








In troduction 

Body doubles stand in for actresses and actors in the process of making a film. Sometimes 
this substitution can be highly generic - the body double merely occupies the place and space 
of the actor in the scene. At other times, the body double can be used to idealize the actor, 
replacing and supplementing her or his body. Directors compose idealized images of actors 
through the use of one or more body doubles, whose individual parts surpass those of the 
actor and become synthetically integrated into the filmic image. In short, the body double's 
role centers on a substitute physicality and its visual idealization. 

When sculptors in Britain in the last quarter of the nineteenth century attempted to 

formulate a new direction and a modern idiom for sculpture, they created body doubles. 
That is, they sought ways to activate and animate the conventional format of the freestand

ing ideal statue in such a way that it would convincingly and compellingly stand in for both 
a living body and an ideal image. Complicating the neoclassically derived stylistic conven
tions that had characterized much previous sculpture in Britain, these sculptors fervently pur

sued a commitment to the mimetic rendering of the body in three dimensions and attended 
to the problems and perils such a commitment entailed. 

Heightened verisimilitude of the sculptural body had the potential to interfere with the 

exemplary aspirations of sculpture. In effect, the nuanced rendering of surface detail and vari
ation brought to the viewer's attention details of the quotidian circumstances of actual bod
ies. The excitement generated by greater freshness and naturalism in sculptural representa

tion was tempered by anxieties about the propriety of sculptural realism. Conversely, the 
greater attention to representational accuracy in the rendering of the details of the flesh also 
had the potential to accentuate and dramatize the gap between the immotile marble or 

bronze statue and living, moving bodies. The more a statue emulated the semblance of a 
body, the more the obdurate nature of the material, sculptural object became clear. In 
response to these issues, sculptors in late Victorian Britain pursued strategies that would 
allow them to accommodate varieties of naturalism and symbolism along with the material

ity of sculpture, exploring the interplay between the physical presence of the statue and the 
figural representation it conveys. Corporeality, the potential fusion or interlacing of figural 

image and object, emerged as a central theme in the attempts to negotiate the expectations 
of sculpture's ideal and exemplary role and became a fundamental aspect of the theories of 
modern sculpture formulated in late nineteenth-century Britain. 

Body Doubles focuses on the pivotal place occupied by the ideal statue in these develop
ments and examines a series of polemical sculptures created for exhibition at the Royal 
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Academy of Arts in London between I877 and I905. This book does not seek to provide a 
comprehensive or synthetic overview of the rapid and sophisticated innovations in sculpture 
theory in this period. Beyond the statues discussed here, there are many sculptures and pub
lic monuments that would repay close attention. Instead, I have chosen a small group of 

exemplary sculptures to be studied in depth. Throughout, I have focused on what I see as a 
crucial and largely unrecognized sophistication in sculpture theory in and among these seem
ingly conventional and "academic" works. Body Doubles discusses in detail the artworks and 

episodes that illustrate the issues at play in the development of a modern theory of sculpture 

in this period. 
A common reaction to the work of such artists as Frederic Leighton, Hamo Thornycroft, 

Alfred Gilbert, Edward Onslow Ford, or James Havard Thomas has been to dismiss any 
substantive connection to modern art. These sculptors initially appear largely oblivious to the 

strategies for engaging with modernity that characterized late nineteenth-century art. On first 
glance, the sculptures illustrated here seem to be mired in the past and have little to 

say to the future. Body Doubles looks beyond the conventional narratives of modernism's 
stylistic roots to reconsider the nomenclature of the "modern" in light of these ostensibly 

"academic" works. In this regard, I align my project with the growing number of scholars of 
nineteenth-century Britain who contend that the sophistication of Victorian art as well as its 

wider relevance to the history and theory of visual art have been inadequately apprehended. 
Specifically, it has been argued that what is needed for a more thorough understanding of 
nineteenth-century art is "a dissolution of the academiclavant-garde split as it is currently 
understood: as a means to equate avant-garde identity with aesthetic legitim~cy."l I stress 

throughout that neither the traditional notions of the "academic" nor of the "avant-garde" 
adequately capture the complexity of these sculptors' art-theoretical aims. 

Instead of seeing verisimilitude as a reactionary response to modernity, I argue that these 
sculptors attempted to work within the parameters of an idealized illusionism in order to 

invigorate the medium. I pursue the ways in which these ambitious artists questioned phys
icality, corporeality, and the viewer's encounter with sculpture. What becomes clear is that 
an active discourse of the sculptural body informed and was driven by works such as those 
examined in this book. While they do not fit easily into existing narratives of modernism 
and modernity, their frequent estrangement from yet engagement with pivotal issues for 
modern sculpture make them a surprisingly rich resource as objects for study. 

The New Sculpture 

During the last two decades of the nineteenth century, London experienced an unprece

dented and rapid increase in the interest in sculpture by both its practitioners and its audi
ence. The "New Sculpture," as the trend was dubbed, overtook the city and established itself 
more prominently in exhibition spaces and public places. Beginning with Frederic Leighton's 

widely acclaimed Athlete Wrestling with a Python in I877, sculpture emerged from its subor
dination to painting and became a major site of art-theoretical innovation. By the I880s, 
there was an explosion in the production of sculpture that valued self-reflexive theorization 
about the properties and priorities of the sculptural medium. 
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The New Sculpture received its name from a series of essays by the critic and poet Edmund 
Gosse in 1894.2 Gosse self-consciously set himself the task of writing the history of sculpture 

as it had developed over the previous two decades. By the time of his articles, other critics 
had emerged with a vested interest in sculpture theory (such as Claude Phillips, Walter 
Armstrong, and Marian Hepworth Dixon), but it was Gosse who had been the primary (and 

often solitary) voice in sculpture criticism in the I880s.-' He formulated the parameters of the 
new movement in 1880 and 1881 out of his deep engagement with the work of his close friend 
Hamo Thornycroft (see chapter 2). As early as this, he had developed the formula that he 

would later reiterate to define the new movement: 

What seems to be the central feature of Mr. Thornycroft's work as far as it has yet shown 

itself is the pursuit of an imaginative and spiritual aim under forms of absolute truth. In 
other words, he does not, like Gibson, go straight to antiquiry and slavishly copy the 

Greeks, but he translates into exact and modern language such ideas of beaury as are most 
analogous to the best Greek feeling." 

Here Gosse set out the basic terms of his definition of New Sculpture: (I) a repudiation of 
conventionalized neoclassicism; (2) an embrace of naturalistic treatment of bodies and details 
- what he rather pompously called "absolute truth"; and (3) a concern with the sculptural 

object as a modern site of meaning, exemplariry, and idealiry (which sometimes manifested 
itself in terms of subject matter and at other times in its art-theoretical posture). Into the next 

decade, Gosse reasserted terms as criteria for evaluation, influencing the outlook of other crit
ics and, at times, the sculptors themselves. 

Gosse developed his own position on sculpture from his discussions with Thornycroft, and 
both saw Leighton's Athlete Wrestling with a Python as a key catalyst for later developments. 
As I discuss in chapter I, Leighton's statue did establish the protorype for the New Sculpture 
and initiated a trend of art-theoretical investigation into the medium of sculpture. Neither 
Leighton's Athlete nor Thornycroft's groundbreaking statues of 1880-81, however, encapsulate 
the full range of options that would come to make up the "movement." As with all designa
tions of movements and eras, the label "New Sculpture" must be used with caution. An 
umbrella term, it covers the wide range of experimentation in sculpture theory, subject mat
ter, and representation that characterized the competitive and active climate of sculptural 
production in late Victorian Britain. Through my analysis of individual works, I suggest that 

one can begin to look beyond the preliminary definitions offered by Gosse and other con
temporary critics into the wider implications of the (sometimes competing) art-theoretical 

positions oflate Victorian sculptors and critics as they struggled to formulate a modern sculp

tural idiom. 
The conditions for the production and reception of sculpture evolved rapidly in the late 

Victorian era. Many emerging sculptors had been trained in a different manner from their 
mid-Victorian predecessors.' A greater emphasis on modeling and an infusion of techniques 
from French artists (most importantly the expatriates Alfonse Legros and Aime-Jules Dalou) 

raised the technical standards of the younger sculptors. British sculptors began to have more 
access to a range of technical options and approaches to sculptural representation both at 
home and abroad. Leighton, too, acted as a catalyst, inspiring students such as Thornycroft 

and Gilbert. In the years after his Athlete Wrestling with a Python stole the show at the Royal 
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Academy exhibition of r877, sculpture became an increasingly important topic in the schools 
and in the galleries. As President of the Royal Academy from 1878 to r896, Leighton made 

sculpture a priority, encouraging technical and stylistic innovations as well as being a strong 
advocate for its practitioners.(, More generally, he persuaded the institution into a greater 

engagement with Aestheticism and with formal and art-theoretical sophistication, providing 

an environment that was more supportive of sculptural experiment. 7 In many ways, the mod
ern ambitions of the New Sculptors were framed by the academic institution of the Royal 
Academy in London. During this time, London's Royal Academy was significantly 
different from the Academie des Beaux-ArtS and the Ecole des Beaux-Arts of Paris in that the 

codes, rules, and conventions that made up the "academic" norm for sculpture were far more 
diffuse and less centrally regulated." Although, as in the case of James Havard Thomas, for 

example, the Royal Academy later came to resist innovations in sculpture theory in much the 
same way it had done with painting in the late nineteenth century, during the r880s and 

r890s it largely welcomed the New Sculpture. 
The Royal Academy's exhibition spaces were rehabilitated in r882, preparing the way for a 

new engagement with sculpture. Previously, sculpture had been exhibited poorly and with 
inadequate light. To remedy this situation, the Royal Academy's home at Burlington House, 

Piccadilly, was re-roofed to increase the availability of natural light. From that point, sculp
ture received two large, open rooms including the Lecture Room where Leighton's Athlete 
had been the pioneering statue.~ The young sculptors increasingly sought to occupy these 
new, well-lit galleries with ambitious works. 

The renewed enthusiasm for sculpture in London also resulted from the "statuemania" 

that had infected London and other European capitals. lo Beginning with works such as the 
Albert Memorial (finally completed in r876) and reaching manic proportions by the time of 
Queen Victoria's Jubilee in 1887-88, more and more statues began to sprout across the city 
and the Empire. II The completion of the Chelsea, Victoria, and Albert Embankments in r874 

added new roads and railways but also provided further space for sculpture to colonize. The 
new public sites opened up in this development were gradually taken over with new monu
ments and displaced statues from other parts of the city. Sewers, gas lines, and subways re
mapped and reconceptualized the city. 12 Monuments to engineers were erected throughout 

the city, and development projects used sculptures to beautifY or mask new kinds of urban 
site such as underground stations. Increasingly, every constituency wanted and needed a 
sculpture. In the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the number of well-trained sculp
tors in London was higher than before; there was also a new configuration of urban space and 
an increased variety of public bodies wishing to install statues within the city. U 

Beyond the hub of London, rapidly expanding northern towns such as Liverpool, 
Manchester, and Leeds engaged in ambitious sculptural programs. British sculpture was also 
distributed across the world in conjunction with the sweeping expansion of the Empire in 

the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Numerous works were installed across Australia, 
New Zealand, and Africa, and scores of statues were sent to India as reminders of imperial 
power. 14 

In addition to commemorative public statues, the presence of sculpture at home and in 
relation to architecture became crucial areas of expanded interest and production. Beginning 
in the late r880s, the production of small-scale statuettes intended for domestic display had 
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grown with the establishment of publishing companies (such as Arthur Collie's in 1889) and 
the renovation of the bronze-founding industry in and around London. Foundry companies 

such as J. W Singer's provided facilities that allowed sculptors to produce quantities of art 
bronzes of higher quality than previously available in Britain. Consequently, the technically 
refined statuette became a crucial part of the new emphasis on integrated interior design and 
a further avenue for art-theoretical inquiry. I' Sculpture, as well, began to engage in a more 

self-conscious collaboration with architecture, and one of the most important aspects of 
the New Sculpture was its emphasis on architectural relief.!(· No longer confined to parks and 

galleries, sculpture had begun to exert a more noticeable presence in the home and in 
urban streets. 

In such an environment of expanded need for and interest in sculpture on multiple fronts, 

sculptors increasingly found it necessary to rival their peers in the eyes of critics and the pub
lic as well as in the competitions for monuments themselves. The annual Royal Academy 

Summer Exhibition was the forum in which these contests were played out. There were many 
venues for painting, and the portability of most easel paintings meant that shows could be 
hung with relative ease and consistent variety. The slower production of sculpture, combined 

with the relative difficulty and expense of exhibiting large pieces, largely limited sculptors to 
the Royal Academy's yearly overview. The Grosvenor Gallery did exhibit sculpture (often 
small-scale), but it was in the galleries of the Royal Academy that a sculptor made his or her 

name. Furthermore, the Royal Academy remained the central exhibition space for sculptors 
into the twentieth century even as its dominance as a venue for painting waned. 17 As late as 

1907, William Goscombe John lamented in a letter to his fellow sculptor Havard Thomas: 
"for after all [the Royal Academy] is the only place for us. This is not unfeeling ritual, it is a 
rite [?] show; in spite of many unpleasant slaps in the face that we ttll get there, insiders as 
well as outsiders, it remains one important exhibition."" 

While many pieces exhibited were commissioned busts, studies for monuments, and the 
like, each show also contained speculative pieces in the "imaginative" or "ideal" genre. At the 
top of the hierarchy of sculpture genres, the ideal freestanding statue (conventionally depict
ing a mythological character) had historically served as the proving ground for sculptors' 
highest aspirations to exemplarity, universality, ideality, civic function, beauty, intellectual 
mastery, and artistry. It was through these artworks that late Victorian sculptors established 
a public profile necessary to gain the lucrative commissions for monuments and portraits. 
With the greater scrutiny being given to sculpture and with the emergence of critics such as 
Gosse attuned to its concerns, sculptors were now required to display more than their tech
nical proficiency. It was incumbent upon them to stake out an art-theoretical position 
through their ideal statues. Leighton's Athlete set the pattern for self-reflexively commenting 
on the state and future of sculpture (see chapter I), and subsequent sculptors continued in 
this vein. 19 In sum, the climate for sculpture in late Victorian London and specifically the sin
gular environment of the Royal Academy exhibitions encouraged the development and com

plexity of sculpture theory. 
Statues which made such a self-reflexive statement about the medium of sculpture 

emerged as a constitutive element in late Victorian art. These works functioned as manifestos 
for an artist's attitudes toward sculptural representation and served to highlight the differ

ences with his or her peers. Through these works, sculptors positioned themselves in relation 
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to the discourse of sculpture theory and put forth art-theoretical claims for and about the 

medium. They used these objects to make declarations about what sculpture was, what it rep
resented, what it meant, how it should be made, and how it should be experienced. The 
polemical and art-theoretical nature of the ideal statue in these decades can be related to 
Victor Stoichita's argument that the "metapictorial act forged the modern state of art."20 For 

Stoichita, meta-painting exhibited a self-awareness of its conventions, relations, and limita
tions through the representation of paintings and pictorial devices themselves. The meta

artistic impulse that Stoichita argued was central to conceptions of art from early modern 
Europe to the twentieth century is, in my analysis, examined in terms of the sculptures' alle
gorization or thematization of conditions of their own production, conception, or reception 

as objects as well as images. Late Victorian sculpture theory manifested itself not in textual 
manifestos or artists' statements so much as in these polemical, metasculptural objects that 
explored the relations between the object of sculpture, its making, its figuration, and the 
viewer's encounter with it. Only through a detailed examination of individual works does the 

complexity of these artists' claims begin to be understood. 
In emphasizing the genre of the imaginative or ideal statue as a vehicle for sculpture the

ory, artists in late nineteenth-century Britain were in step with the contemporary attempts to 

reconceptualize the medium and its prospects. Across Europe, sculptors in the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century increasingly sought to formulate a modern sculptural idiom through 
"ideal" works. In France, Auguste Rodin's crucial early works such as L'Age dairain (1876) and 

St. Jean-Baptiste prechant (1878) similarly engaged with the definition of sculpture and medi
ated the tradition of the classical freestanding nude. In Germany, Adolf von Hildebrand also 
created polemical objects to illustrate theoretical positions. Although better remembered for 

his treatise The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture (1893), Hildebrand had made an 
initial formulation of his formalist aims with his statue Stehender Mann (1884). 2J Both Rodin 
and Hildebrand have found places in the narratives of modern art while the New Sculptors' 
analogous efforts have gone unrecognized. This inclusion of Rodin and Hildebrand can be 

partly explained by their relative amenability to the issues central to the formulation of mod
ernism in painting. Rodin's emphasis on perception, combined with a style that some have 
(often unconvincingly) linked to Impressionism, allows his work to be seen in relation to 
avant-garde pictorial strategies and attitudes. Similarly, Hildebrand's treatise and its empha
sis on opticality have allowed him to be seen within a history of visuality, culminating in 

Greenbergian modernism. 22 With their idiosyncratic commitments to verisimilitude and to 
the exploration of the physicality of the sculptural medium, however, the New Sculptors have 
proved to be more consistently difficult to integrate into a history of modern painting. In 
contrast, I contend that their exploration of the experiential, material, temporal, and physi

cal elements of sculpture can be fruitfully considered - even with their commitment to an 
idealized verisimilitude - in light of later engagements with sculpture theory (for example, 
with the emphasis on literality and the phenomenal encounter by American Minimalism and 

Postminimalism) . 

* * * 
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Critical Positioning of the New Sculpture 

The new variety of options offered by late Victorian statues often provoked comment in exhi
bition reviews. In r883, for example, an article in Macmillan's Magazine stated, "There has 
never been a time since the beginning of the present century when there were so many signs 
of vitality in this art [of sculpture] as we now find about us."21 In r884 Cosmo Monkhouse 

began his multiple-article review of the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition with the obser
vation, "The present exhibition will be chiefly memorable as the first in which the average 
quality of the sculpture is higher than that of the painting."24 Even the cynical George 

Bernard Shaw noted in r889, "Indeed, there is a perceptible movement among sculptors as if 
their stocks and stones were coming to life at last."2' Over the r880s and r890s it became stan

dard practice to begin a review of the sculpture by contrasting the exciting new developments 
with mid-Victorian norms. Claude Phillips encouraged aspects of the new momentum in 

sculpture even as he became a vocal critic of some of its practitioners (see chapter 4). He 

wrote in r886: 

Here, at any rate, especially in the works of Mr. Hamo Thornycroft, Mr. Gilbert, and Mr. 
Onslow Ford, appears evidence of a close, loving study of nature, of independent thought, 
and, if not an entire emancipation from conventionality, at any rate a tendency to 

yield to higher and better influences than such as have so long been potent with English 

sculptors. 26 

Two years later Walter Armstrong reaffirmed this evaluation: 

The burst of life which has of late years come to .cheer those in whom all hope for English 

sculpture was not extinct has taken that middle course between two extremes in which 
safety lies for the artist as for most men. It has neither, on the one hand, attempted to 
revivify the old belief in what, no doubt in all sincerity, was called pure classicism, nor has 

it followed the French developments in the opposite direction - developments which 
threatened at one time to obliterate all distinctions between sculpture and painting but 
those which can be recognised by the sense of touch. 27 

Importantly, Armstrong pointed to the self-reflexive impulse in much of the New Sculpture 
- to explore what was sculptural about sculpture. He stressed that the New Sculpture not 
only avoided the cold conventionality of previous styles but also resisted French sculpture's 
pictoriality and abandonment of sculpture's specific, physical traits. 

It should be noted that, in his discussion of the blurred boundaries between painting and 
sculpture, Armstrong voiced a widespread opinion in Britain about French sculpture ranging 
from the work of Rodin to that of Albert-Ernest Carrier-Belleuse and Antoine-Louis Barye. 

French influences and examples made a crucial contribution to the expanded range of exper
imentation and technical ability practiced by the New Sculptors, but there was also a deep
seated suspicion of the terms and implications of French work. 2H While the French artists 

were technically sophisticated, critics such as Armstrong argued that the British artists had a 
deeper commitment to sculpture itselF" The deep engagement with the physical processes 
and implications of the medium that was a key theme in the New Sculpture grew, in part, 
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from a desire to avoid the pictorialism that French naturalistic techniques often encouraged. 

From Leighton's Athlete onward, many New Sculptors explored and emphasized the materi
ality and physical presence of the sculptural object as a means of counterbalancing the 
sensuous pictoriality they saw in their French counterparts. Even Gilbert, the most pictorial 

of the New Sculptors, emphasized the material basis for sculpture and resisted an equation 
of his work with the French.l() 

Within a decade, a specifically "New Sculptural" set of questions and concerns emerged 

that infused art criticism and informed the creation of sculptural objects. Much of the 
complexity of this sculptural discourse, however, has been lost in the secondary literature. 
The increasing formality in discussions of contemporary British sculpture culminated in 

Gosse's retrospective "New Sculpture" articles of 1894. A year later, he published a series of 
articles on the theme of "The Place of Sculpture in Daily Life" that analyzed the everyday 
interactions with monuments, decorative work, and domestic objects." These sets of articles 
remained the central retrospective and synthetic look at British sculpture until the public
ation of Marion H. Spielmann's British Sculpture and Sculptors of To-Day in 1901. It was the 
first book on contemporary British sculpture and provided a synoptic account of each of the 
major contemporary sculptors. With the exception of its opening observations, Spielmann's 
book is largely a collection of journalistic details and anecdotes collected from the critical lit
erature of the previous two decades. Organized as a dictionary of artists and heavy on bio
graphical information, it was intended to popularize the art of sculpture. Spielmann's role as 
an authority in this area grew after its publication and was also aided by his other projects.-'2 
Both the book and his entry on British sculpture for the 19II edition of the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica superseded the earlier critical literature on this subject, which was available only 
in old newspapers and magazines. Ultimately, Spielmann's accessible compilation diluted the 
contentions and convictions of Gosse, Dixon, Armstrong, Phillips, and the other critical 
voices of the previous quarter century. Spielmann largely homogenized the variety of com

pelling differences among sculptors into a more or less undifferentiated norm. It was this 
stereotype that would be the target of so many of the modernist rejections of earlier sculp
ture, in which the actual objects were often overlooked. 

As modernism took its hold, the literature on late Victorian sculpture and its impact rap

idly dwindled." It would not be until the 1980s that the New Sculpture received much atten
tion. Benedict Read's Victorian Sculpture (1982) was the first book to contain a lengthy dis
cussion of late Victorian sculpture, but it was Susan Beattie's The New Sculpture (1983) that 
provided the first, and so far only, major art-historical study of this era.'4 Beattie's book has 

had a powerful influence on the little that has since been written about the New Sculpture. 
It emphasizes the connections between the New Sculpture and the Art Workers' Guild, stress
ing the themes of the unity of the arts and the "contribution of art to everyday life" as a 
means of understanding the era. Consequently, the book focuses on the architectural sculp

ture and the public arenas in which sculpture became generally accessible. While it focuses 
on monuments and domestic statuettes, the imaginative presentation pieces made for the 
Royal Academy exhibitions are almost grudgingly considered. 

Beattie began her book polemically, arguing that Gosse's terms of analysis were patently 
misguided. He had perpetrated a "fundamental misinterpretation of [the New Sculpture's] 
character," she believed, by stressing the ideal works made for an elite gallery-going audience. 
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These sculptures were "traditional," in her eyes, because they conformed to the proper role 

of sculpture as separated from everyday life, in contrast to the rapid advances in architectur
al sculpture, monuments, and statuettes. Falling back on the academiclavant-garde hierarchy, 
she argued that the gallery works were "not the substance but the symptoms of a revolution 
extending far beyond the walls of the art establishment and the scope of the Salon nude."-lS 

My study is based on a fundamental disagreement about the nature and importance of 
these "proper" sculptures. Beattie was by no means incorrect in stressing the important inno

vations occurring outside the gallery. In establishing a dichotomous relationship between the 
outside and the inside of the art establishment, however, she blinded herself to the complex
ities of the pieces intended primarily for these exhibitions. Her book consistently (and, at 

times, narrowly) emphasizes the architectural and decorative connections and readings of the 
New Sculptors. This focus often distracted her from other, equally compelling, arenas of 
inquiry. Leighton's Athlete, for instance, is barely mentioned, despite its well-documented 

importance as a prototype for many of the New Sculptors.'" Many sculptors fall by the way
side in her supposedly inclusive analysis. 

In contrast, I have not attempted to speak for the movement as a whole, and some read

ers will note the absence of several major sculptors of the period (Harry Bates and George 
Frampton, for instance). Instead, I have focused on a set of individual objects that I take to 

encapsulate central and pivotal instances in the delineation of sculpture theory's parameters 
during this time. Beattie's book will continue to be valuable, but her definition of the New 
Sculpture, like Gosse's, should not be considered definitive. 

From the viewpoint I have adopted, different objects and artists emerge as the most com
pelling of the period. Whereas Beattie quickly dismissed Havard Thomas as working "in a 
bland academic style,">? I contend that his highly sophisticated theory and technique expose 

fundamental issues for sculpture and the emergence of modernism. Whereas Beattie men
tioned Onslow Ford's Shelley Memorial once in passing, I consider it to be crucial to an 
understanding of the relationship between figuration and materiality in sculpture. The pic
ture of the New Sculpture and its impact that I offer does not contradict the overall argu

ment of Beattie's book. Rather, I continue the process of excavating the depth and implica
tions of this period in the history of sculpture. Her stress on the greater engagement between 
sculpture and the viewer was correct, but her emphasis on the public sites for sculpture led 

her to disregard the active engagement pursued by sculptors for their gallery work as well. For 
through these "ideal" works at the Royal Academy, sculptors tackled questions about the 
physicality of sculpture and its relationship to the viewer. 

Physicality and Corporeality 

Physical traits and responses are fundamental to freestanding sculpture. The viewer looks at 
a statue not just as an image of a human being but also as a three-dimensional object with 
actual depth, shadow, reflected light, mass, volume, spatial displacement, and other qualities 

encountered daily in objects surrounding her or him. More so than pictorial media, sculp
ture negotiates between conveying an image and being an object with these traits. Sculptors 
have approached this relationship in various ways. Sometimes, sculptors have enforced a 
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separation of and a distinction between image and object. Others have suppressed one or the 
other components. Some have encouraged their mutual interference, while others have 
explored the possibilities of their synergistic overlap and fusion. Additionally, the viewer's 
response to sculpture draws upon both the representational qualities of sculpture as well as 

upon physical and temporal relations with the object. 
The images and imagery of nineteenth-century sculpture have often been the subject 

of art-historical investigations, but less frequently has the issue of physicality been brought to 
bear in a substantive way on these studies. (This is especially true of the study of 
sculpture in Britain.) "Physicality" here refers to the dynamic condition of the statue as a 
three-dimensional thing encountered in relation to the viewer's body. All art objects are to 

some degree physical, but sculptures are more self-evidently actual and obdurate things occu
pying space with their mass. Sculpture is still primarily experienced through optical percep
tion, but that experience is interwoven with movement, temporality, and the recognition of 

shared environmental conditions (light, gravity, etc.) affecting both the object and the view
er's body. 

"Materiality" is a basic element of sculpture's physicality and refers to the constitution of 

the sculptural object by and as actual matter - stone, metal, wax, ivory, and so on. The stat
ue's image (for example, the figure) is created in and through the manipulation of the mate
rial substrate, and the sculptor must negotiate to some degree the integration of or interfer

ence between figuration and materiality when creating a representational sculpture. So, too, 
must the viewer see the statue as a combination of matter and figure. Materiality also plays a 
role in the other media such as painting and photography, but for sculpture it is crucial. 
"Literality" is more often solely a sculptural issue in that it refers to the emphasis on the 

sculptural object as actually and directly present in the same space as the viewer. Within 
Minimalist art theory, literality was primarily achieved through the near-total suppression of 
representation, signification, and allusion - the Minimalist object was nothing other than 

itself By definition, a figural statue cannot achieve this degree of literality and immediacy 
because it renders an image. Nevertheless, some figural sculptors did seek to dramatize the 
literal existence of their figural statues and their co-presence with viewers in space. 

Physicality, materiality, and literality all exist in a dynamic interplay with any figural 
representation or allusion in sculpture. When there is an attempt to integrate or overlap 
figuration with physicality or materiality, the statue can be understood to exhibit a kind of 
corporeality in which the image and object synergistically co-ordinate. This attempt at the 
fusion of the literal, material sculptural object and the body it represents was a central aim of 
much late Victorian sculpture. (The term "vitality" was sometimes used to refer to this con

cept.) The New Sculptors valued both representational precision and the physical and mate
rial elements of sculpture. They sought to find a way to bring these elements together to ener
gize and animate statuary as a surrogate living presence. In other words, they aspired to cre
ating statues that functioned as body doubles. As I discuss in relation to Onslow Ford's 

Shelley Memorial, corporeality was best achieved within the boundaries of naturalism only 
under very limited conditions. 

Corporeality can be sensed as an evaluative quality in much of the sculpture criticism 

in this period, especially after the New Sculpture was well under way. For instance, in 1901 

D. S. MacColl criticized a work by Goscombe John on these terms. He argued that 

10 



Introduction 

a last step is missing, if we can call that transcending and quickening a step - that lifting 
of all excellences to a higher power by a fusing act of design, in which the man, his clothes 
and the block intensifY and transform one another.'" 

MacColl voiced a concern that was central to British sculpture in these decades, one that was 

rarely spoken so clearly. The fusion of the figural image and the literal material block result
ed in that corporeal "transcending." Privately, Havard Thomas seized upon this idea, recog
nizing its crystallization of a central set of concerns. In his clipping of this review, he wrote 
next to MacColl's statement the words "higher motivation or emancipation."'" 

Corporeality, this "emancipation," is a concept found throughout the history of sculpture. 
Guido Kaschnitz von Weinberg, for instance, used similar concepts to discuss Egyptian 
sculpture and its "corporeal energies and energies of mass."40 An analysis of the development 

of Egyptian sculpture, he argued, demonstrated that the literal experience of mass and weight 

determined the formal qualities of earlier sculptures. Mass and weight were gradually trans
posed into a metaphysical rendering of these qualities and their meanings. I will not, here, 
enter into an evaluation of his teleological method or historical claims. What interests me are 

the terms he used to discuss this evolution - that is, "the notion of mass that leads to corpo
reality" on the part of Egyptian sculpture."l He argued that conventional Western modes of 
discussing figurative sculpture had been unable to perceive the central concerns of the 

Ancient Near East. His corrective approach took a metaphoric reading of the relationship 
between figuration, physicality, and materiality. In his discussion of the evolution of this 
process, he stressed the "compact nexus of an organic mass""2 and the "physicality" of the 

early stages which were 

still determined by the experience of mass perceived through the senses. [ ... ] The mass is 

really present, and it is from its weight, perceptible to the senses, that the [predynastic fig
urine of a crouching woman] derives all that it possesses by way of vitality.'" 

This essay, in which Kaschnitz von Weinberg argued for the potency of an originary fusion 
of figuration and sculptural materiality, was written in 1933, when sculptors in Britain such 
as Barbara Hepworth were beginning to address corporeal potential through biomorphic 
abstraction. Artists such as Hepworth and writers such as Adrian Stokes can be understood 
as synthetically engaging with the concept of corporeality that had informed the previous 
half-century of sculpture theory in Britain."" Like Kaschnitz von Weinberg's figurine, 
Hepworth offered a possible synthesis between figural denotation and material specificity. 

Many writers on sculpture have concerned themselves with what I am calling corporeali
ty. A resistance to it characterized the writings of Walter Pater (see chapter 4) and John 
Addington Symonds on sculpture:" Almost a century later, Etienne Gilson, in his Forms and 

Substances in the Arts, struggled over how the literal, obdurate physicality and materiality of 

sculpture related to mimesis."" John Ruskin had earlier implied this question when he noted 
that all sculpture is, to some degree, "sensual and imitative.""7 Gilson differentiated sculpture 
from other arts because it was "a thing among others and that it preserves its ontological sta
tus even if its purpose happens to be imitation.""H Gilson's analysis adopted a common set of 

priorities for modernist sculpture (in particular, his emphasis on carving over modeling as 
having more formal integrity). Successful sculpture, he implied, found a rapprochement 
between objecthood and mimesis: 

II 



Body Doubles 

Matter aspires to the form potential in it. The more form dominates, the less it need fear 
a dialogue with matter, and, at times, to heed it. Hence, there can be an intelligible rela

tion between material form and artistic form; the form that art imparts to matter does not 

come to it exclusively from without. 4
" 

The ontological fact of the sculptural object was, in Gilson's terms, an obstacle to be sub
sumed into the artistic intention. Whether approached negatively like Gilson or positively 
like many British sculptors, the question of corporeal fusion between figurative image and 

object in a work has been operative in many modern discourses on sculpture. In 2000 Alex 

Potts discussed 

the potential for frustration resulting from the fact that, however convincingly a sculpture 

might conjure up a warm living body, it remains a cold, inert object. This discrepancy 
between image and object was seen as a problem posed by sculpture even in antiquity, and 

it has shadowed most modern discussions of sculpture.'" 

It was this concern that drove the New Sculpture. Such works as Onslow Ford's Shelley 
Memorial were concerted and earnest attempts to offer a solution to this problem. 

I do not argue that sculptors in Britain finally achieved a seamless overlap between figura

tion and physicality, but I do contend that seeing this period with this question in mind will 
enhance an understanding of the diversity and sophistication of the art-theoretical positions 
put forth by late Victorian artists and their impact on the formulations of a modernist sculp

tural vocabulary. 
Throughout my discussion, the general question of sculptural physicality and the more 

specific one of corporeality will be variably put into play in discussing these objects. There 

was no one consensus, but what the artists had in common was an attention to physicality, 
to materiality, and to the ways in which these elements played themselves out in the statue 
and in relation to the viewer. I begin my case studies with an analysis of Leighton's Athlete 
and its compositional incitement of a physical and temporal engagement with the viewer. He 
transposed his process of handling small sketch models into an understanding of the life-size 
statue that made three-dimensionality and circumambulation its core traits. From there, I 
discuss the most sustained and considered of the immediate responses to Leighton in 

Thornycroft's work between 1878 and 1882. In a series of experimental statues that stressed 
internal formal dynamism and external address to the viewer's space, Thornycroft sought to 
incorporate Leighton's challenges to conventions of sculpture without losing the traditional 
authority and ideality of the classical mode. I then examine his abandonment of this 

mode in favor of unorthodox contemporary subject matter cloaked in a return to familiar 
compositional norms. Gilbert, too, provided a direct engagement with Leighton's statue, and 
I track his increasing dissatisfaction with sculptural realism as it became the dominant style 
of the 1880s. In The Enchanted Chair (1886), he thematized the relationship between realism, 

materiality, and sculptural body, displacing the potential for corporeal engagement into the 
fantastic and the fantasmatic. Couching his realistic female nude in a literal dream image, 
Gilbert argued that sculpture's role was not in the presentation of the veracious body but 
in the exploration of the freedom offered by new techniques and materials. 

12 
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Onslow Ford took a different route from Gilbert and became ever more closely commit
ted to the presentation of the sculptural body as "real." The contentious critical evaluations 
of Ford's work continually returned to the corporeal availability afforded by his emphasis on 

sculptural realism. He responded to these criticisms in his most important work - the Shelley 
Memorial (I892) - in which he attempted to define and defend the limits of sculptural real
ism, corporeality, and their poetic and evocative potential. I conclude my case studies with 

an examination of the public scandal surrounding Havard Thomas's Lycidas (I905). Thomas, 
I argue, crystallized key issues for the New Sculpture's pursuit of naturalism and ideality, 
exhausting the mode that had become dominant since Leighton's statue of I877. In turn, his 

statue posed questions about the relationship of the figure to meaning that were taken up in 
the definitions of modernist sculpture in Britain. There follows a discussion of the rhetoric 

of sculptural modernism in Britain, in which I emphasize the ways in which the positions of 
artists such as Jacob Epstein, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, and Eric Gill can be understood in rela
tionship to the New Sculpture's exploration of the range of potential in berween physicality, 
figuration, and materiality. 

Throughout these studies, I have followed the exigencies of each statue, pursuing the 

art-theoretical issues raised by the work. I have not proposed a seamless narrative from 
Leighton's Athlete (I877) to Thomas's Lycidas (I905) but rather pointed to the ways in which 
the history of sculpture must be attuned to the art-theoretical claims made by objects. 

It has been these art-theoretical motivations and their reception that have remained my pri
mary interest throughout. My examinations of particular works, in turn, do not presume to 
be comprehensive of the interpretations and receptions of these objects. I have chosen the 
art-theoretical discursive context as my central arena of investigation rather than economic, 
social, or political contexts in which these statues attempted to make their claims. Early 
on, I was faced with the reality that many readers will be unsympathetic to these sculptures 

because of their lack of fit with the modernist narratives and will consider them unengaging 
by comparison to more familiar modern art of the late nineteenth century. Consequently, 
I realized that the art-theoretical sophistication of these works needed to be established before 
they could then begin to be more fully understood in relation to the politics, identities, 

and economies of viewers and institutions. In this book, I have argued for these works' 
pertinence to larger issues in the history and theory of art in hopes that such examinations 
will alert others to the rich potential of this material for studies from these, and other, 
viewpoints. 

By focusing my attention on such issues as the importance of figural composition, the stag
ing of the sculptural body, the impact of materiality, and the intertextual connections with

in contemporary and canonical sculptural discourses, I argue that these sculptures repay the 
kind of in-depth analyses normally reserved for paintings. I stress that the theory of sculpture 
can be located in the sculptural object itself It is imperative to interrogate the theories of rep
resentation that underlie each artistic production in order to move beyond traditional tax

onomies of modern art. Through these specific cases, I argue that - no less than its better
known counterparts in other countries - British sculpture in this period strove to conceptu

alize modern sculpture and its priorities. In so doing, it raised still pressing questions about 
sculpture's role and potential. 
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