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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the efforts which were made during the life of
Jacob Epstein and at the time his death to fix a particular identity that has thus shaped his
legacy. The question that this thesis wishes to address is: how was Jacob Epstein’s legacy

carved?

The first part of this thesis, entitled ‘Remembering Epstein’, seeks to unpack and examine
the written discourse surrounding his death. This will be done by assessing the themes,
debates and considerations of Epstein’s position in the history of art and will focus on four
case studies: the obituaries and memorial picces that were written immediately after
Epstein’s death; a memorial service that was held at St. Paul’s Cathedral; a failed proposal
to turn Epstein’s home studio into a museum; and the organisation and critical reception of
the Epstein Memorial Exhibition held in Edinburgh in 1961. The second part of this thesis,
entitled ‘Writing a Legacy’, attends to the analysis of texts which were written about or by
Epstein throughout his career. This will be done through a close examination of those texts
which have come to shape our understanding of Epstein’s place in the history of art and will
focus on five case studies: the writings of T. E. Hulme; Epstein by Bernard Van Dieren; a
series of interviews with Epstein by Arnold Haskell, entitled The Sculptor Speaks; Epstein’s
role in protesting against repairs to ancient sculpture in the British Museum; and a chapter
entitled ‘My Place in Sculpture’ from the 1954 edition of Epstein’s autobiography. The
final part of the thesis, entitled ‘Selected Works’, will focus on six separate sculptures as
case studies for assessing different aspects of Epstein’s artistic output. The works which
will be examined: The Rock Drill (1913), The Risen Christ (1917-19), Madonna and Child

(1926-27), Genesis (1929), Albert Einstein (1933), and Madonna and Child (1950-52).
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Carving a Legacy: The Identity of Jacob Epstein

Prologue: Biographical Sketch

Jacob Epstein was born of Russian-Polish Jewish immigrant parents in Hester Street on New
York’s Lower East Side on November 10™ 1880. Epstein recalled fondly his memories of
childhood in his autobiography:
My earliest recollections are of the teeming East Side where I was born.
This Hester Street and its surrounding streets were the most densely populated of
any city on earth, and looking back at it, I realise what I owe to its unique and
crowded humanity. Its swarms of Russians, Poles, Italians, Greeks, and Chinese
lived as much on the street as in the crowded tenements, and the sights, sounds,
and smells had the vividness and sharp impact of an Oriental city.'
Epstein’s family had prospered in America; his father had owned a number of tenements.
Epstein wrote that ‘we had Polish Christian servants’ who lived in the household ‘who still
retained peasant habits’.> He wrote that, as a child, he spent many years sick at home, and
during that time, spent hours alone reading and drawing, as he recalled:
My reading and drawing drew me away from ordinary interests, and I lived a
great deal in the world of imagination feeding upon any book that fell into my
hands. When I got hold of a really thick book like Hugo’s Les Misérables 1 was
happy, and would go off into a corner and devour it.?
At school, Epstein was interested in Literature and History, but found Mathematics and
Grammar to be a bore. Epstein enrolled in the Art Students’ League in New York, and took
evening classes in life-drawing and began to learn how to sculpt under the instruction of
George Gray Barnard, but noted that his ‘main studies remained in the quarter where [he] was
born and brought up’,* explaining that: ‘Every type could be found here, and for the purpose

of drawing, I would follow a character until his appearance sufficiently impressed itself upon

my mind for me to make a drawing.”

! Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, (Hulton Press, 1955), p.1
? Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.1
> Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.2
* Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.2
> Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.2



By 1901, Epstein had decided to become a sculptor and set his sights on Paris under the
romantic notion that Paris was the centre of the art world. Epstein turned down the offer of an
apprenticeship with Thomas Eakins and accepted a commission to illustrate Hutchins
Hapgood’s book, The Spirit of the Ghetto. Epstein’s illustrations cover what he perceived to
be the everyday life of the Jewish quarter in the Lower East Side of New York. Epstein later
wrote that:
The money I earned enabled me to get to Paris, but I went to Paris as a sculptor,
and not as an illustrator or painter. What turned me from drawing to sculpture
was the desire to see things in the round, and to study form in its different aspects
from varying angles, and also the love of the purely physical side of sculpture. I
felt here a full outlet for my energy, both physical and mental, that was far more
satisfying to me than drawing.®
With the money he raised from this commission, Epstein set sail for Paris in 1902 where he
enrolled at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts only four days after his arrival. He remarked that he did
not enjoy his time at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, explaining that he was treated with suspicion
by other students because he was a foreigner. Epstein noted that: ‘The “foreigners” were few
and unpopular, and it was not unusual for a French student to turn on a foreigner and ask him
why he didn’t stay in his own country.”” As well as the hostilities and occasional fights he
would get into with his fellow students, Epstein found the teaching at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts incredibly limiting. He remarked that most of his studies were spent modelling from life,
drawing from casts of Michelangelo sculptures and carving copies of Italian Renaissance
sculptures. Epstein felt that he was not being taught any new skills in his classes, stating that:
‘there was practically no instruction, and we were pretty well left alone to do what we
pleased.”® After six months at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, Epstein grew weary of the academic
style of teaching and hierarchical nature of the institution, and after finding his work

destroyed by a fellow student, he gathered up his clay and looked for another school with a

less academic approach. Epstein remarked of the experience of academic art teaching, that it

6 Haskell, Arnold, and Epstein, Jacob, The Sculptor Speaks, (William Heinemann Limited, 1931), p.13
7 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.13
8 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.14



‘was good training, although one learnt more from capable students than from the masters’,
but he disliked the expressive limitations the academy placed upon an artist, writing that:
‘“There are infinite modes of expression in the world of art, and to insist that only by one road
can the artist attain his ends is to limit him. The academic mind violates this freedom of the
artist to express himself as he knows best.”” Soon after quitting the Ecole des Beaux-Arts,
Epstein enrolled into the Académie Julian which had fewer students than the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts. At first Epstein found the school to be an improvement in comparison with the
rigid style of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. However, Epstein again grew weary of their style of
teaching, especially the aspect where tutors would provide criticisms of each student’s work.
Epstein wrote that:

After one or two criticisms from the master at Julian’s, I gave up taking criticism,

and in my impatience always covered my figure when the master came in. He

noticed me doing this one day and referred in an audible tone to “ce sauvage
s 10

Amgéricain”.
In 1904, Epstein visited Florence and London and after seeing the British Museum decided to
move to London. Epstein remarked that:

When thinking of leaving Paris, I determined to go to London, and see if I could

settle down and work there. First impressions of the English were of a people

with easy and natural manners, and great courtesy, and a visit to the British

Museum settled the matter for me, as 1 felt like I would like to have a very good

look round at leisure.!

It was also around this time that Epstein began to collect African art, with many of the works

in his personal collection being purchased by the British Museum after his death.

It was on his first visit to London that Epstein met Margaret Dunlop, the woman he would
soon marry and who would be Epstein’s wife and manager until her death in March, 1947. On

his arrival to London, Epstein settled for a short time at 219 Stanhope Street in Camden

? Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.14
1 Epstein, Jacob, 4n Autobiography, p.16
! Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.18
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Town. On impulse, he returned to New York, leaving after only a fortnight to return

permanently to London.

Epstein set up studio in Fulham and worked over the next few years on honing his skills as a

carver and modeller. Epstein wrote of the problems he faced while living in Fulham:
In these tumble-down studios in Fulham I was first made aware of the ludicrous
snobbishness that artists were supposed to be free of. The other occupants of the
studios were artists who were beginning their careers. [...] One day I heard that
the landlady, who lived on the premises, had been requested by the artists to have
me removed from the studios, as my clothes were somewhat too Bohemian for
the place, not, in fact, respectable enough. [...] had it not been for the women
artists in this beehive, who were all in my favour, I would have been given notice
to quit “The Railway Accident”, as it was called."

During this period Epstein acquainted himself with painter August John, draughtsman

Muirhead Bone, painter Francis Dodd and the members of the New English Art Club. He

produced the relief Mother and Child (1905-07), and portrait busts Italian Peasant Woman

with a Shaw! (1907) and Romily John (1907)

In 1907, Epstein was commissioned, through the suggestion of Francis Dodd, by architect
Charles Holden to carve a series of eighteen over-life-size allegorical figures for the new
British Medical Association headquarters, to be built on The Strand, London. It was working
on these carvings that catapulted Epstein into the fray of controversy. From being known only
to a close circle of friends, Epstein became the most famous sculptor in Britain, and remained

so until his death in 1959.

On accepting the commission, Epstein moved to a larger studio on Cheyne Walk and set to
work on the eighteen sculptures. His excitement and enthusiasm for the project led him later

to say that: ‘I had been like a hound on a leash, and now I was suddenly set free’."” Epstein

12 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.19
13 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.21
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worked on the figures for fourteen months. He described the series to Arnold Haskell in The
Sculptor Speaks, a recollection of conversations between Haskell and Epstein in 1931:

The figures Represent:

1. (At the East End of Strand front.) “Primal Energy”—man blowing the breath
of life into an atom.

2. “Form Emerging from Chaos”—a man holding a mass of rock in the midst of
which is vaguely shown the form of a child.
. “Hygenia” [sic]'* —the Goddess of Health, with a cup and a serpent.
. “Chemical Research”—a man holding a retort.
. “Academic Research”—a figure examining a scroll.
. “The Brain”—a figure with a winged skull.
. “Infancy”—an old woman holding an infant.
8. “Youth”—the figure of a young man with arms raised.
9. “Manliness”—a virile figure.

10. “Maternity”—a mother and child.
The other eight figures represent youth and maidenhood.!’

~N N D W

As soon as the fourth statue was erected upon the building, the media storm began.
Unluckily, or perhaps luckily for Epstein, housed directly opposite the British Medical
Association Building was the National Vigilance Association, a group of self-styled moral
guardians. It was the arrival of Maternity (1908) which sparked hostilities. Offended by the
frank nudity of Maternity, the National Vigilance Association called in the Press and the
police in an effort to get the work removed or censored. The Evening Standard began a
campaign against the series, criticising Maternity for its indecency. Richard Cork, probably
rightly, pointed out that: ‘Without The Evening Standard’s prompting, the probability is that
nobody would have considered Epstein’s statues indecent at all.”'® A multitude of letters and
articles were written, and protests were mounted from either side of the debate. Suffice to say,
the sculptures remained in place until the building was sold to the Rhodesian government in

1934. The sculptures were subsequently mutilated on ‘safety grounds’ in 1937.

'* The name should be spelt ‘Hygieia’

" Haskell, Arnold, and Epstein, Jacob, The Sculptor Speaks, pp.17-18

16 Cork, Richard, ‘The British Medical Association Building’ in, Silber, Evelyn, and Friedman, Terry,
Jacob Epstein Sculpture and Drawings, (The Henry Moore Centre for the Study of Sculpture, 1989),
p.106
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It was off the back of the controversy surrounding the British Medical Association Building
statues that commissions for portraits started to be requested. His portraits, Euphemia Lamb
(1908), Romily John (1909), Mrs Ambrose McEvoy (1909-10), Lady Gregory (1910) and Nan
— The Dreamer (1911), were completed. Mrs Ambrose McEvoy was sold to Johannesburg art
Gallery (the first of Epstein’s works to be purchased by a public collection) in 19110. Nan
was purchased by the Tate Gallery a year later. During this same period, Epstein produced a
number of uncommissioned allegorical carvings including Maternity (1910), Sun God (1910),

Sun Goddess Crouching (1910) and Sun Worshipper (1910).

In 1910, Epstein was naturalised as a British citizen. During this year, he exhibited his work
at the Allied Artists Association and at the Whitechapel Gallery. He became close friends
with mason and stone carver Eric Gill, who was beginning to experiment with sculpture.
During this period, Epstein and Gill made plans for an artists’ commune. The scheme would
incorporate a temple and herald a new age of religious worship. Eric Gill wrote of the plan
that: ‘Epstein & I have got a great scheme of doing some colossal figures together (as a
contribution to the world), a sort of twentieth-century Stonehenge’.!” This ‘great scheme’

never came to fruition due to the fact that Epstein and Gill lacked the funds for such a project.

During this period, Charles Holden commissioned Epstein for another grand work; this time,
to carve the tomb for Oscar Wilde. Epstein wrote in his autobiography that:

I had only just finished the British Medical Association figures, and this
important commission, following immediately after, was a matter of some
excitement. It took some time to get started on the work. I made sketches and
carried them out, I was dissatisfied and scrapped quite completed work. Finally I
determined on the present design and I went to Derbyshire to the Hopton Wood
stone quarries where I saw an immense block which had just been quarried
preparatory to the cutting it up into thin slabs for wall-facings. I bought this
monolith, weighing twenty tons, on the spot, and had it transported to my studio.
I began work immediately and without hesitation continued to labour at it for

7 Eric Gill to William Rothenstein, September 25% 1910. In, Shewing, Walter, (ed.), The Letters of Eric
Gill, (London, 1947), pp.32-33
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nine months. I carved a flying demon-angel across the face, a symbolic work of

combinelcg simplicity and ornate decoration, and no doubt influenced by antique
carving.

It was during this period that Epstein’s relationship with Gill disintegrated and he became
acquainted with poet and painter Wyndham Lewis, sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, and with
the poets and critics Thomas Hulme and Ezra Pound. In 1912, the Tomb for Oscar Wilde was
shipped to France to be placed in Pére Lachaise cemetery, Paris. Epstein arrived in Paris
shortly after the tomb’s arrival to find it covered with tarpaulin and kept under twenty-four
hour guard. Although well received by the British Press, controversy had arisen in the French
Press; the letter writers and protests began in earnest. The supporters of Epstein were again
successful and the work was eventually unveiled in 1914 to a hostile reception. During the six
months that Epstein spent in Paris, he met Picasso and Brancusi, and spent some time trying
to find a studio to share with Modigliani. On his return to Britain, in November, he moved out

of his London studio and moved to Pett Level, Sussex.

During 1913, Epstein worked between Pett Level and London on some of his most radical
and forward-looking works: including Doves (1912-15), statues of Venus (1912-15), Mother
and Child (1912-15), The Rock Drill (1913), and his figures in ‘Flenite’. Epstein also became

involved in The London Group of artists.

In 1914, Epstein’s work featured in the Jewish section of the Twentieth Century Art. A
Review of Modern Movements exhibition at the Whitechapel Art Gallery. During the same
year, Epstein contributed drawings to the first issue of Wyndham Lewis’s Vorticist
publication, BLAST. Included within BLAST was the Vorticist manifesto, which was signed
by a number of artists, many of them members of The London Group, with the notable

exceptions of Jacob Epstein and painter David Bomberg.

18 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.51
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With the outbreak of the First World War, Epstein continued working. In 1915, his friend and
fellow sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska was killed in the trenches. Ezra Pound published a
memorial to Gaudier. Epstein harboured resentment towards the way in which the merits of
Gaudier’s work had been exaggerated after his death, later remarking that:
Lately, he has become a legend and when that happens, although a man’s work
may increase in value from the sales-room point of view, its artistic importance
is apt to be mis-stated. [...] Gaudier [is] beginning to be celebrated as the hero of
an extraordinary romance, and known to thousands who have never seen his
drawing or a piece of sculpture. I would not compare him as an artist either with
Van Gogh or Gauguin, but the parallel of the legend exists. Gaudier did some
very remarkable work in the short time allowed him, and would have certainly
achieved something really big if he had not been killed. A great part of his life
was spent finding himself artistically, and he was greatly influenced by all he
saw. Chinese art in particular. He took to carving after admiring a work he saw
in my studio one day and did some of his finest work in that medium. I knew
him very well; the legend that has been created around him is a distorted one
that does not show the man well."
In the following year, Epstein produced portraits of T. E. Hulme (1915), Admiral Lord Fisher
(1915), Mrs. Jacob Epstein with Earrings (1915), James Muirhead Bone (1915) and The Tin
Hat (1915). It could be argued that his works the Tin Hat and Admiral Lord Fisher were an

effort to lay the groundwork for Epstein to become an official war artist if he was ever

enlisted.

In 1917, Epstein exhibited at the Leicester Galleries for the first time. The Leicester Galleries
would remain Epstein’s primary dealer until after his death. During this year, Epstein began
modelling The Risen Christ, work on which had to be postponed as he was enlisted to the 38"
Jewish Battalion. Campaigns to keep Epstein out of the army altogether on the grounds of
‘national importance’ and campaigns for Epstein to be appointed as Official War Artist were
both unsuccessful. The same year also saw the death of Epstein’s close friend and intellectual

ally Thomas Hulme, who was killed in the trenches. It was at this point that Epstein turned his

19 askell, Arnold, and Epstein, Jacob, The Sculptor Speaks, pp.133-134
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back on the abstraction and radicalism of the previous years, never creating abstract work

again.

During this period, Epstein had an affair with actress Meum Lindsell, who became pregnant
and bore his first child, Peggy Jean who was subsequently raised in the Epstein household,
with Margaret acting as the child’s mother. During this year, Epstein produced his first

modelled self-portrait Self-Portrait with a Storm Cap.

The following year, Epstein was stationed in Plymouth with the Army. The night before his
regiment was to be shipped off to Palestine, Epstein went absent without leave. According to
the reports, he was found wandering aimlessly around Dartmoor. Epstein was placed in a
secure hospital and discharged in the July. During his time incarcerated, Epstein produced a
number of portraits in clay and on paper of other soldiers and nurses at the facility. Upon
being discharged from the Army, Epstein went back to work producing portraits of Meum
Lindsell (Mask of Meum (1918) and Meum with a Fan (1918)). He also spent many hours

producing portraits of Peggy Jean.

Epstein returned to public life in 1920 when he exhibited his completed The Risen Christ at
the Leicester Galleries to much hostility and controversy. Epstein described the work as a

complex war memorial:

It stands and accuses the world for its grossness, inhumanity, cruelness and
beastliness, for the First World War. [...] The Jew — the Galilean - condemns
our wars, and warns us that “Shalom, Shalom”, must still be the watchword

between man and man.”’
Epstein also produced his second and final self-portrait, Self~Portrait with a Beard (1920).

The work was in stark contrast to his Self-Portrait with a Storm Cap produced only three

20 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.102
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years previously. This year also saw the publication of the first monograph on Epstein’s work

by musician and composer Bernard van Dieren.

The following year, Epstein was featured in Kineton Parkes’s book The Sculpture of To-Day
and in Lorado Taft’s Modern Tendencies in Sculpture. Epstein began an affair with a young
music student, Kathleen Garman, who after the death of Margaret Epstein in 1947 became
Epstein’s second wife. Epstein and Kathleen remained in a relationship until Epstein’s death
in 1959. In the same year, Epstein also met Henry Moore for the first time. During this period
Epstein produced portraits of painter Jacob Kramer (1921), his First Portrait of Kathleen

(1921) and continued to make portraits of his daughter Peggy Jean.

In 1922, Epstein was commissioned to produce a memorial in Hyde Park to the late naturalist

W. H. Hudson. Over the next year, Epstein worked on a number of ideas for the project,
finally settling of a depiction of Rima from Hudson’s book Green Mansions. Epstein was
particularly interested in the moment of Rima’s death. Talking to Arnold Haskell he explained
that:

The particular passage that appealed to me was the description of how Rima met
her death:

“What a distance to fall, through burning leaves and smoke, like a white bird shot
dead with a poisoned arrow, swift and straight into that sea of flame below.”

Although I read it and was moved by what I read, it is obviously impossible to
give an illustration of the book in sculpture that would be generally pleasing to all
its readers and at the same time good as sculpture.?!

Rima was unveiled in 1925 by the Prime Minister and was the subject of the most hostile

reception of any of Epstein’s works. Anti-Semitic letters were published in the Press and

questions were raised in Parliament. An unsuccessful campaign was launched to have the

work removed.

21 Haskell, Arnold, and Epstein, Jacob, The Sculptor Speaks, pp.28-29
17



In 1924, Epstein produced a portrait of the author Joseph Conrad (1924) and was rejected as
a candidate for the Chair of Sculpture at the Royal College of Art. On July 1%, Kathleen

Garman bore Epstein’s first son, Theodore.

In the following year, Epstein was introduced by painter Matthew Smith to the model Sunita.
Epstein saw Sunita as ‘of that eternal Oriental type’** upon whom he would base a number of
works including Madonna and Child (1926-27) and Lucifer (1944-45). Epstein also produced

a number of portrait busts and drawings of her.

In 1926, Epstein exhibited his work The Visitation (1926-27) under the rather ambiguous title
of 4 Study in an effort to avoid any controversy. Epstein explained that: ‘When I exhibited the
work at the Leicester Galleries, wishing to avoid controversy, I called it “A Study”. By this
disguise 1 succeeded for once in evading the critics, always ready to bay and snap at a
work.’®® His tactic was successful and the work was purchased by public subscription for the
Tate Gallery. On August 25%, Kathleen gave birth to their second child, Kitty. It was during
this year that Epstein produced his first Madonna and Child (1926-27), a work which he

would exhibit in America a year later.

In 1927, Epstein visited New York for four months. During this time he exhibited a number
of works including the aforementioned Madonna and Child (1926-27) at the Ferargil Gallery.
The Madonna and Child was purchased by sculptor Sally Ryan and loaned to the Museum of
Modern Art until it was donated to the Riverside Church in New York in 1959. During
Epstein’s stay in New York, he executed a number of portraits including the musician Paul

Robeson (1927). At the time of Epstein’s visit, he was called as an expert witness at the trial

22 Bpstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.123
2 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.112
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actioned by US customs to ascertain whether Brancusi’s Bird in Space was a work of art or
whether it should be charged a customs charge on the basis that it was considered to be

manufactured metal. The case was won by Brancusi.

Epstein returned to England in January 1928 and moved to a new studio at Hyde Park Gate,
London, where he remained for the rest of his life. Shortly after returning to London, Epstein
received news from Margaret, who had remained in New York to tie up any loose ends and
clear out their rented apartment, that Peggy Jean had been temporarily blinded by some steel
debris. On their return to England, Epstein produced another portrait of Peggy Jean, this time
in her state of illness: The Sick Child (1928). Reginald Wilenski remarked in his book The
Meaning of Modern Sculpture that: ‘The modern sculptors regard The Sick Child as a
masterpiece but not as a work of sculpture. They regard it as a pictorial masterpiece of the
character of a genre portrait by Rembrandt.”** That year Epstein’s work was featured in
Stanley Casson’s book, Some Modern Sculptors. Epstein was also commissioned by Charles
Holden for a third time, this time to carve Night and Day as part of the “Temple of the Winds’
project on Holden’s London Underground Headquarters at St. James’s Park underground

station.

In 1929, Epstein completed carving Genesis (1929) a work which Epstein described thus:

I felt the necessity for giving expression to the profoundly elemental in motherhood,
the deep down instinctive female, without the trappings and charm of what is
known as feminine; 7y feminine would be the eternal ptimeval feminine, the mother
of the race. [...] She is serene and majestic, an elemental force of nature. How a
figure like this contrasts with our coquetries and fanciful erotic nudes of modern
sculpture. At one blow generations of sculptors and sculpture are shattered and sent
flying into the limbo of triviality, and my “Genesis”, with her fruitful womb,
confronts our enfeebled generation. Within her, Man takes on new hope for the
future. The generous earth gives herself up to us, meets of masculine desires, and
says: “Rejoice, I am Fruitfulness, I am Plentitude.”?

2 Wilenski, Reginald H., The Meaning of Modern Scuipture, (Faber and Faber, 1932), p.112
2 Epstein, An Autobiography, p.139
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The Sick Child, (1928)

Night and Day was unveiled to a mixed reception. Epstein’s drawings of his various models
including Sunita were published with an introduction by Hubert Wellington in Jacob Epstein:
Seventy-Five Drawings. Epstein also began a series of illustrations for the Old Testament

which he completed in 1931.

During 1930, Epstein produced a number of portraits including his First Porirait of Lydia
(1930), Betty (1930) and Israfel (Sunita) (1930). Epstein at this time agreed to Arnold Haskell

chronicling their conversations for his forthcoming book on Epstein, The Sculptor Speaks.

In 1931, Genesis was exhibited at the Leicester Galleries to a hostile reception, making
Genesis the most controversial of his non-commissioned carvings to date. Genesis was toured
around the country by Alfred Bossom, M.P., to raise money for various charitable causes,
much to the displeasure of Epstein who declared that: ‘I am not interested in being regarded
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as a benefactor of mankind. I am an artist, [...] The reference to charities does not concern me
in the least.”® Epstein returned to carving his relief Sun God (1910) and carved Primeval
Gods (1931) on the reverse side of the panel. Epstein was discussed in Kineton Parkes’s book,
The Art of Carved Sculpture, with a chapter dedicated to the Temple of the Winds project.

Arnold Haskell’s The Sculptor Speaks was also published that year.

The following year, Epstein exhibited his series of illustrations for the Old Testament at the
Redfern gallery, London to a mixed reception. L. B. Powell’s monograph Jacob Epstein was
published and Epstein was featured throughout Reginald Wilenski’s The Meaning of Modern
Sculpture. During the same year, Epstein carved Woman Possessed (1932) and Elemental

(1932), and modelled two portraits of the aspiring artist Isobel Nicholas.

1933 saw Epstein return to his role as book illustrator, producing drawings for Muysheh
Oyved’s The Book of Affinity. Epstein also modelled a portrait of Albert Einstein, which
was exhibited along with over a hundred watercolours of Epping Forest at Tooth’s Gallery
in London. Albert Einstein (1933), which was universally praised in the Press, was
purchased for the Tate Gallery and featured in the 166" Royal Academy summer exhibition
a year later. The critic of The Times remarked that:

We are inclined to think that this is one of his most successful heads, for
reasons which bear upon the nature of his genius. Odd as it may sound, Mr.
Epstein is not at his best with subjects who are naturally “sculptural” in type.
He needs complete translation into forms of bronze. With its radiating halo of
hair from off the forehead, and response between the upcurved mouth and
forehead lines, the head is alive with expression and yet properly “stilled” as a
work in sculpture.”’

A critic writing in The Manchester Guardian noted that it was a work of ‘extraordinary

T . . - . . . 28
vitality and vision, at once realistic and imaginative’.

26 Anon., ‘Epstein Unappeased’ in, The Manchester Guardian, (16™ December, 1931), p.9
27 Anon., ‘Art Exhibition: Mr. Jacob Epstein’ in, The Times, (December 8", 1933), p.12
28 Anon., ‘Our London Correspondent’ in, T} he Manchester Guardian (January 12, 1934), p.8
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The following year, on January 24", Isobel Nicholas gave birth to Epstein’s second son
Jackie, who was raised, along with Peggy Jean, by the Epsteins as their own child (Theodore
and Kitty remained with their mother, Kathleen). During Isobel’s pregnancy, Margaret wore a
pillow underneath her clothes to give the illusion of pregnancy and lied about her age on
Jackie’s birth certificate to give the impression that she was the child’s biological mother.
That same year, Epstein began carving Ecce Homo, a large statue of Christ in white marble.
Epstein described how challenging this carving was to produce:
This Subiaco block of marble, when I carved it, I found the toughest, most
difficult piece of stone I had ever tackled. [...] Because of the hardness of the
material I treated the work in a large way, with a juxtaposition of flat planes,
always with a view to retaining the impression of the original block.”
In 1935, Ecce Homo was exhibited to a mixed reception; the work was praised by the art

critics and slammed by the religious Right. The statue remained unsold and stood in his studio

until after his death; Ecce Homo now stands in the ruins of Coventry Cathedral.

Ecce Homo, (1934)

Epstein’s statues for the British Medical Association Building again featured in the press
after the Rhodesian government purchased the building and saw fit to mutilate the sculptures.

Epstein protested to the Rhodesian High Commissioner, recalling the affair in his

autobiography:

%% Epstein, Jacob, 4n Autobiography, p.145
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An acrimonious discussion broke out and the High Commissioner aggressively
declared that as they had paid for the building, they could do as they pleased with
the statues. This gentleman expressed surprise that I should object to this, as I had
been paid for my work and the statues no longer belonged to me. I had pointed
out the vandalism of removing from a building a decoration which was a part of
its fabric and which would mean the ruin of the statues.*

By 1937, amid much public protest, the statues were all mutilated beyond repair. That same

year, Epstein was featured, alongside Adolf Hitler and Winston Churchill, in a collection of

essays by various authors, Great Contemporaries.

The following year Epstein carved Consummatum Est and produced a series of illustrations

for Charles Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal.

In 1938, Epstein began work on his monumental Adam (1938-39). He was awarded an
honorary degree at Aberdeen University alongside Henry Moore. The exhibition of
illustrations for Fleurs du Mal at Tooth’s Gallery in London was unsuccessful, producing

very few sales.

In 1939, Epstein exhibited Adam along with a number of drawings of children in the
Leicester Galleries. Adam was purchased by gold miner Charles Stafford and leased out to
Lawrence Wright, a Blackpool showman. Adam was exhibited as a sideshow and was later
sold to Louis Tussaud’s waxworks as a permanent exhibit, to be joined later by

Consummatum Est, Jacob and the Angel and Genesis.

A year later, Epstein began carving Jacob and the Angel (1940), which he exhibited at the
Leicester Galleries in 1942. During 1940, Epstein also published his autobiography, the

arrogantly titled Let there be Sculpture!

3% Epstein, Jacob, 4n Autobiography, p.30
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The Leicester Galleries, (1939)

In 1942, Epstein was part of a two-man show at Temple Newsam House, Leeds, along with
painter Matthew Smith. Robert Black’s monograph on Epstein, The Art of Jacob Epstein was

also published.

In 1944, Epstein began work on Lucifer (1944-45). Exhibited a year later at the Leicester
Galleries, the work was refused as a gift by the Tate Gallery, the Victoria and Albert
Museum and the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. The work was eventually accepted by
Birmingham City Art Gallery in 1947. Epstein remarked that, as regards ‘the large winged
figure in bronze which I called “Lucifer”. I had worked on this with great concentration for
the greater part of a year and showed it at an exhibition of my work at the Leicester

. . . 3
Galleries where it remained unsold.’ 1

In 1946, Epstein modelled his portrait of Winston Churchill (1946), a work about which he
later wrote: ‘Unfortunately it was winter and the light was far from ideal and I felt that I had

made no more than an interesting character study, but still hope to develop it should the

2 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.231



opportunity arise.”*? In the following year, his wife Margaret died and he began carving

Lazarus.

In 1949, Epstein was commissioned to produce Youth Advancing for the Festival of Britain.
Epstein discussed the work’s conception in his autobiography, writing that: ‘I conceived the
idea of making a figure that would embody youthful courage and resolution and the result was
the over life-size bronze entitled “Youth Advancing”. The figure was gilded and placed over a
sheet of water.”> He also produced one of his most vivid and well-received portrait busts, the

composer Ralph Vaughan Williams (1949).

In 1950, Epstein was commissioned by architect Louis Osman to produce a Madonna and
Child for the Convent of the Holy Child Jesus in Cavendish Square, London. Unveiled in
1953, Epstein said of the work:

No work of mine has brought so many tributes from so many diverse quarters.
One which particularly pleased me by reason of its spontaneity was from a bus
driver. Halting his bus as he passed the statue he suddenly saw me standing by
and called out across the road, “Hi Governor, you’ve made a good job of it.”**

In 1951, Epstein modelled a portrait of poet T. S. Eliot and his completed Lazarus was
exhibited in Battersea Park. Epstein also travelled to Philadelphia to make plans for the
commission Social Consciousness in Fairmount Park, Philadelphia. Completed in 1953,
Social Consciousness was described by Richard Buckle as ‘Epstein’s answer to the Statue of
Liberty’.*> Epstein remarked on the commission in his autobiography:
I was asked by Fairmount Park Art Association of Philadelphia to make a work
with the somewhat baffling title of “Social Consciousness”. In 1951, I went to
Philadelphia to see the site and was greatly impressed by the fine natural
surroundings of rocks and trees and river, and I realised that something on a
heroic scale was called for. I planned a group of five figures, two of them thirteen

feet in height, flanking a central figure with outstretched arms and upward glance
“seated in the adamant of time”. The theme of the group of two figures on the

32 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.230
33 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.234
34 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.236
35 Buckle, Richard, Jacob Epstein: Sculptor. (The World Publishing Company, 1963), p.368
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right is the Healer succouring the down-fallen and on the left is the eternal
Mother supporting future humanity.*®

1952 saw a major retrospective of Epstein’s work at the Tate Gallery. The editor of The
Times noted that in bringing together such an array of work it was possible to see that Epstein
was not the most original or innovative of artists, and that there were other sculptors doing
much finer work, and arguing that:

it is not only the passage of time, though this has certainly had its usual effect,
which will make it difficult for many who visit the Tate Gallery to understand
why he should have become such a focus of controversy. What he has done [...]
is to remove the injustice often done to MR. EPSTEIN’S best work by his
awkward reputation which had been thrust upon him.*’

In the same year, Lazarus was also unveiled in New College Chapel at Oxford University,

where a year later Epstein received an honorary doctorate.

In 1953, Epstein was commissioned to produce Christ in Majesty for Llandaff cathedral and a
full-length portrait of Field Marshal Smuts in Parliament Square, a work which was criticised
for appearing awkward and ungainly. In the same year, Epstein also turned down membership
of the Royal Society of British Sculptors citing their indifference to his statues of the British

Medical Association Building being mutilated as the reason for rejecting the invite.

In 1954, Epstein was knighted at the request of Winston Churchill. During the same year

Epstein began work on Liverpool Resurgent for Lewis’s Store, a department store in

Liverpool.

A vyear later, Epstein married his mistress Kathleen Garman, who would become Lady
Epstein. Social Consciousness was unveiled in Philadelphia and Epstein received further

public commissions for St. Michael and the Devil to be placed on the outer-wall of Basil

36 Epstein, Jacob, An Autobiography, p.237 .
37 Anon., ‘Mr. Epstein To-day’ in, The Times, (September 257, 1952), p.7



Spence’s new Coventry Cathedral, and for the Trade Union’s Congress War Memorial. The
same year, Epstein re-issued his autobiography, under the less arrogant title of An
Autobiography. The contents of the book are exactly the same as in Let there be Sculpture!
with added notes, a chapter called ‘My Place in Sculpture’ and a postscript summarising some

major events since the first edition.

In 1956, Epstein was commissioned to produce a portrait of William Blake for Westminster
Abbey to mark the centenary of Blake’s birth. The same year, Liverpool Resurgent and Field

Marshal Smuts were unveiled.

A vyear later, Christ in Majesty was unveiled at Llandaff Cathedral to universal praise. The
same year Epstein and his studio became the subject of a book of photographs by Geoffrey
Ireland, with an introduction by Laurie Lee, Jacob Epstein: A Camera Study of the Sculptor at

Work.

In 1958, Epstein was commissioned to produce a portrait of H. R. H. Princess Margaret; he

also began work on his final group, The Bowater House Group.

On August 19%, 1959, Epstein completed The Bowater House Group and died in his home
later that day. He was buried at Putney Vale Cemetery, with a memorial service held at St.

Paul’s Cathedral on 10" November.
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Carving a Legacy:

Introduction

Over fifty years have now passed since the death of Jacob Epstein. At the time of his death
in 1959, Epstein was one of the most well-known sculptors in Britain; today Epstein’s
position in the history of art is unclear. The question that this thesis wishes to address is:

how was Jacob Epstein’s legacy carved?

A legacy is a gift that a person or group leaves to future generations; the importance of that
legacy can only be considered by the generations that follow. In this thesis we shall see the
ways in which writers and critics related Epstein’s work and identity to the drift of tradition.
As the terms ‘legacy’ and ‘tradition’ are conceptually linked, much of the analysis that
follows will be dedicated to Epstein’s relationship to these terms. The purpose of this thesis
is to examine the efforts which were made during his lifetime and at the time of his death to

fix a particular identity of Epstein that has thus shaped his legacy.

This thesis is divided into three distinct, but related areas of enquiry. The first part of this
thesis, entitled ‘Remembering Epstein’, seeks to unpack and examine the written discourse
surrounding his death. This will be done by assessing the themes, debates and considerations
of Epstein’s position in the history of art and will focus on four case studies: the obituaries
and memorial pieces that were written immediately after Epstein’s death; a memorial service
that was held at St. Paul’s Cathedral; a failed proposal to turn Epstein’s home studio into a
museum; and the organisation and critical reception of the Epstein Memorial Exhibition held
in Edinburgh in 1961. The second part of this thesis, entitled ‘Writing a Legacy’, attends to
the analysis of texts which were written about or by Epstein throughout his career. This will

be done through a close examination of those texts which have come to shape our
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understanding of Epstein’s place in the history of art and will focus on five case studies: the
writings of T. E. Hulme; Epstein by Bernard Van Dieren; a series of interviews with Epstein
by Arnold Haskell, entitled The Sculptor Speaks; Epstein’s role in protesting against repairs to
ancient sculpture in the British Museum; and a chapter entitled ‘My Place in Sculpture’ from
the 1954 edition of Epstein’s autobiography. The third part of the thesis, entitled ‘Selected
Works’, will focus on six separate sculptures as case studies for assessing different aspects of
Epstein’s artistic output. The works which will be examined: The Rock Drill (1913), The
Risen Christ (1917-19), Madonna and Child (1926-27), Genesis (1929), Albert Einstein
(1933), and Madonna and Child (1950-52). As one can see, the works chosen for the third
part of this thesis are presented chronologically with the intention of providing a variety of
periods and styles of Epstein’s work as a representative, but by no means exhaustive, account
of Epstein’s oeuvre. Where appropriate, this thesis will attend to a historically informed
symbolic analysis of art works. An analysis of imagery and iconography can only go so far to
explaining the meaning or intended meaning of a work of art. This will be done by analysing
historical evidence, including, but not limited to: the statements (both public and private) that
were made by the artist about a work; the contemporary critical reception of the work; and the

meaning of the work as articulated by later scholars.

The approach adopted in this thesis is first and foremost a historical one.>® A historical
approach is interested in examining historical evidence, such as documents, interviews and
works of art, to determine those moments when an attempt is made to construct the artist’s
legacy, or assert their identity in relation to tradition. Conclusions about such things as
identity must be drawn from public records that are freely available to anyone who is

interested in verifying and examining the claims and conclusions made by the historian.

38 A theoretical approach may be useful to some scholars who are assessing identity in conceptual terms,
but this broader approach is not sufficient for those with historical interests. Moreover, this historical
approach does not call for a rejection of a broader theoretical approach, only that they are put to one side

so as not to influence our historical conclusions.
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This is why all of the materials referred to within this thesis are freely available to other
scholars. These include, but are not limited to: articles from periodicals such as newspapers,
magazines and academic journals; monographs or broader scholarly texts on related
subjects; autobiographies and interviews which have been published or are publicly

available; and private letters and documents which are accessible in public archives.

It is the job of a historian, primarily, to consider the evidence of the past - without evidence
it is misleading to make claims about history. Those scholars who have made claims about
Epstein which cannot be verified by historical evidence are confusing empirical reasoning
with assumption, or are being purposefully misleading. The fact is that verifiable and
reliable evidence is the only way that a scholar who did not know Epstein personally can
get close to knowing what Epstein did or said; what beliefs and values were held by him;
and what his intentions were when producing a work of art. However, the task of working
through evidence can never be a fully objective one. Unlike in science where the
experimental method calls for an isolation of variables and the repetition of an experimental
process in order to observe and understand a phenomenon, the same method cannot be
applied to historical events. Thus, the historian must select those sources which he or she
considers to be reliable, and be wary of those documents which are not. As will become
evident during this thesis, it has been possible to some extent to alleviate such problems by
employing a methodology of horizontal reading. This method involves gathering all of the
available or known sources which relate to a particular case study and carefully examining
them using their own internal logic and language to work through them. The conclusions of
which can be verified by other scholars approaching the materials in a similar way. Much of
this thesis deals with the statements that are made about Epstein’s life and works and their

relationship to the history and development of art and sculptural tradition. Though attempts
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will be made to observe trends and correlations, it is not in the remit of this thesis to resolve

apparent inconsistencies in the discourse, unless correcting historical inaccuracies.

It is necessary in this thesis to work with and around previous scholarship. This means that
many apparent gaps in this thesis have been sufficiently covered elsewhere.® There are a
number of major works and case studies which will not be explored in this thesis as many of
the case studies in question have been dealt with sufficiently elsewhere. These include:
Sculptures for the British Medical Association building (1908)*°: Tomb for Oscar Wilde

(1909-12)*'; The W. H. Hudson Memorial (1923-25)*? and Adam (1939)%

The aim of this thesis, then, is to provide a framework for considering of the legacy of
Epstein. With our main focus being an examination of how Epstein’s legacy has been
shaped through not only his works of art and writings, but through the interventions of

others to carve his legacy.

% See for example: Black, Robert, The Art of Jacob Epstein, (The World Publishing Company, 1942);
Buckle, Richard, Jacob Epstein Sculpture, (Faber and Faber, 1963); Cork, Richard, Jacob Epstein, (Tate
Publishing, 1999); Cork, Richard, Vorticism: Abstract Art in the First Machine Age: Volumes I and 2,
(California University Press, 1976); Gardner, Stephen, Epstein, (Flamingo Press, 1993); Harrison,
Charles, English Art and Modernism 1900-1939, (Indiana University Press, 1981); McLeod, Malcolm,
and Bassani, Ezio, Jacob Epstein Collector; (Self-published, 1989); Rose, June, Demons and Angels: A
Life of Jacob Epstein, (Carroll and Graf Publishers, 2002); Silber, Evelyn, Rebel Angel: Sculpture and
Watercolours by Sir Jacob Epstein 1880-1959, (Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, 1980); Silber,
Evelyn, The Sculpture of Epstein with Complete Catalogue, (Phaidon, 1986); Silber, Evelyn and
Friedman, Terry, Jacob Epstein Sculpture and Drawings, (Leeds Art Galleries, 1987)

10 See for example: Middleton Wagner, Anne, ‘The Matter of Sculpture’ in, Motherstone, (Yale
University Press, 2005), pp.29-73; Cork, Richard, ‘The British Medical Association Building’ in, Silber,
Evelyn, and Friedman, Terry, Jacob Epstein Sculpture and Drawings, (The Henry Moore Centre for the
Study of Sculpture, 1989), pp.103-111; Buckle, Richard, ‘Strand Statues’ in, Jacob Epstein: Sculptor.
(The World Publishing Company, 1963), pp.24-37

“ See for example: Pennington, Michael, An Angel for a Martyr: Jacob Epstein’s Tomb for Oscar Wilde,
(Whiteknights Press, 1987); Silber, Evelyn, ‘The Tomb for Oscar Wilde’ in, Silber, Evelyn, and
Friedman, Terry, Jacob Epstein Sculpture and Drawings, (The Henry Moore Centre for the Study of
Sculpture, 1989), pp.124-131

2 See for example: Friedman, Terry, ‘The Hyde Park Atrocity’ Jacob Epstein’s Rima: Creation and
Controversy. (The Henry Moore Centre for the Study of Sculpture, 1988).

# See for example: Cronshaw, Jonathan, The Sideshow and the Problems of History: Jacob Epstein’s
Adam (1939), (Unpublished MA Thesis, University of Leeds, 2005); Jackson, Simon, Jacob Epstein at
Blackpool — A test Case in Creators’ Moral Rights, (Unpublished MA dissertation, The University of

Melbourne, 1992)
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Carving a Legacy: Part One

Remembering Epstein: Introduction

The closure of an artist’s body of work represents a moment of completion: there is nothing
left to come; we can only assess what has been. Before we can begin to fully understand the
legacy of Jacob Epstein, it is vital to consider how he and his work were articulated after his
death. It is the efforts made by others after the death of an artist that inevitably shape our
understanding of the artist’s life and thus secure that artist’s legacy. After all, the artist can
only be spoken of in the past tense — we can no longer consult with Epstein directly; there are
no new works to be created and no new statements to be made. Those who wrote the
obituaries, the biographies and organised memorial exhibitions have all had a stake in shaping

the legacy of Epstein — they have shaped Epstein’s identity.

The obituaries, news reports and memorials that immediately followed the death of Jacob
Epstein were to whittle the legacy and identity of a complex artist down to a series of broad
generalisations, key events and crude stereotypes, which, to a large extent, have formed our
understanding of Epstein today. The purpose of this chapter is to unpack and examine the
discourse which surrounded Epstein’s death, and consider how Epstein’s place within the

history of art was considered by contemporary commentators.

It seems appropriate that to begin to understand an artist’s legacy, one must first examine how
that artist’s identity and legacy were articulated in the immediate years after his or her death.
The first part of this thesis, then, is dedicated to examining the death of Jacob Epstein, with
the intention to analyse, in detail, the efforts that were made to define and memorialise
Epstein. This will be conducted in four chapters, each concerned with a particular case study.

Firstly, in order to understand how Epstein’s legacy was perceived at his death, it will be
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necessary to unpack and analyse a number of obituaries written which made some efforts to
consider Epstein’s place in the history of art and success as an artist. Secondly, it will be
necessary to survey the statements which were made during his memorial service held at St.
Paul’s Cathedral on November 10" 1959, which coincided with what would have been
Epstein’s 79™ birthday. Thirdly, this thesis will examine further efforts which were made to
remember Epstein, which never came to fruition, in the form of a proposed Epstein memorial
at his former studio and home at Hyde Park Gate in London. Finally, we will examine the

critical reception of the Epstein Memorial Exhibition held at the Edinburgh Festival in 1961.

By piecing together these different areas of discourse, one hopes to gain a clearer perspective

as to how Epstein’s legacy was understood in the immediate years following his death.
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Carving a Legacy: Part One

Remembering Epstein: Obituaries

From the unveiling of the disputed sculptures for Charles Holden’s British Medical
Association building in 1908, Epstein had become part of the fabric of reported artistic life in
Britain. From the reporting of his public sculptures and criticism of exhibitions, to reports of
his private life and opinions, Epstein’s presence in the British press was a common fixture for

over half a century.

Following his death, Epstein was the subject of a number of editorials, articles and obituaries
which encapsulated a sense of his identity. An obituary is an odd thing; a peculiar document
that its subject will never get to read. The purpose of an obituary is to identify and highlight
those moments and achievements in a person’s life which are considered necessary for
defining and identifying that person and their legacy: the events and complexities of a lifetime

of existence, captured in a few hundred words of copy.

When looking through the various obituaries and articles written after the death of Epstein,
one is struck by the immediate characterisation of Epstein as a controversial artist. Over and
above the achievements and relative merits of his oeuvre, it is Epstein’s place at the centre of
the media spotlight which dominates most accounts. For example, the first paragraph of The
Manchester Guardian’s headline piece on Epstein’s death, featured on the front page, read:
‘Sir Jacob Epstein, at one time known as the world’s most controversial sculptor, died on
Wednesday night at his home at Hyde Park Gate, London, at the age of 78.°% Epstein, even in
the simplest of descriptions, was defined not merely as a ‘sculptor’, but rather as a

‘controversial sculptor’. The term ‘controversial’ as utilised in this quotation is the only word

“ Anon., ‘Epstein Dies, Aged 78’ in, The Manchester Guardian, (November 22™, 1959), p.1
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which has a value judgement attached to it. Every other word in the statement is part of an
objective description of Epstein’s death, yet the word ‘controversial’ opens up the sense of
debate, rather than sticking to the simple description of events. This representation of Epstein
was also reflected within The Times’ obituary, which was subtitled: ‘A Controversial
Sculptor’.** Tt seemed widely accepted that the key to defining Epstein’s identity was by
means of referring to the heightened critical debate that some of his work and views attracted.
Even American newspapers emphasised the fact that Epstein courted controversy. For
example, the front page of The New York Times included an article which stressed that ‘Sir

Jacob had one of the stormiest careers in the annals of modern art.’*6

The general feeling, at the time of Epstein’s death, was that it was almost impossible to give
a fair assessment of the relative merits of his work. This was due, according to many
commentators, to the fact that when many of Epstein’s works were exhibited or unveiled,
there was a tendency for emotive over-reaction from supporters and opponents. An obituary
in The Times encapsulated this sentiment:
So many battles have raged round him that it has often been difficult to give a
just estimate of his rank and powers as an artist. That most of the controversies
have been irrelevant, on religious, moral or political grounds, does not make
the task easier, because whether an artist is over-blamed or over-praised on the
wrong grounds, the effort in the cause of truth is likely to be strained in either
case. So many silly things were said in denunciation of Epstein that it became
almost a duty to say more in his defence than was really believed.*’
There are a number of important points to consider in this passage. Firstly, we have what is
essentially an admission by the author that much criticism of Epstein’s work was

exaggerated to create a sense of balance with regards to the extremity of the more negative

criticism; a sense of ‘critical justice’, if you will. The same sentiments of critical justice are

* Anon., ‘Sir Jacob Epstein: A Controversial Sculptor’ in, The Times (August 22" 1959), p.10
46 Anon., ‘Sir Jacob Epstein, 78, is Dead After Stormy Career as Sculptor’ in, The New York Times,

(August 22™, 1959), p.1 . y
47 Anon., ‘Sir Jacob Epstein: A Controversial Sculptor’ in, The Times (August 22", 1959), p.10
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echoed elsewhere. For example, the first paragraph of a thorough and probing article on
Epstein in The Monumental Journal echoed the line of argument as posited The Times, that:
For fifty years the work of Sir Jacob Epstein has been the subject of heated
controversy, more so probably than that of any artist of the twentieth century.
Many'of his works have provoked violent hostility and abuse, and have
sometimes prompted a championship of his work that has led to exaggerated
praise and adulation. In the midst of these storms it has not been easy to
evaluate his work dispassionately and to see its place in the history of art.*®
Again, we see prior attempts at espousing critical justice to be called into question. The
author noted that much of the criticism surrounding Epstein’s work was exaggerated by
both sides of the numerous debates in an attempt to tip the balance of the dispute’s

consensus. This did not have the desired effect, and instead led to further exaggeration and

confusion, which in turn did a disservice to both the artist and all interested parties alike.

There are a number of reasons cited throughout the obituaries which try to suggest why
Epstein’s work was so contentious. The Times’ obituary does not attempt to fathom the
reasons why Epstein, in particular, attracted controversy, but remarked: ‘That he sometimes
lent himself to controversy is probable, but the truth is that he was the kind of artist who is
easily “badgered” into saying foolish things.”* It is argued that much of the blame can be
pinned on Epstein. It is perhaps a fairer assessment to suggest that a storm over the Strand
Statues catapulted Epstein into the public eye. Though Epstein may have been ‘“badgered”
into saying foolish things’, which would have no doubt exasperated the issue, and further
fuelled the debate, the controversies were usually ignited by the Press themselves. As soon

as the potential for another contentious issue arose, the Press would drum up controversy

and the pattern would start again.

4 Anon., Sir Jacob Epstein 1880-1959 in, The Monumental Journal, (October, 1959), p.245
4 Anon., “Sir Jacob Epstein: A Controversial Sculptor” in, The Times (August 22", 1959), p.10
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There is a line of argument in the obituary featured in The Evening News which seems to
suggest that the controversy surrounding many of Epstein’s works was significantly
affected by the period in which the work was produced, arguing that if works such as Night
and Day and Rima were produced thirty years later than they were, there would have been
very little outcry, if any. Citing, as an example, the lack of hostility towards the TUC
Memorial, a work which is similar in conception and design as Night, the author wrote that:
“When this grandiose conception of a mother with her dead son in her arms was unveiled in
1958, it aroused little of the derision that it would have done 30 years earlier.”® We have to
take a step back from arguments along these lines, and ask: was it because Epstein had
already produced similar work 30 years earlier that the later works did not cause the same
sense of shock? Had the public become desensitized to Epstein’s idiosyncratic carvings? Of
course, we can never substantiate or dismiss such arguments in any meaningful way, but it

does seem like a more reasonable explanation.

Left: Jacob Epstein, Night, (1928)
Right: Jacob Epstein, TUC War Memorial, (1955)

50 Wainwright, David, ‘Epstein the Man’ in, The Evening News, (August 21%,1959)



A tribute to Epstein, published in Arfs magazine, suggested that the reason why his work

was so contentious was due to the simple fact that his work offended sensibilities:
Every few years between the two wars, Epstein would produce a new work of
ungL.les.tlonable power and provocation, the howls would go up from the
Phll.lstmes, a storm would break out in the press, and modern sculpture would
again be brought to everyone’s notice.
The sculptures themselves, especially the big carvings [...] often embarrassed
the art pundits (Roger Fry never quite knew what to say about Epstein). They
still embarrass us today...”!
The idea that ‘howls would go up from the Philistines’ does not stand up to even the most
cursory of scrutiny. The assumption that a Philistine would protest against something to
which they would be indifferent does not make sense. Why would someone indifferent to
art be offended by it? The word ‘Philistine’ was often directed as an insult towards those
who did not like Epstein. This is a purposely incorrect use of the term. The accusation of
Philistinism has been used by Epstein’s supporters as a means to bypass any serious debate
by denying their opponents the capacity to appreciate art, and thus render their opinions
invalid or improper. Of course, this still does not explain why some of Epstein’s works were
controversial. What was it about Epstein’s work that caused the critics and public alike to
be embarrassed? The editor of The Burlington Magazine noted that the embarrassment
came from a misunderstanding of Epstein’s intentions and visual language:
Epstein set out to express themes of deep significance in language which no
one who was not in the habit of paying regular visits to the ethnographic
collection in the British Museum could be expected to read. It was the clash in
his monumental work between the familiar theme and the unfamiliar idiom,
which provoked all the indignation.”
This is a fair assessment, but it is necessary argue further that the spectators viewed
sculpture with a sense of expectation which was much more conservative than they would

bring to a painting. This point is expanded in Eric Newton’s tribute to Epstein:

It was not that he was too “modern” or that his meanings were too obscure. On
the contrary, he was, it seemed, too forthright. The religions complained that

51 Anon., ‘Epstein as Battler for Modern Sculpture’ in, Arts, (February, 1960), p.16
52 Anon., ‘Epstein’s Critics’ in, The Burlington Magazine, (Volume 1, Number 680, November, 1959),
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he had no reverence when, in fact, his whole purpose was to make vivid and
meaningful some the greatest religious themes a sculptor could tackle. The
academic eye, on the other hand, which took little account of vividness or
meaning found him offensively lacking in grace and elegance. They were
right, since elegance had no part in the message.*
There are a few points to make about this quotation. The first highlights some major
aesthetic issues in much of Epstein’s work. Newton suggested that Epstein’s work was
often too obscure, whilst simultaneously lacking subtlety. Secondly, there is the suggestion
that as well as lacking subtlety, they also lacked elegance. Thirdly, there were a number of
artists working at the same time as Epstein who were concerned with distorting human
characteristics or with abstraction who did not attract such attention. Works such as The
Risen Christ (1917-19), or Madonna and Child (1926-27) (which are explored in detail later
in this thesis), Epstein did not produce generalised or beautiful depictions of iconic figures,
but rather presented sacred characters as real people. As they were realistically portrayed, it
made it easier to empathise with the subjects. If we briefly compare The Risen Christ and
Christ in Majesty (1954-5), we see that the latter was universally praised: the work was
generalised in form and created the illusion of supernatural qualities and the inclusion of a
traditional halo only served to add to the work’s sense of holiness. In the former, the work is
all too realistic: there is nothing supernatural; the Christ is in pain and he is staring
accusingly at the spectator. In this instance, it seems that the level of controversy relating to

these works directly correlates to a sense of empathy experienced by the spectator when

beholding them.

Many of the obituaries and articles which were written immediately after Epstein’s death
can arguably be seen as an effort by their authors to define and fix Epstein’s artistic legacy,
often favouring his modelled bronzes at the expense of his carvings in stone. After

discussions relating to the controversial nature of Epstein’s work, this is the most frequently

53 Newton, Eric, ‘Essence of Epstein’s Greatness’ in, The Manchester Guardian,(August 29" 1959), p.3
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articulated issue. There was a sense that Epstein would be remembered by future
generations for his portraits over and above all other work. For example, in an obituary

written in religious journal Common Ground, we are told that:

Epstein was a great portraitist, and will probably be best remembered from that
angle. [...] If nothing of the work of Epstein was to survive except a few

bronze portraits, the world of the future would have some glimpse of the living
force of our times.>*

The staging of Epstein as a great portraitist was not an attitude which simply emerged after
his death, but had been pointed to again and again throughout his career. Even before the
age of 40, Epstein was considered by many art critics to be the greatest portrait sculptor of
his generation. In a review published in 1917, for example, we are already beginning to see
Epstein’s legacy as a portraitist beginning to emerge:
He is the master of the portrait because the human being means so much to
him. [...] The delicate modelling of the sculptor reveals the indebtedness of
their emotions in the very texture of their faces. He shows them to us as
animals of the town, as creatures made by the pressure of their surroundings
rather than in the play of their own thoughts. [...] And in his male heads also
Mr. Epstein shows himself a master of portraiture. The likeness is striking, but
it is not a likeness of a moment, not a snapshot; it is the likeness of a whole
character. We see Lord Fisher as a public man, one used to express himself to
other men, and he to be thinking in opposition, as if he imagined an enemy
before him. The head of an English soldier in a steel helmet is more typical; but
it strikes one instantly by its truth. That is the English fighting man in this war;

that is the power of England; and yes it is a living human being, not merely a
platitude or a boast.”’

In The Times’ obituary, it was noted, without hesitation, that: ‘Epstein was the most
important portrait sculptor of his time’.>® There was, however, hesitation in praising his
carved work, as the critic explained: ‘Making every allowance for the merits of the
monumental works, their dignity and their force in execution, it is possible that Epstein’s
fame will rest upon his bronzes, his portrait bronzes in particular, works of often

astonishing virtuosity.””” In this passage we have the subtle distinction between technical

54 Burland, Cottie A., Sir Jacob Epstein—a Retrospective Comment’ in, Common Ground (Winter,

1959), p.16 .
55 Anon., ‘A Master of Portraiture.” In, The Times (February 267, 1917), p.11

% Anon., ‘Sir Jacob Epstein: A Controversial Sculptor’ in, The Times, (August 22" 1959), p.10
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proficiency and talent in play, the suggestion being that Epstein was not a talented sculptor
when it came to works of imagination. However, when we consider Epstein’s modelled
work we are left in no doubt of his talents. This sentiment was continued elsewhere. For
example, the obituary in Arts magazine noted that Epstein was a great portraitist, but that
his carved works were somehow deficient in comparison:
He has a remarkable natural facility for catching a likeness, and the rough,
broken surface gives vividness and character to heads which almost invariably
have a larger-than-life quality. This was sometimes exaggerated, but then
Epstein’s most successful heads were always of sitters who were larger than
life themselves, and he was (it seems to me) quite without equal as a portraitist
of the great men of our time.
His claim to posterity’s attention as an imaginative sculptor is not so sure.>®
The author of this passage made the same distinction between technical proficiency and
talent as noted above, but articulated the distinction with different terminology. In this
quotation, academic ability and vividness are placed in opposition to each other. Academic
ability requiring an ability by the artist to reproduce what is in front of them to the letter.
Whilst vividness comes about through imagination and insight. The author reiterated the
argument that Epstein’s work lacks subtlety, but inverted the argument to suggest that this is
a positive thing. Indeed it is the lack of subtlety which gave Epstein’s sculptures their
‘larger-than-life’ quality, which the author was keen to emphasise as Epstein’s strength. The
privilege given to Epstein’s portraits was similarly echoed in The Manchester Guardian.
The writer emphasised the dualistic nature of Epstein’s oeuvre, remarking that:
Epstein’s sculpture is sharply divided into two kinds. There is the long series
of busts and heads modelled in clay and cast in bronze, and there are the
monumental carvings in stone or marble [..] The busts with their strong

characterisation and the startling vitality of their modelling have almost
invariably achieved instant popularity.

These busts include some leading personalities. The best of them are both
penetrating and sympathetic. [...] These busts alone would have assured
Epstein’s reputation as a vigorous romantic and may be that posterity will so

regard him. ?

58 Anon., ‘Epstein as Battler for Modern Sculpture’ in, Ars, (February, 1960), p.16
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Nevill Wallis also raised similar points, emphasising Epstein’s dual nature and noting that
future generations would still find issue with his carved work, but would hold his modelled
works in high regard. He wrote that: ‘Posterity may well share the doubts of his
contemporaries about his monumental carving, and endorse the view that temperamentally,

Epstein was a modeller, endowed with the greatest vitality in his bronze portraiture.’®

What emerges from these obituaries is a sense of fissure between different aspects of
Epstein’s oeuvre, and by extension and implication, Epstein’s identity. There exists in
sculpture an illusionary dialectical relationship between modelling and carving which has
come to have a direct influence upon the line of argument taken by many critics in relation
to discussing Epstein’s work. The attitudes and prejudices which have historically been
associated with the relationship between carving and modelling were inevitably going to
influence the legacy and identity of an artist who partook in both disciplines and saw neither

method of sculpting as being superior to the other.

The oeuvre of Epstein contains a number of disparate and seemingly unrelated works;
apparent contradictions in style and conception which critics and scholars alike have been,
unsuccessfully, at pains to resolve. Throughout Epstein’s career, critics often attempted to
resolve these apparent contradictions by dealing with Epstein as though he were two distinct
artists: the carver of strange things in stone and the Romantic modeller of personalities. There
has been a tendency for critics and scholars to praise Epstein’s modelled work and to
simultaneously censure his carved work, and vice-versa. This was not something which
emerged when critics were considering Epstein’s legacy at the time of his death, but was
something which had been said of the artist throughout his career. In 1929, for example, the

critic for The Times highlighted this issue, declaring that: ‘There are two Mr. Jacob Epsteins:

6 wallis, Nevill, ‘Epstein v. The Philistines’, (Unsourced press cutting in HMI Archive. 2002/76/2)
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one is a powerful and expressive modeller for reproductions in bronze, and the other is, or
behaves like, the sculptor hero of a bad novel.’®' The Times critic continued, describing
Epstein’s skill as a modeller as ‘masterly’ and maintained that ‘the extraordinary vitality of
his work as a modeller’ makes one ‘reluctant to see him attempting any other form of
sculpture.” The notion of ‘the two Epsteins’ is something that has come to characterise the
peculiarity of Epstein’s identity as an artist sirice his early career. On this issue, Epstein
scholar Evelyn Silber perceptively noted that:

One of the difficulties experienced by public and critics alike is the apparent

contradiction between his work as a carver of monumental figures in stone and

as a modeller of vividly realistic portraits in bronze, a dichotomy which existed

throughout his career and which tempted people to see him as some sort of
Jekyll and Hyde.%?

This perceived dualism has caused a number of problems for critics and scholars as they
desire to neatly divide Epstein’s work into two categories. The carved work is presented as
the radical and progressive side of Epstein’s oeuvre, whilst the modelled work is considered
to bea continuation of the Romantic tradition, and by some critics as a cynical money-making
exercise on Epstein’s part. Such is the desire to fit Epstein’s work neatly into these distinct
categories that commentators have found it necessary to bend and contort their own
definitions and conceptual boundaries by making strange concessions to keep this distinction
in play. For example, The Rock Drill (1913) (examined in greater detail later in this thesis)
presented such a problem for art historian Charles Harrison. The Rock Drill was modelled in
clay, with some elements later being carved into the plaster cast. Conceptually, the work did
not fit into the simplistic opposition that had been outlined by Harrison. Rather than directly
addressing this problem, Harrison classified The Rock Drill as being of the same class as the
carvings, pointing out that: ‘The most progressive of his pre-war works had all been carvings

(the Rock Drill though made in plaster and ultimately cast in bronze, shares the

61 Anon., ‘Art Exhibitions: Leicester Galleries’ in, The Times, (February 7%, 1931), p.10
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geometricizing tendency of the carvings and can thus be classified with them).’s® This line of
argument is incredibly problematic: although The Rock Drill may share similar theoretical and
conceptual concerns with the carvings of this period, to dismiss this work simply as an

anomaly is a little short-sighted and begs further scrutiny.

When we pursue the apparent dual nature of Epstein’s work we quickly run into many more
examples where this dualistic approach cannot account for many of his idiosyncrasies and
thus limits our understanding of his work. If we take Epstein’s portraits as a case in point, we
immediately realise that they must all be considered differently. Factors that must be
considered include: the personality, status and look of the sitter; whether the work was a
commission; whether Epstein chose the person off the street®; whether it was a person he
deeply cared about; and finally whether or not he enjoyed modelling the portrait. We also
have to consider that not all of Epstein’s portraits were modelled. For example, Romily John
(1910) was carved directly into stone. Should we take a similar step to Harrison and classify
this work as a modelled work for sake of simplistic categorisation? The answer is no. We
must also take into account the monumental and thematic bronzes such as The Risen Christ
(1920), Madonna and Child (1927) and Lucifer (1946), which express often spiritual or
religious themes. These works, though expressive of wider concerns, can also be considered
portraits, though not in the same sense as those works which are labelled as such. For
example, The Risen Christ’s face is a mask of composer Bernard Van Dieren, its hands
modelled from painter Jacob Kramer and its feet from musician Cecil Gray. Madonna and
Child and Lucifer were modelled from one of Epstein’s models and alleged lovers Sunita. Of
course, if we class the monumental modelled work in the same category as the portraits, how
do we then categorise works such as Christ in Majesty (1954-55), which reputedly had no

model? There is an urgent need to reject such simplistic divisions in Epstein’s work and

63 Harrison, Charles, English Art and Modernism 1900-1939, (Indiana University Press, 1981), p.205
64 As he reputedly did with Old Pinager (1923), an old match seller whom Epstein considered a

fascinating model.
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remember that they were all produced by the same artist with a multitude of motives and
considerations for which an understanding can only be clouded by simplistic categorisation.
The solution to this problem is to take a monist approach: there is only one Jacob Epstein and

he produced a variety of works in a variety of styles, materials and media, and thus each work

should be considered on its own merits.

Jacob Epstein, Romily John, (1910)
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Away from issues of the categorisation of works in Epstein’s oeuvre, there were a number
of arguments within some of the obituaries which attempted to deny Epstein’s position as a
‘great’ sculptor. Eric Newton articulated such a point in the first paragraph of his tribute to

Epstein in The Manchester Guardian:

No one to-day would deny that Sir Jacob Epstein, whose death was reported on
page 1, was a “great” artist, yet the fact that one instinctively encloses the
words in quotation marks—as though he were great in some rather unusual
sense of the word—is, in itself, signiﬁcant.65
The arguments posited against Epstein’s ‘greatness’ are essentially two-fold. Firstly, there is
the argument from medium, which suggests that modelling is not the same as sculpture, that
sculpture requires carving to be defined as such and therefore, Epstein cannot be considered
a great sculptor, but rather a great modeller. Secondly, there is the argument from form,
which suggests that sculpture’s primary concern is with the relationship of forms in three-
dimensional space and not with human expression. As Epstein emphasised vital aspects
over formal ones, the argument, therefore, is that he cannot be considered a great sculptor.
The suggestions seem to stem from a prejudice articulated by Eric Gill in 1918. Firstly, Gill
argued that: ‘Representations can and may, undoubtedly, be made by cutting and modelling,
but such is not primarily the sculptor’s job. The sculptor’s job is primarily that of making
things, not representations or criticisms of things.’®® After erasing the need of sculpture to
‘represent’ or express ideas, Gill turns his attention to placing modelling subordinate to
carving, noting that: ‘modelling in clay must be kept on a wholly subordinate position and
be the means, merely, of making such preliminary and experimental sketches as cannot be
done on paper.’®’ This is an interesting argument which Gill does not fully explain. Though

Gill presented carving as the superior art form to modelling, he gave no real explanation as

to why this is so. Epstein raised objections to this line of argument in The Sculptor Speaks:

65 Newton, Eric, ‘Essence of Epstein’s Greatness’ in, The Manchester Guardian,(August 22™ 1959), p.3
6 Gill, Eric, ‘Sculpture: An Essay’ in, Wood, Jon, ef al.(eds.), Modern Sculpture Reader, (Henry Moore
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According to the modern view Rodin stands nowhere. He is patronised as a
modeller of talent, even of genius, but merely as a modeller. As a matter of
fact nearl'y all the great sculptors of the Renaissance were modellers as well
Verros:chm is almost certainly a modeller, Donatello modelled many of his
most important works. Personally 1 find the whole discussion entirely futile
and be'side the point. It is the result that matters after all. Of the two,
modelling, it could be argued logically, and this is said as a logical argument
only, seems to me the most genuinely creative. It is the creating of something
out c.>f nothing. An actual building up and getting to grips with the material. In
carving the suggestion for the form of the work often comes from the shape of
the block. In fact inspiration is always modified by the material, there is no
complete freedom, while in modelling the artist is entirely unfettered by
anything save the technical difficulties of his own chosen subject. As I see
sculpture it must not be rigid. It must quiver with life, while carving often
leads a man to neglect the flow and rhythm of life.®®

There are two key arguments within this passage. The first is that the denial of modelling’s
status is, not so much to artistic hierarchies, but is in actual fact linked to fashion. In the
second argument, Epstein makes the case for the imaginative qualities of working with clay,
noting that a carving is influenced by the shape of the stone, whereas the modeller has to

build from nothing.

The denial of Epstein’s greatness as a sculptor tends to come more from those who had
supported him in the past, than those who had not. For example, in Henry Moore’s tribute to
Epstein, printed in The Times, Moore proposed two key arguments about the nature of
Epstein’s work: firstly, that Epstein was not an innovative or experimental artist; and
secondly, that he was concerned with the subject and vitality of his works rather than their
formal or sculptural qualities. Moore did not go as far as some critics in denying Epstein’s
sculptural credentials, but a definite sense of sculptural hierarchy is certainly present:
He was a modeller, rather than a carver. To put it in other terms, his was a visual
rather than a mental art, and with him the emphasis was on subject rather than on
form. He was an intensely warm man, who in his work transmitted that warmth,
that vitality, that feeling for human beings immediately. His master was

Donatello, rather than Michelangelo: and in Rembrandt, whom he also studied
most carefully, it was the direct and personal warmth that affected him perhaps

more than the formal side. 69

68 Haskell, Arnold, and Epstein, Jacob, The Sculptor Speaks, (William Heinemann Limited, 193 1), p.61
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In this passage two distinctions are made: firstly, Moore distinguished between what he
defined as ‘visual’ and ‘mental’ qualities of art; secondly, he distinguishes between the
‘formal’ and ‘emotional’ qualities. He noted that Epstein’s work was visual and emotional,
but not formal or mental. The distinction between emotional and mental art is comparable to
the distinction between rational and irrational, or emotional and intellectual. Epstein was
concerned with what Moore called ‘that warmth, that vitality, that feeling for human beings’ —
this is simple enough to grasp. Moore’s other distinction, between ‘formal’ and ‘visual’
requires a little more puzzling. It would seem that, for Moore, formal qualities in sculpture are
tactile. To Moore, Epstein did not seem to be concerned with exploring form as an end in
itself, but was more interested in how feelings could be expressed through form. Moore
continued:

It was this quality of Epstein's, I think, that produced his greatest work, which I
believe to have been his portraits (particularly his portraits of men, whom he saw
with a greater objectivity than that which a man of his direct and personal vision
could turn upon women) and also such pieces of sculpture as his Madonna and
Child, one of his best and last works, that is now in Cavendish Square. Of the
sculptor's media, his was surely clay.”

There is an interesting tension within this passage which, perhaps, sheds more light on
Moore than it does Epstein. Firstly, Moore praised Epstein for his ‘personal vision’,
emphasising the subjective aspects of Epstein’s work were what gave it its unique quality.
But then Moore states that Epstein’s strongest works were his portraits of men, ‘whom he
saw with the greatest of objectivity’. So, Moore essentially presents a dualistic view of

Epstein, in which those things which Moore sees as being Epstein’s strongest qualities are

quickly denigrated and seen as a weakness.

7 Moore, Henry, ‘Jacob Epstein: An Appreciation’
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It was not unusual for contemporaries of Epstein to view him primarily as a portraitist and
modeller. For example, William Rothenstein, writing in 1932, used the example of Epstein
to show that the hierarchy which exists between carving and modelling is an illusion:

Epstein seems to me essentially a great portraitist. [He is] by nature a modeller,
rather than a stone carver. There is no magic in carving; makers of tomb-stones
have never cease [sic] to carve. Nor is there anything derogatory in modelling
in clay. Yet for the moment it would seem as though modelling were something
inferior, and only carving were worthy of sculptors.”!

Five years later, in 1937, Wyndham Lewis echoed similar views when he wrote of his
association with Epstein before the First World War. Lewis wrote that: ‘Epstein, is, I need
not tell you, a very fine artist. His superb busts are amongst the real achievements in art of
our time. But I (as an abstractionist) prefer his lifelike busts to his other less lifelike
work.””® This sentiment was further echoed in an obituary in The Monumental Journal.
After praising a number of Epstein’s monumental works, noting that Night and Day were to
be considered superb examples of architectural sculpture, the writer denied Epstein’s place
in history as a great sculptor, concluding that:

Most of the architectural and monumental sculpture is of a symbolic character,
and it is this symbolism that, to many, gives the work a literary character. [...]

Few will deny that such works are powerfully expressive of ideas, and as such

they must occupy a high place among sculptural works: but, to many, sculpture
is primarily an art of form, it must succeed or fail chiefly as an art of shapes in
three dimensions, and in the sequences and relations of these shapes. Another
way of saying this is that sculpture is firstly a decorative art, and literary
meanings, symbolical expression and suggestion of life, although important,
come after the formal qualities. It has been questioned, therefore, whether
Epstein can occupy the supreme place among sculptors in the sense of a
creator of form and formal relations. It must be admitted that he was not an
originator of form in the sense that Henry Moore is, he has not created form
with a new character in the same way; he was, as he admitted, essentially a
traditionalist, and he derives his sense of form from ancient and primitive
sources, [...] In the use of the sculptural medium to express idea, character and
life it is difficult to think of a greater sculptor since Michelangelo.”

The author used similar distinctions as Moore to describe Epstein’s work bringing into play

the distinction between ‘literary character’ and ‘formalism’. This argument rests on the
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distinction between ‘vision’ and ‘form’ as articulated by Moore. Essentially, Epstein was
praised for his ability to express emotions and ideas through his work, but this praise is
quickly withdrawn as it was seen that Epstein was not concerned with what were deemed
the proper concerns of sculpture: that is to say, form. A subtle distinction is apparent in the
last few lines of this passage. Note that the author emphasised Epstein’s ‘use of the
sculptural medium to express idea, character and life’; the author does not say ‘Epstein’s
sculpture expressed idea, character and life’, the suggestion being that, though Epstein’s
work resembles sculpture, and exhibits sculptural forms, his work is not quite sculpture in
the strict sense. Epstein’s work is considered ‘sculpturesque’ — a bastardised form of
sculpture which lacks a certain indefinable property which is specific to ‘sculpture proper’.
A similar point was articulated in the religious journal, Common Ground:

Epstein was not a versatile artist [...] one can see that bronze was the natural

medium for Epstein. He put great concepts into masses of stone, but in bronze

he made living beings. Modelling in clay has its freedom, in speed of

execution and in possibilities of expressionism, which exactly suited Epstein’s

T4

genius.

The denial of Epstein’s originality, versatility and greatness assured that in the decades

following Epstein’s death, his reputation as a great artist dwindled, meaning that by the end

of the 1970s Epstein had drifted into relative obscurity.

Epstein’s relationship to the canon of art in the 20" century is incredibly problematic.
Though Epstein was often involved with avant-garde movements throughout his early career,
such as The London Group and the Vorticists, he often refused to be labelled with a particular
movement. This is evident in the fact that though a contributor to Wyndham Lewis’s Vorticist
publication Blast, he refused to sign the Vorticist manifesto. Epstein’s relationship to
modernism and the avant-garde is an incredibly complex one; at the same time as producing

his series of semi-abstract Doves (1914-16) and his various carvings entitled Venus (1914-16),

74 Burland, Cottie A., ‘Sir Jacob Epstein—a Retrospective Comment’ in, Common Ground (Winter,
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he produced a number of portrait bronzes, such as The Countess of Drogheda (1915), Admiral
Lord Fisher (1915) and T. E. Hulme (1916). What caused immense confusion for critics was
that many of Epstein’s experimental works would often be exhibited alongside his bronzes.
For example, Epstein’s exhibition at the Leicester Galleries in 1939 included his monumental
carving Adam (1939) as well as many portraits of children. Much of the confusion relating to
Epstein stems from the critics’ desire to categorise and divide his oeuvre. The popular notion
of an artist such as Pablo Picasso is to label him as a Cubist. Though much of his work is not
Cubist, a recognisable caricature has developed to help historians and critics to place