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Ted Minoff

An Artist Catches His Own Wave

BY CHARLES RASKOB ROBINSON
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([“ dward “Ted” Minoff (b. 1972) is an artist who gets things done. Just
10 years after his first lesson in fine art, he became an instructor at
Manhattan’s Grand Central Academy of Art, and later an adjunct pro-
fessor at Columbia University. Today, based in Brooklyn, he is a Signa-
ture Member of the American Society of Marine Artists, and in 2006 he
co-founded (with the artists Jacob Collins, Travis Schlaht, and Nicholas
Hiltner) the Hudson River Fellowship, which seeks to revive not only the
skills of the Hudson River School of landscape painters, but also their
artistic, social, and spiritual values.

Minoft says he is truly a “New York boy”: his father’s family name
(Minoffsky) was anglicized when they arrived at the turn of the 20th
century, and his mother’s family came from Sicily. At the Ethical Culture

Fieldston School in the Bronx, he pursued a challenging academic curricu-
lum, but also the arts and crafts, alongside classmates of diverse nation-
alities and races. After two years at Vassar College, he transferred to New
York University’s Tisch School of the Arts, where he majored in film and
television.

Wait.... film and television? Like many of his contemporaries,
Minoff believed that it was impossible to support oneself as an art-
ist pursuing realism in the academic tradition. “It simply was not an
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option,” he recalls. “So I went into film, where 1
could earn a living by creating animation art.” Yet
his career in animation was short-lived; no sooner
had he begun — first working for Ralph Bakshi,
the legendary producer of 20th Century Fox’s
first animated film, then creating his own part-
nership to make animated television shows and
commercials — than he began studying part-time
at the artist Jacob Collins’s Water Street atelier in
Brooklyn. There he learned that it was possible to
earn a living pursuing realist art. Fortunately, he
had practiced the art of animation long enough
to deploy it later, when he turned his attention to
marine imagery.

But first he shifted to a full-time schedule
with Collins for a year, then spent another year at
Daniel Graves’s Florence Academy of Art, where he
focused on classical drawing and Old Master paint-
ing techniques. “As part of my training,” Minoff
says, “I copied a lot of the Masters in European
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museums such as the Prado and Louvre, and also in New York at the Met
and Hispanic Society of America.” When he returned home in 2001, he
began to exhibit actively, and, five years later, to teach with Collins at the
newly established Grand Central Academy.

As successful as he was during this comparatively short period of
time, Minoff sought more. “I am a New Yorker,” he says. “We have water
all around us, and I grew up spending a good deal of time at a beach
house my family has on Fire Island [on the southern shore of Long
Island, facing the Atlantic Ocean]. But when I took the lessons I had
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learned from studying Sorolla and other impres-
sionist landscapists and applied them to painting
water, especially water in motion, I failed.

“The turning point came when I went to the
National Academy Museum to see a brilliant exhi-
bition about William Trost Richards [1833-1905].1
realized that Richards had spent a good deal of time
picking apart wave structure in order to understand
how it works. I decided that I also needed to mas-
ter the structural mechanics — the anatomy — of
waves. So I put away my paints, took my pencil and
sketchbook to the beach, and patiently studied a
given aspect — the same aspect — wave after wave, making notes of the
moments of that aspect in my sketchbook all the while.”

Minoff recognized that this was a very complicated puzzle, and that
wave structure was but one of its missing pieces. Among the others were
composition, color, and value — not to mention paint application. “I
realized that unless I could break it all down into different components,
it was unlikely I would master it,” he says. Perhaps it was subconscious,
but it appears that Minoff resorted to the analytical techniques he had
employed in animation when faced with similar complexity.

Back then, he would begin with an idea worth developing — “wher-
ever it may have come from” — and create a storyboard to illustrate it.
“This meant getting a sense of what it would look like — a feel for the

evolution of the story, and doing a couple of different frames from each
scene. If it still offered promise, I would create more scenes, adding more
information and more continuity. Then finally I got down to the tedious
work: creating frame after frame until done. This was an analytical pro-
cess, constantly focusing on the basics before investing in refinements,
working on one understandable facet at a time in what is an enormously
complicated undertaking. It is all clear enough once you do it, but under-
standing the underlying analytical process makes it s0.”
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Minoff continues, “As for painting waves on the beach, the process
is quite similar: start with an idea and invest time in seeing if the idea
can be developed successfully. This means doing tons and tons of small
pencil sketches in notebooks. The key is observation and more observa-
tion, until you begin to have a fundamental understanding of the sea.
This constitutes the necessary input for composing and constructing a
painting in the studio.”

But why not take “tons and tons” of digital photographs, instead
of investing time in sketches? “There is a world of difference between
going into your studio armed with sketches based on direct experience
versus relying upon photographs,” Minoft says. “Those frozen fractions
of a second of visual information in photographs cannot compete —
simply cannot compete — with all that the brain absorbs through the
eyes, ears, and nose while observing the pounding surf. It cannot portray
the human experience — and that is what interests me.”

With an idea in mind and many sketches in hand, Minoff has the
equivalent of a storyboard in animation art. He has the basis of a paint-
ing that relates what he wants to say to the viewer. “But, again, if I were to
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undertake the composition at the same time as I addressed the compli-
cated color aspects, I would be overwhelmed, so I focus on one thing at
a time,” he says. “Eventually I have in hand the composition, the chosen
hues (colors), values (lightness and darkness), and chromas (purity of
hues or colors). Then I can make the first of several small sketches on
toned paper, using graphite and gouache to help develop a strong sense
of light. Next, I paint small panels (measuring 6 x 8 inches) to help the
image evolve until one scene excites me. This leads to a larger study (usu-
ally 12 x 16 inches) to see how details might be best handled, and to
confirm the choices of hues, values, and chromas.

“Once I know what color is to go where and how it will interact with
its neighbors, I can concentrate on paint application. This is an impor-
tant aspect in rendering water — thickness or thinness, transparency or
opacity — and now I am free to concentrate on it.” This is another, and
final, example of breaking down the process into phases, a strategy that
Minoff traces back to his days in animation.

His painted canvases of the ocean are purposefully wide
because, like his 19th-century role models, he secks to envelop view-
ers so that they feel almost as if they can hear the surf and smell
the salt air. “I am not just interested in the technical rendering of a
scene, but also in creating a human experience for the viewer. Size,
in this case, really helps.”



In the spring of 2012, Minoff drew this head (graphite and
white chalk on prepared paper, 10 x 8 in.) at the Grand
Central Academy. He went on to paint the color sketch
below (oil on linen on panel, 10 x 8 in.), and is now using
both works to develop a more finished painting.

In addition to Richards, Minoft has found inspi-
ration in capturing mankind’s encounter with the
sea through the Maine paintings of Winslow Homer
(1836-1910), and also the early works of J.M.W.
Turner (1775-1851) that portray human involve-
ment in storms, shipwrecks, and heavy seas. “I find
it curious,” he says, “that the more I study Turner’s
early works, the greater appreciation I have for his
later ones — the nearly abstract fields of light I had
not related to before.”

OTHER PASSIONS

Lest you imagine Minoff has a one-track focus
on waves, rest assured he does not. He is clearly
accomplished in rendering other subjects — as seen
throughout this article — and he is married to Noa
Meyer, who travels extensively running the 10,000
Women program at Goldman Sachs. Together they
have established a schedule that allows them to
pursue their careers while raising two sons, Repin
(aged 4) and Rafael (1). Both are named for paint-
ers admired by their father — the most famous of
the Russian realists, Ilya Repin (1844-1930) and, of
course, Raphael (1483-1520), among the greatest
painter-designers of the Italian High Renaissance.

Minoff also pursues another art enthusias-
tically, one probably inherited from his Sicilian
mother: cooking. This passion even led him to serve
as a kitchen “extern” at Manhattan’s award-winning
Roman-style trattoria, Maialino. That service earned
him the opportunity to jump the months-long wait-
ing list for table reservations so that he could cele-
brate his 40th birthday at Maialino with his wife.

Clearly, Minoft is a high achiever at whatever he
undertakes. It will be fascinating to see what he sets
out to do in his next 40 years.

Minoff is represented by Cavalier Galleries
(Nantucket and Greenwich, CT), Gardner Colby
Galleries (Naples, FL), John Pence Gallery (San Fran-
cisco), and McColl Fine Art (Charlotte).

CHARLES RASKOB ROBINSON is a contributing writer to
Fine Art Connoisseur and a Fellow and founding member of
the American Society of Marine Artists, the nation’s largest and
oldest nonprofit educational marine art organization.
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