The Silver Sappho 
(Bowes Museum, Barnard Castle, Co. Durham, England, DL12 8NP)

The solid silver half life-size statue of Sappho by James Pradier (1790-1852) is one of four of that dimension known to have been made in the sculptor’s lifetime. The other three are in bronze, one of which was gilded and silvered. The first to be cast was the bronze figure exhibited in the Paris Salon of 1848, and it is likely that this version is the one now in the Royal Collection at Osborne House. Another bronze version was shown at the Great Exhibition in London in 1851 and is now in New York. Numerous scaled down versions of the statue exist, but these are often simplified and lack its symbolic details.

The silver version in the Bowes was the best known in its day, as it was Pradier’s contribution in 1849 to the Loterie des artistes, organised in aid of artists, painters, sculptors and engravers. The statue was the major prize, won by a certain Monsieur Louvrier, and created  great publicity for the event, not only because of Pradier’s reputation as a leading sculptor in the neo-classical tradition, but because of the value of the precious metal, estimated at 20,000 francs. 

A newspaper article of that year by the writer and art critic Théophile Gautier testifies to the silver statue’s fame. He described its casting at Simonet’s foundry in the Rue de la Perle in Paris, and gave technical details of the processes of its fabrication. Gautier portrayed the foundry workers as heroic figures, toiling amid flames and sparks like Vulcan. He also noted that when the President of the Republic (Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, later the Emperor Napoleon III) came to view the lottery items in the gallery at 10, Rue Basse-du-Rempart, he greatly admired the silver statue, as well as many of the ‘consolation prizes’, which included an exotic painting of women in the harem by Delacroix (Les Femmes d’Alger) and an idyllic country scene by Corot (Le Passage du gué).


The elegant Sappho in the Bowes Museum may seem to be a period piece, too academic in style for modern taste. Visitors may respond to the subtle drapery that both reveals and conceals the form of Sappho, or be intrigued by the languid pose of the figure, whose bowed head and downcast eyes express a melancholy mood, but other features are mysterious and require prior knowledge of the conventions of classical sculpture. In Sappho’s left hand is a lyre, indicating she is a lyric poet. Her right hand rests on an Ionic column, on top of which are an upturned bowl of foliage and a scroll showing the last four lines of her ‘Ode to Aphrodite’ in Greek. At the foot of the column are two doves, birds associated with Aphrodite, and a ewer suggesting a libation. The ‘Ode to Aphrodite’, probably the inspiration for Pradier’s piece, explains the poet’s mood; overcome with longing, she implores the goddess to support her in love. 

When Gautier saw the original bronze version in 1848, he commented that not only the configuration of the statue but the face itself, against neo-classical convention, suggest Sappho’s despondency. In the Bowes’ statue I recognize that facial expression; I also see it in another representation of Sappho by Pradier, a marble life-size statue of the poet, sitting with her hands round her knees, her lyre beside her, exhibited in 1852 and now in the Musée d’Orsay. This seated Sappho shares the disconsolate, downward glance of our standing Sappho, but lacks the poignancy of the exquisitely modelled silver statue which, in its illuminated glass case, seems to me more alive than its sombre bronze counterparts.
Peter Whyte

Pradier’s Sappho, one of the Bowes Museum’s ‘25 Treasures’, can be seen in the Silver and Metals Gallery. The articles by Théophile Gautier cited here appeared in La Presse (23 April 1848, and 9 Dec. 1849). Peter Whyte wishes to thank Douglas Siler, editor of Pradier’s correspondence, for identifying the winner of the 1849 lottery, and noting that, ‘during, or shortly after, the lottery Pradier began working on his ivory, gold and silver Leda and the Swan for another lottery. The swan is made of silver – perhaps silver left over from the Sappho casting’. For more information, Peter recommends Siler’s remarkable website: www.jamespradier.com.
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