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A
nyone who missed the Flaxman exh ib i t ion but 
wanted a l i v e l y in t roduct ion to the man and 

his works might be well ( i f anachronist ic­
a l l y ) advised to begin with a replay of the 

Schorn in terv iew, extracts from which are given in 

the exh ib i t ion catalogue. The German ar t h is to r ian 

and j ou rna l i s t Ludwig Schorn v i s i t ed the aging 

sculptor in the spring of 1826; from notes made at 
the t ime, he compiled reminiscences published as a 

series of three a r t i c l es in the Kunst-Blatt a year 
l a t e r , af te r Flaxman's death. 

Schorn presents his encounter with Flaxman 

with a s k i l l which many of our contemporary t e l e ­
v is ion interviewers might learn from. Having long 

admired Flaxman as the draughtsman of those out l ines 

to Homer, Aeschylus and Dante which, through engrav­
ings, had already secured Flaxman's European 

reputat ion, Schorn secures a personal in t roduct ion 

to him. Arr iv ing in London, he prepares fo r his 

interview by going to see (and through his enthu­
s ias t i c but not uncr i t i ca l descript ions showing us, 
almost as i f he had a te lev is ion camera at his 

command) works by Flaxman current ly on display: 
sculptures such as the Nelson Monument in St. Paul's 

and the Mansfield Monument in Westminster Abbey, 
models fo r busts of Raphael and Michelangelo in the 

Royal Academy's newly­opened exh ib i t i on , and, in 

the s i lversmi ths ' shop on Ludgate H i l l of Messrs. 
Rundell & Bridge ("suppl iers of cost ly and tas te­
f u l l y executed deluxe vessels") a copy of the 

Achi l les Shield. Ornamented with episodes from the 

Iliad and acclaimed as a "masterpiece of modern 

a r t , " designed and modeled by the master himself 
but cast and chased in metal by the f i rm 's workers, 
four repl icas had already been made in s i l v e r , fo r 
the King, the Duke of York, the Duke of Northumber­
land and Lord Lonsdale ( "g i lded , the a r t i c l e costs 
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2000 pounds, ungilded 1900. In bronze i t is to be 

had fo r 450 pounds . . . " ) . Having done his 

ground­work, Schorn goes to Flaxman's house o f f 
Fitzroy Square ("a smal l , simple house, but nice 

and wel l ­kept " : j us t what one might expect from a 

p l a i n ­ l i v i ng Low Churchman) to meet the great man 

himself. Af ter a short wait in the drawing­room, 
"a yery smal l , th in and exceedingly hunched man" 
came in (Flaxman, never robust, had been a cr ipp le 

from youth). Schorn quickly perceives that th is 

unprepossessing exter io r radiates "mildness," 
"seriousness" and "sweetness of conduct." He begins 

by avowing his long admiration fo r Flaxman's out­
l ines to Homer and Aechylus: Flaxman remarks that 
they have been over­praised, adding that a r t i s t s 

who imi tated them (and they were by now as much 

part of an a r t i s t ' s t ra in ing as Le Brun's 

Phijsiognomy) "would have done bet ter to fol low 

nature." Schorn leads Flaxman on to his role as 

Professor of Sculpture at the Royal Academy: 
Flaxman declares that his purpose both as a r t i s t 
and teacher has been to show that "Art in Chr is t ian­
i t y can r ise higher than in paganism, since 

Christ ian ideas are more sublime than pagan ones." 
Cut to Flaxman's workshop, where the sculptor 
uncovers a clay model of the f igure of Hope, " s t i l l 
damp," on which he is current ly working: Schorn 

notes the sens i t i v i t y of the modeling, which 

achieves tenderness without sent imenta l i ty . 

Discussion of Flaxman's a r t then develops 

along two main l i nes : the re la t i ve importance of 
classical and Christ ian themes in his a r t , and the 

extent ( i f any) to which he worked from nature. 
Admiring two small r e l i e f s of Just ice and Innocence 

in the workshop, Schorn praises the naturalness and 

s imp l i c i t y of t he i r poses, and exclaims "One sees 

here how the g i f ted mind may f i nd enough beauties 



23 

and motives in nature, and once arr ived at the 
rea l i za t ion of beauty, have no need to imi ta te the 
ancients." He has struck absolutely the r igh t 
chord: " in a pa r t i cu la r l y melodious voice and wi th 
a cheerful look which seemed to project the inner-
most depths of his s o u l , " Flaxman responds with his 
credo: "The works of God are always bet ter than 
the works of man, and nature, even i f imperfect in 
pa r t i cu la rs , s t i l l remains forever unattainable. 
The a r t i s t unites in his works the most beaut i fu l 
he has seen in i t : yet i t is not the beauty of 
nature that is the highest but that of the idea . . . 
A l l the beauty which we can portray is . . . i n d i v i d -
ua l , not merely because i t appears only i nd iv idua l l y 
in nature i t s e l f , but because i t also resul ts from 
the character pecul iar to the a r t i s t and i s , as i t 
were, the blossoming of noble powers which are l a i d 
on him and which he must care fu l l y preserve and 
develop." 

Chief honor for i n i t i a t i n g and presenting an 
exh ib i t ion in which Flaxman's "noble powers" were 
shown in a l l possible aspects belongs to Ludwig 
Schorn's lat terday compatriot Dr. Werner Hofmann, 
Director of the Kunsthalle in Hamburg, where the 
exh ib i t ion was f i r s t shown (20 Apr i l to 3 June 1979) 
as one of Professor Hofmann's great series of 
exhib i t ions devoted to "Kunst urn 1800." I t was then 
seen at the Thorvaldsen Museum in Copenhagen, and 
f i n a l l y (26 October to 9 December 1979) at the 
Royal Academy of Arts in London. Professor Hofmann 
was fortunate in being able to count on the ass is t -
ance of Dr. David Bindman, both in helping to select 
an exh ib i t ion of 260 works and (no doubt a heavier 
task) in coordinating the work of th i r teen Flaxman 
scholars in his capacity as ed i tor of a catalogue 
which now becomes the most comprehensive work on 
Flaxman ever published. 

In his introductory essay, Dr. Bindman predicted 
that the chief surprise for v i s i t o r s to the exh ib i -
t i on would be the range of Flaxman's a c t i v i t y . I t 
was cer ta in ly true that the s t u f f of the objects 
shown ranged from paper through plaster and wax to 
marble, and from pottery to bronze, s i l v e r and 
gold; and each of the ma te r i a l l y -d i f f e ren t sections 
of the exh ib i t i on , which included "Flaxman as 
scu lp to r , " "Flaxman and Wedgwood," "Flaxman and 
designs for medals and coins" and "Flaxman as a 
designer of s i lverwork , " was i n t e l l i g e n t l y selected 
and catalogued. But two reservations concerning 
"the range of Flaxman's a c t i v i t y " i ns i s ten t l y 
obtrude themselves. F i r s t , although Flaxman's 
s ty le is invar iably graceful and often moving, i t 
was not profoundly o r ig ina l in i nsp i ra t i on . I t s 
elements were taken i n i t i a l l y from his study of 
Greek vase pa in t ing , Roman sarcophagi and Gothic 
sculpture: Flaxman's own contr ibut ion lay in 
deploying these elements, f reshly and inven t i ve ly , 
in sensi t ive and restrained designs infused wi th 
moral sentiments. Secondly, "the range of Flaxman's 
a c t i v i t y " does not mean that a l l the works connected 
with his name (even the products of his own sculpture 
workshop) were produced by his own hand. Flaxman 
was in fact pr imar i ly a designer. He was always 
aware, in whatever he drew, that he was designing 
po ten t ia l l y p las t i c shapes: but through whose hands 
and in what various materials they took eventual 
form was of less importance to him than the c u l t i v a -

1 "Come thou Blessed," p laster sketch-model fo r the 
monument to Agnes Cromwell, c. 1797-98. 52 x 26 cm. 
Universi ty College, London. 

2 "Monument to George Steevens," marble r e l i e f , 173 
x 108 cm. Diocese of London. 

3 " S e l f - P o r t r a i t , " 1797, pen & ink. 24 x 27 cm. 
The Governors of Earls High School, Hales Owen. 
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t ion of his own role as the o r ig ina to r of "severely 
beau t i f u l " designs. In a pa r t i cu la r l y t e l l i n g 
passage (p. 26), Dr. Bindman instances Flaxman's 
confidence in the " t r a n s f e r a b i l i t y " of his designs 
as typ ica l of "the tendency among Neoclassical 
a r t i s t s (par t ly in reaction against the Baroque 
concern to please the eye) to disdain material as 
being of less importance than the ' i d e a ' . " 

We f i r s t see Flaxman's designs taking shape in 
the hands of Wedgwood's pot ters . Wedgwood & Bentley 
opened t he i r factory at Etrur ia in 1769, aiming to 
produce ornamental wares in a " t ruer antique t a s t e . " 
A few years l a t e r , scouting for ta lent among London 
plaster-cast makers (of whom Flaxman's father was 
one) in the hope of f ind ing something "less hack-
neyed" than the usual copies or squeezes from 
c lass i ca l , French or I t a l i a n sources, Wedgwood 
found that young Flaxman could produce remarkably 
elegant designs which, though ch ie f l y var iat ions on 
the c lassical theme, had a new grace and s imp l i c i t y 
which connoisseurs such as Si r Wil l iam Hamilton 
pronounced to be in the "true simple antique s t y l e . " 
Flaxman was to work for Wedgwood for some f i f t een 
years, the connection providing him wi th f inanc ia l 
s t a b i l i t y through the 1770s and 1780s and making 
possible his departure for I t a l y in 1787. 

The minimal extent to which Flaxman was involved 
in the actual production process is succinct ly 
summarized by Bruce T a t t e r s a l l , former Curator of 
the Wedgwood Museum. Flaxman would send Wedgwood 
a drawing of his proposed design; Wedgwood would 
return i t w i th notes of any necessary a l te ra t i ons . 
"Flaxman would then send Wedgwood a wax model of the 
design. At th is stage Flaxman's involvement would 
cease. Once Wedgwood obtained the wax i t became 
his property and he could do as he wished wi th i t . " 
Specia l is t modelers at Etrur ia would adapt the wax 
for reproduction, frequently s impl i fy ing or breaking 
up the design into component parts. Whether 
Flaxman's designs for Wedgwood eventually mater ia l -
ized in blue, green or l i l a c jasper or in black 
basal t , or whether his design of "The Dancing Hours" 
was used to decorate a rum ke t t le or a sa l t ce l l a r 
(examples of both were exhibi ted) was beyond 
Flaxman's con t ro l ; l uck i l y i t also seems to have 
been beyond his concern. S imi lar ly with his designs 
for coins, medals and s i lverwork; the executants 
were craftsmen whom Flaxman in most cases never 
encountered. In these sect ions, then, we ch ie f l y 
saw Flaxman's work at one remove, and not always 
to f u l l advantage, j u s t as Schorn had seen the 
Achi l les Shie ld , sensing that the thing was 
"permeated by a genuine s p i r i t of a n t i q u i t y , " but 
l e f t wondering to what extent a "somewhat super-
f i c i a l " execution betrayed the absence of the 
master's hand. 

"The master's hand" was not even responsible 
for the f i na l form of the monumental sculptures 
which provided Flaxman wi th most of his commissions. 
The point is f a i r l y made by Mary Webster in her 
essay on "Flaxman as sculptor" (pp. 100-01). 
"Greatly admired for his sensi t ive work wi th the 
modelling t o o l , Flaxman was less adept wi th the 
chisel and he worked very l i t t l e on the actual 
marbles; he adopted, in f a c t , the pernicious pract ice 
of handing over the en t i re execution of the marble 

to workmen in his s tud io. The sometimes f l a t and 
dul l execution which resulted robs more than a few 
of his marbles of the merit o f a f u l l y - r ea l i zed 
execution." But as she points out , there was an 
intermediary stage between the design and the 
execution by which Flaxman's g i f t s as a sculptor 
should more f a i r l y be judged. This stage was the 
fashioning, in Flaxman's own hands, of a small 
sketch-model in c lay , l a te r cast in p las ter . 

I t is in these sketch-models that Flaxman's 
s e n s i t i v i t y and poetic g i f t s as a sculptor are most 
f u l l y demonstrated. He himself real ized that these 
models were the f u l l e s t expression of his powers, 
for he kept them in the i r hundreds round the wal ls 
of his studio (they are now ch ie f l y in the co l lec t ion 
of University College, London). A judic ious 
select ion of them was exh ib i ted , inc luding the model 
for "Come thou blessed," the monument to Agnes 
Cromwell in Chichester Cathedral, which Flaxman 
himself cal led "one of my favour i tes" ( i l l us. 1) : 
i t s gently soaring rhythms are a deeply poetic 
expression of Christ ian f a i t h . 

Inevi tably ( fo r one could hardly expect large-
scale monuments to be dismantled from cathedrals 
for exh ib i t ion) only three f in ished works in marble 
were shown in the exh ib i t i on : the Royal Academy's 
own charming bas- re l ie f "Apollo and Marpessa" of 
c. 1790-94, l a te r presented as Flaxman's diploma 
work; the Thorvaldsen Museum's s t r i c t l y Neoclassical 
but ( fo r Flaxman) almost sensuous bust of Henry 
Ph i l ip Hope, c. 1801-03, a s i t t e r then in the prime 
of l i f e ; and the marble r e l i e f monument to George 
Steevens (d . 1800) from St. Matthias, Poplar, 
complete with Wil l iam Hayley's epitaph. In i t s 
attempt to echo the departed's own a t t i t ude to l i f e 
( "L ight ly the stage of chequer'd l i f e he t r o d " ) , 
the Steevens monument ( i l l u s . 2) was probably the 
most l ight -hear ted work in the exh ib i t i on , though 
the nearest approximation to " l i gh t -hear ted" 
allowed for i t in the catalogue was "gen ia l . " Few 
smiles occur in Flaxman's work, as Hayley had 
already found when commissioning a medallion (not 
included in the exh ib i t ion) of his i l l e g i t i m a t e son 
Tom: would i t not be possible, he suggested, "to 
add a l i t t l e gay j u v e n i l i t y to the features, without 
producing (what I by a l l means wish to avoid) a 
Grin or a Smirk!" But Flaxman was not in his 
profession to produce smiles, l e t along g r ins ; even 
his domestic scenes are of a f f l i c t i o n rather than 
b l i s s . 

I t is to Flaxman's drawings, even more than to 
his sketch-models, that one must look for the most 
int imate expression of his ideas. Luck i l y , drawings 
ran l i k e l i f e - g i v i n g blood through almost the en t i re 
exh ib i t i on , r ev i v i f y i ng images which had taken shape 
in other media and often revealing astonishingly 
inventive and imaginative powers. Paper thus became, 
in a very real sense, the most important material 
in the exh ib i t i on , though hardly the most c o l o r f u l : 
most of Flaxman's drawings are in pencil or pen and 
ink , sometimes wi th a wash--Flaxman's work in f u l l 
watercolor is extremely ra re , and only one example 
(no. 152) was included. Flaxman's ear ly drawings 
revealed influences from Mortimer, Barry, Fuseli 
and Blake. They included the h igh ly - f in ished se l f -
p o r t r a i t ( i l l u s . 3) and the remarkable study for 
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4 "Study of a woman and c h i l d , " pen, 140 x 111 cm. 
Universi ty College, London. 

5 "A sleeping man, 
College, London. 

pen, 57 x 105 cm. University 

6 "Deliver the Captive," for The Acts of Mercy, 
144 x 327 cm. The B r i t i sh Museum. 

"Chatterton receiving a bowl of poison from Despair," 
the high point of Flaxman's youthful romantic s t y l e , 
in which Sarah Symmons (surely cor rec t ly ) has 
detected Flaxman's features in Chatterton's face; 
they also included medieval subjects taken from 
such works as Percy's Reliques, of the sor t Blake 
too was paint ing at th is t ime. Two early drawings 
by Blake, "Edward I I I and the Black Prince" and 
"The Death of Ezekiel 's Wi fe , " were included here 
for comparison. David Bindman, who provides per-
ceptive commentaries on Flaxman's drawings through-
out the catalogue, points out that the ear ly drawings 
have a poetic and atmospheric qua l i t y which Flaxman 
never regained a f te r experiencing "the sever i ty of 
the antique" in Rome. 

The I t a l i a n drawings of 1789-94 included the 
small but nobly-proportioned study of a woman and 
ch i l d ( i l l u s . 4) which proved capable of sustaining 
enlargement into an impeccable Neoclassical image 
for the Kunsthalle's exh ib i t ion poster. ( In 
choosing a poster to advert ize the London showing, 
the Royal Academy's exhib i t ions s t a f f elected rather 
over-fulsomely to acknowledge generous support from 
the f i rm of Wedgwood: instead of the Kunsthalle's 
powerful and appropriate design, Burl ington House's 

ra i l i ngs and London Transport 's walls displayed the 
chessmen designed by Flaxman for Wedgwood in 1785, 
Gothic " toys" magnified not only out of a l l pro-
port ion to the i r purpose but also to the re la t i ve 
importance in Flaxman's long career of his work for 
Wedgwood.) The "Sleeping Man" ( i l l u s . 5) was 
described, f a i r l y enough, as "one of the most 
spontaneous of Flaxman's Roman l i f e s tud ies" : but 
few of Flaxman's drawings, whether made in Rome or 
at any other t ime, were as d i r ec t l y observed as 
t h i s . Observations from l i f e may have kindled 
Flaxman's imagination, but almost a l l his drawings 
are ref ined from l i f e rather than studied d i rec t l y 
from i t , and almost a l l of them evince the scu lp tor 's 
i ns t i nc t to model his subject-matter, to redesign, 
rearrange and in ter lock i t s shapes. The resul ts 
can be exc i t i ng , even on the t i ny scale of his 
studies of women and ch i ld ren ; they can be deeply 
moving, as in the designs for "The Lord's Prayer" 
and the "Acts of Mercy" (see i l l u s . 5 ) ; but they 
are invar iably del iberate ly generalized and 
po ten t ia l l y monumental. 

Flaxman himself stressed that the designs for 
which he was most celebrated in his own t ime, the 
out l ines to Homer, Aeschylus and Dante, were 
pr imar i ly made as compositions on which sculptures 
could be based. He wrote to Wil l iam Hayley on 
26 October 1793 that "My view does not terminate 
in giv ing a few out l ines to the wor ld. My in tent ion 
is to shew how any story may be represented in a 
series of compositions on pr inc ip les of the Ant ien ts , 
of which, as soon as I return to England, I intend 
to give specimens in Sculpture of d i f f e ren t kinds, 
in groups of basrel ieves, sui ted to a l l the purposes 
of Sacred and C iv i l a rch i tec tu re . " Flaxman never 
in fact converted his out l ines to sculpture; never-
theless, those ou t l i nes , engraved by P i r o l i and 
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f i r s t published by him in 1793, quickly secured 
Flaxman's fame throughout Europe. The exh ib i t ion 
showed selections both of Flaxman's drawings and 
P i r o l i ' s engravings. The excitement f e l t throughout 
Europe on f i r s t looking into Flaxman's out l ines 
(especial ly in the form of P i r o l i ' s rather genteel 
and monotonous l i ne ) is now d i f f i c u l t to recapture; 
but there is abundant evidence for the stimulus 

given to contemporary a r t i s t s by these s ta rk ly 
dramatic sequences. "Cet ouvrage fera fa i re des 
tableaux," David remarked. An important section of 
the exh ib i t ion (compiled by Sarah Symmons) i l l u s -
t rated the ways in which they provided insp i ra t ion 
for a r t i s t s as d i f f e ren t from each other as Ingres, 
Delacroix, Runge and Goya. Two works by Blake were 
included in th is sec t ion , "The Hypocrites with 
Caiaphas" and "The Circ le of the L u s t f u l " ; but i t 
was decided to confine the coverage of Flaxman's 
influence ch ie f l y to the cont inent, as a separate 
exh ib i t ion devoted to Flaxman's inf luence in England 
is projected. Perhaps the most b izarre suggestion 
for using Flaxman's out l ines was to come in 1863 
from G. F. Watts, who suggested that they should be 
painted on the walls of publ ic schools, so that "the 
young men of Eton would grow up under the inf luence 
of works of beauty of the highest excel lence." 

Any present-day jaded appetite for Flaxman's 
out l ines may be whetted by a de l igh t fu l sp in-o f f 
from the exh ib i t ion e n t i t l e d Super flax: Zorrrrrrrn 
(Idee\ Homer; Zeiohnungen: John Flaxman; Buch und 
Regie: Achim Lipp; paperback, 25pp.). Published 
under the auspices of the Hamburger Kunsthal le, th is 
presented Flaxman's out l ines to Homer as a l i v e l y 
adventure s t r i p , taking a few l i b e r t i e s (such as 
reversing occasional deta i ls of the engravings to 
emphasize a clash of arms or the thundering of 
hooves) but recapturing much excitement. The w i t t y 

(but not facetious) tex t was in German. The book 
was not avai lable at the Royal Academy exh ib i t i on : 
should some enterpr iz ing publisher essay an English 
edi t ion? 

A b r i e f tabulated survey of the chief ed i t ions 
of engravings a f t e r Flaxman's out l ines published 
between 1793 and 1845 (pp. 184-5 of the exh ib i t ion 
catalogue) t e s t i f i e s to t he i r wide c i r c u l a t i o n . 
Compiled by Detlef W. Doerrbecker, with acknowledg-
ments to Gerald E. Bentley J r . ' s study of 1964, i t 
draws on fur ther material k indly supplied by 
Professor Bentley from his new and great ly expanded 
ed i t ion of The Early Engravings of Flaxman's Classical 
Designs, publ icat ion of which is expected shor t l y . 

Flaxman's out l ines to Hesiod's Theogony, begun 
in 1807, engraved by Blake in 37 s t ipp led l i ne 
engravings and published in 1817 (no. 155 in the 
exh ib i t ion) a t t rac ted l i t t l e of the a t tent ion 
received by the out l ines to Homer, Aeschylus and 
Dante. Blake at th i s period was undergoing a 
period of extreme neglect and poverty. Throughout 
his l i f e he received none of the fame which accrued 
to Flaxman. This is not , a f te r a l l , su rp r i s ing . 
Flaxman gave his contemporaries what they (or at 
least connoisseurs among them) considered to be in 
the best possible tas te , especial ly where commemora-
t ion of the dead was concerned. His v is ion of 
e te rn i t y did not extend beyond that of accepted 
Christ ian teaching; he was untouched by mysticism, 
and not temperamentally inc l ined towards exuberance. 
His moral i ty was unimpeachable and, above a l l , i t 
was readi ly i n t e l l i g i b l e . Blake's work by contrast 
seemed to his contemporaries to be unconventional 
and worse, u n i n t e l l i g i b l e ; few of them bothered to 
discern that ( in Dibdin's phrase) Blake was "flapped 
by the wings of seraphs." 
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7 "Ulysses t e r r i f i e d by the Ghosts," Odyssey Book XI , 779, pen, 22.9 x 29.8 cm. Royal Academy of Ar t s , London. 
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