
Photos courtesy the Sally Farnham Catalog Raisonne Project

Colorful Sally
American sculptor Sally Farnham 
and her world
by Carolyn Wirth

Above: Sally James Farnham in her studio with the Simón Boliver monument

At right: Sally in the studio with a Civil War soldier in clay for the Ogdensburg, 
NY Soldiers and Sailors Memorial

 



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.
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Sally Farnham

Sally Farnham was born Sarah Welles James 
in 1869. 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 and settled 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’s. It was Paulding who brought her 
modeling clay to entertain her and cheer 
her up while she was recuperating from an 
illness, and 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 



Original sculptures were done in clay, and molds made for bronze casting.
Shown at top: the finished clay model for “Victoryy” the central figure in the Ogdensburg, New York Soldiers and 
Sailors monument, c. 1904 Note metal supports at the back, and under wings and flag. Right: the clay model for one 
of Sally Farnham’s cowboy sculptures, highlighting the active and spirited horses she loved to sculpt. The clay model 
was constructed on an armature of iron pipe, which can be 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 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. 

This monument, like many of Sally’s 
sculptures, depends for its power 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, 
New York, 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 prodution. Frederic 
Remington was the first sculptor  in 
America to use lost wax casting for his 
very successful bronzes, and the Roman 
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Bronze Works on the outskirts of New York 
City became Sally’s foundry as well.

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

“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
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 (right). 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 (right, center).

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

in the 19th century had professional moldmakers 
construct the molds used to create the wax model 

which 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 silicone that can be peeled like a glove off 

the wax casts. But the basic process of moldmaking 
and casting bronze remains the same as it was in Sally 

Farnham’s time. 

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

Roman Bronze Works, established near 
New York City, in 1897, was the first 
American foundry to specialize in the lost-
wax casting method.

Sculptors trusted Roman Bronze Works 
to accurately scale down finished works 
for editions of collectors’ bronzes. In its 
heyday, Roman Bronze was the pre-
eminent foundry for sculptors of the 
American Renaissance. From 1898 Frederic 
Remington worked exclusively with Roman 
Bronze Works, as did Charles M. Russell. 

Contemporary technicians at Modern Art 
Foundry in Astoria, New York
Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/grbr/hd_grbr.htm
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/grbr/hd_grbr.htm
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/grbr/hd_grbr.htm


Marble
From the days of ancient Rome through the 

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

The main reason that 19th-century American 
sculptors colonized Rome, apart from its 

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

sculpture manufacturing sites. Legions of skilled 
artisans worked in Italy’s marble-carving studios 

and bronze foundries, creating large and small 
sculptures from the artists’ clay originals.

Plaster molds, made over the wet clay original 
sculpture, could be filled with either wax (for 
bronze casting) or plaster. Stone carvers used 

plaster casts as templates for the final carving. 
Plaster, while not strong or especially beautiful, 

was easy to cast and picked up every detail of the 
mold. It was relatively easy to transport and did 

not dry out and crack like clay. Nineteenth-century 
American sculptors who did not live in Rome 
shipped their plaster casts to Italy for carving.

Top: A street in Carrara.
Center: A room of plaster casts in a marble carving workshop 

in Pietrasanta
At bottom: Cutting and transporting Carrara marble in 19th 

century prints.

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


Managing her studio
One of the most successful 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 Victorian convention, 

which would have limited her to early marriage and a life 
that exclusively concerned home and family.

Harriet’s success led to jealousy among male sculptors. 
They hinted that her work was not her own since it 

was executed by her staff of male assistants. This was a 
common enough practice for a successful artist who had 

many labor-intensive commissions to fill. Rival American 
sculptor William Wetmore Story gossiped to his wife:

“Miss Hosmer’s want of modesty is enough to disgust 
a dog. She has had casts for the entire [nude] model 
made and exhibited them in a shocking indecent 
manner to all the young artists who called upon her. 

This is going it rather strong.”

Top  right: A crowd including the Prince of Wales admires one of 
Harriet Hosmer’s early marble sculptures, “Zenobia in Chains” 

(now in the Saint Louis Art Museum). This contemporary 
illustration shows the artist in working cap and long apron standing 

to the left of her sculpture.

Below right: Harriet Hosmer (center) and workshop assistants 
at her Rome studio, 1861. The team of highly skilled craftsmen 

would have included: a smodellatore (who specialized in roughing 
out the piece 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).



The “Grand Tour”
Once associated only with British nobility 

and landed gentry, the “Grand Tour” through 
France, Italy, and other parts of Europe 
became a prestigious way for Amerian 

tourists of means like Sally’s family to acquire 
sophistication as well as sculpture, paintings, 

and fashion.

The New York Times 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 Arch of Constantine with the Colosseum in  
the Background
About 1742-45
Giovanni Antonio Canal (called Canaletto)
Oil on canvas

Carl Spitzweg
English Tourists in Campagna, 1845
Oil on canvas



Bloomers and other
scandalous outfits

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

does today.

In the studio view (page 2) Sally Farnham is 
wearing bloomers, basically a divided full skirt 
that could be short or long. Bloomers, usually 

worn underneath a shorter skirt or tunic, 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 it 

would be almost a century before women could 
wear pants in public without comment.

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

necessity. Perhaps typical was the outfit Nathaniel 
Hawthorne observed young American sculptor 

Louisa Lander wear in Rome:

“...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 painted by George 
Caleb Bingham. In this 1876 painting, 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 “basket ball” team of 1902 
(courtesy Sophia Smith Collection, Smith 
College).



A Sally Farnham Timeline   (courtesy the Sally Farnham Catalog Raisonne Project)

1869 Sarah Welles James is born on November 26 in Ogensburg, New York. She grows up riding and hunting on her family’s estate.

1879 Sally’s mother dies. She and her father soon embark on a grand world tour. Sally is impressed by the Nike of Samothrace  
 in the Louvre in Paris (photo courtesy the Louvre Museum).

1896  Sally marries Tiffany jewelry designer Paulding Farnham, and she and her young family move to Great Neck, Long Island.  
The couple eventually have three children. Pictured at left is one of Paulding’s Tiffany designs, a sapphire iris brooch.

1901  Sally’s beloved father dies, and she becomes ill. Her husband brings her some modeling clay to cheer her up. Sally later noted: 
“It was as if in some mysterious previous state of existence I had actually been a sculptor and the memory of it was beginning to  
eak back into my fingers and thumbs.”

1907  Sally’s career grows quickly, and by 1907 she is recognized as one of the foremost women sculptors working on a heroic scale in America. 
In 1904 she sculpts “Spirit of Liberty” (right) which she made in honor of her father, a Civil War officer, and the men who  
gave their lives in the Civil War.

1910  Farnham produces a multitude of public monuments and memorials, as well as critically acclaimed portraits 
of influential individuals including the President of the United States Warren G. Harding, Herbert Hoover,  
Theodore Roosevelt and Marshal Ferdinand Foch (commander of the Allied Powers in WWI). Her portraits  
became highly sought after.  Farnham also sculpted busts  of notable figures, including violinist Jascha Heifetz  
and silent film star Mary Pickford.

1921  Sally wins a competition to design the Simon Bolivar monument for Central Park in New York City.  
Despite a complicated divorce from Paulding Farnham, her career continues to grow in New York.  
Sally’s friend, Frederick Remington, is her mentor. 

1930   Farnham regards Pay Day (1930) as her best work. The sculpture of four cowboys on horseback 
was made in honor of her mentor Frederic Remington. The energy of the composition displays  
the optimism with which she led her life. For her it was important “to believe the whole heart  
and soul of the artist is in his work. When he can make others believe that, he is a great artist.” 
Sally continues to sculpt into her 70s. 

1943  Sally Farnham dies in New York City on April 28, 1943 and is buried in Great Neck, Long Island. Her tombstone is inscribed, “A 
merry heart goes all the day.”

http://www.sallyjamesfarnham.org/
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