AMERICA’S OLDEST ARTISTS CLUB

A REGIONAL ART EDUCATION CENTER,

LIBRARY, MUSEUM AND HISTORIC SITE

The Philadelphia Sketch Club (PSC) was founded in 1860 by six former students of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts who sought to improve their skills at illustration.  This group was quickly joined by other artists.  Over the years PSC members have been a force in local and national art.  The PSC responded to the educational needs of the arts community in the early 1870s when the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts was awaiting completion of its new building and was without instructional facilities.  The PSC filled the void with life classes instructed by Thomas Eakins, who used this experience to get his position as an instructor at the Academy when it opened its new building.  Thomas Anshutz, who succeeded Eakins at the Academy, was President of the PSC from 1910 until his untimely death in 1912.  The list of distinguished artists who have helped art flourish at the PSC, both past and present, include the illustrators A. B. Frost, N. C. Wyeth, Howard Chandler Christy, Henry Pitz and Lyle Justis; cartoonists Hugh Hutton and Peter Boyle; painters Hugh Breckenridge, Walter Baum, Daniel Garber, John Dull, Edward Redfield, Thomas Moran and Fred Wagner; etchers Peter Moran, Stephen Ferris and Earl Horter; lithographers Benton Spruance and Roberts Riggs; watercolorists Frank English, Carl Weber and Ranulph Bye; and sculptors Charles Grafly, R. Tait McKenzie, Howard Roberts and Joseph Bailly.  As a group these artists initiated programs to promote the creation and appreciation of art.  They shared studio space and models and opened these workshops to the public.  They held exhibitions so artists’ works could be seen and enjoyed by the public.  Exhibitions by the PSC began in 1865 and the list of medal winners is an honor roll of area painters.  They held meetings and art demonstrations.  More importantly, they shared their life experiences with emerging artists and the interested public through a unique camaraderie.  Many great artists broadened their skills at the PSC.  Many great works of art have been presented to the public here.  The organization was incorporated in Pennsylvania in 1889.  It had survived largely on the fees charged to members, but in 1991 it received 501(c)(3) status that allowed it to seek outside funding.  Today the PSC functions as a regional art education center, library, museum and historic site, and relies largely on its broad base of members/volunteers to carry out its programs.  Initially the organization met in artists’ studios and then later in rented quarters.  In 1903, the PSC purchased its current site at 235 South Camac Street, Philadelphia.  It is listed in the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places and as a contributing property in the Washington Square West National Register Historic District.  The building is three Federal-period rowhouses built in the 1820s that were combined by the PSC into one building to include a 30’ x 40’ gallery.  This building is key to the PSC’s activities. Today’s PSC programs include five art workshops per week, ten exhibitions per year, a library and archive for research, monthly dinner meetings with speakers, tours, other art related events, and the old camaraderie that distinguishes it from many other organizations.

Today, the membership roles of the Sketch Club contain many noted artists.  With over 250 members, it plays a significant part in the cultural community.  But the old spirit of the Club still remains.  It was best said at the Club’s 40th anniversary celebration in 1900 by the illustrator Frank Hamilton Taylor, who said, “It is for you to whom the Sketch Club has been committed, to keep the embers aglow and its traditions alive, to pass its honored charter along to the next generation of eager, bright, aspiring artists, who love art not alone for profit, but because it is in them and they must…”
