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Top: Edmonia Lewis in a studio portrait from the 1870s

Right: Sally James Farnham in her studio, with the completed Simon 
Bolivar Monument
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On a visit to Chicago in the 1870s, Lewis posed for a photographer in her studio cap and jacket. 
This photograph was mounted on cardboard and used as a carte de visite.

Right: Edmonia Lewis’s bust of Robert Gould Shaw.

Edmonia Lewis
Now one of the most sought-after 
American female sculptors, (Mary) 
Edmonia Lewis remains a mystery to 
art historians. Her exact birth date is 
unknown, but it seems she was born in 
1842 in Upstate New York to African-
American and Ojibwa parents. Orphaned 
at age nine, she and her older brother 
Samuel lived with two Ojibwa aunts in 
northern New York state. Samuel, who 
became a successful businessman, sent 
Edmonia to Ohio’s progressive Oberlin 
College, then the only college in America 
to admit women and students of color. 

Gossip and scandal plagued Lewis at 
Oberlin, and she moved to Boston in 
the early 1860s. There she studied with 
well-known sculptor Edward Brackett 
and established a studio on Tremont 
Street. Her portrait of Boston’s Civil War 
hero Robert Gould Shaw  brought her 
early acclaim, and sales of copies of the 
bust (below) helped finance her trip to 
Italy, then the preeminent destination 
for sculptors who wanted to further 
their career. Shaw was a poignant choice 
since the young, abolitionist colonel 
commanded an all-African American 
regiment and was killed in action in 1863. 
Determined to go to Rome to further her 
career, Edmonia arrived in Italy in 1866 
and, except for visits, never lived in 
America again.

http://www.civilwarhome.com/shawbio.htm
http://www.civilwarhome.com/shawbio.htm


Bust of  Minnehaha, marble, Smithsonian American Art 
Museum.

Upper right:“The Old Arrowmaker and His Daughter,” marble, 
1868, collection of the Smithsonian Institution.

Like many sculptors of her day, Lewis would fashion single 
busts from a larger group, and create copies in a smaller, more 
saleable size. In this case the portrait of Minnehaha is about 12 
inches high, a suitable size for a mantlepiece.

Bottom: A group of Ojibwa people, photographed during 
Edmonia Lewis’s lifetime, sometime between 1875-1900.

Nineteenth century Rome, with its 
beautiful architecture, public sculpture, 
galleries of Renaissance masterpieces, 
and access to the world’s finest marble 
quarries, was the perfect location for 
sculptors. Many American sculptors, 
both male and female, traveled there 
to work for a few years or a lifetime. 
The cultured atmosphere of Rome was 
particularly freeing for women artists, 
who lived completely independently. 
By the time Edmonia Lewis arrived in 
Rome, Boston sculptor Harriet Hosmer 
and several other American women 
artists were already established. In Italy, 
Lewis found a group of colleagues, 
a studio through her mentor, the 
well-known American sculptor and 
abolitionist Hiram Powers, and artistic 
success. 

Alone among the sculptors of her time, 
Edmonia portrayed Native Americans 
with understanding and individuality. 
It is believed she carved many of her 
sculptures herself to save the expense 
of hiring Italian assistants. This gave 
Lewis complete control over the faces 
and features of her subjects, and she 
no doubt based her work on people 
she had known. Her sculptures depict 
unique individuals, unlike the generic, 
idealized faces and poses fashionable in 
the Victorian era.

http://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=14629
http://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=14629
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ojibwe_people
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ojibwe_people


Edmonis Lewis’s life size marble “Death of Cleopatra” is now restored and on exhibit 
in the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, DC. 

One of Lewis’s most significant works, a 
marble monument to Cleopatra, tells a 
story of loss, triumph, and resurrection. The 
sculpture was created for the Philadelphia 
Centennial Exhibition in 1876, the first official 
world’s fair. In 1878, it traveled to the Chicago 
Interstate Industrial Exposition. Life size and 
weighing two tons, The Death of Cleopatra 
graphically shows the Egyptian queen at 
the moment she succumbs to the fatal, self-
inflicted snakebite that saved her from enemy 
capture. Perhaps because it was too expensive 
to ship back to Lewis’s studio in Rome, 
the massive sculpture was put in storage. 
Eventually, Cleopatra, damaged and covered 
with graffiti, was discovered in a Chicago 
salvage yard and brought to the Smithsonian 
Museum in Washington, DC, where it was 
restored and remains today.

Lewis’s work was popular and sold for 
substantial prices. She was asked to do a 
portrait of Ulysses S. Grant, had major 
exhibitions in Boston, Chicago and Rome, 
and her studio was a stop on the “Grand 
Tour” in Rome. Eventually, marble sculpture 
fell out of fashion and Lewis, like many other 
neoclassical sculptors, saw her business 
decline. She seems to have survived by 
making grave markers and church statuary. 
It was known that Lewis lived in Rome until 
the early years of the 20th century, but only 
recently did scholar Marilyn Richardson find 
that she died in London in 1907. Edmonia 
Lewis’s work continues to resurface, and with 
each new discovery more about her complex 
and extraordinarily creative life will be 
known.  ■

http://libwww.freelibrary.org/cencol/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/object_sep96.html
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/object_sep96.html
http://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/grand_tour/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/grand_tour/index.html
http://artandhistory.wordpress.com/category/edmonia-lewis/


Sally Farnham in her studio circa 1904, with  the clay original of  “Soldier,” a Civil War 
Memorial. Farnham is wearing  a smock and bloomers instead of the long skirt and 
shirtwaist blouse that would have been conventional everyday wear for a young woman in 
the very early 20th Century.

Sally Farnham
On the surface, Sally Farnham’s life 
could not have been more different from 
Edmonia Lewis’s. 

Sally Farnham was born Sarah Welles 
James in 1869, a generation after Lewis. 
She loved riding and hunting on her 
father’s estate in rural Ogdensburg, New 
York, on the St. Lawrence River. As a girl 
she dreamed of horses instead of art, but 
when she finally began sculpting at age 32 
she became an overnight sensation.

Sally’s mother died when she was 10, and 
she became very close to her wealthy 
attorney father. They traveled together 
to Europe and Japan before settling in 
New York City. Sally was the hostess of 
her father’s New York home in an age 
when this meant having many social 
responsibilities: entertaining guests, 
hosting parties, and making daily calls on 
other well-to-do families. In 1896, Sally 
married George Paulding Farnham, a 
jewelry designer for Tiffany & Co. It was 
he who brought Sally some modeling clay 
to entertain and cheer her while she was 
recuperating in hospital from an illness. 
This gift changed her life forever.

Soon after she began sculpting, Sally 
opened a studio in New York and almost 
immediately received a number of 
commissions for portraits of society 



Sally’s original sculptures were done in clay, over which molds were made for bronze casting.
Top: the finished clay for “Victory,” the central figure in the Ogdensburg, New York Soldiers and Sailors monument, 
c. 1904 . Look for long metal supports at the back, under wings, and beneath the flag. 
Right: the clay original of a cowboy sculpture, highlighting the active, spirited horses Sally loved. This clay piece was 
constructed on an armature of iron pipe, seen on the underside of the horse.

friends. One of her first large-scale 
monuments was the Soldiers and 
Sailors memorial for her home town, 
Ogdensburg (left).

The high point of Sally’s career came 
in 1916, when she was chosen in 
a competition sponsored by the 
Government of Venezuela to create a 
new equestrian monument of the South 
American liberator Simón Bolivar. 
After many delays—most caused by 
a shortage of materials during the 
First World War—the monument was 
dedicated in Central Park at 59th Street 
in April of 1921. 

The power of this monument, like 
many of Sally’s sculptures, depends on 
the beautifully sculpted horse as much 
as the pose of the rider. Sally’s passion 
for horses led her to create many 
works of art representing cowboys and 
horses, the same western themes that 
made her friend Frederic Remington 
famous. Remington, also a native of 
Ogdensburg, was a family friend of 
the James’s and eight years older than 
Sally. Since she never attended art 
school or took a sculpture class, it was 
Remington who gave Sally advice about 
her work—both its subject matter and 
the technical aspects of production. 
Frederic Remington was the first 
sculptor  in America to use the lost wax 
method to cast successful editions of 

http://www.centralparknyc.org/visit/things-to-see/south-end/simon-bolivar.html


bronze sculpture, and the Roman Bronze 
Works on the outskirts of New York City 
became Sally’s foundry as well.

In addition to talent, energy, and good 
humor, Sally Farnham had a stellar 
combination of wealth, close family, 
ambition, and famous and well-connected 
friends to support her success. In her long 
and varied career, she sculpted presidents 
Theodore Roosevelt, Warren Harding, and 
Herbert Hoover, as well as famous artists, 
cowboys and heroes. She branched out to 
design stage sets, costumes, and even a line 
of women’s shoes for Macy’s. Few people 
today who see Sally’s imposing Bolivar 
monument in Central Park would guess that 
it was created by a woman who was both 
a New York celebrity and one of the most 
famous women artists of her time.   ■

“I want to believe the whole 
heart and soul of the artist 
is in his work. When he can 
make others believe that, he 
is a real artist.” 
–Sally Farnham

Sally in her studio with the finished clay model of the Simón 
Bolivar monument, and in 1921 with the completed bronze 
sculpture on its pedestal in Central Park.

http://www.centralparknyc.org/visit/things-to-see/south-end/simon-bolivar.html


Bronze
Mostly copper, with a small amount of tin added, 

bronze is a beautiful metal with a surface that accepts 
a variety of finishes. It is strong enough to permit 

construction of thin, projecting parts, like the lightning 
bolts and cables on Evelyn Longman’s allegorical tribute 

to electricity (top). It also picks up every detail of an 
artist’s modeling, even fingerprints, and can create lush, 

expressive textures like those used by Bessie Potter 
Vonnoh in her portrait of a baby (bottom).

Bronze casting was, and remains, a labor-intensive and 
specialized process. As is done today, many sculptors 

in the 19th Century had professional mold makers 
construct the molds used to create the wax model that 

would be sent to a foundry for casting. A series of more 
than one sculpture cast from the same mold is called an 
edition, and successful sculptors would often sell out an 
edition of several dozen or even hundreds of copies of a 

popular work.

Today, molds are made from materials like latex and 
silicon that can be peeled off the wax casts like a glove. 

But, the basic process of mold making and casting 
bronze remains the same as it was in Sally Farnham’s 

time. The Victoria & Albert Museum in London 
created a video showing lost wax bronze casting from a 

re-usable mold.

Two sculptors of the American 
Renaissance: Evelyn Longman Batchelder’s 
1915 “Genius of Electricity” in gilded 
bronze, above. At right: portrait of a baby 
by Bessie Potter Vonnoh, cast at Roman 
Bronze works in 1901.

Roman Bronze Works
Established in 1897 just outside of New 
York City in Queens, New York, Roman 
Bronze Works specialized in the lost wax 
casting method. They became the pre-
eminent bronze foundry of the American 
Renaissance, a period when classically-
trained American sculptors produced 
outdoor monuments and indoor sculpture 
alike for the country’s burgeoning parks, 
public spaces, museums, and homes. The 
skilled staff scaled down sculptor’s work 
to create high-volume limited editions. 
Frederick Remington worked exclusively 
with them, and Tiffany & Co. used the 
Roman Bronze Works to cast bases for its 
famous lamps.

http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/s/bronze/


Marble
From the days of antiquity through the 

Renaissance to the present day, sculptors seeking 
the best quality marble have found it in Carrara 

and Pietrasanta, in Italy.

The main reason that 19th century American 
sculptors emigrated to Rome, apart from 

reasonable rents and large studios, was its 
proximity to Carrara, Pietrasanta and other 

sculpture manufacturing sites. Legions of skilled 
artisans worked in the region’s marble carving 

studios, creating sculptures of all sizes from the 
artists’ plaster or clay originals.

Plaster molds, made over the wet clay original 
sculpture, were filled with either wax (for bronze 

casting) or plaster. Stone carvers used plaster casts 
as templates for final carving. Plaster, while not 

strong or especially beautiful, was easy to cast 
and reproduced every detail of the mold. It was 

easy to transport and did not dry out and crack. 
Nineteenth-century American sculptors who did 

not live in italy shipped their plaster casts there for 
      carving.

Top: A street in Carrara

Center: A room of plaster casts in a Pietrasanta marble 
carving workshop

Bottom: 19th century prints show cutting and transporting 
Carrara marble from mountainside quarries 

http://graphics.stanford.edu/projects/mich/pietrasanta-20nov98/pietrasanta-20nov98.html
http://graphics.stanford.edu/projects/mich/pietrasanta-20nov98/cast-warehouse.jpg


Managing her studio
A successful sculptor in the 19th century needed 
to be many things: creative artist, public relations 

manager, and executive in charge of a studio of 
assistants and fabricators who handled the complex 

physical demands of producing large-scale sculpture 
for outdoor display. Show at top is American sculptor 

Harriet Hosmer in 1861 (center) with her staff of 
Roman assistants. These would have included a 

smodellatore (who specialized in roughing out the 
marble block using a pointing system); an ornatista 

(who refined all ornamental forms except the human 
figure); a pannista (who sculpted drapery); and several 

scultori (who refined and detailed the human figure).

One of the most famous of the American expatriate 
sculptors in Rome, Harriet Hosmer grew up near 

Boston accustomed to riding and leading an active 
outdoor life. It was probably not a stretch for this 

unconventional young woman to imagine herself in 
a career that placed talent and managerial acumen 

above current social conventions, which would have 
limited her to early marriage and a life that exclusively 
concerned home and family. In the illustration below, 

Hosmer (at left, in apron and cap) unveils one of 
her most well-known works, Zenobia in Chains, to 
an admiring crowd of potential patrons including 

England’s Prince of Wales.

http://www.historyproject.org/exhibits/public_faces/15.php
http://abiographersblog.com/2010/11/17/harriet-hosmer-and-the-prince-of-wales/


The “Grand Tour”
Once associated only with British nobility 

and landed gentry, the “Grand Tour” 
through France, Italy, and other parts 

of Europe had, by Edmonia Lewis’s 
and Harriet Hosmer’s time, become a 

prestigious way for American tourists of 
   means to acquire sophistication as well

              as sculpture, paintings, and fashion.

The New York Times recently described the 
Grand Tour in this way:

    “The primary value of the Grand 
Tour, it was believed, lay in the exposure 
both to the cultural legacy of classical 
antiquity and the Renaissance, and to 
the aristocratic and fashionably polite 
society of the European continent. 
In addition, it provided the only 
opportunity to view specific works of 
art, and possibly the only chance to hear 
certain music. A grand tour could last 
from several months to several years. 
It was commonly undertaken in the 
company of a Cicerone, a knowledgeable 
guide or tutor. The Grand Tour had more 
than superficial cultural importance; 
as E.P. Thompson opined, “ruling-class 
control in the 18th century was located 
primarily in a cultural hegemony, and 
only secondarily in an expression of 

economic or physical (military) power.”

The “carte di visite”
In a century when few people owned a 
camera, commercially-made photographs 
were given as calling cards or sold as 
souvenirs. For nearly three decades 
after 1860, commercial portraiture was 
dominated by the carte de visite, or “visiting 
card” and the larger cabinet card, an 
albumen print mounted on cardboard, 
usually 6½ x 4½ inches. The “carte de visite” 
is smaller, 2½ x 4 inches. 

Above: a French carte de visite camera that could take 
several images simultaneously.

Left: Edmonia Lewis’s cartes de visites.

The Arch of Constantine with the Colosseum in 
the Background, Giovanni Antonio Canal (called 
Canaletto), oil on canvas, circa 1742-45, collection of 
the Getty Museum

http://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/grand_tour/index.html
http://photographymuseum.org/histsw.htm


Scandalous bloomers and 
other practical outfits

Clothing advertised womens’ social status and 
personality in previous centuries just as fashion 

does today.

“Bloomers” were basically a divided full skirt 
and could be short or long. Worn underneath a 

shorter skirt or tunic, bloomers were a radical 
garment for women in the 19th century. Named 

for suffrage activist Amelia Bloomer (1818-1894), 
these almost-pants stirred great controversy in 

an age when respectable women wore long skirts, 
long sleeves, and tightly-laced corsets. Bloomers 
gradually became accepted athletic wear for girls 

and young women, but nearly a century would 
pass before women could wear pants in public 

without comment.

Women sculptors, no strangers to radical ideas, 
wore loose-fitting, practical clothes as a matter of 

necessity. Typical was the outfit worn by young 
American sculptor Louisa Lander, who was 

observed in Rome by Nathaniel Hawthorne:

“...In her studio she wears a sort of pea-
jacket, buttoned across her breast, and a little 
foraging-cap, just covering the top of her head. 
She has become strongly attached to Rome, 
and says that when she dreams of home, it 
is merely of paying a short visit, and coming 

back before her trunk is unpacked.”

At left:
An 1850s fashion illustration of the “healthful” 
bloomer outfit. 

Below, right:
Portrait of Vinnie Ream, George Caleb 
Bingham, oil on canvas, 1876. Noted sculptor 
Vinnie Ream Hoxie poses with her famous 
bust of Abraham Lincoln. She wears a loose 
smock and head scarf while at work in the 
studio.

Below, left:
By the early 20th century, bloomers were 
accepted athletic wear for women. This is the 
Smith College basketball team of 1902.

http://web.me.com/kihm/Site/Louisa_Lander.html
http://vinnieream.com/index.htm
http://www.nps.gov/wori/historyculture/amelia-bloomer.htm
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