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The
Sculpture
Internationals

But Is It Art?

E. Quigley

[Carl Paul
Jennewein’s]
Armillary Sphere at
first Sculpture
International
Exhibition

photograph 1933

“There is no abstract art.

You must always start with something.”

Pablo Picasso to Christian Zervos,

editor of Cahiers d’Art

Hundreds of works were exhibited,

examined, admired, and ridiculed at the
three Sculpture Internationals sponsored
by the Fairmount Park Art Association in
1933, 1940, and 1949. These exhibitions
came about because Ellen Phillips Samuel
(1849-1913) left her residuary estate in
trust to the Art Association, specifying that
the income be used to create a series of
sculptures along the Schuylkill River
“emblematical of the history of America—
ranging in time from the earliest settlers of
America to the present era.” Mrs. Samuel
was a descendant of the earliest Sephardic
Jewish settlers in America, and her family
life was characterized by a long tradition
of patriotism and philanthropy.

Although funds would not become
available until the death of her husband,
J. Bunford Samuel, in 1929, during his life-
time Mr. Samuel took an active interest in
the project and commissioned the Ice-
landic sculptor Einar Jonsson’s Thorfinn
Karlsefni (4-09), with the intention that this

work would begin a sequence of historical
sculptures erected at intervals of 200 feet
along the river. However, as the art critic
Dorothy Grafly later noted, Mrs. Samuel
had proposed a 19th-century idea for the
20th century. By the time the last sculp-
ture was dedicated in 1961, the Ellen
Phillips Samuel Memorial was as much a
monument to the confusion about what
constituted modern public art as a trib-
ute to Mrs. Samuel’s unprecedented
generosity.

When Mrs. Samuel’s will was executed
in 1907, the site she had selected was a
gravel road used primarily by pedestrians.
By the time the Art Association received
the funds in 1929, the East River (now
Kelly) Drive was a blacktop thoroughfare.
The committee established to carry out the
terms of the bequest abandoned the orig-
inal idea of a row of portrait sculptures or





















