
Now's the Time to Stand Up for Sculpture 
• 

A maligned art form shines in 
this age of digital images. 

IN 1846, back when critics were not yet afraid 
of r·endering judgments. C.harles Baude­
laire went to the Paris Salon and wrote a re~ 
view that aimed to put an entire art form out 
of business~ 

Under the title '~Why Sculpture Is Bor-

ing·," Baudelaire argued that bro·nze and 
marble statuary w·as vague and elusive, and 
,ipresents too man.y faces at onceu -100 dif­
ferent angles - to the spectator~ He thought 
sculpture lacked the authority of painting or 
architecture, which both made clear where 
they stand. When "a chance illumination, an 
effect of lamplig.ht, reveals a beauty which 
was not the one he had thought of,"' the 
sculptor must sa,dly accept that three­
dime·nsional art is always fated to depend 

on the circumstances of its displa~ That 
makes it, the poet insisted, nothing but "a 
complementary art/' 

Baudelaire's critique was just one of 
.many anti ... sculpture broadsides over the 
last two centuries~ delivered mostly by 
painters •- land by thos1e critics in the tank 
for thetn~ (Ad Reinhardtt maybe apocry­
phally, s,ald in the 1950s that sculpture was 
".so1m 1ething you bump into when you back 
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Charles Ray's-"Mountain 
Lion Attacking a Dog'1 from 
2018. Some of the artist~s 
work is being shown at Hil1 
Art Foundatio.n~ 
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~p to lo?k at th painting.") But sorn thing 
1nteresung he.s changed it, th 'lJnera 
phone age: Suddenly, a cu lptur 's ii1f inite 
~erspectiv_es and n1utable viewing condi­
tions proVtde ne\ii· prosp c.ts 111 tile gallery 
a!1d on .che v.•,eb. To Baudelaire, 'culpLu,-e 
d1sappo111ted by refu ing to resolve into a 
single point of vie-.. , but to th ca.n1,era­
phone-conditioned eye, Lhal refusal is an 
opportunit . Every sculpture, to Lhe con­
temporary vie\ver. is first a solid th.Jug in the 
gallery and th n a Font of subsequ nt i1n­
ages, eo-au.thored by artist and vie,ver. 

l've spent a lot of the past season Lhtnking 
about the contemporary r l vanee of scu!p­
tur,e and ho,i\' we experience soUdity. 
weight 8Jld di111ension in the era of the 
cloud. It's a question that framed n1y vle\'i'· 
ing ot V rrocchio' works in bronze and 
terracotta, on 'View through Jan, 12 at the 
National Gallery of Art in \Vashington. rt ,ex­
ercises conternporary sculptor as: differ nt 
as R1chard Serra, Rachel Harrison. airy 
Ba,ghramian nd Andra rsuta, ,vha II 
presented major new sho\'.rs recently in 
New York. It lootn over the rolling contro­
versies over public rnonurnenis, \Vhich so­
lidify history in cnetaa or ·tone, then deli­
quesce into pixel!s on Googl Street View. 
And it provides the unexpected link be­
tween t\vo extraordinary sculptors, ,vork­
ing five centuries apart, who each updaLed 
the classic.aJ sculpture tradition for new au­
d:iences looking v.ritll nev,1 eyes. 

Toe older of these tv.ro artists i!S; Bertoldo 
di Giovanni (circa 1440·1491), ,vhose sn1all 
but ,varied. output in bronze, wood and Lerra 
cotta ancnored the faH eason at the Fritk 
CoUection. Bertoldo enjoyed the patronage 
of Lorenzo the Magnificenl, the biggest hot 
shot of 15th-century Florence, and ye he 
produced relatively Uttle· today he is n1ost 
often spoken about as the student of Dona­
teUo and teacher of Michelangelo. This 
first-.evet retrospective, which closes Jan, 
12 and contains almost every surviving 
work, sticks up for Bertoldo as a tnultimedia 
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resuscitator of the art of classical Rome, 
whether iP Lorenzo-celebTatmg portrait 
medrus or in an entire terra cot:ta frieze that 
topped the entrance of a Medici c,ountry 
house (a striking loan from a. Tusc;:an 
museum). 

Nude men and gods, twisting and 
writhing, w,ere. Bertoldo's predicament and 
prize. An arresting fuU-scale statue of St. Je­
rom.e, made of painted wood and credited 
here to DonateHo and Bertoldo working to­
gether, embodies the hennit priest as a lithe 
but wretched penitent, face pruned and ab­
domen coJlapsed as hestrikes his chest with 
a rock. Yet to ai 21st-century eye, the m.ost 
challenging and surprising work here is a 
serpentine bronze statuette of Orpheus, 
done around 147l and on loan From the 
Bargello in Florence. 

Just 17 inches tan, wlrh a tiny waist and 
unmuscled thigf)S and buttocks, this Or­
pheus looks more like a. boy than a man as 
he sings, dances and plays a Renaissance 
string instrument called a lira da btaccio. 
Get up close and you'll see that the bronze is 
abraded and unfinished, especially on Or­
pheus's lyre and on the animaJ pelt draped 
over his chest - the resu It of an only partial 
mastery of the lost-wax process of metal 
casting, which involves fonning a day mold 
around a wax figure, heating it so the wax 
mens away, a.11d then fiJUng the cavity witJ1 
liquid metal. It was an .a,ncient technique 
that Florentine a ists had only recently r~ 
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disc ver d- Serloldo's "Orpheus," fo1· ::till its 
antique inspiratio11, is a work of a new, or 
newl.y revived, englneering process, whose 
glilchy rusticity has bolh a hi.nnan and a 
technological derivation. 

Bronze statuette works grew in refine­
ment and finish J,ater in the Renaissance 
and. into the B.aroqueera. The financier and 
art co]lecto'r J. Tomil$On Hill, '/,'hose col­
lection ofbron'l.es wen on view a~ the Friel\: 
in 1014, noy,r exhibits his cache o sraruettes 
in an ajry, white-walled space i11 Chelsea­
alongside works, of contemporary art. Right 
now at the Hill Art oundalion you can see 
rive Renaissance b1·onzes alongside Lhe 
sci Jpture of Charles Ray, rhe deep-thinklng 
and slow-working Lo,s Angeles scuJplor 
who has rethought lhe classical tradition for 
our age as profoundly as Be1to,ldo did for 
his. 

For Mr. Ray, sculptural inv ntion l.flkes 
the iorm of an excessive perfectionism, iri 
which new scanning and casling technolo­
gies pern1it th1i1Lingly off-key riffs on an­
cient forebears. ln the low-slung sle1 ling sii­
ver sculpture "Mountain Lion Attacking a 
!Jog" (2018), for example, he arlisl mbod­
ies a predator sinking its teelh into the flesh 
of its u puu11ed ,prey, updating th Greek 
and Roman taste ror group sculptures of an­
imals LO today's Hollywood Hills. (Thls 
work's n1osL evidenL art historicaJ prec,e,.. 
dent is the lnarble sculp ure ''Lion Attack­
ing a H1orse," a:t the Capitoline Museum in 
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Bertoldo di Giovanni. 
he Renaissance of 

Sculpture i1:1 Medici Florence 
Throug Jan, 12 a the Frie~ 
Collechon, Manha tan; 
2 2 28B·0700, f, 1ck.ol'g. 

Charles R'ay and the HiU 
Col ection 
Thi ough Feb. 15 at the H 111 Art 
Foundation, Manhattan: 
212-337-4455, 
h1llartfou ndal 1or1.org., 
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Top, ''"8eJ1eropt1on Tamtng Pegasus,~'' 
desig:ned by Bertoh:l!o di Giovanni, 
exec1.1ted by Adriano iorentino 
(1480-82). Above lefl, the '"Bertoldo di 
Giovanni" show al lhe Frick, w:i1h a statue 
of St. Jerome, center, credited to 
DonateJJo and Benoldo "Orpheus" a.t 
rigl1t, and at left ·•Supplicant,'' by 
Bertoldo. Above right, at the Hill Art 
foundation, froi;n left, Alessandro 
A1gardi s "Christ at tire Column" (cin:.a 
1630s); hi · "Corpus Clhr,isti'' (circa 1646) 
and Charles Ray's• Mime" (1014). LeJt, a, 
detal~ of '"Orpheus" {circa N.71). 

Rorne - a favorit of Bertoldo' discip!~ 
Mich langeJo.) 

The lion's prunsLakingly chased fur r -
calls me con rasts of clean and striated 
bronze in Bertaldo's "'Orpheus,; though now 
the Lechnology at hand is different. For 
Bertoldo, the intern1. di ate tep bet,veen 
lhe initial figure and the n1etal at \Vas a 
layer of v.rax. F1or Mr. Ray, il is 3-D scanning 
and CNC machining: highly precise tech~ 
111ologies that translate obje ts into data that 
can be Olli put to a robotic r11ill. 

For both the metaJ ScU'lpture stands as an 
uncanny r plica or transformation of bodie 
we know, given ne,vintegrity and new val,ue 
(literaJly, in the case of silver and bronze 
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casts . What makes these sculptures com­
pellmg - and what Baudelaire hated abQut 
then1 - is the cryptic and unfathomable 
faces they offer as we circl.e them in the 
gallery, beholding theni fron1 all sides, scru­
tinlzing their chasing and their patinas. 

Whal interests me now is hov.• yoting au­
diences may perceive these sculptures, and 
hov,• the social photo has transformed our 
appreciation o'f them. For n1ore and more 
vie,vers, Lhe phone screen conditions al-
1nost all visual perception - and this is true 
even ac a museum likie the Frick, where 
nearly alone an1ong Nev.• York museums, 
you cannot take photograph . Whether the 
snuutphone comes out or stay in your 
pockel, our eyes are alrea,dy being re-­
forn1atted to follov.• the logic of digital im­
ages, "'vhere 1i1e becomes pictures anq pic­
tures becon1e information. 

Sculpture, much ~1ore tha11 mayl;>e any 
art forn,, can offer viewers the satisfaction 
of oscillatin? bet,ve~n reality ncll virtuality. 
betw en obJect and image. (Unlike installa­
tion art which too often recedes into a selfie 
backdrop, a sculptur~ retains its potency as 
i 's .channel d ·v,rith light and shadow fton1 
gallery into social 1nedia [eed.) Baudelaire's 
anxiety about sculpture as a "con1plen1en­
tary art" has drained away. T11e ne·w chal­
lenge, when \Ve look, at Renaissance.or mod 
ern sculpture, is to son1 how sUII appreciat,e 
111ass, volume and scale when all that is 
solid 111elt into the screen. 
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