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Thomas Eakins’ The Gross Clinic – A 
suitable Case for Treatment? 

A director of the National Gallery, Sir Philip Hendy, 
once joked that the (helpful) consequence of 
successive picture restorations was the eventual 
recovery of a perfectly preserved, pristine white 
under-painting. After several further generations 
of modernist stripping and purging, even the 
restorers have taken fright. Now – and perhaps 
feeling licensed by the indulgencies and frivolities 
of post-modernism – they are discovering the 
delights of “putting back” what their (sometimes 
very recent) predecessors should never have taken 
off. After a century of pictorial reductionism, the 
latest pioneering “recoverist” restoration at the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Thomas Eakins’s 
painting The Gross Clinic, has been heavily trailed 
in the press. In celebrating their own attempts to 
reconstitute what had been wrongly discarded, 
today’s restorers seem little aware that they, too, 
are entering methodological quick-sands. 

James Keul writes: 

The Thomas Eakins picture The Gross Clinic is 
arguably the most important American painting of 
the 19th Century. In spite of – or perhaps because 
of – this exalted status it has had a difficult and 
complicated history. Aside from suffering the 
“theme park” indignity of being relegated to a 
mock-medical tent when first exhibited at the 
1876 Centennial Expo in Philadelphia, and an 
initial rejection by contemporary critics, it has 
been humiliated further through its subjection to 
no fewer than five major restorations in its 
relatively short existence of 136 years. 

The painting has been relined three times – one of 
which nearly caused it to tear in half. (Why should 
a modern canvas require relining even once, let 
alone three times?) It was dramatically altered in 
1925 by the removal of dark glazes that Eakins 
had applied with the specific artistic intention of 
toning down areas that were meant to recede. As 
recently as 1961, an overall varnish was applied 

 

Above: Thomas Eakins’ masterpiece, The Gross Clinic, oil 
on canvas, (96 x 78 inches) as photographed at a date 
uncertain (– see below). Restorations are complicated 
operations where success is difficult to judge. 
Unfortunately, once a painting has been restored we can 
only base our judgment on the end result. The public can 
use before and after photographs to help determine 
exactly how a painting has changed, but this is greatly 
reliant upon the accuracy of the photographs – which 
accuracy is likewise not always easy to gauge. When the 
most recent restoration of Thomas Eakins’, the Gross 
Clinic, took place in 2010, there was great confusion in 
the press about which images correctly displayed the 
“before” condition and which were “after”. When the 
influential cultural commentator, Lee Rosenbaum, 
published critiques of the restoration in the Huffington 
Post as well as on her CultureGrrl blog, she based her 
argument on photographs that had been supplied by the 
Philadelphia Museum itself. Later, on a resubmission by 
the museum of its own photographic testimony, she 
wrote a clarification. The incident served to demonstrate 
how inaccurate photography can be, even when handled 
by two branches of the same museum. On the museum’s 
own acknowledgement, it would now seem that images 
taken for the purpose of press and publications might 
differ from those taken as a record of conservation and 
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that has since darkened enough to be used as one 
of the justifications for the most recent restoration 
of the painting last year (- but see photograph and 
caption comments at top right). The days when 
museums could credibly refuse to admit that 
paintings were damaged by past restorations have 
passed and it has become increasingly common to 
see labels next to paintings admitting such 
unfortunate occurrences. At the Metropolitan 
Museum’s 2008 exhibition “The Age of 
Rembrandt: Dutch Paintings in The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art”, for example, numerous paintings 
were accompanied by specific acknowledgements 
of past restoration-induced injuries. The 
Philadelphia Museum of Art’s decision to restore 
the Gross Clinic is another example of this new 
trend – but one, as will be seen, with a crucial 
difference.  

It is almost inevitable that each new generation of 
restorers views itself as superior to its 
predecessors. Perhaps restorers today are more 
cautious than those of a half-century ago and it is 
encouraging to see that with the benefit of 
hindsight many earlier harmful practices have 
been abandoned. With new developments in x-
radiographs, infrared reflectography, 
chromatography and other specialized equipment, 
restorers certainly have a lot more technical (if not 
artistic) information at their disposal, but the 
question remains: what does this mean for the art 
itself?  

In the case of the 2010 restoration of the Gross 
Clinic, it meant that Mark Tucker, Senior 
Conservator of Paintings at the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, with a team of restorers, including 
a Mellon Fellow in Conservation, felt sufficiently 
confident in this new technology to undertake the 
task of repainting large portions of Thomas 
Eakins’ masterpiece in an attempt to bring it back 
to the way Eakins had intended it to be seen. At 
best, however, this could only have been a 
partially realisable goal. Attempting to return a 
painting to its original condition is, on its own, an 
area of great debate. With age, paintings acquire 
patinas and, as with all objects, time takes its toll. 
What makes this restoration the more troubling is 
the fact that the latest restorers in the chain are 
not trying to bring it back to its (supposed) 
original condition, but rather to a specific 
condition that is represented in photographs from 
a period more than thirty years after the painting 
was completed and after the painting had already 
been lined with an ironed-on backing canvas – a 
procedure now widely acknowledged to risk 
adversely effecting a painting’s appearance. 

Our concerns about the questionable nature of 
this enterprise have been compounded by the 

 

that publicly released and disseminated images might 
first be, as an officer of the museum’s press office 
confirms, “colour-corrected”. (For another example of a 
major museum hitting the photographic buffers with its 
colour corrections, see our post of January 20th 2011. For 
the variations of photographic records that exist within 
the highest levels of the museum world, see our post of 
January 10th 2011.) With such apparent difficulties of 
determining photographic accuracy in mind, it makes one 
wonder how a painting might be said to have been 
accurately restored when relying heavily on the testimony 
of a 96 year-old photo that was taken in unknown 
lighting conditions. With the withdrawal of the original 
markedly yellow and warm-toned photographic record of 
the picture’s pre-restoration condition, a relatively 
narrow chromatic band is occupied by the before and 
after treatment photographic records when the 
discoloured state of the varnish had itself been cited as 
one of the reasons why the picture required treatment 
again after its restoration of 1961. 

Above: the (second) released photograph showing the 
pre-cleaned state of the Gross Clinic.
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explanations that have been offered to us 
concerning its execution. Mr. Tucker informs us, 
for example, that, in order to maximize the 
accuracy of the placement of his own “in-
painting”, tracings were made on clear Mylar film 
from an enlargement of a photograph of the 
painting taken in 1917. Some of these tracings 
were cut out, “producing something that looked 
like a stencil”, and were used to “place small 
temporary reference marks that were useful in 
attaining an appearance in the restored damages 
that is as faithful as possible to the early images 
of the painting”. [Emphasis added.] Inferring what 
an artist wanted his work to look like decades or 
even centuries after it was made is problematic 
enough, but attempting to recreate one particular 
historical state of the painting based on black and 
white photography is problematic to say the least.  

In addition to the inherent problems presented by 
using photography for this purpose at all, because 
no colour reproductions of the painting exist prior 
to the 1925 restoration, determining even the 
proper colours becomes itself a major issue. When 
asked how the freshly added colours were 
determined, Mr. Tucker replied that their colour 
choices were:  

“based on a determination of the pigments 
present in a preserved area of the original surface, 
on a direct visual match to the colour of the best 
preserved areas of the passageway, and on close 
consideration of the relationship between the 
colours present on the painting and the tones 
recorded in the 1917 photograph”. 

This attempt itself raises concerns. Because 
pigments vary greatly depending on their source, 
how can one be sure that the pigments used by 
today’s restorers will be the same as those used 
by Eakins? Any artist who has bought raw umber 
from different manufacturers will immediately 
notice differences in colour “temperature” and 
value from one brand to another. If the latest 
restorers were to say that it does not matter since 
the colours used were matched to the adjacent 
colours that had survived on the painting, the 
question would arise: what, then, was the point of 
even “determining” the pigments that the artist 
had originally used?  

There would also be a question concerning the 
reliability of the tones present in the period 
photograph that was chosen as a point of 
reference.The restorers have informed us that they 
also used a drawing made of the painting by 
Eakins himself as a source of reference. But, aside 
from questions concerning the level of its 
accuracy to the original painting, the fact remains 
that the drawing is a different work of art from the 

 

 

Above: the Gross Clinic after cleaning but before 
repainting.

Above: the Gross Clinic after cleaning and repainting. 
Although it is difficult when looking at the above 
“before”, “during” and “after” treatment images to know 
with any confidence what is Eakins and what might be a 
by-product of one restoration or another, there are 
some areas where clear artistic choices can be seen to 
have been made by the restoration team – but none 
match either the 1917 photograph, as mentioned left, or 
the ink drawing as shown below. A good example of this 
is the apparent lightening of the area to the viewer’s 
right of Dr. Gross and the “fuzzing” of the line above the 
corridor. Perhaps the most dramatic change is the new 
prominence of the man standing in the corridor with his 
arm extended. He is now sharp and clear, but stiff and 
nearly as dark as anything else in the picture. Had the 
restorers really been able to use the ink drawing to aid in 
the restoration, we would expect to see a man who 
stands out as being lighter than his surroundings, with 
good form and in a vest no darker than even the lightest 
parts of Dr Gross’s jacket. Instead, we see a bell-shaped 
man whose arms lack any of the modelling that was 
apparent even in the (already many-times restored) pre-
2010 restoration state. 
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painting and whatever its accuracy might be (see 
comments right), it is clear that on close 
examination it differs greatly from the picture 
today in terms of pictorial/tonal values. To use 
some combination of the testimonies of a drawing 
that does not match the painting and a period 
(1917) photograph whose reliability cannot be 
assumed, in order to infer some compromise 
position on the artist’s original intent as a basis 
for present “in-painting” (- which is, properly 
speaking, re-painting) leaves a great deal of room 
for error and artistic interpretation on the part of 
the restorer, and possible historical falsifications.  

On the American Institute for Conservation (AIC) 
website, under a heading ‘compensation for loss’, 
the recommended practice states that “If 
compensation is so extensive that it forms a 
substantial portion of the cultural property, then 
the compensation should be visually apparent to 
all viewers”. Though only a recommended 
practice, it is indicative of the importance of 
authenticity. This recommendation was not 
followed in the case of the Gross Clinic. The “in-
painting” on the occasion of the last restoration 
was an attempt to recover an original condition 
that had been lost, and to match it perfectly (- that 
is to say, deceivingly) to the surviving surrounding 
passages. If a group of school children were to go 
to the Philadelphia Museum today and look at the 
Gross Clinic, they would not be able to tell where 
Eakins’ work ended and where Mr. Tucker’s began. 

The video which accompanied the recent Eakins 
exhibition and which covers the history of the 
painting by examining the evidence left by its 
various restorations, states that this is the third 
painting by Thomas Eakins from their collection 
that has been “renewed” with repainting (- the 
other two being his Between Rounds and Mending 
the Nets). As a society, we must think about what 
we want to see when going to museums. Is it the 
image that is important, or is it the authenticity? 
For sure, the picture will have changed 
significantly since it was painted (more by 
restoration than by time), but attempting to bring 
back something that has been lost is simply not 
possible. While Thomas Eakins’ painting might 
look closer to the original now than it previously 
had, it is by no means an original picture today. 
Rather, it is a reconstruction of what today’s 
restorers take to have been its likely original 
condition, had so many bad things not been done 
to it by their predecessors. We trust that future 
visitors to the museum will be fully informed of 
the eventful “conservation history” of this painting. 

James Keul is a painter and the executive director 
of ArtWatch International 

 

 

 

 

Above: Eakins’ 1875-76 India ink and watercolour version 
of the Gross Clinic, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. This study was prepared by Eakins to form the basis 
for a collotype (a carbon print print produced by 
photomechanical means) to be published by the famous 
Adolph Braun and Company. Interestingly, Eakins went to 
the trouble of making this elaborate and refined study, 
after the event of painting his picture, because he felt 
sure that a photograph would mis-represent the picture’s 
tones and values. It has to be admitted that it is not 
inconceivable that this drawn record is presently a truer 
account of the picture’s original values and relationships 
than any photograph of the period might provide – and is 
perhaps truer even than the painting itself in its present 
state.

Above: a detail of the pre-treatment photograph, 
showing the entrance to the corridor.

Above: a detail of the after-treatment photograph, 
showing the entrance to the corridor.

Above: a detail of Eakins’ tonal study of the painting, 
showing the entrance to the corridor.
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Comments are closed. 
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Click on the images above for larger versions. NOTE: 
zooming requires the Adobe Flash Plug-in.
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