain period, usually one month. The
painting gets stamped that it's a copy,
and there are certain guidelines one
needs o (ollow—it has to be at least 1o
percent smaller or larger than the origi-
nal, for example. Other museums have
thieir own PrOErams and |_;ui|.i|'||||-e'- amd

shvould be contacied direcily,

AA: What is the process
by which you copy an Old
Master painting?

MF: | do extensive research belose | begin
any of my copies. John Frederick Murray
-:'hrli.mu'\-:': L Impartance of resear |||||:.:
the eriginal painting in the museum'’s
library and finding out all you can before
beginning. | want my process to be as
authentic as possabde 5o that [ can under
stand how o achieve the results that the
original obtained. | need to know what
materials were used and how these mate-

rials affected the look of the paintings.
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I alzo work out small value and color
studies before proceeding with the final
painting 5o that | understand why the
painting works—what values, edges,
and shapes hold the painting together.
These masterpieces work because of
the big idea; they pull you in because of
the simple, powerful ideas.

Once all of this is done and under-
stood, | begin preparing the ground for
the final painting. [ have to consider a
variety of factors regarding the original:
what support it was on, what painting
techniques were used, and whether
the ground was opaque or transparent.
Different starts yield different results.

AM: | was lucky to be living near some
great  European museums when |
began copying, so 1 would paint in my
studio and walk back and forth to the
museum o refresh my eye and make
nobes. | was always interested in under-
standing the reasons why a painter
miade the decisions he or she did in a
painting, 2o [ spent a lot of timse just sit-
ting and staring at the painting, doing
nothing but thinking my way through
the artist's process. This thinking is the
most important part; it gives meaning
to the act of copying and makes it more

than just matching colored spots on a
Canvas.

I would always try to go beyond the
painting, as well. and study the artist’s
preparatory work. Making sketches
and studies leading up to the finished
painting is one mone way to get into the
artist’s head. Then the real challenge
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begins in bringing that knowledge back

o your own painting process,

AA: Do you find you have to
buy art materials that are
different from those availabl:
now?

NF: The paints used by the Old Masters
differed from modern tubed paints
They ground their own pigments and
determined their own concentration of
pigment in the paint. They didn't have all
the stabilizers used today. The degree of
transparency or opacity of pigment was
common knowledge among painters of
the past; artists understood the full poten-
tial of each pigment. Although we have
many more colors available to us today,
we should still understand the opacity
and transparency of the pigments. It is
rermarkable what the Old Masters socorm-
plished with limited palettes, and it's very
useful to learn the resulis that can be
obtained with limited colors.
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The best cil-painting brushes have
| chanpged little over time. The two
| main types are still thoge made from

stiff bristles—usually hog's hair—and
from soft hair, such as sable. Artists of
the past made their own bruthes and
taught their apprentices how to do it

They had flat tips and round brushes
that formed a point. When 1 painted
a copy of Velizquez's fuan de Parefa, |
used rounded bristle brushes, because
that is what Velizquer used.

AM: | have made my own materials in
the past and occasionally do now, But
I believe that the top-quality materials
available today are as pood as almost
anything from the past.

AA: What is the value to
the student or professional
in copying an Old Master
painting? How big a part
of an artist’s training and
practice should it be?

AM: Copying is incredibly important.
If dome with a guide who really under.
stands how and why different painters
used light or dark grounds and why
they layered paint in different ways, it
gives you a map for how to succeed in
making different kinds of paintings
and opens up new horizons of artistic
expression. | find, these days, mostly
postimpressionist painting approaches
are taught. and that is a very small slice
of the cake, historically speaking. Many
artists struggle precisely because they
are trying to do paintings that look a
certain way but are using a technique
that is working apgainst them and mak-
ing it almost impossible,

The real value of copying is educa-
tional. You need 1o understand what the
purposés are behind certain technical
choices, such as why you would use a
warm of cool underpainting and what
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kinds of results they offer. A darkly

contrasted painting by Carasvaggio
L h1]||| Ll o I:1.'.!.F|.'|:1'I'I1 |.LI'.|.11'rp.I11'I‘.iI"I_E
from a lighter, more delicate painting
by Rubens. As a teacher, my approach
to the copying process is that you are
poing to be doing your own paintings
eventually and you are poing to learn
from these Obd Masters,

A lot of copying is approached a lit-
tle oo uniformly. Too often, the idea is
to pet the most accurate copy possible.

When the Old Masters themselves cop
ied, it wasn't about total accuracy. It was
about learning to work in the style of
the particular painter. It was about try-
img to figure out kow they managed to
get this or that effect

Part of understanding Old Master

technique is understanding the kind of

business they were in. Painters such as
Rubens or Van Dyck were obliged to pro-
duce very complicated paintings in short
spaces of time r.l'lq":u' foqnmad [ll‘-t'tl.l:l.i-:llll"'\

Replica of and procedures  that
:ﬂ:::mu gave them flexibility
Broglie and control. The dif
by Manette Fluhr,  feremt stages of the
1993, oll, 32 x 24 :

Colection the painting were separated
artat andd broken dowr. A line

drawing was followed
by laying in the main tonal values in the
underpainting. Colors were first applied
thinly on top, in glazes. Often only small
arcas of the painting were built up. In
other areas, more of the underpainting
remains exposed. Part of what [ get stu-
dents to realize is that the mindset of Old
Master painters was not like ours. We
often have the idea of secking “truth” in a
painting. But they were after making the
most impressive images they could make.

NF: Art is a visual language, and one
must learn to express oneself visually,
Artizts need to learn their craft, and they
also have to have something to say. They
must balance technique and intuition.
Without proper technique, the most pas-
gionate artist cannot express his ideas,

To quote Renoir: *It is in the museum
that one learns to paint.” There is no finer
teacher than the Old Masters. The pur-
pose erl;r_r]_:r:,':i:ui; 8 1o i.'_.iu:l F d{'{-'pt"r. TTROIE
insightful understanding so that one can
apply it to one’s own work. In my own
portrait of my grandfather, for instance
I was greatly influenced by Rembrandt's
use of chiaroscuro, Study paint-
ings you like and see why they
work; what strong value and
color patterns hold the painting
together. Usually it's just two or
three values and colors—sirong
and simple.

The original artist has already
golved everything for you. For
example, Ingres’ Princesse de
Broglie contains dazzling render-
ing of various malerials—sgatin,
vehvet, and skin, In a way, that's
the casy part—the work of the
technician. The reason the paint:
ing is in a museum is because

of the way Ingres designed it. A blue
triangle overlapped by a yellow triangle,
against the background of the two colors
mixed. When people say they love mod-
ern art, nothing is more abstract then the
design of the Odd Masters.

AA: What is the best way for
someone to get involved in
making Old Master copies?

NF: | would highly recommend taking
a course with someone knowledgeable
who will guide you. 50 many people
just want to begin in the way they
already work, but the whole idea is to
learn how the masters worked. To just
get a superficial likeness is missing the
larger lesson. One should learn how
to achieve those results .. really learn
what the paints are capable of.

AM: I think, like all things in life, you
find somecne who both understands a
technique and is able to produce some-

what comparable results. The history of

a painting begins with the first mark in
the first sketch and finishes with the
varnish. A good teacher should under-
stand how to make all of these things
support ene another and facilitate the

proCess.

The Teaching Studios of Art has campuses in Oyster Bay, on Long
Island: and in Brooklyn. It focuses on training students in traditional
artistic technigues. For more information, visit www.teachingstudios.com.
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[ like to have my students copy
a few different artists so that they
get an overview of the most popular
historical painting techniques and
begin to understand why you would
choose one of them over another. |
encourage them to follow up by mak-
ing their own painting in the same
style. This means understanding
how to light the model, make studies,
prepare the surface, draw, begin, and
layer the paint. The goal is always to
understand how to get the most of
out your own work. W

John A, Parks is an artist who iz repre-
sented by 532 Gallery Thomas Jaeckel in
New York City, He is also a teacker af the
Schood of Visual Arts, in New Yors City,
and is a frequent contributor to
American Artist, Drawing, and
Whatercolor megazines,

Workshop: Profeesional Practioes
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ABOUT
THE
ARTISTS

Manelte Fluhr studied at the
Sehool of Visual Arts and with
John Frederick Murray., She s a
member of the Portrait 3ociety
of America. She teaches a course
in copying Old Master paintings
&t the Teaching Studios o1 Art

At its campus in Oyster Bay, an
Long Island, Mew York, For maose
||'|[j||'|".3{|ﬂ‘1_ l.'ii"l Www_ nanaile
Huhr.com.

Adam Miller studied at The
Flaremce Acadery of Art, im [1aly
Hi teaches a course in Copying

Oid Master paintings at the Teach-

14 Studios of Art at its campus in
Broakhymn For more inbarrmatn,
vigal werw_ adamimillerart.com
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