
Circa 1900 Art and Humanities Resource
Expressive Clay Busts

Curriculum areas
Social Studies, Art

Introduction
At 15, Antoine Bourdelle (1861-1929) saw an engraved 
portrait of Beethoven and recognized a visual resemblance 
in himself and a kindred spirit. Inspired by Beethoven’s 
music, Bourdelle made over 80 sculptures of the composer 
along with sketches and finished drawings. He worked with 
and was influenced by Auguste Rodin who is considered 
the father of modern sculpture, and later in life Bourdelle 
taught the next generation of expressive sculptors including 
Alberto Giacometti. You can trace the evolution of modern 
sculpture through the works of these three artists: Rodin to 
Bourdelle to Giacometti. One of the primary characteristics 
of this evolution was expressing emotion through sculpture.

Objectives
• Explore Bourdelle’s sculpture of Beethoven.
• Identify how artists influence each other as friends and 

mentors.
• Learn how emotion is expressed in sculpture.

Related Artwork
Top Right, Antoine Bourdelle, Beethoven: The Tragic Mask, 
1901. Bronze, Collection of the Tobin Theatre Arts Fund.

Emile Antoine Bourdelle, Herakles Archer, 1909. Bronze. 
Collection of the McNay Art Museum, museum purchase.

Auguste Rodin, Pierre de Wissant  from the Burghers of Calais, 
late 1890s.  Bronze. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, 
museum purchase and gift of the Tobin Foundation.

Alberto Giacometti, Bust of Annette IV, 1962. Bronze. 
Collection of the McNay Art Museum,  Mary and Sylvan Lang 
Collection.

Materials
• PowerPoint presentation
• Emotion cards
• Small boards for sculpture bases
• Air dry clay
• Tools to work clay (clay wire, toothpicks, etc.)

Looking Activity
1. Show Bourdelle’s Beethoven: The Tragic Mask and give 

students time to study it. Discuss using the following 
questions:
• What do you see? Describe the facial features.
• Is this person young or old? Why?
• What kind of clothing is he wearing? 
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• How do you think this sculpture was made?
• How did the artist create the texture?
• Is there more detail in some areas than in others? 

What are these details?
• What kind of emotion is the artist trying to 

convey?

Studio Procedure
1. Place the emotion cards in a box or hat and have each 

student select one. Each student receives a block of air 
dry clay and a board to use as a sculpture base.

2. Place clay on the board and sculpt shoulders and a 
head to create a bust, keeping the clay in one piece as 
they work it. 

3. Using their fingers and any tools provided, students 
create an expression that conveys the emotion they 
selected. It does not have to be lifelike, but must 
convey emotion using shape, texture, etc.

4. Leave sculptures out to dry and harden.
5. Portrait busts can be made with a magazine collage as 

an alternative.

Artist Influences
1. Display Rodin’s Pierre de Wissant  from the Burghers of 

Calais (1890), Bourdelle’s Beethoven: The Tragic Mask 
(1901), and Giacometti’s Bust of Annette IV (1962). Give 
students time to examine each image individually 
before displaying all three together.

2. Discuss using the following questions:
• What do you see in each sculpture? How are they 

alike and how are they different?
• What did each artist use to create the texture of 

the sculpture?
• How do the personal relationships of the artists 

affect the sculptures? How could they have 
influenced each other?

§113.18 Social Studies, Grade 6 (18) Culture. The 
student understands the relationship that exists between 
the arts and the societies in which they are produced. The 



student is expected to (A) explain the relationships that exist 
between societies and their architecture, art, music, and 
literature;
(B) relate ways in which contemporary expressions of culture 
have been influenced by the past (D) identify examples 
of art, music, and literature that have transcended the 
boundaries of societies and convey universal themes such as 
religion, justice, and the passage of time.

§117.202 Fine Arts, Art Middle School 1 (1) 
Foundations: observation and perceptions. The student 
develops and expands visual literacy skills using critical 
thinking, imagination, and the senses to observe and 
explore the world by learning about, understanding, 
and applying the elements of art, principles of design, 
and expressive qualities. The student uses what the 
student sees, knows, and has experienced as sources for 
examining, understanding, and creating original artworks. 
The student is expected to: (A) identify and illustrate 
concepts from direct observation, original sources, 
personal experiences, and communities such as family, 
school, cultural, local, regional, national, and international; 
(D)  discuss the expressive properties of artworks such as 
appropriation, meaning, narrative, message, and symbol 
using art vocabulary accurately. (2) Creative expression. 
The student communicates ideas through original artworks 
using a variety of media with appropriate skills. The 
student expresses thoughts and ideas creatively while 
challenging the imagination, fostering reflective thinking, 
and developing disciplined effort and progressive problem-
solving skills. The student is expected to: (A)  create original 
artworks based on direct observations, original sources, 
personal experiences, and the community; (C)  produce 
artworks, including drawings, paintings, prints, sculptures/
modeled forms, ceramics, fiber art, photographic imagery, 
and digital art and media, using a variety of materials.


