
CHARLIE UTZ 

HOLIDAY 1999
56 CAPE CoDHOME&GARDEN 

Afternoon Light- 16"x 20" 

Lois Griffel-
/feJDng withColor 

Bv Jovce llia(Jfler 

t's not unusual for a Dyer Street 
resident to step onto his front porch on 
a sun-filled morning and find Lois 
Griffel in his garden, coaching a 
student on composition. Nor is it 
unusual for an intrepid walker to 

chance upon Lois at her easel, painting a snow 
strewn path at Beech Forest. A beachcomber 
may come upon her strolling from easel to easel 
and offering encouragement to her class. Lois 
Griffel can be glimpsed almost anywhere in 
Provincetown on any given day, either capturing 
light and color on her own canvas, or teaching 
students to find their own spin on the scene. She 
is as much a part of the geography as Pilgrim 
Monument and a critical factor in the one-
hundred year history of Provincetown as an art 
colony. continued on next page 
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Autumn Sunset - 24"x 30" 

Sunset at Ghost Ranch- J4"x 17" 
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The third owner of the Cape Cod 
School of Art, Ms. Griffel inherited a 
doctrine that changed Provincetown 
from a Portuguese fishing village to the 
global-class art center it is today. The 
school was founded a hundred years 
ago by Charles W Hawthorne, a 
student of William Merritt Chase and 
an avid fan of French impressionism. 
Mr. Hawthorne was dazzled by 
Provincetown for the wealth of 
landscapes and seascapes and a clarity 
of light and changes of season that 
would have left Monet himself 
breathless. The school became a Mecca 
for American artists. Provincetown 
became an artist's colony. 

When Hawthorne died, Henry 
Hensche took over the school, then 
passed it on to his long-time student, 
Lois Griffel, when he retired. An 
accomplished artist, showing in 
galleries in Boston, New York, Santa 
Fe, and on the Cape, Lois preaches 
what she practices, cheerfully sharing 
her expertise and the talents of other 
Hensche trained teachers with students 
of the school. Her book, "Painting the 
Impressionistic Landscape," advances 
the theories of her predecessors. She 

continued on next page 
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Lois Griffel- on Provincetown and 
the Cape Cod School of Art 

W e're celebrating the lOOth 
anniversary of 
Provincetown as an art 

colony and it's directly related to the 
school's opening in 1899. At that time, 
this was a small fishing village. It was 

starting to 
become a little 
bit of a tourist 
attraction 
because of the 
summer and 
the water and 
the beaches, 

. and because it 
wasn't as 
accessible as it 

is today. Charles Hawthorne, founder 
of the school, was very much seduced 
by the impressionist movement. He 
discovered that Provincetown had the 
gorgeous clarity of light that was found 

in the Barbizon 
area where 
impressionism 
was nurtured. 
Really, the 
light here is 
like the light in 
Provence and 
the Barbizon 
area. I was 
actually 
startled at how 
gorgeous and 

how familiar Provence felt to me after 
being here for so many years. 

Hawthorne was a very highly 
regarded and successful teacher, and, of 
course, he brought in a great many 
other artists and teachers, like Hans 

Hofmann and Richard E. Miller. 
Because of the artists, came writers like 
Eugene O'Neill. In a few years the 
school was thriving and Provincetown 
became a mecca for the arts. After 
Hawthorne died in 1930, Henry 
Hensche, his heir apparent, reopened 
the school in its current location as the 
Cape School of Arts and taught there 
for 55 years. After studying with him 
for about 15 years, I took over the 
school in 1986, and received 
permission from Joe Hawthorne, 
Charles' son, to restore the name, Cape 
Cod School of Art. 

Provincetown has become a great 
town for artists. The people here 
nurture our work in plein-air painting. 
They love to see the students in their 
gardens. They recognize what we're 
doing, that we're saying "We admire 
what you've done. Let us cherish it for 
you. Let us capture it on canvas." 
They'll come out in winter and ask if 
we want a cup of coffee. They offer us 
lemonade in the summer. There's such 
great recognition for us. 

There's a great camaraderie about 
Provincetown as an art colony. In the 
winter neighbors might trade a lobster 
for a sketch, or give you a lobster 
because they're happy to see you or 
because they think you might need a 
good meal. There's a lot of give and 
take, even between the Portuguese 
fishing community and the artists. 
That's what I love about Provincetown. 

The Cape Cod School of Art attracts 
both students and distinguished art 
instructors alike. 
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LoisGrmel 
continued 

uses Hawthorne's technique of "mud-
heads" - placing live models with 
bright light behind them so that their 
facial features are in shadow, and 
Hensche's method of having students 
create studies of colored blocks in 
several different types of light. 

Lois' classroom is a large 
antiquated barn with northern light 
and lots of room for easels and drying 
paintings, but she mostly teaches in the 
yards, gardens, woods, harbors, and 
shorelines of Provincetown. Plein-air 
painting is the credo of the school, and 
Hawthorne's charge to "Yell at me with 
color. Give me something dripping with 
sunlight.," is practiced on almost every 
canvas. 

Lois Griffe! brings other influences 
into her teaching and art. At the age of 
five she discovered she would be an 
artist. Confined to bed with one of the 
standard childhood maladies, Lois was 
cranky and bored. In an effort to 
entertain the tot, Lois' mother drew a 
very simple figure on paper. For Lois, it 
was a mitzvah. "I instantly knew I 
could do that. In the moment of her 
doing it, I recognized that I could draw, 
that I could do that, too. From that day 
on I was drawing and coloring. I never 
stopped." Unfortunately, her family was 
music oriented. They tried to channel 
Lois' talents into piano lessons, but she 
was redeemed by an understanding 
music teacher who explained to Lois' 
mother, "Mrs. Griffe!, I don't want to 
waste your money. Lois just doesn't 
have it." 

After that, Mrs. Griffe! invested in 
her daughters visual arts talents. "The 
first art teacher I had took me to the 
museums," Lois remembers. "I was 
about twelve or thirteen when she took 
me to the Met. She was extremely fond 
of Van Gogh and her interest 
influenced me. Although Van Gogh is 
post-impressionism, that's where I got 
that early reaction to color. 
"The color was the ultimate 
seduction," she continues. "I've been 
totally devoted to Monet for years, 
maybe before I even knew I'd be an 
impressionist painter. I was always 
hooked by the impressionist colors." 

Although her artistic leanings were 
nurtured, no one thought that Lois 
would do anything with her talent 
other than to become a teacher herself. 

continued on next page 
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First House Sunset- 14"x 18" 

Provence Hilltown- 14"x 18" 
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loisGrmel 
continued 

"I don't think anyone in my immediate 
family knew how one could become an 
artist," Lois recalls. "So even though I 
was recognized as the family artist, I 
didn't realize I had other avenues 
besides teaching." She received her BA 
in art and education at South 
Connecticut State College and went on 
to teach at a junior high school where, 
she says, "The students had to take art, 
but they didn't have to pass." She 
doesn't begrudge the time she spent 
studying education, however. "I'm glad 
I have those skills," she says, "I think 
that training helps my communication 
with people, which is really effective . 
when I'm teaching. When I write, or 
when I'm talking to my students, I'm 
very clear." 

While she was teaching, Lois took 
advantage of the resources of the city, 
and studied at New York's Art 
Student's League, where, coincidently, 
Charles Hawthorne had learned his 
craft decades before. She studied with 
Harvey Dinnerstein. She studied 
portraiture with E. Raymond Kinstler, 
and, in fact, thought that she would 
become a portrait painter herself. No 
doubt she would have been every bit as 
successful, as evidenced by her work, 
"Portrait After Degas" which is a major 
departure from her plein-air work and 
illustrates her classical training. 
Finally, in the early 1970s, the rigors of 
teaching unwilling and unmotivated 
students became more than she wanted 
to deal with. "Since they didn't have to 
pass, the kids decided to use my class 
as the cut-up class, " she explains. 
"There were days when I'd run into the 
art supply closet in tears. But, it got me 
out of junior high teaching and that's 
probably what helped me get up to 
Provincetown, so all in all, I'm grateful 
now that I didn't stay in public 
education." 

Lois moved to the Cape and began 
her studies with the cantankerous 
Henry Hensche "He is absolutely my 
most important influence," she recalls. 
"He was such a brilliant and 
consummate artist, that he didn't even 
have to be a good teacher to be such a 
significant influence on my life and my 
art. He never tired of doing demos for 
us. He never tired of the students." 

In 1974, Lois met actor and 
carpenter Hal Streib. They married in 

continued on next page 
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loisGrmel 
continued 

1978. In 1985, they took over the 
school from the retiring Henry Hensche. 
"I suspect that Hal's being in the picture 
was a factor in Henry's decision to sell 
to us," Lois recalls. "The buildings need 
a lot of upkeep." Between plays Hal 
keeps the ancient barn that acts as a 
classroom from crumbling, and frames 
Lois' finished work. 

Lois has expanded the scope of the 
school since she's taken it over, but 
doesn't feel that it's a betrayal to her 
previous mentors. "Up until I took over 
the school, the only teachers that had 
been there were Hawthorne, during his 
tenure, and Henry, during his. I think it 
worked for them because in those days 
there were less people with less leisure 
time," she explains." Now, there are 
summer workshop programs all over the 
United States and Europe. People don't 
have to come to Provincetown to learn 
how to see color and light. I knew that 
to keep competitive with this huge 
growing market that I wanted to bring 
in more teachers - other students of 
Henry Hensche who are also dedicated 
to the concept, and add variety to the 
school." 

Towards that end, Lois has 
expanded to a four-month summer with 
workshops every week, different 
teachers, different mediums. Hawthorne 
and Hensche taught oil painting still-life 
with simple color theory. Lois has 
expanded the curriculum into 
landscapes, portraits, water-colors, and 
pastels, with teachers changing every 
week. Next year will be the first time 
the school will sponsor a sculpture class. 
She boasts, "We give the students a 
good dose of art for a week." The school 
teaches art on all levels, from beginners 
to professionals, and from teens to 
seniors. Students come from all over the 
U.S. and Europe. 

Meanwhile, Provincetown still 
embraces the school that changed its 
character 100 years ago. Lois recalls, 
"This summer I had students out on 
location, with their easels and umbrellas 
- very romantic. A lot of people would 
pass in their cars and honk their horns 
and call out to us. They're so thrilled to 
see the students and artists are still out 
there." And Pilgrim Monument. And 
Lois Griffel. ~  

Joyce Wagner is a editor and novelist who 
lives in West Tisbury 
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LOIS CiRIFFEL and the Cape Cod School of Ar t 

by Christopher Busa 

Lois Griffe! is an artist who, as director of 
the Cape Cod School of Art, carries the 
torch of impressionist painting inherited 

from the school's previous directors, Charles 
Hawthorne and Henry Hensch e. She is also the 
author of a new book of technique and color 

way of teaching color development and will 
open up an era of fine realist painting in the 
future. So much undue stress is put upon origi-
nality as though nothing else equalled it in im-
portance. Babies are not original, but each gen-
eration treasures them nevertheless, and is 
happy with a tiny variation of themselves." 

theory, based on but extending the teachings of Hawthorne founded the Cape Cod School of 
her predecessors, Painting the Impressionist Land- Art in 1899 when he was 28 years old and had 
scape: Lessons in Interpreting Light and Color, pub- himself been an assistant of William Merit Chase 
lished by Watson-Guptill in May. Although near Southampton on long Island. Hawthorne 
Hawthorne never published a book about his was attracted to the light in Provincetown, as 
teaching,hisstudentscollectedhisstatementsfrom he had been to the light on the South Fork of 
their notebooks and a book, Hawtlwme on Painting, Long Island, because each atmosphere was so 
appeared in 1938 and a new edition in 1960 (Dover). similar to France, where the impressionist move-
Henry Hensche published a volume oflifelongreflec- ment originated. The school flourished, attract-
tionsin 1988,neartheendofhislife, T7teArtof5eeing ing hundreds of students for 30 summers, 
and Painting. Hawthorne's book has the charm of spawning competing schools, and fostering 
direct speech bound with the subde authority of Provincetown's reputation as a place for artists. 
an artist who can demonstrate what he verbal- Following Hawthorne's death in 1930, Hensche, 
izes. He urged his students, ''Think of your work who had studied with Hawthorne for eight 
as the portrait of a day, rather than of a model. years, continued the school for 55 more years 
Look only for the spots of color and establish until 1985 when he sold the Pearl Street prop-
them and they will be trees, background, flesh." erty to Griffe! with the understanding that she 
Hensche's book, by contrast, is wildly uneven, would carry on the tradition. When I went to 
mixing valuable observations with absurd gen- visit her last summer, a movie, being made about 
eralizations. He writes, "Modernist painting is a young painter's struggle to find his direction-
actually anarchy in the field of visual expres- Unconditional Love, loosely based on the Cape 
sion. It has taken man 60 centuries to g e t order Cod School of Art- had just concluded the day's 
in the picture and in this half century every ef- filming in the barn-like classroom building, 
fort has been made to destroy it Each practitioner which contained all the props such a movie might 
makes his own rules, writes his own clictiona.t)-j need, including stacks of gessoed masonite and 
and anyone who says he does not understand is paintings in progress, on easels and walls, their 
considered a hopeless idiot The modernists and promise gleaming in the wet paint. 
most of the so-called realists have invented their Through a tall hedge that shelters the yard of 
color schemes, unrelated to nature and adding the school and across a litde-used road is the 
nothing to man's enjoyment of himself." house which Griffe! shares with her husband, 

The impressionist technique Hawthorne an experienced stage actor who is playing a 
developed and which inspired such passionate minor lead in Unconditional Love, his first fea-
allegiance was based on the idea of painting, ture film. The artist and I sat down in aging, 
not things, but the effect of light on things, on over-stuffed chairs to talk. A native New Yorker, 
the observation of atmospheric conditions on she found out about Provincetown quite by ac-
objects, with the range of colors determined b cident. Taking a year off from public school 
the color keys of nature. "For teaching in 1971 to take classes in par-
instance," Hensche writes, "a trait painting at the Art Students League 
foggy day as· Monet painted in New York, where she studied with 
it was expressed with .colors Everett Raymond Kinstler and Harvey 
very high in key; in contrast, Dinnerstein, she was told, "You've come 
a sunny day would be repre- to the right place if you want to learn 
sen ted by lights and darks op- about painting. But if you want to learn 
posing each other. When about color, go to Provincetown." That 
there is a ·monotony of the w i t h  p a i n t .winter Griffe! visited Provincetown and 
same color key appearing in a painter's work as met Henry Hensche privately at his home. '1 
well as the same colors, no matter how varied couldn't believe that anyone was doing the color 
the subject matter, it means that person has that I saw in his paintings," she said. "To me, 
never understood the new painting era started Henry was Monet- alive and teaching-and I 
by the impressionists and put into teaching form fell in love with Provincetown at the same time. 
by Charles Hawthorne. It was a revolutionary I immediately planned to spend the summer 
1994 • PROVINCETOWN ARTS X PAG E 1 00 

here, and I never left." 
For 10 years, when Provincetown was more 

intimate and the impromptu street sketch was 
a summer tourist attraction, Griffe! made a liv-
ing on the street with a group of roughly 40 
artists, including Howie Schneider, Frank Milby, 
Marcus Smith, Jim Green, and Simie Maryles, 
who produced portraits from 11 in the morn-
ing until11 at night, seven days a week for three 
solid months. Her portrait business thriving, 
Griffe! had the freedom to leave public school 
teaching and to concentrate on painting during 
the winter. But during the hectic summers, many 
of the artists who were also Hensche's students, 
including Griffe!, would study at the school in 
the early light, from seven until they went to 
their various portrait shops for their furious 12-
hour shifts. "We were out of our minds," she 
admitted. Working that hard, putting in those 
excessively long hours, finally took their toll and 
she developed asthma from the pastel dust in 
the portrait studio. In 1981, with her husband's 
encouragement, she left the portrait business 
and started waitressing. A few years after that 
she was able to quit waitressing and devote her-
self full-time to painting. 

Hensche's Friday morning demonstrations, 
where he taught by example, were filled with 
students watching every stroke, but he usually 
reserved specific criticism of work for advanced 
students, especially men. Griffe! remembers, 
"On one of my first days in the yard, it became 
obvious to me that I wouldn't be able to com-
pete for Henry's attention when a young girl 
walked into the yard with a box of homemade 
cookies for him. I knew I would have to blaze 
my own path and find things out for myself. 
My first 10 years in Provincetown, I didn't study 
with Henry as much as study peripherally-
picking up things from my peers. A lot of them 

·are embittered because Henry, when threatened 
by being usurped, pushed his advanced students 
out of the fold. Many were turned off by his 
tirades. I remember a woman walking out of 
the schoolyard crying. It is interesting that many 
young artists didn't see this as an advantage or 
a compliment, which indirecdy, it was. How-
ever, it taught me to be independent and self-
directed." 

Griffe! was able to improve her portraits by 
watching many of the artists on the street. Lo-
cal artists Jim Green and Marcus Smith became 
her mentors in the portrait studio, while other 
portrait colleagues, such as Clay Buchanan and 
Tom Moore, her companions in the early-morn-
ing schoolyard, shared their color expertise with 
her. "I was able to make myself learn--despite 
those limitations- because I had great friends and 
mentors. I was unrelenting, asking endless ques-



tions of my peers while learning from experience. 
My paintings improved very fast and I started to 
catch up and overtake people who had been 
studying with Henry for a very long time." 

This may have been the impetus that made 
her develop as a teacher, since she feels, "By de-
termining to learn what Henry was teaching 
without direct communication with him has 
made me a better teacher. I didn't get stuck in 
the schoolyard because I knew I had to do it by 
myself. This is what challenged me to make 
color/light theory less intimidating for my own 
students." 

Griffe! was already an experienced 
high-school teacher who knew she 
loved sharing with people. As she ad-
vanced, students in the schoolyard 
would ask her for advice. One winter 
she decided to teach a color class at the 
Art Association. "I guess I was effective, 
because the following year the class 
tripled and quite a few people asked me 
to give them private lessons. Two of 
those people began studying with Henry 
the following summer. Henry realized 
that he had never met them, and he was 
impressed with their level of painting 
and understanding of the color theory. 
When he asked them where they had 
learned color, they told him." She says 
with a smile, "The greatest compliment 
I ever received from Henry happened at that 
moment. He turned to me and said with one of 
his sly grins, 'well, I guess you know what 
you're doing.' From then on, he let me help the 
students in the yard, which was a first. He had 
never allowed anyone to actually teach before 
that. When I took the school over in 1986, Henry 
started sharing a great deal of his knowledge 
with me." 

An incident left Griffe! with a cause. A friend 
who had been studying with Hensche for years 
mentioned that she would be devastated if she 
could not purchase a particular blue color that 
she had come to rely on. Griffe! asked her why 
she didn't mix it from scratch, and she had no 
idea how to do it. Griffe! was appalled that she 
was blindly painting without any real informa-
tion about color mixing. This gave her the idea 
for her own book. "I was angry when I saw 
how needlessly difficult it was to learn the color 
theory and I knew that I had to elaborate on 
Henry's way of teaching. Henry made it appear 
there was only a right or wrong way. His flaw 
was not allowing individual creative expression, 
and he had a limited belief in the value of learn-
ing how to draw. He believed that the proper 
use of color would teach people how to draw, 
and that all the fundamentals of good painting 
would follow. But I was witness to the struggle 
of those who didn't have a solid drawing foun-
dation." 

Just as Hawthorne posed his models on the 
beach in strong sunlight with a parasol obscur-

ing the face in dark shadow, obliging students . 
to paint the mass of the face and not its details, 
Hensche's use of blocks painted with simple 
strong colors allows students to concentrate on 
large masses and provides a way into the more 
complex problems of landscape and portraits. 
Griffe! designed her book as a series of teaching 
progressions unfolding, step by step, the impres-
sionist point of view. She emphasizes that the 
way to create volume is to add to the mass and 
she developed her own color charts. The book 
also makes reference to the interactive attributes 
of color as studied in great depth by Josef Albers, 

who discovered that any color can be made to 
shine like sunlight or glow like mist depending 
on the field of color surrounding it. 

One of the most important aspects of the 
Cape Cod School of Art is that it offers the 
simple luxury of plein-air painting in the radi-
ant plein air of Cape Cod. Colors can ap'lear 
uncanny in this atmosphere, and straw-colored 
plumes of pampas grass and silvery-brown 
shrubs can be transformed into moments of 
grace. Although Hensche's dogmatism alienated 
him from much of the art community, students 
were continually drawn to him, inspired by his 
unwavering dedication to the impressionist ideal, 
which was less a method of painting than a way 
of seeing itself. In response to criticism that paint-
ing fences of roses might be out of touch-anach-
ronistic-Griffe! answers, ''Painting like this isn't 
only about painting pretty pictures. I see this as a 
contribution to society. George Bernard Shaw said 

· that, without art, reality would be too harsh to be 
bearable. Monet gave us the fundamentals of see-
ing color and light, but the principles of impres-
sionism are eternal. Artists from all over the world 
are dedicated to the plein-air approach to light and 
color. And because of the Cape Cod School of Art 
almost every gallery on Cape Cod has at least 
one artist who is a former student of Henry 
Hensche or lois Griffe!." 

Griffe! is very appreciative of the artists who 
studied with Hensche and herself, and who gen-
erously endorsed the book by donating their 
paintings for reproduction: Jim Beatrice, lee 

Boynton, Gail Browne, Heather Bruce, John 
DiMestico, Cedric B. Egeli, Joanette H. Egeli, 
Dulah Evans, Fredric Goldstein, Peter Guest, 
Glenna Hartwell, Robert Longley, Margaret E. 
McWerthy,· Rosalie Nadeau, Dan Neidhardt, 
Hilda Neily, E. Principato, Terry Rockwood, 
Michael Rogovsky, lorraine Trenholm, Peter 
Weber, and Carol Westcott. 

The book was so-named because impression-
ism has never stopped being vital, but an artist 
doesn't necessarily have to be an "impression-
ist" to use the book. The color foundation can 
be used in any way, in any medium. Griffe! has a 

dream where new students show 
up in the yard with the book un-
der their arm, ready to study with 
her where the book has ended. 
"Color and light," she says, "is the 
subject of our paintings. But what 
painting is, is poetry. This is about 
being poetic. Some people do it 
with words. We do it with paint." 

CHRISTOPHER BUSA is editor of 
Provi1tcetow1t Arts. 

LOIS GRIFFEL, " My Favorite Rose Garden " 
oil on canvas, 16 x 20 " 
Courtesy of Rice/Polak Gallery 

Below : LOIS GRIFFEL 
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PROVINCEfOWN BANNER. 

L o i s  G r i f f e l o n  " P a i n t i n g  t h eLight" 
. . . . . 

L o i ~  Griffel, director of the 
(:ape Cod: ·school of Art in 
Provincetown, will ·give a talk, 
"Painting the Light," at the Cape 
Museum of Fine Arts at"7 p.m. on 
June 1' as part of the museum's 
Muse Program. 

Griffe! will discuss the use of 
color ·as taug-ht in ·her ·school, 
handed down from Henry Hen-
sche and ·before him, .· Charles 
Haw1horrie. · Griffe!, who is · also 
tf:e author of . · ~ P a i n t i n g  the Im-
pressfonist Landscape," will pro-

. vide a direct lead' in for the muse-
um's late· summer exhibition hon-
oring 1_00 years o f  i m p r e s s i o n i s m
on the Cape. 

. 
'Lois Grijfe! withher impressionis ticpiece,"S u m m e rR o s e s . "~  
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