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The American artist Henry Clews,Jr. 
(1876-1937) set up a studio in a 
medieval fortress on the French Riviera 

in 1918 and spent subsequent years rebuilding 
the château, castle tower, gardens, and nearby 
villa with his wife, Elsie “Marie” Whelan Goelet 
Clews (1880-1959). ,eir descendants now 
operate the La Napoule Art Foundation, which 
provides residency opportunities at the château 
for accomplished and emerging artists from 
around the world. ,is past year, the foundation 
worked with the Grand Central Atelier (GCA) 
in New York to make the facilities in France 
available to two American artists, ,omas 
Kegler and Joshua LaRock. 

,e La Napoule Foundation was generous 
in providing living and studio space, as well as 
the assistance of resident director Alexis Vrousos, 
but the two artists paid their own travel expenses 
to the south of France. Both artists arrived on 
August 17, 2014 and spent five days together 
painting in and around the château before Kegler 
had to return home. LaRock continued working 
for another five days and then traveled to Paris, 
where he was joined by his family. 

,e two artists are instructors at the GCA 
and their approaches to plein air painting are 
quite di-erent, at least when they are under strict 
time constraints. During this residency, Kegler 
brought his small oil paintings to near comple-
tion in two to three hours while LaRock returned 
to a location at the same time on subsequent 
days so he could build on the initial painting he 
did on either RayMar double-primed linen wood 
panels or lead-primed linen foamcore panels 
measuring 8 x 10 or 9 x 12 inches. 

LaRock says, “On the first day, I used 
paints diluted with turpentine and, usually, a 
small amount of retouch varnish — to hasten 
the drying time — to block in the drawing and 

A view of the Château de la Napoule from the Gulf de la Napoule along the Mediterranean Sea 

Left to right: 
Thomas Kegler, 
Alexis Vrousos 
(Foundation 
Director/France), 
and Joshua LaRock

Joshua LaRock 
painting the view 

from the beach 
toward the Château 

tower

Two Artists Invited to a Château on 
the Riviera

Thomas Kegler and Joshua LaRock were artists-in-residence at the Château de la Napoule along the Mediterranean Sea, 
where they painted inside and around the French villa, gardens, and château, all owned by an American foundation.
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Thomas Kegler 
painting with 

the château in 
the background

A view of the gardens and entry gate to the Château The interior of the sculpture studio used by Henry Clews (1876-1937)
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light e-ect of the landscape. If the conditions 
were similar on subsequent days, I went back 
to the same locations and painted with thicker 
oil colors to extend the value range. I find that 
working on a dry underpainting allows me 
to obtain more detail and a greater variety of 
textures than when I work alla prima. I consider 
myself to be primarily a figure painter, so I tried 
to choose motifs into which I could envision 
adding people later in larger studio composi-
tions. I am inspired by the work of artists like 
Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema [1836-1912], who 
masterfully painted figures in the landscape or 
within outdoor architectural spaces.”

In contrast, Kegler completed 20 small 
field studies with the intention of refining them 
in his studio and then using them as studies for 
larger and more complicated paintings. “I had 
to adjust the way I normally work on location 
because I only had five days to paint,” he says. 
“When I’m not under that kind of time pres-
sure, I might return to the same location over 
two or three days as Josh did, but I thought my 
best approach on my first trip to France would 
be to bring a large group of paintings to partial 
completion and then use my memory of the 
scene and environment to finish them.”

Kegler also points out that for the past year 
he has been using panels he makes by adhering 
linen canvas to sheets of Dibond aluminum, 
so the finished paintings are not vulnerable to 
changes in humidity and temperature. He says, 
“I prefer to carry the Dibond panels out into 
the field because they won’t get bent, dented, 
or broken when I’m transporting them in my 
backpack or luggage, but the weight of 20 
small panels is much greater than foamcore-
backed panels. I wanted to keep the weight of 
my luggage as low as possible, so I also worked 
on some RayMar double-primed linen panels 
backed with foamcore.

“At home, I would bring my plein air 
paintings to a higher degree of finish while on 
location and then revisit them in the studio to 
add clarification and detail. With the limits on 
my time in France, most of my paintings were 
about three-fourths completed, enough for me 

La Rock’s painting of the 
view from the coastline

 (Below) La Rock painting 
along the rocky coastline

Dawn on the Château de la Napoule
Joshua LaRock
2014, oil, 8 x 10 in. 
Collection the artist
Plein air
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The two artists painting 
on Ile Sainte-Marguerite

Kegler’s painting setup, with the palette, 
solvent cups, and mixing area held vertically 
below the painting panel

La Rock developing a nocturnal painting

Tower
Joshua LaRock

2014, oil, 10 x 8 in. 
Collection the artist

Plein air

to have a clear recollection of both the look and 
feel of the scene. I’ve become more interested in 
conveying my emotional response to a land-
scape, and sometimes that is best achieved by 
adding scumbled or glazed layers of paint in the 
studio.”

Kegler uses Natural Pigment oil colors and 
mediums, including Oleogel, which adds trans-
parency and thixotropic body to oils, and Epox-
ide Oil Gel, which speeds up the drying time. “I 
tone the surface of the panels with a thin wash 
of either raw umber or burnt umber that I wipe 
o- to leave a pale, warm, wet tint of color on 
the linen,” says the artist. “,en I make a rough 
drawing of the major elements of the scenes us-
ing a rubber-tipped brush. Once I am satisfied 
with the composition, I begin blocking in the 
big shapes and then refining those.”

Given the location of the château on the 
Mediterranean Sea and the fact that the two artists 
had limited time and travel options, they focused 
primarily on painting the buildings, grounds, and 
views from the walled property, as well as on the 
beaches adjacent to the château. “We had a limited 
amount of time and inspiring subjects right at 
hand, so we didn’t venture very far with our paint-
ing gear,” LaRock says. “We did make a couple 
of trips by ferry to Sainte-Marguerite Island, and 
that gave us an opportunity to paint the vegeta-
tion and the views back toward the coastline of 
Cannes. 

“We had to adjust to the intense light over 
the Mediterranean as well as the summer heat, 
but there were a number of sheltered locations 
from which we could paint during the day. As 
any artist would understand, it takes a while 
to adjust to the light and atmosphere of a new 
location and also to find appropriate painting 
sites.”

Both artists are now developing studio 
paintings from their plein air paintings, and 
LaRock recently exhibited his on-site work in 
a small gallery space connected to his studio in 
the Spanish Harlem section of New York City. 

For more information, visit www.lnaf.org,  
www.joshualarock.com, or www.thomaskegler.
com.  
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Sea Overlook, Psalms 146:6
Thomas Kegler
2014, oil, 10 x 8 in. 
Collection the artist
Plein air

Drydock, Psalms 37:7
Thomas Kegler

2014, oil, 8 x 6 in. 
Collection the artist

Plein air
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Cloud Shadows, Psalms 20:4-5
Thomas Kegler
2014, oil, 8 x 6 in. 
Collection the artist
Plein air
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LaNapoule Rocks
Joshua LaRock

2014, oil, 12 x 9 in. 
Collection the artist

Plein air
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Afternoon Tide, Psalms 104:1
Thomas Kegler
2014, oil, 6 x 16 in. 
Collection the artist
Plein air

The Overlook
Joshua LaRock

2014, oil, 12 x 9 in. 
Collection the artist

Plein air


