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ecently, Natalie Italiano had the pleasure of interviewing 
artist Adrienne Stein about her work. The following is a 
transcript of the interview between Italiano and Stein.

Italiano: Your paintings are so rich and visually complex. Do your 
concepts develop visually, or do you start with an idea and then 
search for a visual expression?  

Stein: Currently my paintings are less about a specific narrative 
and more about moods and sensations associated with the various 
archetypes and characters I depict. I love painting women; there is 
something about the feminine spirit that generates a lifetime of ideas 
and imagery for me. Most of the cast of characters in my paintings 
are close friends and family members. I paint them loosely, based on 
their personalities. Sometimes they are related to a mythic character 
or archetype. Sometimes I relate it to something I’ve heard or read, 
or a character that exists in mythology. Usually I start with the overall 
mood that I want to evoke and find a way to make it my own.
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More on Drawing
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hose of you who have been 
reading these Chair letters know 
how much I love and respect 
drawing as the beautiful and 

expressive foundation of art - upon 
which everything artists do ultimately 
rests. Since I have spent the past 20 
years teaching workshops around the 
world, my readers know that I fear 

for the fate of our foundation. I worry about the numbers of 
people taking workshops who have business cards with images 
of commissioned portraits copied from photographs, yet who 
are utterly lost when trying to draw a live model and have no 
idea about anatomy or how to judge values or represent shapes. 
Talking with them about drawing is like speaking in a foreign 
language. I grieve because it’s a beautiful language, and I don’t 
want it to die of neglect. Consider this language by Holland Cotter 
in his New York Times article of November 19, 2017 about the 
Metropolitan Museum’s show, “Michelangelo: Divine Draftsman 
and Designer”:

“... a titanic career as recorded in the most fragile of media - 
paper, chalk, and ink...

“It requires you to be fully present. Snapping it with smartphones 
won’t do. Drawing is more than a graphic experience; it’s a textural 
one, about pressure of crayon and pen on a page; the subliminal 
fade and focus of lines; the weave and shadow-creating swells 
of surfaces. Barely seeable, never mind photographable, these 
effects are, one way or another, the truest evidence of the artist’s 
hand.”

Reading that thrills me. I hope it thrills you, too.
The art of drawing cannot be learned from photographs 

because the camera is not an artist and cannot draw. Recently Ed 
Jonas stressed the importance that we who teach need to make 
clear to our students how the camera fails - the monocular vision 
that distorts shapes and distances, the incapacity of the lens to 
see and judge values, the absence of brain to make choices and 
express feelings, the absence of hand to make marks that represent 
thought and feeling, the mechanical edges, the unnatural color. 
However, so much can’t be taught and must be discovered and 
owned by the student through long concentrated practice. There 
are no shortcuts. Art is a lifelong journey of discovery. My wish for 
all of us is that we are lifelong students.

Ed has noted another vital issue, that being an artist demands 
courage and self-trust - that we permit ourselves to make mistakes 
and yet don’t lose faith. Letting go of the photographs and daring 
to learn to draw are the beginning of becoming an artist.

Judith B. Carducci, PSA, PSS
Chair, Cecilia Beaux Forum
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NI: Your images, while representational, go beyond direct observa-
tion, and seem steeped in an almost dream world. Will you discuss 
your sources?  

AS: When I put a painting together, I make a strong effort to blend 
direct observation with imagination.  I try to start with reality but 
bring it into some other realm. I feel like the paintings in my studio 
are a collection of saints and muses. They are based on things that 
I have heard and read, but I want them to be less literal. For a lot 
of my paintings, I’m blending and cobbling together a variety of 
source material, working from life and from photographs. I might 
use a group of different photographs where I try to unify the light 
source so it feels like the light is coming from the same direction. 
For La Fete Sauvage, I set up the still life in front of the model, and 
then had her sit behind it while I photographed her. Then I recreated 
the still life in my studio and painted the still life set up from life and 
used photographs to paint the model. I’m always trying to bring 
different elements into my work so that it feels like the direct experi-
ence of painting from life, which was my roots, but then it also lifts 
off into a story telling realm where it takes a twist and turn.  

NI: Do you like the term Magical Realism? Does it characterize your 
work? 

AS: Yes, I think it’s a genre that I feel comfortable with. Movies and 
writing in this genre oscillate between a fantasy world and the real 
world, and there’s a blurry line between the two. You get the sense 
that the characters and the story are unfolding in our time, but then 
some other dimension is introduced, where the rules of time and 
space don’t apply, and there is another mystery going on, which I 
really love. Joseph Campbell talks about this mythic dimension of 

life and seeing your life as a 
story arc. I really respond to the 
term Magical Realism because it 
speaks to the spirit of my work, 
at least what it’s about right 
now. 

NI: Social media can be a mixed 
blessing. When Andrew Wyeth 
painted the Helga series, he 
painted in isolation for fifteen 
years. How do you balance social 
media with your creative process?  

AS: I take chapters in my life when I step away from social media 
to go inward. Social media is a great way to have a look into other 
artist’s process. You can see information about their materials, their 
references, how they put their work together, their studios, but at the 
same time there is something distracting. Andrew Wyeth’s intense 
attentiveness and deep loving connection with his subject matter 
makes his work feel undistracted.  There is something to be said for 
living in three dimensions and having time to germinate and let some-
thing come into being without interference from the outside world. 

NI: My favorite book about the creative process is Big Magic by 
Elizabeth Gilbert. Are there any books or creative rituals you could 
suggest for other artists seeking inspiration?

AS: I love that book and how 
she talks about the creative 
process as a living thing, and 
that ideas have a life of their 
own and are seeking a human 
collaborator. It’s so mystical and 
fresh and makes it so exciting. 
Julia Cameron’s The Artist’s Way 
is one I like. I love writing and 
the morning pages she suggests 
because you start your day by 
making something without your 
inner critic messing with it. I’m 
glad I attended graduate school, 
but afterwards my inner critic 
was so strong I could barely 
paint. The critic was deterring 
me away from everything I 
wanted to do. The morning 
pages helped me to get past 
that and to just start some-
where and disable that critical 
part of myself. 

Persephone, oil, 48 x 30”

Violet Bride, oil, 48 x 24”

Vernal Circle, oil, 36 x 30”


