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Sculpture and the Royal Academy Exhibitions (1780-1836): a fruitful Paradox

“Alas, Poor Sculpture! Relegated to the nether regions of the Royal Academy exhibitions, sculpture suffered greatly by comparison with the Sister art of painting…,”
 such was the iniquitous treatment reserved for sculpture at Somerset House, as described by Alison Yarrington in the work devoted to the Royal Academy Exhibitions at Somerset House.

How strongly, indeed, this situation must have been resented by sculptors after the battle they had to fight, together with English painters for the creation of a regular Academy in England protecting and developing artistic creations! In the first half of the 18th century, English sculpture, just like English painting, had been dominated by foreign artists; thanks to foreigners such as Plumier, Rysbrack, Scheemakers, Cheere, Laurent Delvaux and the famous Roubiliac, the standard of sculpture had risen greatly but young English sculptors were dependent for training upon what they could learn in the studios of other artists. They were highly conscious that England lagged behind other countries in the absence of a central organization prepared to train young artists, to hold exhibitions at which paintings and sculptures could be seen in public.

Probably the first such institution in Britain was created by a group of artists in 1711 in Great Queen Street, then in 1720 in St Martin’s Lane supported by Sir Godfrey Kneller. Hogarth was among its pupils. Then another interesting attempt was started by Hogarth and a group of artists, who had been gratified by the public interest in the works they had given to the Foundling Hospital. In 1760 they exhibited with great success in the rooms of the Society of Arts founded in 1754 and attracted over 12,000 visitors! A year later, another group of artists who now called themselves “The Society of Artists in Great Britain” held a rival exhibition in Spring Gardens, Charing Cross. This exhibition led by Hogarth and the sculptor Roubiliac is extremely important in the history of English art, as it is the first manifesto directly challenging the pretensions of connoisseurs and aristocratic clientele, who favoured only the works of continental artists and scorned English painters and sculptors; indeed the increase in the importation of continental antiques (English patrons asked to make copies of them) was a great danger to the development of the arts in England. Roubiliac’s famous lines

Ne peus tu pas en admirant

Les Maîtres de la Grèce et ceux de l’Italie

Rendre justice également

A ceux qu’a nourris ta Patrie?

were stuck on the doors of the Spring Gardens Exhibition room. In 1765 the Society of Artists obtained a Royal Charter and became the Incorporated Society of Artists: they continued to exhibit but soon, in 1767 after some quarrels, the Society disintegrated. Thereupon the architect William Chambers took a decisive step: a Memorial signed by twenty-two artists was submitted to King George III on 28 November 1768. Chambers obtained the king’s support and “the Royal Academy of Arts in London, for the purpose of cultivating and improving the Arts of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture” came into existence. There were now great hopes for painters and sculptors!

Although apparently modelled on the French Academy (founded in 1648) and sharing many of the artistic ideals of the French model, “the British Royal Academy never acquired a similar level of power. It was not state funded and was reasonably free of royal influence […]. It was (and is) essentially a club.”
 The Founders defined the rules for the election of members and the procedures for the appointment of the Professors and officers; it also established the regulations of the annual exhibition and annual dinner. Forty Academicians were to be elected from among the contributors to the exhibitions and an essential condition of election was the deposit of a “Diploma Work” such as a painting, a bas-relief, etc. Under the general control of the Keeper, students could study regularly, supervised by nine annually elected Visitors, that is the Academicians who were elected to serve for a month. By 1769, seventy-seven students were enrolled.

Sir Joshua Reynolds, the first President of the Academy, set the intellectual, moral and artistic standards of the Academy. Between 1769 and 1790, he delivered fifteen eloquent Discourses in which he expounded his notions of the “Grand Style,” “gusto grande.” There was an ideal in art which could be achieved by emulating the examples provided by Antiquity and the Renaissance. “Style is analysed [in the Discourses] according to four categories […] the ‘Grand,’ the ‘Ornamental,’ the ‘Characteristical,’ and a final category, left unnamed by Reynolds, but to which we may refer as the ‘Local’.”
 We may call this last category: “Picturesque” frowned upon as vulgar and debased. Besides being the breeding ground of a new generation of artists, steeped in the grand tradition, the Royal Academy was also the place exhibiting their best achievements : the annual exhibition, as we shall see, became an essential element of the institution.

In its early years the Royal Academy was housed in cramped quarters in Pall Mall. Sculpture was displayed with architectural drawings. “At its first exhibition in 1769, there had been only six sculptures among the 136 works exhibited […]. Among the exhibitors were the three founding sculptor-members of the Academy – Joseph Wilton, Agostino Carlini and William Tyler – who all showed works on a small scale, mainly busts and models.”
 Besides Tyler’s allegorical bas-relief, An Indian representing North America offering the Produce of that Country to Britannia which illustrated and served the nation’s colonial ambition, Alison Yarrington also notes the presence of many small-scale wax portraits, easy to exhibit in such a cramped space as Pall Mall Exhibition Room. Though, according to Holger Hoock, “Joseph Wilton […] was probably the first British sculptor to receive a comprehensive academic education (in Brabant, Paris and Rome),”
 the works of the three founding sculptor-members are closer to the Rococo rhythms of Roubiliac and Cheere than the grand style Reynolds recommended.

The year 1780 was a momentous date for British sculpture. First, “it marked the beginning of an important new chapter in the history of England’s Royal Academy of Arts […]. For the nation’s artists […] the establishment of Somerset House as their premier display space represented the fulfillment of a long-held ambition, that their efforts should find a state-supported arena at the very heart of British life.”
 The establishment of the Royal Academy at Somerset House was certainly a moment of triumph for high culture in Britain. Fundamentally Palladian, Somerset House deployed the classical orders — Doric, Ionic, Composite and Corinthian — and represented all that was best in British art, craft and industry. The architect, Sir William Chambers, one of the Founder-Members of the Royal Academy had been trained in Paris by J.-F. Blondel and in Italy and was steeped in the traditions of Ancient Greece and Rome, Renaissance Italy and Seventeenth-century France.

He described Somerset House as “an attempt to unite the chastity and order of the Venetian Masters with the majestick grandeur of the Roman.”
 It was ornamented by allegorical sculptures and paintings by the Founder-Members of the Academy. Wilton produced four of the eight colossal masks of rivers on the Strand façade and the allegorical statues of the four continents on the attic facing the Courtyard (picture 2). Inside, the new building provided an ennobling setting for the institution. Sculpture was immediately emphasized in the Hall. The visitor encountered the casts of the greatest sculptures from Antiquity: The Apollo Belvedere, The Torso, Cupid and Psyche, The Laocoön, the Dying Gladiator; at the foot of the stairs the Medici Vase and the Furietti Centaurs (picture 3) which are still there to-day. Doric was naturally the order used in this ground-level room. In the Life Academy on the ground floor and in the two rooms of the Academy of the Antique on the first floor, more casts were placed: the Antinous figure, the Medici Venus, etc., all the famous figures which formed the object of study for the students of the Academy. Chambers attempted to provide an orderly and allegorical approach to the top floor: from dimness to light, an allegory of enlightenment. The message was carried on by a superb staircase itself rising from Doric order to Ionic, Composite on the first floor and Corinthian on the top floor. Leaving the lesser rooms – the Antique Academy, the Library, the Assembly room – the visitors would reach the top floor and pass through the Corinthian screen into the Ante-Room. Above the door to the Great Exhibition Room was written the famous motto in Greek: “Let no one without the Muses enter.” The Great Exhibition Room itself represented the Temple of Art. Top-lit from four segmental windows, it was sparingly decorated, as it was intended to display paintings, hung frame to frame from the floor to the sills of the windows.

Thus the Academy’s relocation to Somerset House provided the occasion for Reynolds to restate the value of the Grand Style in his Discourse IX delivered at the opening of the Royal Academy in Somerset Place October 16, 1780. “This noble habitation” is a statement of cultural ambition, founded upon “Trade and its consequential riches” but the artistic achievements are addressed “to the cultivation of the pleasures of the mind, as distinct from those of sense […] the idea of general beauty and the contemplation of general truth.”
 So cultural ambition is not to be identified with commercial enterprise.

That same year 1780, two months after stressing the importance of this “noble habitation” for the Royal Academy, Reynolds gave his Discourse X entirely devoted to sculpture. Following the theory of Comte de Caylus and Johann Joachim Winckelmann that “Good Taste was first formed under Greek skies,”
 Reynolds rejects the bad taste of the Baroque and criticizes Bernini’s works: his “injudicious quest for novelty” and the “folly of attempting to make stone sport and flutter in the air.” Baroque sculpture failed because it endeavoured “to copy the picturesque effects, contrasts or petty excellencies of whatever kind, which not improperly find a place in the inferior branches of Painting, (…). The grave and austere character of sculpture requires the utmost degree of formality in composition (…); every thing is carefully weighed and measured.”
 These rules of design had a cramping influence on earnest Academy students. Reynolds ends emphatically by condemning the use of contemporary dress as “incompatible with that sobriety and gravity which is peculiarly the characteristick of this art.”
.

Paradoxically, though highly praised by Reynolds, like Painting, her Sister Art, Sculpture was in fact poorly treated at Somerset House! The fundamental problem was that the building was not big enough for what it had to contain. From early on, the exhibitions at the Royal Academy spread through the whole of the building from the Life Academy on the ground floor, to the library, the Antique Academy and the Council Room. “Exhibitors hated being placed anywhere but in the Great Room, but the worst fate was to be in the Life Academy […] for the simple reason that the room became perceived as a place for superfluities.”
 Painting dominated the Great Room as painters dominated the Royal Academy. Besides this dominance in the cultural arena which could appear very damaging to the prestige of other forms of art such as sculptures, water-colours, architectural drawings, there was a major practical problem: it was impossible to carry large and heavy statues and sculptures up and down the difficult Somerset House staircase. Thus sculptures and architectural drawings were housed together in the dark confines of the Life Academy on the ground floor…..which many visitors avoided. In his review for The Examiner (1816) Hunt complained, “After looking […] at dazzling masses of colour, it is impossible [visitors] can endure the grey and grave aspect of sculpture.”
 Hunt proposed to reverse the order in which the exhibition was viewed so that the visitors “confronted sculpture before their eyes were debauched by that gay wanton of fancy-colour”!
 Hunt felt the position of sculpture at Somerset House was marginal compared to its importance in private collections such as those of the 6th Duke of Devonshire or the Earl of Egremont at Petworth.

Ironically enough, if some visitors avoided “the dungeon to which [sculpture was] doomed at Somerset House,” others found the dungeon “refreshing” “on a sulky day.”
 Another significant drawback, resulting from this location, was that reviewers tended to overlook sculpture. “Sculpture danced in the wings while painting gave the performance on stage […] the column space devoted to individual works, particularly prior to 1811, was usually quite meagre.”
 It must have been a great frustration for sculptors; sculpture was a complicated process. Bronze needed casting. Marbles were often based on models, whose dimensions were transferred by pointing machines before assistants cut out the statue in rough. Sculpture was therefore expensive and so it was imperative that sculptors should attract clients. The most important venue for sculpture was the Royal Academy: “it bestowed its stamps of approval upon selected works”
 and afforded the large audience sculptors needed.

As is well known, the number of visitors increased greatly from 1780 to 1822.
 Reynolds’s “noble habitation” intended to produce high art and develop moral instruction, soon housed a very lucrative business. Somerset House became a fashionable venue in London, degenerated further into a market-place peopled by men of business who valued art as a valuable commodity. Not surprisingly, the ludicrous contrast between the commercial success of the exhibitions and the high ideals the Royal Academy professed, was denounced by many artists of the day. The most famous one was Thomas Rowlandson who in his witty aquatint, The Exhibition Stare Case (1811), exposed what might happen in the steep and spiralling staircase of Somerset House, leading up to the Great Room (see picture 4). Such a motley, undiscriminating crowd encouraged artists to attract the spectators’ attention and cater to the taste of the public for the sensational. In a pamphlet, The Ear-wig, prompted by the exhibition of 1781, the history-painter Mauritius Lowe complained: “they comply with the cry of the multitude who require novelty and at length, by a blameable complaisance procure admirers and patrons.

The scale of the Somerset House exhibitions and their popularity encouraged artists to inflate the size of their landscapes, introduce eye-catching effects and multiply portraits. “Blamed for the failure of history-painting and viewed as a sign of degeneracy of taste, the ever-increasing abundance of portraits on the walls of the Great Room was cause of deep anxiety.”
 In the 1780s and 90s the major exhibited sculptures were portraits, busts and small scale models. They were “huddled together placed on shelves as in a figure-maker’s shop,”
 one reviewer complained in 1822. How could you judge busts and allegorical sculptures in such degrading circumstances? Nollekens, elected full Academician in 1772, was to exhibit busts and statues regularly till 1816. Chosen by the Royal Academy for the monument to three naval captains, William Bayne, William Blair and Lord Manners (Westminster Abbey), he produced a frozen allegory, following Reynolds’s theories. His busts, however, exhibited at Somerset House, have still many elements in common with Rysbrack and Scheemakers (picture 5). Bacon’s Bust of George III was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1774 (picture 6). Its becoming manner pleased the king greatly. Besides busts, allegorical subjects, often termed “poetic” were increasingly popular, revealing a growing taste for expensive gallery pieces; based on subjects from the classical past, like history painting, these pieces attracted the attention of connoisseurs and academicians. Nollekens had produced two statues of Venus: Venus Tying her Sandal (1773), Venus Chiding Cupid (1778). Surprisingly enough these rather frivolous works were greatly admired by Flaxman. In the 1780s, Reynolds regarded Thomas Banks “as the first British sculptor […] whose mind was ever dwelling on subjects worthy of an ancient Greek.”

Banks had spent seven years in Rome (1772-1779) and from this time dated his life-long friendship with Fuseli who deeply influenced his taste for the Horrid and the Sublime. His diploma work, The Falling Titan (1786), still exhibited to-day at the Royal Academy, was highly regarded by contemporaries. J. I. Smith thought it “far superior to any work before produced in England.” In this work, differences in scale provide a key to the sense of monumentality and imminent destruction conveyed in the work. It is very near Burke’s view of the Sublime. This use of “sublime sensationalism” was becoming the fashion: it was important to be noticed at the exhibition. The young sculptor Thomas Procter, whose name is now forgotten, was proclaimed as “one of the best of the moderns,” “a lost hero of British art.
 He exhibited two terra-cotta models: Ixion (1785) and Perithous, the Son of Ixion, destroyed by Cerberus (1792) (picture 7), revealing his predilection for depicting moments of extreme suffering. He is cast in the noble role that Reynolds had prescribed for sculptors in his “Discourse X,” yet these spectacular effects pander to the taste of the public for the sensational. “We can read Procter’s models as typically sublime conceptions of the human body, recalling the world of torture and sadism of the Gothic novel as much as the classical tradition.”

In the same way, Banks’s classical tradition was deeply influenced by the sensational. In 1784, when he returned to London, after a stay in Russia, he sent to the Royal Academy a colossal model of a Mourning Achilles contorted in agony which added greatly to his reputation In 1793, Banks produced a sculpture, particularly admired at the Royal Academy: The Monument to Penelope Boothby (picture 8). It was so full of pathos that Queen Charlotte and the princesses wept. Yet “the forcing of naturalism, especially of the mattress and the dress, into a classical mould is uncomfortable — it was clearly much to contemporary taste […] it marks the beginning of a new epoch, for it is drenched with sentimentality.”
 Here allegory is abandoned, it is the first truly romantic work by an English sculptor.

The most influential figure at the turn of the century was John Flaxman (1755-1826). He studied at the Royal Academy schools, worked in Wedgwood’s factory before leaving for Rome in 1787, where he remained for seven years. While in Italy, his interests were not confined to classical art. His Journal, his sketch books reveal his great curiosity: these sketches, he was to use later in his lectures on sculpture given at the Royal Academy. In Rome, he became a member of the Academy of St Luke, illustrated The Iliad, Æschylus and Dante. Flaxman became an Academician in 1800 and was granted the first chair of Sculpture in 1810, which he was to occupy until his death.

Thanks to his influence, British sculpture was allocated a space of its own in Somerset House, separated from architectural drawings and this was essential. “Even if it remained very much in the numerical minority and in its established position in the end of the exhibition trail,”
 it marked a significant elevation of prestige. This move had been proposed jointly to the Council by the architect J. Soane and by Nollekens; Hunt celebrated this “promotion” in The Examiner and by 1813, The National Register noticed, “We have remarked and applauded a much better arrangement and disposition of the exhibited pieces.”
 Besides this practical improvement of its location in Somerset House, sculpture received particular attention in Flaxman’s lectures (the first lectures devoted to sculpture since Reynolds’s Discourse in 1780!). At all points he used what he had seen, read or drawn in Italy to reinforce his belief in the moral value of art and he underlined sculpture’s popularity  as a means of celebrating British heroes and patriots. Indeed the times in which he lived nurtured patriotism. As early as 1773, an attempt had been made by Sir Joshua Reynolds and members of the Royal Academy to obtain permission to adorn St Paul’s with monuments of famous men. “For the British state, the hope was that public sculpture commemorating military achievements and highlighting patriotic values such as […] sacrifice would inspire patriotism […]. Both politicians and artists were keen to develop British sculpture on a par with Europe.”

But after Reynolds’s death (1792), the prestige of the Academy fell sharply. In 1802 the Treasury appointed a “Committee of Taste” including R. Payne Knight, who was hostile to the Academy. In the end, The Royal Academy “retained its position as Britain’s national pool of national expertise with regard to sculpture, scooping first all, and from 1807 still a substantial majority of commissions.
 Indeed between 1802 and 1812 at last £40,000 of public money had been voted by Parliament for national monuments to soldiers, sailors and statesmen which meant a complete change in patronage, and a great change in the history of English sculpture. As private patronage declined, public patronage increased significantly during and after the Napoleonic Wars. This situation infuriated the history painter Benjamin Robert Haydon. “You lavish thousands upon thousands on sculpture without effect. In no country has sculpture been so favoured […] as in this country […]. day after day, monuments and money are voted in ceaseless round without discrimination and without thought.”

As a result of this campaign, the main sculptors of England — Nollekens, Flaxman, Westmacott, Rossi — received commissions. Banks, whose democratic, almost revolutionary, views had prevented him from obtaining the Librarianship of the Royal Academy in 1794, fulfilled his wish for heroic classicism in two monuments, one to Captain Richard Burgess (1802) and the other to Captain G. Westcott. Westmacott’s Monuments to General Sir Ralph Abercromby (1802) (picture 9) is very daring: the general collapses from a rearing horse into the arms of a rushing soldier. The group is very baroque in fact. Besides St Paul’s Pantheon, there had been other grandiose architectural projects involving the participation of British sculptors. In 1799, the Duke of Clarence proposed a national monument to celebrate the triumphs of Britain’s navy. Academicians discussed and proposed various contributions. Flaxman’s Colossal Statue of Britannia for Greenwich Hill (1799) (picture 10) “reflects a Neoclassical obsession with designing vast memorializing public spaces […] in a modernized Greco-Roman ambience”
 but none of these grandiose designs for monuments, domes or temples materialized.

We saw that the 1813 exhibition showed a “new and better arrangement.” That year Flaxman’s Pastoral Apollo was praised. Another promising sculptor Richard Westmacott, who had worked in Canova’s studio and had presented his Diploma Work in 1811 (Jupiter and Ganymede, a well-balanced composition) proposed a relief: The Progress of Navigation, destined to be the monument to Lord Collingwood for St Paul’s; it was an original horizontal composition (picture 11). Westmacott perfectly illustrates what the sculptors expected from the exhibitions at Somerset House; though it was impossible to display the monument as a whole, it was imperative to receive the Academy’s encouragement.

In the 1811 exhibition one bust had the particular support of one member of the Committee, Nollekens. This was Chantrey’s bust of Reverend J. Horne-Tooke (picture 12). Nollekens acknowledged its superiority and had an exhibit removed to give it a better place. The bust was extremely successful; like Roubiliac’s Hændel, Tooke is shown with a soft cap on his head. It is carved with extreme sensitivity; Chantrey conveys in marble the quality of flesh for which he was later praised and came to rank as highly as Turner, Wilkie or Lawrence. Though the great number of busts, the high quality of the poetic sculptures raised the expectation “that Britannia will have one day to boast of as much glory as Athens and Rome,”
 even after 1811 sculpture was still very poorly presented in this small room on the ground floor. Works were still crowded together and it must have been impossible, for instance, to appreciate Flaxman’s magnificent group Satan overcome by St Michæl designed for the gallery at Petworth and described (picture 13) with enthusiasm by Cunningham: “a work of the highest merit. The conception is epic, the grouping grand and the action godlike.”
 At the Academy one commentator lamented “It is hardly possible, in this confined room, to judge of, much less do justice to, this towering group or to the elevated grandeur of the conception.”
 As a contrast to the conditions offered at Somerset House, we may imagine the Earl of Egremont’s gallery at Petworth or the Flaxman Room at Duchess Street! “There was certainly no opportunity for any committee arranging the sculptures to create the sort of sympathetic surroundings offered by certain private galleries.”
 It was also impossible to create a distance between sculptures and an uneducated public.

The year 1817 was another important landmark for the development of sculpture and its prominent role at the Royal Academy. When in 1808 Lord Elgin showed the Parthenon sculptures he had exhibited in his garden in Park Lane, many members of the Academy were among the first to praise “these sublime specimens of the purest sculpture,”
 so when in 1809 Lord Elgin considered selling the Marbles, the Royal Academy was called upon to give advice “by analogy with practice […] in the choice of sites for national monuments in St Paul’s Cathedral. Sculptors Nollekens, Chantrey, Flaxman, Rossi, and painters Lawrence and West unanimously proclaimed the Marbles’ authenticity […] and the extremely high æsthetic value residing in their union of ideal beauty and formal perfection with unaffected natural truth.”
 However the Academy’s opinion in favour of purchase was hampered by the connoisseur R. Payne Knight who belittled the Marbles and argued against their authenticity. In the end the Academy’s opinion superseded the connoisseur’s and Payne Knight’s reputation “was instantly and finally destroyed.”
 The Marbles were bought and removed to the British Museum in January 1817. The acquisition of the Elgin Marbles “not only boosted the standing of sculptor academicians, but also consolidated the position of their institution.”
 It marked a crucial opposition between private and public collecting: the Elgin Marbles were bought for the Nation. For the first time a large collection of sculpture, indisputably Greek, was available in Western Europe. The impact was tremendous.

The second important event in 1817 was Canova’s visit to England. Many English patrons had met him in Paris in 1815. In 1817 he was much feted and acclaimed in London. The exhibition of that year was particularly brilliant in the sculpture section: seventy-one works were displayed. Canova, “the greatest sculptor of his age,” sent his Terpsichore and his Hebe (picture 14). The Elgin Marbles and Canova had a great influence on English sculptures. Though the “antique” was to remain the keystone of the training of young artists to the 1830s (the Academy was always assiduous in acquiring new casts for the students), the Marbles shook many preconceived ideas concerning Antiquity and added a new meaning to the word “nature.”

“I felt that they would overturn the false beau-ideal where nature was nothing, and would establish the true beau-ideal of which nature alone is the basis.”
 Haydon’s praise of the Marbles is in fact an implicit criticism of Reynolds’s Discourses. As H. Hoock points out, “the Academy’s departure from 18th c. notions of ‘ideal beauty’ and embrace of the Elgin Marbles’ naturalism neutralized a potential threat to its own cultural authority.”

Indeed the British poetic sculptures exhibited after 1817 reveal this “new natural tone”: Flaxman’s Maternal Love (picture 15), for instance, displays the same tenderness as his monument to Lady Fitzharris (1817) (picture 16), the same pathos as Westmacott’s The Distressed Mother (picture 17) (1817) for the monument to Mrs Warren; here neo-classicism breaks into the contemporary, but the work that attracted the most enthusiastic praise from visitors and reviewers was Chantrey’s The Sleeping Children (picture 18). Chantrey who had been so successful at the Royal Academy in 1811 with his Bust of T. Horne-Tooke, had produced two death-scenes in a semi-realistic treatment: one in 1812 for the Hafod monument, another for the David Pike Watts monument (1817) filled with sentiment and great dignity. The Sleeping Children, commemorating the daughters of Mrs Robinson, was later to be erected in Lichfield Cathedral. “Such was the press to see these children […] that there was no getting near them: mothers with tears in their eyes lingered, and went away, and returned; while Canova’s now far-famed figures of Hebe and Terpsichore stood almost unnoticed by their side.”
 The Robinson children, like Banks’s Penelope Boothby, are not dead but sleeping; the treatment, here, is more naturalistic than that of Banks. To add a poetic touch, Chantrey had placed a bunch of snowdrops in the smaller child’s hands. The monument “was universally praised as the epitome of a home-grown and untainted response to nature.”
 The monument inspired poems, and pottery imitations sold well. Chantrey, who became a full Academician in the same year, 1817, was later to reject classical drapery and mythological subjects. Nevertheless, in his masterpiece, the monument to Robert Dundas of Arniston (1824) (picture 19) as well as in one of his late groups, The Group of Mrs Jordan with her two children (1834) (picture 20) made for William IV, he was to repeat the same tender touch and emotion.

The visitors’ and reviewers’ admiration for the sculptures exhibited in 1817 illustrates the fervour supporting the English school of sculptors and the popularity of this new conception of “poetic natural forms.” For the 1819 exhibition, where several sculptors were on the Committee of Arrangement, the fine flower of the English school was represented. Whereas Westmacott exhibited a seated figure of a Peasant Girl (picture 21), a figure from the monument to Lord and Lady Penrhyn in a traditional but graceful mode, Chantrey’s Monument to Dr James Anderson (picture 22) and Rossi’s plaster models The Cricketer and The Bowler (picture 23: to be carved in marble later on), illustrate the modern “natural” touch. In the same year, Flaxman’s group, Model of Charity (picture 24) for the monument to Georgiana, Countess Spencer repeats the tenderness and naturalness of Maternal Love (1817) (picture 15).

In the same period, 1815-1825, many commemorative memorials and tablets set up in St Paul’s Cathedral to honour the heroic dead of the Napoleonic Wars show the same growing acceptance of contemporary dress and more natural figures. Flaxman set Nelson (1818) (picture 25) on an allegorical plinth inscribed with the names of his victories. It is an odd mixture of the contemporary and the allegorical: the Admiral is in uniform, a fur lined cloak over his shoulders. Britannia points out his example to a couple of lads, young “seamen” dressed in modern jackets and long trousers, a British lion crouches and snarls. Margaret Whinney remarks that “the whole remains curious rather than grand.”
 The younger Bacon’s Monument to Sir John Moore (picture 26) shows the general in his uniform being lowered to his grave by two allegorical figures; here again private and public imagery coexist. But the most impressive memorial is Chantrey’s Memorial to General Bowes (St Paul’s, figure 27). We see a scene of vigorous action, where uniformed men fight and fall. The ground is covered with overlapping figures. Margaret Whinney concludes: “these works suggest an entirely new impetus to the problems of relief sculpture – surely that of the Parthenon frieze.
 Holger Hoock points out that the Waterloo Committee acted in a more “accommodating manner towards the Academy than the Committee of Taste had ever done.”
 Though the “ornamental Tower” to commemorate Waterloo was never built, St Paul’s Pantheon was a great success: “the government had tried to square the circle of promoting culture by the nation […] for the nation.”

In 1823, Edward Hodges Baily’s Affection (picture 28) was greatly admired. “The ‘soul of loveliness’ displaying the higher captivations of the heart.”
 It is a marble full of grace and tenderness reminding us of Flaxman’s Model of Charity: the classical dress affords a certain dignity. Yet there is a sentiment that identifies its period: the tender expression of the child is far removed from classical detachment. The greatest success however went to Westmacott’s rendering of The Dream of Horace (picture 29) (a relief intended for Petworth House). It was hailed “as the Triumph of a distinctive national school.” Speaking of Baily’s and Westmacott’s works, a reviewer added, “Were they to be placed in the British Museum surrounded by the Antique itself […] they would not appear as in strange company.”
 In fact, as M. Whinney points out, “There is little that can be described as Greek in Westmacott’s relief […] it is Græco-roman work of a sentimental and pictorial character”
 and she sees Canova’s influence in the goddesses’ long limbs and considers the design as “confused,”
 the position of the sleeping boy awkward. Though irritated by Westmacott’s pretensions, Lord Egremont was aware that he could now produce classical figures suitable for his gallery. This shows how much British sculpture had improved and demonstrates the fruitful paradox of sculpture at Somerset House; whereas in the 1750s and 60s English patrons and connoisseurs imported antique collections from Rome and ignored English sculptors, they were now hailing British artists as the most competent to produce classical figures for their collections. “By now certain critics were prepared to say that the British sculpture was preferable even to the best modern sculptor, the late Canova.”

By 1820 the Academy at Somerset House had educated some 1.200 students. “As the national pool of artistic and æsthetic expertise with a genteel residence at Somerset House, the Academy had raised the prestige of the fine arts and its professors at home and abroad.”
 In the second decade of the 19th century, national sculpture was now able to produce large scale sculptural groups, monuments rivalling or surpassing those of Italian or other European sculptors. During the last period of the Royal Academy at Somerset House, the sculptor John Gibson (1790-1866) continued to illustrate Flaxman’s teaching. In 1818 in Rome, he made a plaster of The Sleeping Shepherd Boy greatly appreciated by Canova. Although Gibson intended to emulate “the ideal beauty” represented in classical statues, he combined his ideal with a close study of the living model. He had “copied nature pretty close, as the subject admitted the imitation of individual nature.”
 In A NymphUuntying her Sandal (1824), Gibson modelled the figure of a nymph “her attention is drawn off; which gives a momentary suspense to her occupation.”
 In Narcissus (1830) (picture 30), Gibson typically based the pose of the statue on a living model as he tells us, however the figure in this work is highly idealised and the influence of classical sculpture is evident. Gibson’s mastery of the technique of carving marble is demonstrated in the subtle modelling of the figure and the intricate design of the hair.

Whereas in other fields of art — portraits, Wilkie’s naturalistic landscapes, prints — Reynolds’s ideal may have been distorted or forgotten, it bloomed in the monuments and poetic sculptures of the 1820s and 30s. The works of Flaxman, Westmacott, Gibson, Macdowell adapted perfectly to the tastes of the time, but set in a great and continuing tradition. These artists, as Reynolds had wished them to be “were virtuously useful, and contributed in [their] sphere to the general purpose and perfection of society.”
 Thus, as Alison Yarrington points out “despite being confined to the ‘dungeon’ on the Ground Floor”
 of Somerset House, the poetry of sculpture developed to perfection and continued to bloom even after the Royal Academy left Chambers’s “noble habitation” in 1836 for Trafalgar Square.

Françoise MATHIEU-ARTH

Université Nancy II

(February 2004)
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