A New Direction in Art Education

The Florence Academy of Art, Andy Warbhol, and a New Aesthetic Movement

Although based in the heart of Renaissance Italy, The Florence
Academy of Art was spawned in modernist America. The ori-
gins of The Academy go back to 1969, when an eccentric
artist and educator named Richard Lack started a new kind
of art school in Minneapolis. Much like The Florence Academy
of Art, which was not founded until 1991, the Atelier Lack
was a radically new art school that attempted to revitalize
art education by reintroducing rigorous training in tradi-
tional drawing and painting techniques. In the 1970s, as
Curator of Paintings at the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, I
had occasion to visit this atelier and to observe the students.
Carefully drawing plaster casts and nude models, they appeared
to be even more reactionary than the photo realists who were in
vogue at the time. Back then, it seemed so ironic that this
bustling atelier was taking root not far from the cutting-edge
Walker Art Center and in the heart of perhaps the most avidly
modernist city in America in terms of art and architecture.
Donning my modernist hat, [ naively suggested to some of
these young artists that they might visit the Walker Art Center,
whereupon they retorted that they had been weaned on the
Walker! They had also experienced the leveling of almost the
entire old part of their city to make way for dozens of new,
avant-garde buildings. The more we spoke, the more my image
of them as provincial reactionaries crumbled. It was one of
those young students, Daniel Graves, who later founded The
Florence Academy of Art.

Often the most radical ideas start in the provinces;
indeed, it was not until 1982 that a new school with similar
goals was begun in New York City. Founded by Stuart Pivar,
an eccentric collector and inventor, in a Greenwich Village
studio, The New York Academy of Art soon won the support
of Andy Warhol, who was seriously interested in the revival of
traditional academic training for artists. Warhol’s support for
this traditional type of academy resulted from the lack of such
training in his own education and his prediction that the course
of art bistory would be changed if one thousand students could
be taught Old Master drawing and painting techniques. Warhol
eventually became a member of the board of The New York
Academy, and after his death the Andy Warhol Foundation for
the Visual Arts awarded its very first grant to the Academy, to

which it eventually provided major funding.

The following year, a third traditional art school, the
Cecil-Graves Studio, was founded in Florence. Created by
Charles Cecil and Daniel Graves in Lorenzo Bartolini’s nine-
teenth-century sculpture studio, the atelier was the precursor
of The Florence Academy of Art, which was later started by
Graves in the garden conservatory of the Palazzo Corsini in
Florence. I visited this studio in 1985. With a small cadre of
serious art students, most of them young and American, again
drawing from plaster casts and painting from live models, the
time-has-stood-still atmosphere of the atelier was unforget-
table. In the early 1970s, both Cecil and Graves had studied
extensively at the new Atelier Lack in Minneapolis before
expatriating to Florence—a city as old and traditional as
Minneapolis was new and modern.

At this time 1 was chief curator of the Wadsworth
Atheneum and represented the museum on the board of the
Hartford Art School. Returning from Florence, 1 asked the
dean at Hartford if they offered any traditional painting or
drawing courses. Informed that indeed there was a life-
drawing class every Wednesday afternoon, I soon discovered
that it consisted of a nude model that the students were
allowed the freedom to draw, unencumbered by any instruc-
tion. This practice was typical of most art schools at the
time and was akin to teaching music by allowing students to
look at a piano once a week. Apparently, no one on the fac-
ulty of the art school had been thoroughly versed in tradi-
tional drawing skills; hence, no one was qualified to teach
them. Like Warhol, I concluded that a serious problem with
art education was simply not being addressed, and, in 1987
I left the museum field to become the first professional
director of The New York Academy of Art.

Once immersed in the New York art world as head of
“Warhol’s Academy,” I soon realized that there were two
camps when it came to art education. The larger group hard-
ly ever thought about it, and when they did, they assumed that
young artists all over the country learned traditional painting
and drawing skills, then rejected such training, moved to New
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York, and became “avant-garde.” The second group was
aware of the fact that such training no longer existed in art
schools and considered it to be a good thing, as such training

was possibly detrimental, and certainly passé.






