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Alexander Stoddart’s work is both extraordinary
   and anticipated, visionary and familiar; a homage to 

perpetuity and a manifestation of history. What it never is, 
is informal; a condition the sculptor believes creates a false 
equality and a parity of disesteem, leading in the direction of 
an unwarranted dismissiveness towards the greatest human 
achievements. Rather, Stoddart’s work exemplifies the grand 
enhanced mimesis of the Egyptian and classical world, pre-
sented in the more familiar fashion of eighteenth and nine-
teenth-century Europe and further refined through the know-
ing referentialism of his statuary which is a fine example of 
qualities which are both mediaeval and postmodern, so old 
and so new. ‘Pulchritudo tam antiqua et tam nova’, beauty so 
old and so new, is how St Augustine describes the beauty of 
the Divine, and this is the condition of eternity towards which 
Stoddart’s work aspires through its combination of original 
and traditional elements. 

On a more mundane level, but an extremely important one, 
Stoddart’s work and reputation has had a profound impact 
on the conceptualization and representation of Scotland and 
some of its key figures in the country’s public spaces. Here he 
has carried history with him. At the beginning of his career 
in the 1980s, the ‘Scotch Myths’ agenda sought to demystify 
Scotland’s cultural history, to render it a set of tricksy and 
banal rhetorical strategies rather than a record of historic 
achievements; more Scotland the What? than James Watt. 
In such a world, Stoddart was always going to seem an out-
sider. His journey to become, as Sculptor in Ordinary to the 
Queen in Scotland, a member of the establishment that once 
criticized him, has been part of a national journey towards 
greater, if often fragile, self-confidence. Stoddart’s uncompro-
mising and brilliant visions of Hume as classical sceptic, Smith 
and the division of labour and the universe of Maxwell’s vision 
have helped give public voice to that renewed confidence in 
Edinburgh. Meanwhile, Stoddart’s plan for a colossal effigy 

of Oscar on a west Highland site, which has received such 
attention over the years, serves as his most daring conflation 
of Scotland’s native stories and the eternal claims, deaths and 
renewals of classical epic: a theme which runs through much of 
his work. It should not be imagined that this strong classicist 
self-confidence is limited to Scotland, being reflected as it is 
in a number of high profile commissions elsewhere including 
such blue chip locales as Buckingham Palace and Princeton 
and Oxford universities. 

This exhibition demonstrates Stoddart’s key value and 
achievement as a sculptor in the veins indicated above, as 
well as evidencing the depth and range of his detailed refer-
ence. The bronzes of Ossian, Oscar and Diarmid O’Dyna 
(Diarmuid Ua Duibhne), James Clerk Maxwell, Ganymede 
and Nike (Victory) all display the qualities discussed 
above. Ossian Singing [cat.9] is a homage to the Danish 
sculptor Hermann Ernst Freund (d.1840), whose figure 
of Thor sits, with other works, in a special room in the Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen [fig.2]: its combination 
of Nordic subject-matter with classical style is analogous 
to Stoddart’s own approach. Oscar [cat.11] is a study for the 
proposed colossus of Morvern, with the great hero brought 
back (like the Spartans before him) on his shield to be bur-
ied. On one level, there is an allusion to Scottish patriot 
historiography and its links between Scottish and classical 
history; on another, Oscar is a Spartan, dead on his shield 
for defending the King and Law of his country, whether 
at Thermopylae, Culloden or as a member of the Fianna at 
Gabhra, whose role was to defend the king in time of war. 
On yet another level, the figure is Homeric, deriving from 
Menelaus Protecting the Body of Patroclus (Loggia, Florence) 
and Gavin Hamilton’s Achilles Mourning over the Body of 
Patroclus [fig.3]. Oscar exemplifies in the figure’s attitude 
the three mottoes of the Fianna: purity of heart, strength of 
limb, action to match our speech. 

Extraordinary and Anticipated

[fig.1] Alexander Stoddart in his studio, Paisley, 2010 
Photograph: John McKenzie
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The Daughter of Dymas [cat.16] is a Homeric reference to 
Athena, who appears in this guise to Nausikaa in The Odyssey. 
The Owl of Athena flies at dusk, symbolizing wisdom as the 
property of age and, by reference in this work, Stoddart again 
evokes the wisdom of antiquity at a time of despair and decline. 
(Indeed, are not the suitors of Odysseus’ hall like the clamour-
ing alternative realities rhetoricized by the many art move-
ments of the twentieth century ?) 

The bronzes of Alba and Robert Burns display other major 
themes in Stoddart’s work. Alba [cat.18] is a study for a pro-
posed Memorial Column at Old College, Glasgow University, 
intended to commemorate the university’s place through 
Adam Smith, Thomas Reid, John Millar, James Watt, the Foulis 
Brothers and many others in the Scottish Enlightenment. 
‘Alba’, Stoddart explains, is the spirit of the nation, the Gaelic 
word for Scotland and the Italian for daybreak, but is perhaps 
also in reference to the Latin for white: the purity of thought 
in Smith, Reid, Anderson and Millar giving way to the white 
heat of the Victorian applied Enlightenment of technology 
and the world of Watt and Kelvin. Here in a single bronze is 
that key theme of Stoddart’s, ‘tam antiqua et tam nova’, while 
the reference to daybreak and the Dawn goddess Eos demon-
strates in the artist’s words that ‘beauty, like moral sentience, is 
not antithetical to an Enlightened state; that Reason can and 
ought to be accompanied still by Enchantment’.

In Robert Burns [cat.7], the figure’s pose is used by Stoddart 
to recapture the interpretation of the poet as a progressive 

philosopher held by the German Romantics, while also captur-
ing something, in its references to the Afton and Burns himself 
as a River-god type, of the fluidity of the poet as the spokes-
man of passing time and as a Protean figure who creates and 
is himself created. Burns is, in Stoddart’s rendering, a much 
more slippery, watery, flowing type than the determined and 
programmatic radical which certain contemporary scholars 
insist upon. Stoddart’s sources for this study are widespread, 
in his own words ‘ranging from the Barberini Faun in Munich 
(a work of the Hellenistic Baroque) [fig.4] to the starkly seated 
figure of Charles Tennant of St. Rollux, carved by Patric Park 
for Glasgow Necropolis [fig.5], to the figure called ‘Theseus’ 
from the Elgin Marbles in The British Museum’.

The unique terracottas, plasterworks and drawings show the 
range of Stoddart’s artistry and the media in which it exer-
cises itself. Among the key pieces is Gunnar Singing in his 
Grave-mound [cat.12], an homage from the artist to Magnus 
Magnusson upon his death. Stoddart was early influenced 
by Magnusson’s translations of Icelandic saga-stories, which 
kindled in him the idea of a national literature. The figure, in 
Stoddart’s words, ‘depicts the moment in Njal’s Saga where 
the ghost of Gunnar is seen singing in his open grave-mound 
by Skarp-Hedin, the unlucky son of Njal the Wise. It is an 
episode of extreme supernaturalism set in a context of natural 
brutality and cynicism’. 

Of a very different kind is the study for the Playfair 
monument, William Henry Playfair [cat.8]. Playfair’s Greek 

[fig.2] Hermann 
Ernst Freund, 
Thor, 1829 (Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptotek, 
Copenhagen)

[fig.3] Gavin 
Hamilton, detail 
from Achilles 
Mourning over the 
Body of Patroclus, 
1760–3 (National 
Gallery of Scotland, 
Edinburgh)
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revivalism, the ‘Doric discipline’ of which Yeats wrote, is clearly 
a theme with which Stoddart engages both intellectually and 
aesthetically. The ‘kind of plaid’ in which Playfair is draped 
represents, as Stoddart says, a ‘long gravitational drop … over 
the area of the column’, and so is aesthetically suitable. It may 
also be thematically so, for ‘Doric’ was a key term under which 
eighteenth-century Scottish culture preserved and celebrated 
its own distinctiveness: Allan Ramsay christened the Scots 
language ‘Doric’ in order to demonstrate a classical parallel for 
the acceptability of different forms of the ‘English’ language. 
The Doric of Theocritus was key to the Scottish pastoral 
tradition in the eighteenth century; how suitable that the 
Doric style should also grace its cities. 

The Study for a Medieval War-horse [cat.19] is part of a group 
of studies relating to the proposed siting of a major Wallace 
Monument on the Saucel Hill in Paisley. The Clydesdale is 
the modern horse which most closely resembles the mediae-
val charger, built for impact, power and the ability to carry 
armour rather than the speed and elegance which character-
ized a nineteeth-century cavalry squadron. Stoddart’s eques-
trian memorial to Wallace is designed to be accompanied by 
James the Stewart, Wishart, the Bishop of Glasgow and Sir 
Andrew de Moray, who began the 1297 Rising on the Black 

Isle, and joined forces with Wallace at Stirling Bridge, where 
he received a mortal wound. A study of Sir Andrew is among 
the drawings in the exhibition.

This exhibition gives a powerful impression of Stoddart’s 
complexity as an artist, and the special quality of aesthetic 
bravery which makes him unafraid to make large statements 
of historical or mythological implication. As he says himself 
in defence of his reverence for the past and our ancient roots:

Monuments which attempt an overwrought historical 
accuracy supply the first rung on the ladder of sentimental-
ity, which leads to the snake of kitsch. Such monuments are 
everywhere to be seen today and arise as a consequence of the 
twentieth century’s abandonment of style on the one hand, 
and self-knowledge on the other. (Stoddart 2010). 

In cultural theory, kitsch is the reification of charisma, the 
mass production of the rare gift. The rare gift that Alexander 
Stoddart has to share is an understanding that the present is 
related to the past and does not exist to discard it. And this 
is a rare gift he never puts into mass production, because 
that would defeat its object. This exhibition, with its unique 
works and limited editions, reflects these values and also the 
authenticity, integrity and charisma which lies behind and 
sustains them.   murray pittock   University of Glasgow

[fig.4] Alexander Stoddart, Study of the Barberini Faun, 2009
(collection of Mrs Alexander Stoddart)

[fig.5] Patric Park, Tomb of Charles Tennant of St Rollux, 1838, 
Glasgow Necropolis
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1 ·  adam smith
Study for the statue on the High Street, Edinburgh 
2004 · bronze · height 163/4 inches  
Edition of twenty ( four available) and original plaster

This study for the statue, unveiled in 2008 on the High Street 
of Edinburgh, fixed the form of the final work. It shows the 
philosopher and economist with an academic gown (from 
Glasgow) and period costume. The plough at the rear of the 
composition signifies Smith’s early interest in ‘physiocratic’ 
economics (the wealth of nations comprised in the fatness of 
the land), succeeded by his study of the division of labour as 
enabled by the growing Industrial Revolution, signified in the 
hive upon which he places his gown-wrapped hand.

[ 9 ]
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2 · preliminary study for  
james clerk maxwell
2007 · unique terracotta · height 133/4 inches

The design of statuary entails increasing scaled preliminary 
studies, this being an example of the very early, miniature-
scaled sketch. Modelled in a matter of two hours perhaps, 
these early designs serve to weed out false premises; in this case 
the bright optimism of the pose will be corrected to a more 
compassionate pessimism in the final work, showing Maxwell 
on the eve of death and with the philosophically crucial inclu-
sion of the dog ‘Toby’. The exhibit has plaster-spatters visible, 
testifying to its functional presence in the studio.

[ 10 ]
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3 ·  james clerk maxwell
Copy of maquette for monument in George Street, Edinburgh 
2007 · bronze · height 171/4 inches 
Edition of fifteen ( five available) and original plaster  
( full-scale model with pedestal)

This study presents the finalised form of the full-scale statue, 
and comes from a larger assembly of both the figure and 
pedestal (the latter with notional reliefs shown). The mathe
matical physicist is here shown holding the colour-wheel with 
which he is photographed in early youth, a device forever 
associated with his prodigious capacities. The inclusion of this 
piece of apparatus signifies that Maxwell, shown here on the 
eve of his early death, does not, in his maturity, disown the 
endeavours of his professional infancy. Although this statue 
represents a man of the physical sciences, yet there is a strong 
vein of metaphysics that runs through its composition, and 
this is represented in the various ‘cares’ – the gentlenesses and 
compassionate gestures – to be seen in the work. Maxwell is 
‘careful’ of the dog, of course, but in holding this colour-wheel 
he is also shown being ‘careful’ of his younger self – which 
is a care that transcends the spatio-temporal barriers within 
which science itself is always bound. It is in this ‘metaphysics of 
compassion’ that the over-arching influence of Schopenhauer 
can be discovered in the conception of the statue.

[ 12 ]
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4 · relief ‘the cold war’ 
Figures from the Einstein frieze, James Clerk Maxwell 
Monument · 2008 · height 251/4 inches 
Edition in bronze of ten ( five available); 
unlimited plaster edition

Strictly, this figure is one of the soldiers of Achilles (his Myr-
midons) set idle by the fury of their leader at the conduct of 
Agamemnon, leader of the Greeks at Troy. The Idle Soldier has 
appeared before in my work, most significantly in the Discord 
frieze of the large sculpture-scheme for Buckingham Palace’s 
Queen’s Gallery (2002). There he signifies Her Majesty The 
Queen’s rule during the extraordinary period of the Cold War 
– and in this abstracted detail from the Einstein Frieze on the 
Maxwell monument he functions in exactly the same allegor-
ical way. Einstein, who named Maxwell ‘the greatest theoretical 
physicist since Newton’ saw science uniquely involved in that 
strange conflict, which was cold because it was theoretical. In 
the same way conceptual art (of all periods) often appears cold 
because it too is theoretical and all too often exhausted in its 
description. For this reason the figure of the Idle Soldier has 
a lyre trampled beneath his foot and elements of architecture 
tumbled beside him. The Cold War period, while bloodless in 
terms of conflict, was marked by a gigantic brutality against 
beauty and every sort of western tradition, with the widespread 
destruction of cities, the cacophanisation of art-music, the 
prosing of poetry, the outlawing of drawing and the dissolution 
of social conduct – the firey whirlwind of which we reap today.

[ 14 ]
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5 ·  relief ‘pseudo-kant’ 
Figure from the Newton frieze, James Clerk Maxwell 
Monument · 2008 · height 251/4 inches 
Edition in bronze of ten ( five available); 
unlimited plaster edition

The title of this work derives from the tradition to name the 
Hellenistic Old Fisherman type (cf. Louvre etc) as a stock 
representation of the late Stoic philosopher Seneca. Modern 
scholarship tends to name these attributions under the title 
pseudo-Seneca. Here we have a pseudo-Kant, abstracted from 
the Maxwell Monument’s Newton Frieze.
 B ecause of his status as a philosopher, few people remember 
that Immanuel Kant was a pioneer of modern science, teaching 
Mathematics and Astonomy at Konigsberg University and 
setting down the grounds for the ‘conjecture/refutation’ prin-
ciple that underlies every endeavour in Natural Philosophy that 
follows him. This rides in tandem with his critical philosophy, 
to which he was awakened by David Hume, and which leads 
Schopenhauer, his most distinguished philosophical follower, 
confidently to name him ‘Kant the All-Destroyer.’
 I n the Newton Frieze, the experimentum crucis is represented 
in a more or less fanciful way. This is where Newton passes light 
first through a prism to disclose the spectrum, then passes one 
beam of the spectrum (one colour) through a second prism. 
The beam splits no further. This had immense implications for 
the future of the study of light. In the composition, the first 
prism is held by this pseudo-Kant, as it were the first step on 
the creation of a full understanding of the spectrum – which 
is in effect also a total misunderstanding of the rainbow. Kant 
‘the All-Destroyer’ enjoys a cameo-appearance in this story of 
how science, while seeing to the ends of the Universe, never-
theless can remain entirely blind to local enchantments. The 
‘Father of Sociology’ Max Weber said that Modernism could 
be encapsulated in one word; ‘disenchantment.’ Science has 
played an important part in the disenchanting process; a part 
of which many of its modern leaders are proud.

[ 16 ]
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6 · coila, the muse of  
robert burns
2007 · unique fragmentary terracotta · height 101/4 inches

In his poem ‘The Vision’ Burns describes how his muse, a holly-
wreathed maiden named Coila (after Kyle), gives renewed 
spirit to his poetic zeal, and encourages him in a moment of 
fiscal despair. Her gown bears changing scenes of the rustic 
charms of Ayrshire, and reminders of the role the region played 
in the medieval struggle against tyranny. ‘Her eye’, e’en turned 
on empty space, / Beam’d keen with honour.’

7 · robert burns
Design for statue of Robert Burns for Edinburgh 
2010 · bronze · height 123/4 inches 
Edition of twenty five (ten available)

This is a special study of the problem of the seated figure 
(conventionally the pose of the philosopher-type). Designed 
to accompany the statue of David Hume on the High Street 
of Edinburgh, this figure of the national poet seeks to depict 
Burns in contemplative, philosophical mode, in contrast to the 
more dynamic, ‘political’ images commonly encountered else-
where. In the dialectically-inclined twentieth century Burns 
was increasingly cast as a vitalist whose poetry concerning 
loves, flowers and above all animals was routinely dismissed 
as sentimental nonsense. Some, however, find in just these 
lyrics the most profound excursions into the metaphysics of 
compassion, which is why Schopenhauer installs Burns in 
his pantheon of greats, alongside Calderon and Scott. This is 
therefore a design for a statue of a philosopher-poet, seated and 
still. The base of this sketch has been inscribed with the super-
scription Burns himself places before his song Afton Water – 
‘And the voice of the turtle shall be heard in our land’ – a line 
from the Song of Solomon. The Afton is seen here as a ‘source’, 
and the entire figure, in its extreme recline, takes on something 
of the River-god type. 

[ 18 ]
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8 · william henry playfair
Design for the Edinburgh statue 
2010 · bronze · height 141/2 inches 
Edition of fifteen ( five available) and original plaster 
(illustrated)

This study for the Playfair Monument shows the architect 
in relative youth, holding a folio, leaning upon a column in 
construction, with the columnar remains of antiquity lying in 
ruin behind him. He is draped in a kind of plaid, simply to 
permit the formal device of a long gravitational drop to obtain 
over the area of the column upon which the entire composition 
rests. Gravity is the primary ingredient in architecture, which 
delights in its burden while offering up sufficient resistance 
to it. Modernist architecture, on the other hand, pretends to 
defy gravity, in cantilevers, ‘floating’ constructions and glazed 
‘walls’; gravity’s presence is Modernism’s great embarrassment. 
But real Architecture is never coy about this strongest weak 
force in the cosmos.
  The statue is designed to commemorate Playfair’s extra
ordinary contribution to the architecture of Edinburgh, 
making the Athens of the North match up, in architectural 
terms, to its famous earlier epithet. A master of the Doric 
order, Playfair is one of the most distinguished of the Greek 
Revivalists, continuing the planning of the eastern area of the 
New Town of Edinburgh while bringing to a conclusion the 
works at the University Quadrangle (1817–26). Appropriately 
for this early success, the statue is to be sited within a revised 
plan for Chambers Street, near the University end. This work 
is designed to correspond with the statue of Playfair’s younger 
contemporary William Chambers (1800–1883) by William 
Birnie Rhind, already extant, but ill-positioned, within 
Chambers Street.

[ 20 ]
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9 · ossian singing
2009 · bronze · height 181/2 inches 
Edition of seven (three available) and original plaster

This work is a homage to the Danish sculptor Hermann Ernst 
Freund (1786–1840), whose figure of Thor sits, with other 
works, in a special room in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, 
Copenhagen, devoted to this artist’s work. This most famous 
pupil of Thorvaldsen has particular interest, since he was one 
of the circle who first attempted the representation of Nordic 
subject-matter, while still employing a Graeco-Roman stylistic 
vocabulary. The treatment of Gaelic and Irish subjects is similar 
here. The helmet of Oscar, Ossian’s lamented son, rests behind 
the bard. It derives its design both from the helmet Thor is 
forging in the Copenhagen piece, and from the image of 
Oscar in Ingres’ painting The Dream of Ossian (Musée Ingres, 
Montauban, France).

[fig.6] Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Study for ‘The Dream of Ossian’ 
(National Gallery of Scotland)

[ 22 ]
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10 · ossian, in memoriam  
james macpherson 1736–1796
1996 · bronze · height 45 inches 
Edition of two and original plaster (illustrated)

This heroic-scale ideal bust was made in 1996, the bicentennial 
of the death of James Macpherson, whose work on ancient 
Gaelic literature had such a profound effect upon the devel-
opment of European Romanticism in the 18th century and 
beyond. The image employs conventions in the representation 
of poets in the Homeric line, but with heightened drama - 
putting the bard in the ‘sounding desart [sic]’ and making his 
hair blow in the wind. The sockle is designed to be architectur-
ally primitive.

11 ·  oscar
2007 · bronze · height 6 inches 
Edition of twenty five (ten available) and original plaster

This is a study for the proposed colossus to be carved in situ 
in Morvern (Scottish National Ossianic Monument). It repre-
sents the dead hero Oscar, killed by treachery in Temora and 
brought back on his shield to ‘Morven’ for burial. The figure 
derives from various sources, notably Menelaus Protecting the 
Body of Patroclus (Loggia, Florence), Rayner Hoff ’s Anzac 
Memorial in Sydney, but most importantly from Gavin 
Hamilton’s Achilles Mourning over the Body of Patroclus 
(National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh) which was an 
important exemplar for nascent neo-classical sculpture in the 
late 18th century. The figure, to be carved at colossal scale, is 
designed to be sunk into an oval recess in the landmass.

[ 25 ]
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12 ·  gunnar singing in his  
grave-mound. in memoriam 
magnus magnusson
2009 · unique terracotta · height 91/2 inches
Subject from Njal’s Saga, translated by Magnusson for Penguin

The scholar of Icelandic literature, Magnus Magnusson, was a 
long-standing supporter of the ambitious plan to raise a monu-
mental commemoration of the Ossianic inheritance in modern 
European culture. Magnusson was an early influence on my 
cultural development, his translations of Icelandic saga-stories 
being the first place where I encountered the peculiar power of 
the long, sub-epic literary form. Thus it was through an histor-
ical literature from the extreme north of Europe, and not from 
the mythological Greek tradition, that I first was fascinated by 
the idea of a national literature.
  This figure study, modelled at the time of Magnusson’s 
death in a private act of homage (it is inscribed in memoriam), 
depicts the moment in Njal’s Saga where the ghost of Gunnar 
is seen singing in his open grave-mound by Skarp-Hedin, the 
unlucky son of Njal the Wise. It is an episode of extreme super-
naturalism set in a context of natural brutality and cynicism. 
Gunnar’s song is joyful.

[ 26 ]
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13 ·  diarmid o’dyna 
2004 · unique terracotta · height 12 inches

This is a preliminary study for a full-scale figure of the Irish 
hero Diarmid, who, in his tragic myth concerning his love 
for Grianne, prefigures Tristan in a later tradition. He is the 
most beautiful of the Fianna (the hero-band around Finn 
MacComhal) and is sometimes called ‘the Celtic Adonis’. He 
has a love-spot upon his brow, which he conceals with his curls. 
In the Scottish tradition concerning this hero he is supposed 
the progenitor of the Clan Campbell, the presence of a boar 
upon the escutcheon of that noble family attesting to the prej-
udice. Diarmid is one of those ‘boar-cult’ heroes to be found 
throughout the Occidental world, from Adonis himself, to 
Meleager and even Odysseus.

14 · diarmid o’dyna 
2005 · bronze · height 231/4 inches 
Edition of eight (three available) and original plaster 
(illustrated overleaf )

[ 28 ]
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