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By Ruth Garde

T
he Oxford English Dictionary 
online’s definition of a sculptor 
as “one who practises the art 
of sculpture; chiefly an artist 
who produces works of statuary 

in stone (esp. marble) or bronze” may 
seem uncontroversial to many people. 

But for those with a keen professional 
or personal engagement with the art and 
practice of sculpture—particularly in its 
modern and contemporary forms—this 
description needs considerable updating 
and expansion.

In the past few decades, sculp-

tural materials, forms, and representa-
tional scope have exploded. The array of 
sculptural staples from which objects are 
assembled now includes rope to rice, coal 
to coffee, sugar to salt; less savory materi-
als include dirt and blood. Even living 
bodies and tissues, animal and human, 

In Praise Of Other 
Sculptural Identities

The dynamics of sculpture have changed greatly over the past century to embrace media as different 

as sound and light, performance art, and video installations. The Royal British Society of Sculptors, too, 

has changed to meet the very different demands among its members and to welcome fresh sculptural 

voices beyond those of stone and bronze. And with new media is Society’s challenge to promote 

contemporary sculpture to a much broader public audience.

David Ogle, 08019, 2013, fluorescent fishing line, ultraviolet light, weather balloon, and red halogen light, dimensions variable. All images: Courtesy of the Artists 
and the Royal British Society of Sculptors.
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are no longer altogether radical, while 
intangible forms of sound and light are 
the increasingly familiar stuff of sculptural 
installations.

In the same period, how to site 
sculpture has also undergone a metamor-
phosis, with public art and site-specific 
installations becoming increasingly com-
monplace features of the artistic urban 
and rural landscapes. Artists are respond-
ing to commissions—both private and 
public—in sites as varied as derelict 
buildings, universities, hospitals, train sta-
tions, bridges, stately homes, and—often 
regrettably—roundabouts.

I wondered what these transfor-
mations have meant for what some might 
perceive (erroneously, as I discovered) as a 
traditional institution like the Royal British 
Society of Sculptors (RBS). The RBS was 
founded in 1904 to represent the interests 
of British sculptors. At that time, its mem-
bership was 40; in 2013, there are approxi-
mately 550. Endowed with royal patronage 
in 1910, it became a charitable institution 
in 1963. In the 1980s, it opened up to an 
international membership. Its members are 
professional sculptors (who may well have 
other income streams) where their practice 
must be the foundation of their working 
life. The Society selects members with a 
particular level of quality and professional-
ism: the eight practicing sculptors on the 
Society’s Council judge applications. The 
RBS exists to defend the quality of the 
art form and to bring its qualities to the 
public. Their work is funded by charitable 
foundations, private philanthropists, and 

by the revenue from both membership 
subscriptions and their building at 108 
Old Brompton Road. The building, which 
houses the headquarters, acts as a fruitful 
forum for sculptors to meet their peers 
and to source information. Meanwhile 
for supporters and visitors it also stages 
small exhibitions, award announcements, 
residency outcomes, and a variety of other 
related events. 

T
he central question of the evolu-
tion of what is meant by sculpture 
was immediately raised in my 
conversation with the Society’s di-
rector, Anne Rawcliffe-King, who 

explained that serious discussions about 
the definition had been held internally at 
the RBS for many years. These conversa-
tions culminated in 2003 in the decision to 
amend and broaden its own definition of 
sculptural practice in a Special Resolution 
to the Memorandum and Articles of the 
Association, identifying it as “the art of 
making by carving, modeling, casting, 
assembling and/or constructing materials 
into three-dimensional works.” This was 
designed consciously to move away from 
a simple definition of making.

This expansion demonstrates how 
the Society is both responding to and 
reflecting the sculptural times. As Anne 
Rawcliffe-King points out humorously, 
the Society reflects “everything from the 
inevitable squashed flies to bronze por-
traits.” The common feature to all of the 
sculptural work that they now represent is 
an essential command of space, whether 

that be via sound, light, or a material ob-
ject, crafted, constructed, or found. This 
therefore also permits the inclusion of 
performance art as the movement of the 
body through space. Though this inclusion 
is regarded as commonplace within the art 
world, many people outside that world still 
have a notion of sculpture as stone and 
bronze. Similarly, the current work in the 
Society’s forecourt, an aural/visual hybrid 
work by Rob Olins, would hardly have 
been considered as sculpture 30 years ago. 
Claire Mander, the Society’s curator, points 
out that there is some way to go to change 
this mismatch in perception. Bridging this 
gap is an indirect aspect of the Society’s 
mission. They aim to engage the public 
with the full range of sculptural work and 
by promoting and fostering contemporary 
sculpture, the wider public’s exposure to 
these practices is happening of necessity. 

The RBS Sculpture Shock Award, 
launched in August 2012, responded to and 
reflected the changing face of sculptural 
practice. It aimed to offer artists “a rare op-
portunity to create temporary site-specific 
work outside the limiting and often clini-
cal confines of the gallery, in spaces not 
usually experienced as homes to artistic 
creations.” Similarly it offered the public 
the possibility of responding to work in 
unconventional spaces. The outcomes are 
ephemeral pop-up exhibitions or events. 
Temporary interventions in (non-tradition-
al) spaces are a developing body of work of 
which the RBS is an enthusiastic supporter. 
Rawcliffe-King describes the benefit of 
these displays in unusual spaces and sites 

Rob Olins 
FRBS, House 
of Mirrors, 
2012, glass fiber, 
aluminum, sound, 
site-specific 
installation at 
SVA, Stroud. 
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as “a lightness, freshness, [and] innovative-
ness” whose impact on space and people is 
“wonderfully liberating.” These function to 
open doors—to allow both sculptors and 
visitors to see something different and to 
take a risk, creating new energies, chal-
lenges and opportunities.

T
he themes of the 2012 Award were 
Subterranean, Ambulatory, and 
Historic, and the winners of the 
first two categories particularly 
reflected the wider scope of con-

temporary sculptural practice. The first, 
David Ogle, creates sculptures in light and 
fluorescent fishing line and his work was 
exhibited in a pop-up exhibition in the 
vaults under Waterloo Station. The second, 
Amy Sharrocks, creates large-scale partici-
patory performance works, and the culmi-
nation of her Sculpture Shock residency will 
be an event held in a public space in which 
members of the public will be offered an 
intriguing “Invitation to Fall.” The third 
and final artist in the Historic category 
is Nika Neelova, who makes installations 
from burnt timber and reclaimed architec-
tural features. Her residency culminates in 
November 2013 and will be displayed in a 
London church.

Both Rawcliffe-King and Mander 
are delighted with the success of Sculpture 
Shock, and not only in terms of the num-
bers (it had over 100 applications for this 
year’s awards, and the first pop-up exhi-
bition had over 1,000 visitors over four 
days.) They point to the broad audience 
the Award has attracted. On the one hand, 
it seems to have encouraged a different 
visitor who, they believe, might be put off 
by the sometimes intimidating space of 

the conventional gallery and who find it 
easier to engage with the more experiential 
nature of site-specific works. On the other 
hand, Rawcliffe-King was gratified that it 
also attracted the more traditional gallery-
goer and supporter of the Society, which 
she sees as evidence of a confidence in 

its capacity to deliver something of value, 
even if outside their normal comfort zone. 
Such has been the reception from artists 
and public alike that the Award is to be 
run again next year, although the three 
categories will be new. 

With its First@108 Award the RBS 
is engaging in another contemporary art 
world trend that is currently both a very hot 
and very hotly debated topic: public art. 
Every aspect of this art form is controver-
sial: its definition, its value (both culturally 
and economically), its processes, and its 
ownership. Rawcliffe-King remarks that 
since so much is invested in giving an iden-
tity to a public space through art—both in 
terms of money and community input—
very often the response is to play safe and 
the decision-making process frequently 
mitigates against quality. Rawcliffe-King 
fears that the exceptional and the fantastic 
simply don’t get a chance to exist because 
it “frightens the living daylights” out of the 
commissioners. That means that public art 
often lacks vibrancy and fails to meet the 
potential of a significant intervention in 
the public space. She puts this down to 
a range of factors, including an absence 
of expertise amongst the commissioning 
body who often don’t have a practicing 
artist on board, someone with a particular 
eye for a space and “an edge, an intangible 
something that is beyond something that 
is a nice shape.” More often than not com-
missioners choose an artist with a track 
record so it is the usual suspects who make 
it through the process.

With that in mind the RBS’s 
First@108 Award seeks to give a broader 
range of sculptors the chance to produce 
work in the public art arena. The Award 

Above left: Nika Neelova (Bursary), Attitudes to a Miss, 2010, rope and cast concrete, 700 x 100 x 900 cm. Above right: Nika Neelova (Bursary), 
Partings, Somerset House Georgian six panel door cast in concrete, reclaimed burnt timber, rope, 5 x 4 x 3 m.

Robert Worley, Avatar, 2009, cast aluminum with 
painted elements, 1.5 x 1.5 x 1.5 m.
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takes artists through a very similar process 
to that of public art commissioning, and the 
aim is always to get the winning pieces to 
move on to another public space for display 
(its first outing is in the Society’s forecourt.)
In this it has had some notable successes: 
the 2009 winner Avatar by Robert Worley, 
was bought by Canary Wharf PLC and is 
now installed as part of their public art 
collection. Canary Wharf PLC also bought 
the work by Suresh Dutt, the 2010 winner, 
for their public art display. Jenske Dijkhuis, 
the 2011 winner, went on to display her 
Horizon Pavilion outside the National 
Theater and then to a beach in Norfolk as 
part of Cley 12, a local exhibition. Mander 
describes First@108 as a “leg up” and a 
“dry run” for the public art commission-
ing process, and provides an opportunity 
for sculptors to make something they may 
never otherwise have made. The ambition 
of the First@108 Award is to increase the 
pool of artists in the public art sphere.

A
long with Sculpture Shock and 
First@108, the RBS Bursary 
awards have also had notable 
success in bringing emerging 
sculptors to the attention of the 

wider art world. Mander observes that 
commercial galleries are keenly interested 
in the Bursary awards shortlists and win-
ners as these are seen as a mark of quality. 

One notable success is Nika Neelova, a 
2012 Bursary winner (and Sculpture Shock 
winner), whose work has recently been 
shown (amongst others) in a Somerset 
House display, a group exhibition at the 
Saatchi Gallery in London, the PERMM 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Russia, and 
is now being represented by Vigo Gallery 
in London. Saatchi’s current exhibition New 
Order: British Art Today includes three 

RBS Bursary winners (out of 17 artists in 
the group show.) James Capper, a former 
Bursary winner is enjoying a solo exhibi-
tion at Yorkshire Sculpture Park and Tessa 
Farmer has shown at the Jerwood Space 
and Firstsite, Colchester, to mention but a 
few of the successes. 

The array of RBS awards is just 
one aspect of a modus operandi that has 
become increasingly outward-looking 

Jenske Dijkuis, Horizon Pavilion, 2011, polished steel and mirror, 150 x 280 x 300 cm.

Pablo Laborde Lascaris (Bursary), Link, 2012, rubber and wood, 60 x 60 x 9 cm.
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under the presidency of Terry New and 
Claire Burnett (VP) that began in 2012. 
Under their leadership a thorough review 
has been undertaken of the Society’s at-
tempt to run, in effect, the equivalent of 
a publicly funded art gallery without that 
funding; that is to say to center their activ-
ity on a gallery program in their building 
on the Old Brompton Road. It was felt that 
despite the exciting work being displayed, 
the footfall and funds raised were not 
commensurate. A more actively external 
engagement has therefore been initiated, 
to take sculpture outside the Society’s four 
walls, in partnership with other galleries 
and venues to broaden the impact, profile, 
and reach of the Society and its members. 
This represents a new and important 
direction, which, while under discussion 
internally for some years, has become 
a more dynamic policy under the new 
presidency. In August 2012 the RBS col-
laborated with Christie’s South Kensington 
to present a summer exhibition, staged in 
Christie’s Hangar Gallery, showcasing the 
work of 13 of the Society’s early-career art-
ists. The Society has recently announced a 
new collaboration with Spitalfields Market, 
who will display a major sculpture show 
for a year-long exhibition in and around 
its outdoor spaces.

Rawcliffe-King believes that the 
Society is well placed to engage in such 
outside partnerships. She says that the 
Society’s cachet and reputation can be put 

to good use as leverage in partnerships, 
particularly at a time when the proliferating 
diversity of sculpture can create anxiety 
when making judgments about what is 
(and is not) good quality work.

I
n promoting its members’ work as 
widely as possible the Society has 
also enthusiastically embraced the 
virtual realm, with a flourishing pres-
ence on Twitter, Facebook, and the 

Blogosphere. There is a gentle irony here. 
When Mander observes that sculpture is 
currently at a zenith in terms of both pro-
duction and reception, I wonder whether 
it could in part be down to our saturation 

with screen-based technology and a sur-
feit of virtual two-dimensional activities. 
She and Rawcliffe-King agree that our 
over-exposure to two-dimensional images 
could be a contributing factor to the cur-
rent standing of sculpture, the most social 
and physically interactive of art forms. 
This point seems to be reinforced by Ekow 
Eshun’s contention, in 2011, “ultimately 
sculpture’s defining virtue is that it exists 
in the world.” The RBS is making a virtue 
of bringing contemporary sculpture to as 
wide a world as possible.    ∆

Ruth Garde is a London-based art critic, 
curator, and writer.

William Mackrell (Bursary), Cutting through red tape, 2012, still from video documentation, 6.46 
minutes duration.

James Balmforth (Bursary), Myth Interrupted, 2011, plastic and cast 
iron, 120 x 45 x 59 cm.

Suresh Dutt ARBS, Drawing Cube Blue, 2010, mild steel, Canary Wharf Public 
Art Collection, London.


