
Jon Gnagy – America's Art Teacher

A Typical Show

The cone, the cube,
the ball, & the cylinder

Television is an unforgiving and insatiable monster.
Everything is measured in seconds and everything has
to fit into those seconds. There are no exceptions, not
even for Jon Gnagy. When Jon started a drawing, live,
on camera, he knew he had an exact amount of time
available to him.

On his  first  show,  You Are  an Artist,  his  allotted
time was ten minutes and ten seconds. From the first
mark to the last mark, it all had to fit exactly within
the unforgiving minute.

As Groucho Marx famously said, “Tempus was fu-
giting like heck.” He also said, “Time flies like an ar-
row; fruit flies like a banana.” But, enough of that.

After You Are an Artist was canceled and Jon's new
syndicated  show  Learn  to  Draw began,  his  time  on
camera was even less than that.

Even though he was allotted fifteen minutes for his
show, time had to be made available for much more
than just the creating of a drawing.

The opening, of course, showed Jon pointing to the
four  building  blocks  of  art  as  he  repeated  his  well
known slogan, “If  you can draw these simple forms,
the ball, cone, cube, and cylinder, you can draw a real
picture the first time you try.” Then the “bumper” mu-
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sic  starts  (Artist's  Life  Waltz,  Opus  316;  by  Johan
Strauss II), while Jon signs his name and encircles it
with the artist's palette and a couple of “impressionist-
ic brushes.” Then back to Jon, who smiles and says,
“Hello, friends, this is Jon Gnagy. I'm here to prove to
you  that  you can  learn  to  draw  by  following  these
simple step-by-step drawing lessons. Let's get started!”

This took an entire 30 seconds, half of one of the
unforgiving minutes. When you add the time used by
the show's closing, a full 45 seconds are gone forever.

Let's not forget the ever present national and local
advertising  spots,  they'll  chew up more of  that  pre-
cious commodity called time.

Lastly, Gnagy required time for the requisite plugs
for his  Learn to Draw Kits so he could make a living,
too.

All  of  a  sudden,  that  fifteen  minute  show  is
shortened to only nine minutes during which he must
complete a drawing from start to finish.

Geez, we almost forgot that little bit when Jon says
the drawing is done and the only thing left is to put
the frame on, which he picks up, places in front of the
picture –– making it look pretty darn good –– and an-
other five seconds are gone forever.

It makes one wonder how in the world Jon could
create a drawing that looked as good as the ones he
did  in  only  nine  minutes.  That,  my  friends,  is  the
secret of Jon Gnagy –– he was, indeed, a great artist.
He performed this “impossible” task hundreds of times
and he made it look easy. It brings to mind an old joke
that  made the rounds when he was still  filming his
shows. It goes like this: “Jon Gnagy makes drawing a
log  look  as  easy  as  falling  off a  log.”  And that,  my
friends, is the truth.
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Contrary  to  popular  opinion,  Jon  never  gave  a
single television lesson in an impromptu, spur of the
moment manner. He worked extremely  hard to make
the show look easy.

His  teaching  style  and  his  instructional  delivery
may have seemed like he was “winging it” with every
drawing, but, in fact, everything he did was meticu-
lously planned, rehearsed, and executed.

He always started with a script averaging around
2,000 words for each drawing to be done on air. Next,
he would practice reading the script in front of a mir-
ror as he drew the picture. He did this until  he felt
comfortable with both the narrative and the drawing.

Following that, he had a crew member watch him
practice the drawing to get a “viewer” reaction to the
instructions in addition to an opinion of the drawing.

It was only after all of these steps had been com-
pleted, and he felt satisfied, that he was ready to go on
live television and give what seemed to be an “ad lib”
drawing class for the television audience.

Somewhere in every rehearsal drawing, the vener-
able cone, cube, ball, and cylinder are plainly visible;
all placed together, making up articulated pieces of the
drawing he was creating. He believed what he taught
and he made excellent use of  the  four basic  shapes
that he evangelized in his narrations.

After his first show was canceled, and he began his
syndicated series, he filmed every show, but the pro-
cess was the same for every drawing.

Gnagy was a natural teacher. He was confident, pa-
tient,  and talented. He never, in any way, presented
himself as superior and his method of instruction was
equally as humanistic as it was didactic.

He was always welcomed into America's homes as a
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trusted and reliable friend. Having him there was like
having a good friend patting your shoulder and guid-
ing  your  hand on the  paper  to  create  visions  of  an
America that was on the verge of vanishing.

Little  did  the  audience  realize  that  one  day,  the
haystacks, the moonlit Hallowe'en evenings, the water-
mills, the covered bridges, the laughing children sled-
ding down snow-covered hills, and the little sailboats
sitting on rippling waters in small harbors, would be a
thing of the past.

He was as much a creator of memories and history
as he was an art instructor. He gave respect and honor
to every subject he drew and painted. While he drew,
he talked about his days as a youth; he drew a mail-
box and talked about setting the flag properly to let the
mailman know there was a letter to be picked up; he
talked about footprints in the snow and how the sun
caused shading and toning in a picture. He was the
kind  of  guy  you  trusted  and  wanted  to  have  as  a
friend.

As he drew, he talked about the who, what, why,
and wherefore of art. He repeatedly mentioned and re-
inforced his method of instruction, using the four ba-
sic forms, using shading to create realism, and when a
drawing  was  finished,  he  nonchalantly  put  a  frame
around it to make it look “real” to the audience.

The frame was always the pièce de résistance. That
final touch proved how incredibly true the old saying
is, “Put it in a frame and under glass and it will look
great.”

Jon not only showed people how to draw, he per-
sonally introduced an entire generation of Americans
to the concept –– the fundamental idea –– of being an
artist and what art really is.
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He really and truly believed what he wrote in his
books and he honestly felt that:

“The plan I have outlined in this book will be invalu-
able to you. It will release the creative drive in you and
set you free to find your best individual outlet. It applies
to oil painting as well as any other medium, and most
importantly of all, it gives you a base from which to ex-
plore.”
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