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François-Auguste-René Rodin (12 November 

1840 – 17 November 1917), known as Auguste 

Rodin was a French sculptor. Although Rodin is 

generally considered the progenitor of modern 

sculpture, he did not set out to rebel against the 

past.  

 

He was schooled traditionally, took a craftsman-

like approach to his work, and desired academic 

recognition, although he was never accepted into 

Paris's foremost school of art. 

 

Many of his most notable sculptures were 

roundly criticized during his lifetime. They 

clashed with the predominant figure sculpture 

tradition, in which works were decorative, 

formulaic, or highly thematic.  

 

Rodin's most original work departed from 

traditional themes of  mythology and allegory, 

modeled the human body with realism, and 

celebrated individual character and physicality.  



Auguste Rodin. The Age of Bronze, 1875-6, 

bronze 

 

In Brussels, Rodin created his first full-

scale work, The Age of Bronze, having 

returned from Italy. Modelled by a Belgian 

soldier, the figure drew inspiration from 

Michelangelo's Dying Slave, which Rodin 

had observed at the Louvre.  

 

Attempting to combine Michelangelo's 

mastery of the human form with his own 

sense of human nature, Rodin studied his 

model from all angles, at rest and in 

motion; he mounted a ladder for additional 

perspective, and made clay models, which 

he studied by candlelight.  

 

The result was a life-size, well-proportioned 

nude figure, posed unconventionally with 

his right hand atop his head, and his left 

arm held out at his side, forearm parallel to 

the body. 



Right : Michelangelo 

Buonarroti. Dying 

Slave, 1513, marble 



In 1877, the work debuted in Brussels and 

then was shown at the Paris Salon. The 

statue's apparent lack of a theme was 

troubling to critics – commemorating 

neither mythology nor a noble historical 

event – and it is not clear whether Rodin 

intended a theme.  

 

He first titled the work The Vanquished, in 

which form the left hand held a spear, but 

he removed the spear because it obstructed 

the torso from certain angles.  

 

After two more intermediary titles, Rodin 

settled on The Age of Bronze, suggesting 

the Bronze Age, and in Rodin's words, "man 

arising from nature”. Later, however, Rodin 

said that he had had in mind "just a simple 

piece of sculpture without reference to 

subject". 



Its mastery of form, light, and shadow 

made the work look so realistic that Rodin 

was accused of surmoulage – having taken 

a cast from a living model. Rodin vigorously 

denied the charges, writing to newspapers 

and having photographs taken of the model 

to prove how the sculpture differed. He 

demanded an inquiry and was eventually 

exonerated by a committee of sculptors.  

 

Leaving aside the false charges, the piece 

polarized critics. It had barely won 

acceptance for display at the Paris Salon, 

and criticism likened it to "a statue of a 

sleepwalker" and called it "an astonishingly 

accurate copy of a low type”.  

 

Others rallied to defend the piece and 

Rodin's integrity. The government minister 

Turquet admired the piece, and The Age of 

Bronze was purchased by the state for 

2,200 francs – what it had cost Rodin to 

have it cast in bronze. 



Auguste Rodin. St. John the Baptist 

Preaching,  1878, bronze 

 

A second male nude, St. John the Baptist 

Preaching, was completed in 1878. Rodin 

sought to avoid another charge of 

surmoulage by making the statue larger than 

life: St. John stands almost 6' 7”. While The 

Age of Bronze is statically posed, St. John 

gestures and seems to move toward the 

viewer.  

 

The effect of walking is achieved despite the 

figure having both feet firmly on the 

ground – a physical impossibility, and a 

technical achievement that was lost on most 

contemporary critics. Rodin chose this 

contradictory position to, in his words, 

"display simultaneously...views of an object 

which in fact can be seen only successively.” 



Despite the title, St. John the Baptist 

Preaching did not have an obviously religious 

theme. The model, an Italian peasant who 

presented himself at Rodin's studio, 

possessed an idiosyncratic sense of 

movement that Rodin felt compelled to 

capture. Rodin thought of John the Baptist, 

and carried that association into the title of 

the work.  

 

In 1880, Rodin submitted the sculpture to 

the Paris Salon. Critics were still mostly 

dismissive of his work, but the piece finished 

third in the Salon's sculpture category.  

 

Regardless of the immediate receptions of St. 

John and The Age of Bronze, Rodin had 

achieved a new degree of fame. Students 

sought him at his studio, praising his work 

and scorning the charges of surmoulage. The 

artistic community knew his name. 



Auguste Rodin. The Burghers of 

Calais, 1884-9, bronze 

 

The most important sculptor of the 

Post-Impressionist era, as it has been 

broadly defined, is Auguste Rodin 

(1840-1917), whose career dates from 

the mid-1860s but whose work has 

little in common with that of the five 

painters of Post-Impressionism 

narrowly defined.   

 

At the beginning of his career, Rodin 

was rejected three times by the Ecole 

des Beaux-Arts, and his works were 

attacked by the academic critics.  Yet, 

his intensely muscular figures in 

unconventional poses, especially those 

produced after his 1875 trip to Italy, 

where he saw the dramatic art of 

Michelangelo, were increasingly 

admired by the general public. 



Rodin’s status as the leading sculptor in France was confirmed in 1884, when he won a 

competition for Burghers of Calais, commissioned to commemorate an event from the 

Hundred Years War.  In 1347 King Edward III of England had besieged Calais but 

offered to spare the city if six leading citizens (or burghers)- dressed only in sackcloth 

with rope halters and carrying the keys to the city- would surrender themselves to him 

for execution. Rodin shows the six volunteers marching out to what they assume will be 

their deaths. 



The Calais commissioners were not pleased with Rodin’s conception of the work.  

Instead of calm, idealized heroes, Rodin presented ordinary-looking men in various 

attitudes of resignation and despair.  He expressively lengthened their arms, greatly 

enlarged their hands and feet, and changed the light fabric he knew they wore into a 

much heavier one, showing not only how they may have looked but how they must 

have felt as they forced themselves to take one difficult step after another. Rodin’s 

willingness to alter the human body for expressive purpose was a revolutionary move 

that opened the way for the more radical innovations of later sculptors. 



From the beginning, the council had not 

been satisfied with the figural 

arrangement. Monumental sculpture in 

the nineteenth century typically assumed 

a pyramidal structure in order to delineate 

clearly the most important figure or 

figures. The council concluded that the 

separate placement of each figure, all on 

the same level, rendered the sculpture 

unacceptable.  

 

The “pyramid” refers to a hierarchical 

arrangement of figures, with the most 

important figure on top flanked by lesser 

ones. Rodin saw these guidelines as 

limitations and perceived their 

implementation as formulaic and affected.  



Although Eustache de Saint-Pierre, the bearded man, was considered the leader of 

the group, Rodin does not place him in a prominent position in relation to the other 

burghers; all the men stand at the same level. The piece must be viewed from all 

sides for one to appreciate it in its entirety. Typically, academic-style sculpture 

presents a single point of reference; the sculpture has a clear front and back.  



Nor were the commissioners 

pleased with Rodin’s plan to 

display the group at close to 

ground level.  Rodin felt that the 

usual placement of such figures 

on a high pedestal suggested that 

only higher, superior humans are 

capable of heroic action.   

 

By placing the figures nearly at 

street level, Rodin hoped to 

convey to viewers that ordinary 

people, too, are capable of noble 

acts.   

 

In its focuses on great historical 

events that address human 

themes, Rodin’s work looks back 

to a long tradition that began 

with the Greeks.  Burghers of 

Calais is thus atypical among the 

arts produced during the Post-

Impressionist era or later.  



Rodin stated:  

 

I did not want a pedestal for these figures. I 

wanted them to be placed on, even affixed to, 

the paving stones of the square in front of the 

Ho ̂tel de Ville in Calais so that it looked as if 

they were leaving in order to go to the enemy 

camp. In this way they would have been, as it 

were, mixed with the daily life of the town: 

passersby would have elbowed them, and they 

would have felt through this contact the 

emotion of the living past in their midst; they 

would have said to themselves: “Our ancestors 

are our neighbors and our models, and the day 

when it will be granted to us to imitate their 

example, we would show that we have not 

degenerated from it.” . . . But the 

commissioning body understood nothing of the 

desires I expressed. They thought I was mad. . 

. Statues without a pedestal! Where had that 

ever been seen before? There must be a 

pedestal; there was no way of getting around 

it.  

 

Tancock, The Sculpture of Auguste Rodin, p. 385 



The fabric appears to almost fused to the ground—conveying the conflict between the 

men’s desire to live and the need to save their city. Rodin included raised portions of 

the floor under the men’s feet which would have, ultimately, made some of the men 

appear higher than others, yet they are all sculpted to be around the same height, 

that of an adult male. The burghers were not meant to be viewed in the form of a 

hierarchal pyramid with Eustache de Saint-Pierre at the top, which would have been 

typical in a multi-figure statue, but as a group equal in status. 



Since the raised pedestal did not allow an audience to view the work of art as Rodin 

had intended. Therefore, he created a second version, one lacking a pedestal, to be 

placed at the Musée Rodin at the Hôtel Biron in Paris. Rodin’s goal was to bring the 

audience into his sculpture of The Burghers of Calais, and he accomplished this by not 

only positioning each figure in a different stance with the men’s heads facing separate 

directions, but he lowered them down to street level so a viewer could easily walk 

around the sculpture and see each man and each facial expression and feel as if they 

were a part of the group, personally experiencing the tragic event.  



Whereas Muybridge shows the same 

horse and rider in different stages of 

motion, Rodin presents six different 

ways one person might respond to a 

particular situation.  

 

Like Degas, Muybridge, and Marey, 

Rodin created a dynamic way of 

portraying the human figure in 

motion. By repeating forms within a 

piece he conveys a sense of 

movement and unity that challenges 

the traditional academic model. The 

repetition of figures and forms both 

heightens the drama of the piece 

and creates a complex psycho- 

logical dimension.  



It was common in the nineteenth-

century to depict an event with a 

single heroic figure. For example, 

Rodin’s later sculpture Monument 

to Balzac (1891-97), where the 

French playwright and novelist, 

Honoré de Balzac, is shown 

standing tall and alone with his 

head held high.  

 

This is similar to what the city of 

Calais was inevitably expecting 

from Rodin. As a result, they were 

displeased with Rodin’s concept—

they wanted only one statue; the 

one of Eustache de Saint-Pierre. 

Instead, Rodin included all six men 

from Froissart’s account.  



Auguste Rodin. The Gates of Hell, 1880-

1917, bronze 

 

These gates originated with a 

government commission in 1880 to 

design a sculptural portal for the new 

Museum of Decorative Arts. Initially 

Rodin selected the theme of Dante’s 

Inferno as his inspiration.   



Rodin wrote, “I lived a whole year 

with Dante, drawing the eight 

circles of his Hell.  At the end of the 

year… I began all over again… 

working with models.  I abandoned 

my drawings from Dante.”  

 

The Dantesque themes are visible 

in several of the sculptures: the 

Three Shades at the top of the 

portal, Dante himself perhaps as 

the Thinker, Paolo and Francesca 

and Ugolino and his Sons in the 

lower left door panel.   

 

Those falling or sinking also call to 

mind Dante’s Hell.  Onto this 

theme Rodin grafted figures from 

the Christian world, which of 

course are the substance of much of 

Dante’s work, and Classical 

mythology. 



As the Gates of Hell demonstrate, however, 

Rodin’s true place is with the Symbolists.  

The original inspiration was literary- 

Dante’s Inferno- and places Rodin in the 

long and distinguished line of illustrators 

of Dante, including Botticelli and William 

Blake. 

 

  Originally the Gates had a practical 

purpose: they were to form part of a new 

Museum of Decorative Arts. Soon, however, 

the project became an end in itself.  Rodin 

continued to work on it for the rest of his 

life, and the final version was not cast until 

1926, some years after his death.   

 

The Gates led him in several directions: 

toward a swarming proliferation of images, 

and an intricate sinuosity reminiscent of 

Art Nouveau ornament; and toward 

ambiguity- as the basic images changed 

shape, or were put together in different 

combinations, they acquired new 

meanings. 



The Thinker (Le Penseur), also called The Poet, is located above the door panels. One 

interpretation suggests that it might represent Dante looking down to the characters 

in the Inferno. Another interpretation is that the Thinker is Rodin himself meditating 

about his composition. Others believe that the figure may be Adam, contemplating the 

destruction brought upon mankind because of his sin. 



The Kiss (Le Baiser) was 

originally in The Gate along with 

other figures of Paolo and 

Francesca. Rodin wanted to 

represent their initial joy as well 

as their final damnation.  

 

He removed the figure that 

became known as The Kiss 

because it seemed to contrast 

along with the other suffering 

figures. 



Auguste Rodin. Walking Man,  1905 

 

Although Rodin is generally considered 

the progenitor of modern sculpture, he 

did not set out to rebel against the 

past. He was schooled traditionally, 

took a craftsman-like approach to his 

work, and desired academic 

recognition,  although he was never 

accepted into Paris's foremost school of 

art. 

 

In this cast bronze, Rodin captured the 

sense of a body in motion.  Rodin 

conceived this figure as a study for his 

sculpture Saint John the Baptist 

Preaching, part of his process for 

building his conception of how the 

human body would express the larger 

theme’s symbolism. 



Auguste Rodin. The Shade 

 

Instead of copying traditional 

academic postures, Rodin preferred his 

models to move naturally around his 

studio (despite their nakedness). The 

sculptor often made quick sketches in 

clay that were later fine-tuned, cast in 

plaster, and forged into bronze or 

carved in marble. Rodin's focus was on 

the handling of clay. 

 

George Bernard Shaw sat for a 

portrait and gave an idea of Rodin's 

technique: "While he worked, he 

achieved a number of miracles. At the 

end of the first fifteen minutes, after 

having given a simple idea of the 

human form to the block of clay, he 

produced by the action of his thumb a 

bust so living that I would have taken 

it away with me to relieve the sculptor 

of any further work." 



Auguste Rodin. Balzac,  1891-98, bronze 

 

The Société des Gens des Lettres, a 

Parisian organization of writers, planned 

a monument to French novelist Honoré de 

Balzac immediately after his death in 

1850. The society commissioned Rodin to 

create the memorial in 1891, and Rodin 

spent years developing the concept for his 

sculpture.  

 

Challenged in finding an appropriate 

representation of Balzac given the 

author's rotund physique, Rodin produced 

many studies: portraits, full-length figures 

in the nude, wearing a frock coat, or in a 

robe – a replica of which Rodin had 

requested. The realized sculpture displays 

Balzac cloaked in the drapery, looking 

forcefully into the distance with deeply 

gouged features. Rodin's intent had been 

to show Balzac at the moment of 

conceiving a work– to express courage, 

labor, and struggle. 



When the plaster was exhibited at the 

1898 Salon the critics went wild, pouring 

scorn on the formless block. They 

compared it to a toad in a sack, a statue 

still wrapped, a block of salt caught in a 

shower. They nicknamed it the menhir, 

the snowman.  

 

The Société refused to accept this work 

that broke with all the traditional 

conventions for a commemorative 

monument, and that ignored the 

requirement for a realistic portrait.  

 

And so Rodin kept the statue, returned 

the money, and refused all offers to buy it. 

It was not until 1939 that a bronze cast 

was erected in Paris, on the boulevard 

Raspail. 



Constantin Brancusi. Bird in Space, 1928, bronze 

 

Perhaps the principal modern artist to concern himself with 

healing images of idealized nature was the Rumanian sculptor 

Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957).   

 

His work celebrated the otherness of sculpture, its ability to 

appear self-contained and perfect, while still displaying (as 

metaphor) those principles of growth and structure which 

underlie real birds, fish, eggs, and torsos.   

 

If the Expressionist project meant saturating the non-human 

world with ego, Brancusi’s was to endow its forms-suitably 

abstracted- with something of the clarity and finality of law.  

His style was clear as water.   

 

Its concern was the purity of carving.  No other modern 

sculptor, not even Henry Moore, addressed himself quite so 

undeviatingly to how one cuts, rather than models or 

constructs, a form in space, developing a continuous surface 

that summons one’s attention to the invisible core of the block. 



On the proceeds of a couple of sales, he 

was able to leave Bucharest for Munich in 

1903. But he found Munich unsympathetic 

and decided to set out for Paris, travelling 

on foot because he had no money left. He 

arrived after a journey during which he 

received much help from peasants and 

country people who (he said) immediately 

recognized him as one of themselves. 

 

In his makeshift studio, up many flights of 

stairs, he pasted up strips of paper which 

carried admonitions in red letters: “Don’t 

forget you’re an artist.” “Don’t be 

discouraged.” “Create like a God.” 

 

Proudly, he refused an offer to study with 

Rodin, whom he admired enormously. 

“Nothing,” Brancusi said, “ever grows well 

in the shade of a tree.” 



Works by Brancusi at the Museum of 

Modern Art of New York  

 

Brancusi was a Theosophist, like 

Kandinsky and Mondrian- and it 

may say something about the state of 

religion in the twentieth century that 

no less that three of its greatest 

artists should have adhered to this 

sect.   

 

His utterances on sculpture centered 

on the familiar division of essence 

versus attributes: “What is real is not 

the external form, but the essence of 

things… it is impossible for anyone to 

express anything essentially real by 

imitating its exterior surface.” 



Above left: Constantin Brancusi. Sleeping 

Muse, 1910, bronze 

 

Beyond that, Brancusi’s treatment of 

sculpture as a piece of matter in the world, 

drawing so much of its expressive power 

from its eloquent material presence, 

contradicted what Expressionism expected 

art to do.  

 

His attitude would have been understood at 

once in Japan, where a whole cultural 

context deriving from Buddhism lay ready 

for it: and in fact it was not a European but 

a Japanese-American named Isamu 

Noguchi (b. 1904) who, after some years of 

apprenticeship to Brancusi in Paris, went 

on to become the finest lyric poet of stone 

and its qualities in late twentieth-century 

sculpture, perfecting a further combination 

between the Japanese ideal of wabi- 

“ultimate naturalness,” the right juncture of 

things-in-the-world- and the specific 

enterprises of modernism. 

Below right: 

Sculptural 

work by 

Isamu 

Noguchi.  



Bird in Space began as the figure 

of a mythical bird that talks, 

which he gradually simplified 

until it is no longer the abstract 

image of a bird.   

 

Rather, it is flight itself, made 

visible and concrete. “All my life I 

have sought the essence of flight,” 

Brancusi stated, and he repeated 

the motif in variants of ever 

greater refinements.  

 

Its disembodied quality is 

emphasized by the high polish 

that gives the surface the 

reflectivity of a mirror, thus 

establishing a new continuity 

between the molded space within 

and the free space without. 



Constantin Brancusi. The Kiss, 1925 

 

The Cubist quality of The Kiss 

resides in its blocklike form, which 

Brancusi used to merge the 

embracing figures.   

 

The arms overlap and, as seen from 

the front, appear shared equally 

between the couple.  The lips are 

formed into a little cube connecting 

the rectangular heads.   

 

As with many of Picasso’s cubist 

faces after 1906, these can be read 

simultaneously as a profile and a 

front view.   

 

The focal point of the face is the eye, 

the placement of which creates the 

multiple viewpoint, for it is both two 

eyes rendered in profile and a single 

eye in a triangular face. 



By this date Brancusi’s point of 

view had become ever more 

subjective and spiritual, almost 

mystic. 

 

Unlike most sculptors before 

and since, he executed all of his 

works himself by hand. He 

believed in old-fashioned hand 

craftsmanship. Direct carving, 

he said, was the “true road to 

sculpture.” 

 

Yet not only did he frequently 

have his marble works cast in 

bronze- thus denying the 

autonomy of the medium- but 

the extremely subtle and 

refined surfaces, on which he 

worked for days and weeks in 

solitude like a secular monk, 

carefully conceal all trace of his 

hand so that they look as if 

they have been machine-tooled.  



This version is the fourth and perhaps most 

sophisticated of the several sculptures Brancusi 

created around the theme. Utilizing a limestone 

block, the artist employed the method of direct 

carving to produce the incised contours that 

delineate the male and female forms.  

 

The juxtaposition of smooth and rough surfaces 

paired with the dramatic simplification of the 

human figures, which are shown from the waist 

up, may suggest Brancusi's awareness of 

"primitive" African sculpture and perhaps also of 

the Cubist works of his contemporaries.  

 

The artist carved this sculpture specifically for 

John Quinn, the New York lawyer and art 

collector who had been interested in obtaining 

an earlier version of The Kiss (1907-8) that was 

no longer in the sculptor's possession. When 

Quinn later inquired about the proper way to 

display his new acquisition, Brancusi responded 

that the work should be placed "just as it is, on 

something separate; for any kind of 

arrangement will have the look of an 

amputation." 



The Gate of the Kiss (Tirgu Kui, Romania), 1938, stone 

 

In 1935, Brancusi accepted a commission for his native town of Tirgu Jiu, in Romania.  

He agreed to design a peace memorial dedicated to those who had died in World War I.  

In its final form, the memorial consisted of three structures – The Table of Silence, The 

Gate of the Kiss, and The Endless Column.  The central feature, The Gate of the Kiss, 

was derived from a much earlier series of sculptures entitled The Kiss. 



In the Gate of the Kiss, Brancusi persists in the use of cubic form, and also endows 

it with symbolic meaning.  The lintel is decorated with incised, geometric versions 

of The Kiss, and each supporting post is decorated with four large, round “eyes.”  

The ensemble implies that the notion of a kiss embodies love, which therefore 

“upholds” peace.  The eyes, combined with the rectangular opening, also transform 

The Gate into a large face, which, like Janus of the ancient Roman gateways, 

watches those who come and those who go with equal attention. 



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
NINETEENTH-CENTURY SCULPTURE 

(Rodin and Brancusi) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Rodin’s Burghers of Calais, devise a question to 

present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute 

response might be formally assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Brancusi, devise a question to 

present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute 

response might be formally assessed. You can choose to address either work or both.  



The work on the left is Rodin’s St. John the Baptist Preaching.  The work on the right is 

Donatello’s Mary Magdalene. In what ways does Rodin share with Donatello a desire to 

break away from classical tradition and why? 



Compare and contrast the two works in terms of theme, execution, and scale. 

How was one artist perhaps influenced by the other? 


