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BENIAMINO BUFANO 

INTRODUCTION
If controversy is the life bloodof art, as has been 

said, the very pulse beat of California sculpture is located 
in Beniamino Bufano,who has been the storm center of innumer
able artistic issues since his arrival in San Francisco.

Although himself uninterested in publicity, the lo
cal newspapers have for years considered his every move good 
copy. He is not concerned over the fact that he is belabored 
for having created a remarkable work of art or expressed con
victions apparently unconventional, considering these things 
merely as accidental by-products of his real Work; his art 
itself.

As an exceptionally vigorous artist, his works and 
behavior are more easily dramatized than evaluated. Conse
quently, there has resulted much biased reporting, sentiment
alized opinion, pious indignation, and pointless eulogy, but 
very little accurate appraisal of the man's work or reliable 
biographical data on his life.

His study of the great periods of sculpture proceed
ed through an analysis of the media associated with each peri
od. He noted that characteristic Greek and Renaissance sculp
tural forms were derived from marble or other relatively soft 
stones; Egyptian from granite, basalt, diorite; Chinese from 
highly developed types of bronze and terra cotta casting. On
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the other hand he found that decadent periods were character
ized by soft,easily formed materials which lent themselves to 
facility of representation and easy imitation. He discovered 
by working in wood, granite and metal, that each medium has a 
character of its own and that only by studying and working in 
these different media could the artist achieve forms suited to 
their various characters.

If hi3 work seems severe, sometimes even impersonal,
the reason will be found in the medium he has chosen. In
writing of Bufano's work one critic recently said:

"There are two ways toproduce a piece of sculp
ture. One of them is to make a model first in 
clay or some other pliable medium and have this 
cast or have someone else copy this model in the 
ultimate medium....In the other method, the 
sculptor makes his works himself, direct in the 
medium he intended them. This is the hard way 
and is often, in the case of art, the most 
fruitful....
"But if a man....wishes to change the ancient 
shape of a block of granite he must toil, put
ting forth 2m  effort even greater than the gran
ite's resistance to being changed;he must learn 
its Innermost secrets of crystals, faults, and 
if he is a true artist, make the new shapes in 
the granite's own terms. If he carves in wood.... 
he must learn to love wood so that he can let it 
speak its own language in his art. And so with 
metal— to hamper metal into the shapes his mind 
has created, he must know the science of that 
metal, how far it can be forced without strain
ing, what forms it can take without losing char
acter. He must have the physical strength and 
the patience to do these things...."
As you look at Bufano's sculpture, it becomes evi

dent that working direct in the ultimate medium has been a 
powerful factor in his development, and his lhsiatence upon
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this one point has caused or contributed to most of the con
troversy surrounding him. But he is creating works in imper
ishable materials,materials that time and erosion cannot de
stroy, vitreous porcelains, granite and stainless steel; and 
whether he makes a saint or a frog, his subject merges with 
great dignity into whichever medium he chooses."

ARRIVAL IN AMERICA
Born in the small village of San Fele, near Rome, 

on October 14, 1898, Beniamino Bufano was brought to America 
by his parents, Lucrecia and Canio Bufano, at the age of 
three. His father, a government official in Rome, was an au
thor. Among the books he wrote was a "Life of Garibaldi," 
the Italian patriot. Remo Bufano, brother of the sculptor, 
has a studio in Waverly Place, New York, and is a celebrated 
creator of marionette-shows,for which he designs the puppets, 
costumes and scenery

FIRST ART EDUCATION IN NEW YORK 
Both the young sons of the Bufano family received 

their education in New York, not at the public schools, but 
with a private tutor. It was in New York, too, that young 
Beniamino received his art education. From childhood he was 
actively interested in drawing, painting and modeling, and as *

*As a tribute to the artist whom he so greatly admires a^d 
who is his personal friend, Mr. Joseph A. Danysh, regional 
advisor of the Federal Art Project for California, nas 
written the above introduction.
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soon as he was old enough, Bufano was entered as a pupil at 
the Art Students' League. His exceptional talent was soon re
cognized by his teachers and by art critics. He won prizes 
and medals for compositions, for drawing and for sculpture. 
But so indifferent was the young art student to money and a- 
wards that one of his medals,it is said, still lies unclaimed 
at the Art Students' League. Numerous other prizes, for which 
he cared little, were awarded him at exhibitions in New York 
and the East.

Among his teachers at the League were James E. 
Frazer, Herbert Adams and Paul Manship, all celebrated sculp
tors in whose studios he worked, at times, as assistant. It 
was while working in Manship's studio, Bufano says, that he 
designed the buffalo that decorates the nickel five-cent 
piece, handled by millions of people every day.

The sculptor first received public attention while 
still in his teens when he won the Whitney $500 first prize 
for his statuary group, "The Immigrants." Newspaper art crit
ics devoted more space to the sponsor of the exhibit, Mrs. 
Harry Payne Whitney, and her studio, than to the artists 
represented.

However, the New York Times of November 13, 1915,
wrote a more detailed report:

"Thê  exhibit which won the first prize,the work 
of Beniamino Bufano, a young sculptor *of tha 
east side, bore the inscription, 'I came unto my 
own, and my own received me not.'
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"This prize-winner was one of the most ambitious 
of the works exhibited, and the artist aspired 
to represent in i*c the lot of the immigrants 
here, as he had seen conditions at first hand 
during his daily wanderings on the great east 
side. He had attempted to depict the suffering 
and misery he believed he saw, and the child 
borne down by the need to work, instead of up
lifted by the right to learn. But there was one 
figure which represented a great hope in the fu
ture, a bit of a boy demanding of the country 
what he believed to be his rights."

DECORATIVE SCULPTURE FOR 1915 EXPOSITION
Restless and eager to see California,Bufano readily 

accepted the opportunity to come to San Francisco and work on 
the sculpture details for the Panama-Pacific Exposition of 
1915.

The "Panels of Art,"20 feet high over the Palace of 
Fine Arts, were executed by Bufano,after he had completed the 
figure groups for the Court of the Universe on the Arch of 
Triumph, and other decorative sculpture for the Exposition. 
Still in his apprenticeship, Bufano worked on a commission 
from Manship, from designs made by the latter in New York.

The young sculptor was strongly attracted to the 
cosmopolitan city of San Francisco,so like his native city of 
Rome set on its seven hills. Bufano has since traveled widely; 
twice circling the globe, but always, since his first glimpse 
of the city, has made his home in San Francisco.

For a year Bufano stayed in San Francisco; becoming 
interested in the arts of the Orient through contact with San 
Francisco's Chinese quarter. Returning to New York for a
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time, working, studying and exhibiting there, Bufano felt the 
desire to travel. He has made journeys to Paris, to Italy, 
and spent four years in the Orient, two entire years in China, 
Cambodia and the Malay countries. These years exerted a oro- 
found influence on both Bufano's philosophy of life and gnhla 
art.

STUD! OF ORIENTAL POTTERY
In China be studied ancient Chinese glazes and pot

tery, living among the potters in the great pottery cities. 
While living in Canton, he stayed with Dr. Sun Yat Sen, and. 
formed an abiding friendship with the Chinese revolutionist 
and ex-president of the Chinese Republic. From his studies, 
first at Shak-Kwan, a city of 20,000 people, nearly all of 
whom are potters, and later on at King-teh-chen,near Peiping, 
where formerly the Imperial pottery for the Manchu Emperors 
was made, Bufano brought back the secret of glazes which he 
uses in his modern terra-cotta sculpture.

He returned from the Orient in 1921 to teach in San 
Francisco and its environs. In his first lecture to his stu
dents as an instructor in sculpture at the California School 
of Fine Arts, he pointed to the plaster replicas of Greek and 
Roman statuary which they had been wont to copy under their 
previous teachers, and told them that since they were 20th 
century Americans, they might dispense with copying and work 
directly in the medium and to use their creative ability in
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stead* When refused stone by the school officials, he bor- 
rowed a truck and hauled stone from the old Mission High 
School, then being demolished. As a precautionary measure, 
Bufano is said to have dropped most of the plaster casts on 
the floor.

At the same time, Bufano was also an instructor in 
advanced sculpture at the University of California in Berke
ley.

In 1921 Bufano's Oriental collection,gathered dur
ing four years' travel in Japan and China, in the interior of 
Java and Bali, in Cambodia and India, were lost in a disas
trous blaze which burned his barn studio in Berkeley. Rich 
as was this store,even more valued by Bufano were his sketch
es, drawings and models— all of which were burned.

DISMISSAL FROM SCHOOL OF FINE ARTS
Although the young sculptor had already won recog

nition in the East, Bufano was too modern for the San Fran
cisco School of Fine Arts. Engaged as an instructor there, 
he clashed with the conservative element and was dismissed 
because of the advanced ideas with which he tried to modern
ize the traditional methods of the school.

The San Francisco Chronicle of May 17, 1923, said:
"Spencer Macky, dean of the faculty, admitted 
that Bufano, who turned upside down tradition
al methods of the school, had been discharged, 
but refused to make any statement concerning 
the cause.
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"In the art colony last night there was none 
who was not convinced that Bufano was dismissed 
because he was 'too modern.'
"Yesterday, in his studio in the Fine Arts Palace, the diminutive Italian sculptor said the 
entire quarrel arose when Randolph, director of 
the school and the person with whom Bufano dif
fered materially in school matters and his 
bunch, acted unfairly in the awarding of prizes 
to students several months ago.
"When the judges came together to choose the 
work for exhibition, they discriminated between 
the work of students and professionals, giving 
the latter the preference. 'It seemed to be the 
names signed to the pieces of art that deter
mined whether the piece should be ahown, rather 
than the beauty. They try to hold students 
down; they don't want to exploit them but only 
themselves. I objected and forced them to allow 
a great many students pieces to be selected,' Bufano said.
"That seemed to be the starter, although there 
was friction all the time. Randolph didn't like 
the way I allowed my students in modeling to use 
their own Individuality. He would turn out each 
student a little Bufano or a little Randolph. 
To me, that was not art. No one can copy me, 
nor can I copy anyone else. I taught my stu
dents,numbering about fifty in the various div
isions, to express themselves in their art. I 
didn't have them all follow along like so many 
sheep, as is the method in vogue in the art 
school.'
"Bufano also stood out for students' rights in 
other school matters, he said, and thereupon, 
the directors split with him. Once, about eight 
weeks ago in a directors meeting,the fight grew 
so heated that Bufano told the assemblage that 
'they should be out peddling bananas, and not 
teaching art to the young.' From then on mat
ters went from bad to worse, according to 
Bufano, until he was notified last week that he 
had not been reengaged for the coning year."
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THE DA VINCI SCHOOL OF ALLIED ARTS 
Backed by some enthusiastic nrt patrons and students 

Bufano decided to open a school of his own in 1923, which he 
called the Da Vinci School of Allied Arts. This was opened in 
the Hawaiian Building, one of the structures left over from 
the Panama-Pacific Exposition of 1915.

Although artists and students rallied to his sup
port, Bufano was more interested in the educational side of 
the school than in business methods, so that it did not suc
ceed financially, and was finally abandoned by the sculptor 
when an attachment was filed on it for debt.

A like tragedy befell the artist in October of 1923, 
when his valuable collection of statuary and paintings was at
tached for a debt of only 3664, incurred for carpentry work at 
his art school. "I have no money. I know nothing of busi
ness," said Bufano to his friends. "What am I to do? Maybe I 
can give my creditor a statue but to lose one of my treasures 
would crush me."

EXHIBITS IN NEW YORK
At the time of the purchase of the "Honeymoon Coup

le" by the Metropolitan Museum in New York, and Bufano's New 
York showing, the New York Times of January 4, 1925, wrote of 
Bufano's exhibit at the Arden Galleries:

"Most of the work in the present exhibition at 
the Arden Galleries is in his personal medium 
of glazed pottery. He has modeled two Chinese 
heads; one is called the 'Scholar' and the 
other the 'Philosopher.*
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"Though the models are Chinese, ho has gener
alized, until the sense of race is made subor
dinate to the nature of the learning of each.
The color is dull green-blue,the texture smooth 
and not too shiny, and the outline form as se
rene as a Chinese bowl, in spite of the neces
sarily greater variety.
"'The Scholar' is dry,and the humor lies in the 
artist's tolerant point of view toward boundless 
information, but Bufano and his philosopher can 
smile together. The friends are tied together 
by a rhythmic arrangement of line and design.
His manner, in each case, changes with his sub
ject, without losing style. The subject sug
gests the manner, and the artist controls both."

The same exhibition is described by the New York
Herald Tribune of January 4, 1925:

"....His work comprises a series of portrait 
busts,small group themes and a heroic 'Crucifi
xion'— his outstanding achievement— all done in 
richly applied colored glazes. He shows in all 
a visible respect for both the craftsmanship and 
feeling of ancient Chinese pottery sculpture.
But his adaptation of both themes of present- 
day experience is done with an adroit, personal 
touch that gives them living qualities.
"The large 'Crucifixion,' which is the most im
portant work of the artist, seems hardly to 
justify itself. It is quite mechanical and emo
tionless, though appearing decorative in its 
wooden frame. Such sculptures find their great
est appeal in their intimacy of design and glaze 
effects, and in this vein his work takes on a 
wholly individual and alluring aspect."

"The East Meets the West," says Phyllis Ackerman in 
the International Studio of February 1925,writing on Bufano's 
sculpture:

"A strikingly original contemporary instance of 
this fusion of the two tastes, is the work of 
Beniamino Bufano....
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"....It is cnc of his Chinese pieces, that the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art has Just bought, the 
'Honeymoon Couple.' They stand together, aloof 
yet intimate, charming persons, but something 
more than that, the essence of the high-prin
cipled domesticity that Confucius enjoins, and 
the Chinese poets have, for two thousand years 
and more, descriptively extolled. They are, 
moreover, not two persons,but genuinely a group 
unified by the relations of masses and the flow 
of draperies. And they are covered with fresh 
and lustrous glazes that have a moist translu- 
cency. The Chinese pieces arc fine decoration, 
and, what is more important, they are truly 
sculptural decoration; but some of the things 
Bufano has done since his return are sculptur
ally more important.
"....the most important thing Bufano has done 
is a 'Crucifixion,' in two slightly different 
interpretations. The Christ, a young Christ, 
is on the Cross. But he is not hung by the 
cruel spikes. He is suspended almost without 
weight, rising by his own Spiritual exaltation, 
that comes not within the compass of earthly 
things, though he is God's son in the flesh, 
but is slightly disengaged with a detachment 
that at once expresses his transcendence of 
corporeality and also creates the aesthetic iso
lation from the world of natural things, which 
is so difficult and important in sculpture.
"Bufano does not depend on his hands alone. He 
works with his convictions and with his aesthetic 
principles. He has but recently digested his 
Orient, and it is still formulating his theo
ries. Thus he is first and persistently a 
sculptor. And he is remarkably young. With a 
more complete fusion of his intellect, his tech
nical skill and his emotions, he shows promise 
of being one of the few endurlngly Important 
sculptors that America, if she can claim him, 
has had."

FIRST SHOW IN SAN FRANCISCO
The first one-man show of the young sculptor's works 

in San Francisco after his return from the Orient was given at
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the City of Paris Galleries in June 1925, and attracted
country-wide art interest. 6e.y\e Hailey, art critic of the
Christian Science Monitor, wrote on January 15, 1925:

"Bufano's paintings, bronzes, porcelains and 
drawings are presented in a specially arranged 
gallery, with a background of Chinese gold, ad
mirably suited to the rich color of his work.
The bronzes and porcelains take on the satis
fying hues and tints of the oldest Chinese sculp
ture.
"He wisely follows the Orientals in soundness 
of construction, simplicity of subject and glo
rious richness of color. Even his drawings arc 
of deep color tonality,although they are simply 
searching studies of heads done in sanguine and 
crayon. His several colossal paintings of fig
ures present another phase, closely allied to 
the Oriental, yet rendered more in the manner of 
the early Italian primitives, with conventional
ized drapes and forms against flat old gold 
backgrounds and strong color throughout.
"Bufano's studies have brought him many influ
ences, all of which contribute to his original
ity of vision. Bufano has not imitated the 
Orientals so much as he has made them his own, 
from his sense of true art values. He achieves 
beauty from his understanding of Oriental sym
bolism and medieval mysticism, made concrete in 
sound construction. He is a modernist in his 
superior understanding of the older arts."

"Bufano's work attracts wide attention" wrote the
San Francisco Chronicle of June 14,1925, giving this account
of his exhibition at the City of Paris:

"....The crucifixion in bronze, which is known 
as 'The Last of the Christians,' is probably the 
most important piece in the exhibition. In this 
there are no distorted muscles nor agonized fa
cial expression. The figure on the cross is 
calm and resigned, as are the beautiful children 
along the base. Although the crucifixion is 
worked out in fine detail, the whole piece re
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tains the fundamental simplicity which consti
tutes a great part of the charm of Bufano's 
work."

The Wasp of July 11, 1925, given a critical estimate 
of Bufano's work:

"....The young artist has maturity, and his work 
is so bare of mannerism as to be distinguished.
Rather he has a manner, chastened— almost puri
fied. The economical craft, the absence of 
meretricious appeal, amount to a formalism so 
severe that it might be harsh. But Bufano is so 
Nordic in spirit, and it is Italianism that 
gives a tender touch to his austerities. Love 
of beauty is a test of the soul and the quality 
of that beauty the test of taste. Art is really 
monastic; sobriety, meditation, aloofness from a 
temporal world are its bases. The work Is dono 
by a hand obedient to a spirit— the communion of 
a soul with the eternal.
"And yet it is almost primitive, with a re
straint amounting to stoicism. It has the power 
of the impersonal, but ruggedness is softened by 
some imperceptible caress. It contains none of 
the qualities of chance, fear, destruction, that 
lurk in elemental nature.
"Bufano is not dramatic, he does not play upon 
dread or horror, his Art is not cruel in its ac- 
tualism. Here is a genius whose reserve con
tains humanity, realism in which the actual has 
found the eternal."

EUROPEAN EXHIBIT
This first comprehensive exhibition of Bufano's 

works executed in metal, wood, and glazed porcelain, attract
ed such wide attention when it was shown in New York, Chicago, 
and St. Louis in 1925-27, that Paul Verdier, who showed it at 
the City of Paris Galleries in San Francisco, arranged to send 
the exhibit to Paris, where Bufano was already well known. So
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well received by the critics was the collection of Bufano's 
works, that they were shown in London, Berlin and Moscow. 
For eight years this exhibition and other collections sent 
out by the National Sculpture Society of New York were shown 
both in America and abroad, while Bufano was enduring the 
vicissitudes of poverty. However he journeyed around the 
world again jnl926 and covered his expenses by the sculpture 
and portraits which he executed along the way.

During the course of his travels, Bufano had lived 
in Paris for two years during 1928 and 1929 and founded the 
Society of the "Constructionistes," a current movement in 
art , and from 1928 to 1931 he published a magazine, the 
"Cercle Eoaryo* (The Squared Circle) expressing the ideas of 
this group. Here he worked, among other things, on his black 
granite statue of Saint Francis of Assisi. An exhibition of 
his glazed sculpture was held at the Palace of the Legion of 
Honor in San Francisco in 1929, and he showed works at Mills 
College, Oakland, during the same period.

The critic of the Argonaut of January 19, 1929,
found Bufano's work,exhibited at the Palace of the Legion of
Honor disappointing. He said:

"....One of the pieces 'Head of a Woman* is 
quite fine for the simple massiveness of its 
design and the ruggedness suggested by its 
finish. A group called 'Mother with Children* 
also has in it some elements of good creative 
design, and a piece called 'Bust of a Young 
Girl' is pleasing for its simplicity. But a- 
side from these three pieces, Bufano's porce
lains prove to be too tritely descriptive to
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be considered as artistically superior works.
He has turned to the Orient for much of his sub
ject matter, but in doing so he has caught none 
of the spirit of meaning of the Far East. It is 
all external, and therefore as completely 'sur
face' as are his glazes."

"Bufano's Terra-Cotta Sculpture Interesting" said
the San Francisco Chronicle of January 27, 1929:

"These beautifully simplified pieces of sculp
ture reflect the definite style that has result
ed from Beniamino 3ufano's combination of Occi
dental and Oriental influences.
"Colored glazes embellish the simple forms of 
the head and figures Bufano has modeled. At 
times the effect is startling, as in the por
trait of a man, when the entire head is in deep 
blue. Very evidently the color has been applied 
as color and for the sake of color rather than 
in any other way to make the representation of 
actuality closer. This results in the arousal 
of two reactions, one to the form, another to 
the color of Bufano's work. In some instances, 
these reactions may be widely separated or even 
opposing, in others they are more happily uni
fied."

EXHIBITS AT PARIS SALON
A special cable to the New York Times from its Paris

correspondent mentioned Bufano's works shown at the Autumn
Salon in Paris as follows (November 1, 1927):

"Paris, October 31--Mr. Johannes, President of 
the jury of the 'Autumn Salon' which opens in 
the Grand Palais next Saturday, predicted today 
that the sensation of the approaching exhibition 
would probably be the work of the young American 
painter of Italian origin, Beniamino Bufano.
'His work is widely discussed at the present 
time and he is incontestably a very beautiful 
artist' said Mr. Johannes.
"Generally speaking, the exhibition will regis
ter another unmistakable step away from the fan-
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tastic and 'isms' of recent years and back to 
the truly beautiful and objective in art."
Junius Cravens described Bufano's work in the Argus,

February 1929, as follows:
"Bufano has worked in the Orient and has drawn 
from there much of his subject matter. But 
the works he showed here were literal rather than interpretative and seemed to lack either 
imagination or creative impulse. The most val
uable thing he had gathered from the Orient was 
a masterful technical use of glazing for terra
cotta. But he frequently resorted to the use 
of color— such as bright green for the flesh 
tones— to obtain a sensational effect, though 
the figures beneath the glaze were of a purely 
realistic character. The use of such methods 
resulted in the production of many inconsistent 
works."

Grace Hubbard said of Bufano's work in wood, exhib
ited for the first time, in the Argonaut of January 26, 1929:

"....in these works of his, the personality of 
the artist is always apparent in a marked de
gree.
"....four splendid examples of the recent 
works of Beniamino Bufano....two of these are figures carved in wood and two are figures in plaster, over life size. All are of the Monks, and according to Roi Partridge,Director of the Gallery 'in their beautiful simplicity they re
mind one of Giotto.' He says of them, 'up to the last minute in the modern point of view and treatment, these four statues, nevertheless,re
mind one strangely of the best in Oriental sculpture. Such work is an evidence indeed of 
this modern Italian-American sculptor, Bufano, he is able to gather together in his work the Gothic, Giotto and ultra-modernism."

RETURN TO AMERICA
After Bufano's return in 1931 from his second world 

tour, he visited the Indian pueblos in New Mexico and Arizona,
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studying the Indian customs and ceremonials, their dances and 
the symbolism behind their ancient arts. Having known Gov
ernor Hunt of Arizona when Hunt was the American Minister to 
Siam, it was natural that Bufano should be selected by the 
Governor to arrange the American Indian collection and the 
collection of Oriental art which Hunt presented to the Museum 
in Phoenix.

While much of Bufano's best sculpture is in private 
collections, such as those of Albert Bender in San Francisco 
and Colonel Charles Erskine Scott Wood in Los Gatos, Califor
nia, the traveling exhibitions sent by the National Sculpture 
Society to the large cities in America and Europe have made 
his work widely known. The Brooklyn Museum, New York, held 
several exhibitions in 1930 and 1931 at which Bufano was re
presented, and in 1932 devoted a whole room to his sculptures.

Much interesting material and a fresh point of view 
were presented in Bufano's exhibition at the Palace of the 
Legion of Honor, at which the sculptor showed pieces executed 
during his trip round the world. Upon his return to Califor
nia he took a studio and settled down to live and work again 
in San Francisco.

The art critic of the News Letter and Wasp comment
ed on Bufano's Saint Francis and on hie exhibit at the Cali
fornia Palace of the Legion of Honor, on October 1, 1932:

"....Two of the artist's drawings, exhortations 
in pastel crayon, were hung with the exhibit of 
sculptor's drawings at the Palace of the Legion
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of Honor recently. Regardless of the over
crowded walls of the gallery, these two draw
ings stood out magnificently, compelling by 
their size and the vehemence of their language 
an unmasked and fearful attention.
"One of these drawings was a study for the 
Saint Francis statue....The other drawing in 
the show was a poster of three horses, phleg
matic, lethargic, gross animals of toil. They 
bear no other malice to the world than the 
slowly, enunciating with heavy-footedness the 
slavery of thought, a word the world cannot 
condone."

THE BAY BRIDGE PROPOSAL
Always in the forefront of any progressive movement 

for artistic development in the city of his adoption, Bufano 
formed a group of sculptors in 1933 who proposed to give their 
services free to beautify the San Francisco Bay Bridge and its 
approaches with architectural.sculpture, requiring only the 
cost of materials and their living expenses to be furnished 
them. Unfortunately, this public spirited pronosal came to 
nothing. Joseph Danysh comments as follows in the Argonaut of 
July 22, 1933:

"Beniamino Bufano, of the much controverted 
St. Francis fame, has formed a guild of sculp
tors who are offering their services for the 
beautification of the San Francisco Bay Bridge.
These sculptors are ready to work as day labor
ers with only living expenses and material to 
work with as their remuneration. 'We will, of 
course,comply with the architectural design of 
the bridge,' said Bufano, 'and we will utilize 
the spaces at the two entrances to the bridge 
as well as the spaces in the span itself. We feel that San Francisco is worthy of this effort on our part, and it is our desire to make the bridge an outstanding artistic triumph as 
well as as architectural and engineering one.'"
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BRAVE NEW ART
The News Letter and Wasp of February 11, 1933, com

ments on the Progressives* Show at the City of Paris Galleries 
where Bufano was represented:

"'The Progressive Group' show at the City of 
Paris Galleries (sponsored by Joseph Danysh) 
may not have been or have assumed to be 'great 
art,' but it has undoubtedly been good enter
tainment, and healthily stimulated lively com
ment, speculation and controversy. The show 
itself is varied, and interesting in its very 
unevenness. Then the unexpected 'Change of 
Venue,' which transferred the exhibition from 
the stately Legion Palace to the comparatively 
frivolous department store setting, lent a pleasant touch of melodrama,and seme excellent 
advertising.
"No one minded that the gallery dimension pre
sented some difficulty, forcing some of the can
vases into an unfavorable light, and causing 
Bufano's malevolent red chalk panel,snarling an 
anathema at the end of the room, to seem to 
jump down the throats of visitors...."
The critic of the San Francisco News criticizes

Bufano's work at the Second Progressives' Show at the Danysh
Galleries, on October 27, 1934:

"The most sensational sculpture in the show is 
'X-ray' by Bufano, a colossal fish form in polished aluminum. In preparing the poor fish 
for market, the sculptor has removed not only 
its entrails but also its sides. The wire ribs 
thus left exposed suggest that the work might 
serve as a harp ora zither. 'X-ray' is theat
rically effective, however, in a modern, Aus
trian sort of way. An electric light to 
shine through its blue glass eyes might convert 
it into a nice little lamp for the bedside 
table."

The Art Digest of New York quoted H. L. Dungan's 
criticism in the Oakland Tribune of November 15, 1934, of the 
Progressive Show at the Danysh Galleries, San Francisco:
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"'At the time of my visit to the gallery, there 
was great excitement over Beniamino Bufano's 
fish, which is entitled 'X-Ray.' I was just 
overcoming the first dizziness which always 
overwhelms me when practically surrounded by 
modern art, when Ansel Adams bounded in with the 
grace^ of a faun in the well-known ballet extra
ordinary. Joseph Danysh removed his pipe, and 
pointed to the fish with the stem thereof. Ruth 
Armer looked at me and then at the fish. I 
couldn't tell whether she thought we were both 
poor fish, or if she admired the fish.
"'Anyway, I took the fish in. It's about five 
or six or maybe four feet long, made of white 
metal, with blue glass eyes the size of $1 Mex. 
The spine 13 up top-side, where it should be, 
and the ribs (there is but one set of them) ran 
straight down from top to bottom. They are made 
of metal bars. The caudal appendage curves up 
gracefully. The first and second dorsal and 
ventral fins are omitted for the sake of art. 
The fish, for support, is attached slightly aft 
of the pelvic fin, to a black plush box.
"'Now, this fish is a good work of art, no deny
ing. It has the dramatic appeal, and others, 
but I couldn't help but imagine what would hap
pen if someone took it home and tried to hang it 
over the mantel or if he put it on the floor and 
stepped in it after a late night visit with a 
lodge brother. In fact, I have lost sleep, won
dering what one could do with this tin fish— a 
good work of art six or four feet long— and the 
only solution I have is to change the metal bar 
ribs to harp strings and play sea chanteys on 
it.'"

MEDAL FOR SCULPTURE
Several exhibitions of Bufano's works were held in 

San Francisco in 1935, and at the Annual show of the Art Asso
ciation held at the San Francisco Museum of Art, the medal for 
the first award in sculpture was given jointly to Beniamino 
Bufano's "Torso," executed in hammered copper, and to Sargent 
Johnson's terra-cotta piece, "Forever Free."
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The critic of the San Francisco News,Junius Cravens,
in commenting on the show of January 26, 1935, said:

"....Among others, a bronze sculpture of a 
'Torso,' by Beniamino Bufano, also is especial
ly noteworthy. In subject, it is commonplace—  
the armless, legless, headless female, which is 
used as a subject sooner or later by most 
sculptors— and they all look more or less alike.
But Bufano's bronze is exceptionally well exe
cuted, and he has achieved as beautiful a patina 
on the metal as I have seen on a modern work..."
An important exhibition opened at the San Francisao

Museum of Art in August, entitled "Thirty Years of Sculpture
in California," at which Bufano showed. The News Letter and
Wasp of August 24, 1935, took occasion to praise Bufano and
applaud governmental sponsorship of art as follows:

"Bufano is represented by his most skilled 
piece of gilded bronze, 'Crucifixion of Youth' 
and his very fine 'Mandarin,' a glazed terra
cotta, in which he used crushed jade, achiev
ing a color and texture rarely obtained in or
dinary glazing.
"What of the Administration making it possible 
for the best sculptors, such as Bufano, and 
wood-carvers such as Jacques Schnier, to launch 
important projects, open stoneyards, build 
kilns, outfit wood-carving studios and shops, 
where the most talented artists might assist 
the master in working on cooperative works, 
which would demand an alliance of several medi
ums?"
At the same exhibit, Bufano's "Crucifixion of Youth" 

wins praise from Nadia Lavrova in the Christian Science Moni
tor of June 15, 1935::

"Beniamino Bufano's fine bronze cross, 'The 
Crucifixion of Youth,' is undoubtedly the most 
important piece of work produced by this talent
ed and versatile sculptor. The figure on the
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cross is that of a handsome youth, and at the 
base there is a frieze of children's figures. 
The conception is full of tragic poetry.
"Other works by Bufano include glazed terra
cotta heads in color. The glazes are made of 
crushed jade and quartz. They are colored with 
pigments obtained by precipitation of copper, 
gold, lapis and iron. Their subjects range 
from portrait studies of children, to those of 
Chinese, modeled by the sculptor during his 
sojourn in the Orient."

STUDIO DESTROYED BY FIRE
While the sculptor was busily working, showing at 

exhibitions and teaching, for the second time a fire gutted 
his studio. He lost all the contents of his stable-studio in 
Lafayette Square— possessions which he had painstakingly ac
quired since the loss of his Chinese and Far East Collection 
in his first fire in Berkeley. The San Francisco Chronicle 
of November 13, 1935, described the tragic loss:

"Last night there wandered through historic 
Lafayette Square, a pale and tortured little 
figure. He was like a small disheveled ghost 
as he crept through the still smoldering ruins 
of his home, searching frantically for some 
trace of the treasures that had been destroyed 
yesterday afternoon by fire.
"For many years Beniamino Bufano,internationally famous sculptor, has known the most- d&gpgrate 
tragedy. Poverty has dogged his footsteps! 
Marital difficulties have broken the calm of his 
life. But, always he has had his works of art, 
his drawings, his paintings, his pieces of 
sculpture to bring him solace.
"Yesterday they too went, as flames demolished 
his shabby little shack that adjoins the old 
Holladay home in Lafayette Square. How the fire 
started, no one knows.
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"Bufa.no had left his home only a short while be
fore the fire started. Therefore, he was spared 
the agony of seeing firemen destroy the walls 
upon which hung his oils, tempera, crayon, char
coal, plaster and wood sketches.
"Mercifully, he was not forced to witness the 
destruction of hi3 head of Christ, or his sheet- 
copper study of St. Francis of Assisi.
"A few of his friends and patrons were there, to 
watch the unhappy cremation of Bufano's stupend
ous works, many weeping as the flames gained 
headway, even under hissing streams of water.
"His gigantic study of the patron saint of San 
Francisco became white hot, then followed an 
equally gigantic hand to the ground.
"The razing of Bufano's shack represents a loss 
of perhaps $100,000. The razing of his artistic 
works represents a loss that is Impossible to 
compute in terms of dollars and cents.
"His home and superb creations are lost forever, 
and without them he is no longer a genius, but 
a slightly bewildered little man, who has no 
place to go."

ST. FRANCIS IN BLACK GRANITE 
Long study of the life of Saint Francis of Assisi 

led Bufano to conceive of a monument to him to be erected on 
one of the San Francisco hills. It was not until his stay in 
Paris in 1930, however, that his statue of St. Francis crys
tallized; hewn from a 32 ton block of black Swedish granite, 
it stood twenty-two feet in height.

"Before returning to San Francisco in 1951, the 
sculptor stored his statue in a Paris warehouse where it re
mained, held by an attachment for debt,while friends and pa
trons backing him were engaged in a series of disputes with
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the San Francisco Art Commission, over both the appropriate
ness of the statue and the site where it should be placed.

On December 20, 1933, it was formally approved by 
the Art Commission for acceptance by the city. This resulted 
in an exhibition of preliminary sketches, models, working 
plans and photographs of Bufano's St. Francis which was held 
in February 1934, at the Adams-Danysh Galleries, San Francis
co. At the same exhibition, Bufano showed a group of his 
sculptures hewn from the black granite cut from under the arms 
of his statue of the saint.

The exhibition stirred up a storm of controversy and 
gave Bufano a great deal of publicity. Indignant citizens 
wrote to the newspapers, condemning the statue as an atrocity* 
while artists rose in its defense. The San Francisco Chron
icle, February 4, 1934, quotes Bufano:

"'Critics will, perhaps call my St. Francis too 
modern,' said Bufano. 'But, to my way of think
ing, the idea of this beautiful spirit who gave 
everything and asked nothing in return, must 
manifest itself in every changing form of art.
"'The St. Francis of the Renaissance is vastly 
different from the Gothic,and by the same token 
the St. Francis of today must be expressed ac
cording to the Modern spirit.
"'My admiration of this sky-clad soul, who 
sought salvation in the open hills,and in every 
creature or thing who spoke the language of na
ture, is so great that this statue of him in my 
offering, to perpetuate his memory in the city 
I love so well.'"
Junius Cravens criticized Bufano's St. Francis in 

the San Francisco News, February 3, 1934
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"While I feel that Bufano's sculpture fails as a 
satisfying symbol of the pre-eminent personality 
of Thirteenth Century Italy, his granite figure 
is probably worthy of a place in San Francisco.
But, unless it differs greatly from the sculp
tures in his present exhibition, I feel that it 
might as well be called Buddha or Mohammed or 
Friar John— as St, Francis. The last thing I 
would demand in such a figure would be objective 
realism. But I resent inane effigies of a great 
man. And I want something more than an artific
ial, subjective surface."
Glenn Wessels in the Argonaut of February 2, 1934, 

came out strongly in favor of the statue after viewing the 
models:

"....there sculptures and drawings are the out
ward expression of a belief, paralleling that of 
St. Francis, a philosophic realism, a belief in 
the reality of the idea, rather than in the ap
pearance, which corresponds to the Oriental Tao.
"Here is the valid expression of inner convic
tion, made superlatively effective by consummate 
craftmanshlp. What if it is not the spirit of 
our time? What if it is not the American scene?
It is nevertheless important and beautiful and 
true, the objectification of a living faith."
Again, in the Argonaut of March 2, 1934, he says:

"It is not a doctrinaire St. Francis, it is not 
a literal St. Francis, but it is the exemplifi
cation in eternal stone of the qualities endear
ing this character to the world.
"Is there any better voucher for the straight
forwardness and independence of Bufano's -St. 
Francis? Where is there another man who has de
voted years of toil to the expression of this 
idea in stone as sincerely as has Beniamino 
Bufano? Who can speak more authoritatively for 
a universal, not sectarian, expression of the 
spirit of this dogma-breaking saint? Where is 
there a monument, which sums up in itself the 
best of the past and the knowledge of the pre
sent, expressed in unimpeachable craftmanship?
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And Glenn Wessols warningly continues:
"Look out, dear public, that some successor does 
not capitalize cn the furore caused by the only 
real, original St. Francis idea designed for San 
Francisco. Designed with regard to the juncture 
of Oriental and Occidental ideas, planned in the 
spirit of the man himself before he became 
(after six official condemnations), perforce 
canonized.
"This statue is not an affair for the church a- 
lone to judge, nor is it an affair for politic
ians to juggle. It should become a public 
cause."
A group of the sculptor's friends and art patrons in 

San Francisco formed the Bufano St. Francis Committee to pay 
the charges and transportation and liquidate the $2,000 at
tachment on the work. Although Bufano spent years in research 
and experiment and donated his work as an artist as well as 
the black granite from which the statue was hewn, and though, 
in 1934, the French line offered to transport the statue from 
Paris free of charge in recognition of it as a work of art, 
the city, which now has jurisdiction over the statue since the 
Art Commission gave its final approval in 1935, refuses to 
select a site for it, and Bufano's first heroic St. Francis 
languishes unseen in Paris.

ST. FRANCIS IN STAINLESS STEEL 
Undiscouraged, Bufano conceived a new idea— a gigan

tic St. Francis, 180' high, executed directly in an absolutely 
new medium, stainless steel, with a face of copper, impervious 
to time or weather. It was designed to stand on Twin Peaks,
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overlooking the city of San Francisco. Immediately a heated
controversy arose. The conservative Art Commission rejected
the statue twice; citizens aroused to indignation but confused 
by frivolous newspaper treatment of the subject, argued for a 
conventional saint with stone birds perched around him, as one 
critic said, "like the birds on Nellie's hat"; artists rose 
in Bufano's defense, and a petition signed by one hundred and 
forty seven prominent local artists was presented to the Com
mission. Editorials and letters appeared in the newspapers 
and Bufano became the most publicized sculptor in America 
since Gutzon Borglum and his monument in the Black Hills of 
Dakota. Art circles in San Francisco seethed, and the public 
was, for the first time, aroused to take interest in a work of 
art. This battle was even more heated than the closed contro
versy over the revolutionary modern murals in the Coit Tower 
on Telegraph Hill (a controversy limited mainly to artists and. 
politicians), because the Tower already existed in fact, 
whereas public opposition felt that the proposed St. Francis 
constituted a threat to its beloved San Francisco skyline.

At the rejection of the statue by the Art Commission,
Glenn Wessels wrote in the Argonaut of December 11, 1936:

"Only the most conservative members of the Art 
Community seem to be anti-St. Francis, and the 
younger contemporary minded group ŝ y that this 
time they are going to put it over.
"The pro-St. Francis people point out that the 
artist members of the Art Commission voted in 
the main for the Statue--that it was the non
artist faction plus the telegraphed opinion of



BUFANO

1 1 9

2135

conservative sculptor, Edgar Walter, which 
turned it down. Walter's kind of sculpture may 
be seen in the bas-reliePs which decorate either 
side of the proscenium arch in the Municipal 
Opera House. It is at the opposite pole from 
the simple, geometrical style, which Bufano's 
friends say is based upon the opinion of the 
best of Oriental and modern Occidental monument
al work."
When the Art Commission again rejected his St. 

Francis statue on December 23,1936, Bufano was furious; shak
ing with anger, he exclaimed, "Bahl I am on trial before a 
pack of old women who know nothing about art."

ART CIRCLES DEFEND MODERN ST. FRANCIS
Led by Gertrude Atherton, Dr. Mariana Bertola and

Mrs. Frederick Colburn, the attacking party termed the statue
"hideous," "that wooden thing,"and "it looks like a hold-up."
The San Francisco News of December 31, 1956, continued:

"'A hold-up, they call my statue,'moaned Bufano 
clutching his hair. 'It's these women who are 
perpetrating a hold-up. They're trying to hold 
up work on my statue.'
'Otis Oldfield, well-known painter interrupted 
heatedly: 'San Francisco is satisfied with such 
atrocities as the rah-rah statue of Marshall at 
Mason and. Market streets, and that angel-on-a- 
ball in Union Square, nothing but photographic 
taxidermy in stone.
"'The trouble is, most people are used to the 
objective art of the Victorian period. Bufano's 
statue is subjective art. It is the crystal
lization of a great emotion, not a copy of a 
portrait.
"'What do people want?' asked Lucien Labaudt, 
noted oil and fresco painter. 'Bufano has cap
tured the soul and mind of St. Francis. The 
head is the most beautiful thing I have ever
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seen. The arms uplifted in blessing are neither 
Catholic, Baptist nor Buddhist, but universal."

To which Matthew Barnes, winner of the first Anne 
Bremer Purchase prise of the 1937 San Francisco Art Associa
tion exhibit, added:

"'That statue of St. Francis will do more for 
San Francisco than anything else has. If people 
can't see the stupendousnece of it, it's just too bad. Bufano has put his whole soul into it.
Put the statue up on Twin Peaks and the city 
will learn to love it."

Joseph Danysh, regional WPA art adviser, on the 
basis of the petition asking the Art Commission to accept 
Bufano's statue and signed by l47 prominent local artists, 
declared:

"Heretofore, lack of professional artist's o- 
pinions has been one of the reasons for the 
disapproval of the statue. Edgar Walter exer
cised absent influence on the Art Commission by 
sending nine telegrams from Washington charac
terizing the statue as 'lacking in dignity' 
though he has never seen the model.
"The project will give employment to many needy 
artists and it should be put through."
John D. Barry, who had first met young Bufano at 

the Panama-Pacific Exposition in 1915,wrote in the San Fran
cisco News of December 21, 1936:

"When the Works Progress Administration was or
ganized in this part of the world, no one could 
question the right of Bufano to be among the 
sculptors at work there. Again he felt attract
ed to St. Francis as a subject. And again he 
produced a very original model for a statue.
That model I saw the other day at the office of 
our Art Commission in the City Hall. It im
pressed me as remarkable. Like many of the old
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masters, Bufano had developed the conception in 
wood. The texture of our redwood served him 
well.
"What I liked most about the statue was its sim
plicity. It suggested the Italian primitives.
With both hands raised, head bent forward 
slightly, St. Francis in traditional robe,stood 
giving a blessing.
"When I went away and thought over what I had 
seen, I felt confirmed in my opinion that as a 
WPA worker Bufano bad offered a statue we could 
be proud of."

A letter from Ray Boynton, San Francisco artist, de
fending Bufano's statue, appeared in the San Francisco News of 
December 22, 1936:

"It is daring and it is unique and A  is imaginative. It has the purity that distinguishes 
great art— especially great religious art--from 
everything else. The whole conception is a 
challenge to the imagination,and it will remain 
a challenge to generations of people after we 
are dead. It is probable the most original con
ception of St. Francis since Giotto's frescoes.
It is uniquely modern hi its material and execu
tion and timeless in its form. No one else in 
this country could conceive and execute it."
Although the artists generally were in favor of

Bufano's statue, one mural artist, Frank Bergman, wrote in the
same issue of the News:

"I'd. hate to see a statue on, or near Twin 
Peaks— either Bufano's or anyone else's. Put
ting statuary on elevated spots is a strange 
human weakness. A hill top should be crowned 
(if it has to be crowned) only with truly monu
mental architecture.
"I object to saints— Bufano's or anyone else's.
To have a symbol of love looking down upon our 
'man-eat-man' civilization with so many of our 
neighbors hungry, would be the meanest irony
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and hypocrisy. I mean this in the wider sense, 
and not as a reflection against one individual.
"Wise old Charles Erskine Scott Wood once said: 
'Christianity has never been practiced.' Please 
let's forget all the saints."

Religious views on the sculptor's conception of St. 
Francis differed as sharply as those of the general public. 
Archbishop Mitty of San Francisco gave warm approval to 
Bufano's statue, writing to the Art Commission at its session 
of December 2 3 , 1936; that "Bufano's statue of St. Francis 
will be a tremendous asset to the city and it will become one 
of the most distinctive, outstanding monuments throughout the 
world." He even sent Father Meehan as his personal represent
ative to the final hearing of the Art Commission to speak in 
favor of the statue when the decision hung by a hair. The 
Franciscan Order on the contrary, with Father George as their 
spokesman, wanted the usual conventional stone saint. The 
Protestant churches took a hand in the dispute, expressing 
their approval through Dr. Jason Nobel Pierce, pastor of the 
First Congregational Church and president of the San Francisco 
Federation of Churches. The San Francisco News of January 2, 
1 9 3 7 , quoted him as saying:

"A statue of peace like this St. Francis would 
be eminently fitting. I advocate its erection, 
as soon as possible, on a suitable elevated 
spot. I don't say it should necessarily be 
Twin Peaks, though I like the idea myself. St. 
Francis, especially as conceived by Bufano,has 
nothing to do with Catholicism. He belongs to the whole world."
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When defending his statue before the Board of Super
visors, whose assent was necessary to the statue's erection 
after the acceptance by the Art Commission, the sculptor de
clared: "I have tried to make this statue the symbol of a new 
religion. It symbolizes the brotherhood of man— stripoed of 
pretense— as close to a universal interpretation as I could 
make it."

The session of the Art Commission on February 3, 
1937 that approved Bufano's model, was the stormiest— and the 
one which aroused most public interest— in the history of the 
staid and conservative commission. It was so thronged with 
artists,spectators and reporters,all holding decided opinions 
and expressing them freely,that the meeting had to be held in 
a larger room in the City Hall. Press comment in Eastern 
magazines, as well as in local newspapers, is voluminous.

Ooposition members of the Art Commission attempted 
to get designs for a statue of Saint Francis through an open 
competition, thinking, no doubt,that the cost of holding such 
a competition and the length of time necessarily consumed 
would block the project altogether. But Joseph Danysh, re
gional WPA art adviser, retorted that few American sculptors 
had either the background or the ability to make such a gigan
tic statue, and that Bufano was the- only sculptor working di
rectly in the new medium, stainless steel. Also he said that 
it was not fair to judge a gigantic 180' statue of stainless 
steel to be erected on top of a hill, from an 8' model carved
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out of wood and copper, which was on exhibit in a small com
mittee room.

When that line of attack failed, several members 
who opnosed the statue wished to have changes made in the 
sculptor's model, esoecially objecting to the Dosition of the 
hands, flung on high. One member even suggested that "they 
looked like the hands of a gunman's hold-up victim."

Bufano retorted: "I am perfectly willing to make 
reasonable changes, but naturally,I cannot make enough alter
ations to suit every member of the Art Commission. I have 
made a hundred models already." When someone criticized his 
statue for not having patches in his robe,Bufano replied that 
he was a sculptor and not a tailor, that a man in catches 
might be noble, but a stone figure in patches was a botch.

After more heated and bitter discussion, Bufano, 
when given the floor, vehemently thundered: "Art Marches on! 
What if I went into a bank, and said practices of the mediae
val ages must be instituted? The bank would eventually have 
to close down. Art has changed, just like banking. No one 
could create a work of art acceptable to all of you. But you 
are the jury."

Cheers and roars of applause greeted Bufano's 
speech. When a vote was taken, the members were deadlocked 
seven to seven, with Herbert Fleishhackcr, who held three 
votes, leading the opposition. It was San Francisco's Mayor 
Angelo J. Rossi, called in to break the deadlock,who cast the 
deciding vote in favor of Bufano's statue.
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Bufano's metal Saint Francis was proposed as a WPA 
art project by Joseph Danysh, regional art adviser for Mae 
WPA, and by William Gaskin, local supervisor. The cost of the 
statue was to come out of public funds and included the inner 
core of cement, the cement pedestal and the structural steel, 
as well as the salaries of the artisans— varying from 14 to 40 
workers. Copper for the face and hands of the figure, and the 
outer sheathing of stainless steel, have been offered free by 
metal companies. The weight of the gigantic statue will be 
about sixty-five tons; the metal sheathing for the torso and 
robes will be one-eighth of an inch thick. Concealed from 
view will be a bath to attract birds, as Bufano thinks that 
living birds flying around the saint will be much more in 
keeping than birds hewn from stone. A spiral staircase inside 
the statue will lead up to the head and an observation plat
form.

However, this is not a complete victory for the pro
gressive artists and Bufano, for acceptance by the Art Commis
sion merely means an aesthetic approval, and now the project 
is in the hands of the Board of Supervisors, who, at the time 
of writing (1957), have not made any appropriations for its 
construction.*

*See Monograph on Ruth Cravath, Vol. 16 Page 155 of this series.
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CRITICISM IN PUBLIC PRESS
The heated controversy over the statue made front 

page news for the San Francisco newspapers for months, and 
even after it was settled in 3ufano's favor, Indignant citi
zens still wrote to the papers,protesting the statue of Saint 
Francis. Editorial comment in the San Francisco News of Feb
ruary 2, 1957, stated:

"We don't know just how Bufano's 180-foot stain
less steel statue of the city's patron saint 
will look when it arises on Christmas Tree Point 
just under Twin Peaks. We don't believe members 
of the Art Commission know.
"What we do know is that Bufano is a sculptor of 
remarkable talent, many think genius, that the 
execution cf his plans in stainless steel, do
nated by the steel companies, is an extremely 
interesting thing in itself, and that at its 
worst the statue— of a size so commanding that 
it will attract world-wide attention— will be 
more sightly than some of the apartment houses 
that already rise like huge chimney-pots from 
our hill-tops.
"Incidentally, the statue will give employment 
to a large number of sculptors working under 
Bufano on this most spectacular of WPA projects."
In his column in the San Francisco News of January 

7, 1937, John D. Barry made the most pertinent comment yet 
uttered on the public interest aroused in the Bufano Saint 
Francis controversy:

"The controversy over Bufano's statue ofSti 
Francis impresses me as almost wholly good. 
Seldom does a community become excited over 
such a matter. For public discussion it's ob
viously far more profitable than the most re
cent scandal or murder.
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"The ele nent of ridicule that has been intro
duced is to be regretted. There's nothing ridi
culous about the projected statue. it comes 
from a thoroughly trained and a remarkably ex
pert craftsman. I suppose his being so removed 
from much of the present-day.sculpture makes his 
conception appear funny to some people. The un
familiar is easy to laugh at.
"Nothing I can think of excuses ridiculing the 
material used by Bufano for his models. Redwood 
he finds convenient to work in. Those who de
ride the models as 'wooden' merely play on a 
word. The old masters in sculpture didn't scorn 
wood for developing their schemes. Bufano's 
models in wood merely suggest the effect to be 
worked out in a colossal figure of stainless steel.
"It would be a glory to San Francisco if the colossal figure, developed so appropriately, 
with such reverence and simplicity, were to be 
erected in a dominating position. Twin Peaks 
would be the ideal place. , -
"No one can say there's anything Victorian about 
the work of a man like Bufano. It's founded in 
the qualities that relate him, not to grotesque and transient fashions, but to principles that 
are fundamental."
As soon as the stainless steel statue was finally 

approved, clamor arose over the estimated amount required for 
its upkeep by the Park Commission, who disclaimed this re
sponsibility,claiming that to keep the steel and copper monu
ment bright and shining would cost about $10,000 a year. How
ever, the Park Commission said that they had set aside $9,000 
for the irrigation of the mountain, and would beautify and 
care for it, so that it should be green with natural verdure 
throughout the year.
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STAINLESS STEEL AS NEW ART MEDIUM 
This stainless steel statue of the mediaeval saint 

will be almost impervious to time or the elements; the stain
less steel will be made of a new alloy, containing two per
cent of white glass, in addition to its iron, chromium, carbon 
and manganese content.

A letter from S. Craig Alexander of the Allegheny 
Steel Company, written to the San Francisco Chronicle, 
February 12, 1937 is of interest as coming from an expert. He 
wrote:

"In the letters of criticism in the Chronicle's People's Safety Valve, of the prooosed Bufano 
statue of St. Francis to be erected on Twin 
Peaks, stainless steel, as a medium of artistic 
and architectural expression had in several 
cases been brought in for criticism in disparaging terms, as, for example, in the expression 
'colossal, stainless steel egg cup.'
"Without reference to the artistic merits of the Bufano creation, but with reference solely 
to stainless steel as a material for art and architectural work, such an implication is un
fair to this material which is .a versatile 
medium, and has enormous possibilities for ar
tistic and architectural expression.
"Far from being a 'cheap' material, stainless 
steel is the finest of the commercial metals 
of alloys, and is not infrequently referred to 
as 'popular priced platinum.' Its possibilities for the artist and the architect are just be
ginning to be realized.
"The medium, moreover, embodies the essentials 
and provides a versatile range of possibilities, 
from finest detail to utmost simplicity,for the 
exercise of the creative ability of the artist 
and the skill of the craftsman."
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BUFANO'S PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE 
Bufano's personality is Indicative of the true 

artist. Once, when bereft of his studio, he worked out on the 
sand-dunes of a San Francisco beach for months, hammering and 
shaping the metal of a statue, undeterred by the bitter winds 
and cold fogs from the Pacific. Another time when he was to 
be paid eighteen hundred dollars, but never collected the 
money because he had not signed a contract, he shrugged his 
shoulders and. waved his hands, as if to push material things 
away, saying, "As for the money, it is nothing— I do not
care."

Bufano has set down fully an explanation of his 
philosophy of life and conception of the meaning of art, and a 
portion of his manuscript, which also seeks to explain the de
structive attitude of art critics, may be quoted here:

"Art has nothing to do with the whims of human 
beings. Art is purely a spiritual thing. It 
is collective thought; and all creative forms 
are but an echo of God— the religious inter
pretation of the soul. The beauty in nan is 
God. The beauty in God is nan. The collective 
beauty in both is Art....born out of the bosom 
of the Universe. Inexhaustible as space, it is 
neither new nor old; it is the spontaneous 
voice bridging the chasm of all thought...."
He then goes on to say that the savage, ephcneral 

criticism of the contemporary critic arises out of a soul- 
blindness (resulting from civilization) which prevents their 
achieving any universality of thought or feeling. This, how
ever, can have nothing to do with the artist, who should ob
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serve "the characteristic forms of nature," hearken to hia own 
imagination, and express his art, in his lifo as well as in 
his chosen medium, approaching his work with a pure heart and 
an open mind.

He insists that "a true artist lives for his art, 
which he loves for Itself, not as a means of securing fleeting 
earthly pleasures or fame," and that the artist is "the means 
through which beauty is crystallized." He reminds his readers 
that the "new" school of Cubism existed among Japanese wood- 
carvers four hundred years ago, and that the giants of modern 
painting, Cezanne, Picasso, and Matisse, are only striving for 
the childlike approach in an attempt to capture that spontane
ity which is the hallmaikof any true art.

He deplores the sad fact that the great majority who 
blindly follow such masters usually succeed only in achieving 
a sort of "manufactured eccentricity" and a set of traditional 
terms without meaning. His own reverence is reserved for the 
art of the ancients— particularly that art resulting from the 
cultures of the Far East. In them, he says, one may find a 
true interpretation wherein all branches of art, without any 
sacrifice of spontaneity, are blended into one symphonic 
whole.

Personally, he is convinced of the Taoist precept: 
that the impulse to genius lies in all men, but that only in 
artists is it alert; that the creations of the true artist, in 
which this impulse is strongly developed, must be beautiful
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because anything other than beauty has become alien to him. 
Hence, for the artist, the one law is that there shall be no 
law, only the simplicity and purity which admits of spontane
ous creation because it cannot help Itself.

In his concluding remarks on his own philosophy of 
art he says:

"....One can do no more than (attempt).... to 
approach as nearly as possible a spiritual me
dium through the limitations of all too human 
formulae....Art comes to us as naturally as 
rain falls....We put the little seed into the 
earth; the seed sprouts to a plant. The plant 
gives forth the bud. Then the bud flowers to 
bloom; the blossom gives back the seed; the 
seed goes back to the earth....Through reforn 
we by no means rise to a more enlightened 
state of being....Reformation is but a stupid, 
sentimental human weakness....We do not need 
to reform, but to be transformed."

OTHER STATUES 3Y BUFANO
The new sculptural medium, (stainless steel) in 

which Bufano works, will be used in other statues than the 
Saint Francis. Under the auspices of WPA, as a tribute to the 
Chinese in San Francisco, a monument to Dr. Sun Yat Sen (ill
ustrated in this monograph), founder of the Chinese Republic, 
will be placed in Saint Anne Park, off Grant Avenue, in the 
heart of Chinatown. The torso will be of stainless steel, 
while the head of the philosopher will be hewn of red granite. 
Bufano made the studies of Dr. Sun Yat Sen, he says, as well 
as a porcelain bust, while staying at the leader's house in 
Canton and fighting by his side during the Chinese Revolution. 
A statue of Bach, the great musician, also to be made of
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imperishable steel, is to stand in one of San Francisco's 
parks. A red granite statue of Dr. Louis Pasteur, for the 
High School in San Rafael is also nearing completion.

Bufano is working indefatigably and directing a 
corps of artisans, metal-workers and stone-cutters. He is the 
only artist working in stainless steel, and as he works di
rectly, without first modeling in clay and then casting in 
metal, an absolutely new technique must be developed— and this 
is what Bufano is teaching his artisans.

Harsh and oftentimes unfair criticisms only stim
ulate and encourage Bufano to continue striving, obeying his 
own convictions. Always through the ages, the challenging and 
stimulating in art have bred controversy. And when vitality 
is combined with humility, faith and perseverance, as is the 
case with Bufano, it would be exceedingly unwise to accept ad
verse criticism as proof of failure, for these are the intrin
sic attributes of the pioneer. His popular recognition may 
not come at once, but when it docs, it should be lasting.
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BENIAlv'IINO BUFANO 

REPRESENTATIVE 

WORKS 

SCULPTURES: 

The Immigrants, Whitney Prize, $500. New York, 1915 
Panels of Art, 20 feet high, Pnlace of Fine Arts, 

Panama-Pacific International Exp0sition, San 
Francisco. Also worked on figure groups for 
The Court of the Universe on the Arch of 
Triumph. · · 1915 

Chinese Couple, (cnllcd also Honeymoon Couple), 
glazed terra-cotta, Metropolitan Museum, New 
York. A copy is in the San Francisco Museum 
of Art. 

Mother and Two Chil0~en, (Group. Owned by Mrs. 
S. Starn) 

Bust of Colonel Charles Erskine Scott Wood, 
Los Gatos, CRlifornia · 

Saint Francis, 22-ft. black granite statue, 
Paris, 

Head of a Young Woman, (glazed ter~a-cotta), 
SRn Frf'lncisco Museum of Art 

X-Ray~ (fish in hammered cop~er) 
Torso, (h~mered cop~er) 

1925 

1925 

1925 

1928 

1929 
1934 
1935 

Monument to Dr. Sun Ynt Sen, (stainless 
with red granite head) f0r St. Anne's 
Chinatown, San Fr~ncis6o, Californi~ 

steel, · 
Square, 

193? 
Statue of Sebastian Bach, musician, for one of 

San Francisco's ~arks 193? 
Dr. Louis Pasteur, (red granite) for High School, 

Sun Rafael, California 1937 
Crucifixion of Youth, (metf'.l, colored). (Albert 

M. Bender Collection. Lent to the San Fran
cisco Museum of Art l. 

Head of a Child, (terra-c0tta) 
Head of an Old Woman, (glazed terra-cotta) 
Panola in plaster, Mills College, Onkland, Cnlifornia 

(gift of Albert M. Bender to the Mills College .Art 
Gallery). 
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DRAWINGS:
Drawings and sketches of Saint Francis. San Fran

cisco, 1934
ETCHINGS:

Head of a Child, San Francisco Museum of Art 
PRIVATE COLLECTIONS:

Albert M. Bender, San Francisco, California 
Crucifixion of Youth, (bronze) Loaned to the 

San Francisco Museum of Art 
Man of Sorrows 
Two Friends

Charles Erskine Scott Wood, Los Gatos, California 
Bust of Charles Erskine Scott Wood

Mrs. Sigmund Stern, San Francisco, California 
Mother and Children

PERMANENT COLLECTIONS:
Metropolitan Museum, New York

Honeymoon Couple (glazed terra cotta)
San Francisco Museum of Art, San Francisco, California 

The Chinese Couule (glazed terra cotta) Bender
Collection

Young Woman's Hoad and Bust (glazed terra cotta)
Bender Collection 

Child (etching) Bender Collection 
Crucifixion of Youth (metal) Loaned by Albert

Bender
EXHIBITIONS:

San Francisco, California 
Palace of Fine Arts, 1922
City of Paris Galleries

First one-man show after his return to 
San Francisco from his Oriental visit 

The Last of the Christians (bronze) 1925 
First "Progressives" Exhibition, sponsored 
by Joseph Danysh, 1933 

Second "Progressives" Exhibition, sponsored 
by Joseph Danysh

X-Ray (fish in hammered copper) 1934



2151 BUFANO

California Palace of the Legion of Honor 
Head of a Woman, 1929 
Mother with Children (group) 1929 
Bust of a Young Girl, 1929 
Study of Saint Francis (drawing) 1932 
The Three Horses " 1932

Adams-Danysh Galleries
Saint Francis models and drawings, 1934 
Twin Peaks (black granite sculpture) 1934

San Francisco Museum of Art
Torso (hammered copper) Medal of First

Award, 1935
Crucifixion of Youth, 1 9 3 6 -3 7  
Glazed terra cotta sculpture, 1 9 3 6 -3 7

Oakland, California
Mills College Art Gallery, 1929

New York City
Art Students' League
Prizes for Drawing, Sculpture, and composition

1913-15
Whitney Exhibition

The Immigrants (Whitney Prize, $700) 191B
Arden Galleries, 192$

Glazed terra cotta heads and groups The Two Friends 
Crucifixion 
Benia (bust)

Brooklyn Museum, 1930-1971-1932
Devoted a whole room to his sculpture

Paris, FranceSalon d' Automne, 192y
Also comprehensive showing of his works executed in 
glazed porcelain, in metal and in wood, in New York, 
Chicago, St. Louis, 1925-1927
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Whitney Exhibition, New York
Whitney Prize ($500), for "The Immigrants," 1915
Art Students' League, New York
Prizes for Drawing, Sculpture and Composition,

1913-1915
San Francisco Art Association, San Francisco,

California,Medal of First Award for his "Torso," 1935

Member:
San Francisco Art Association
National Sculpture Society, New York
Cercle Ecarre, Paris, France
"Cut Direct" Group of Seven, Paris, France.
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BE~JIAMINO BUFANO 

BI BLIOGRAPHY 

San Fran.:: i s co Chronicle, August 27). 1922, p. 4 
May 17, 1923, p. 3--August 30, 1~23, p. 5 
October 18, 1923, p. 10--January 13, 1924, p. 6 
January 18, 1925, p. 3--June 14, 1925, n. D3 
January 13, 1929, p. ?--January 27, 1929, p. 5 
December 5, 1931, p. 4--0ctober 21, 1933, p. 5 
December 21, 1? 33, p. 5--January 26, 1934, p. 21 
February 4) 1934 p. D3--March 31, 1935 
November 16, 193~, p. 1--December 23, 1936, p. 5 
February~' 1937, p. 4--February 4, 1937, p. 1 
February 12, 1937--February 17, 1937 

San Francisco Examiner, May 17, 1923, p. 3 
September 15, 1935--February 3, 1937, p. 14 
February 4, 1937, n. 1--February 5, 1937, p. 8 
February 6, 19~7, p. 5 

San Francisco News, Feb~1ary 3, 1934, p. 11 
February 9, 1934, p. 16--Februa ry 13, 1934, D . 13 
October 27, 1934--January 26, 1935, p. 9 
October 19, 1935--Decembe r 2, 1936, p. 18 
Dece8ber 5, 1936, p. 12--December 14, 1936, p. 14 
December 21, 1936, p. 16--Dec ember 22 , 1936, p. 18 
Decembe r 23, 1936, p. 14--Decembe r 25, 1936, p. 18 
Decembe r 30, 1936, p. 3--Dec emb er 31, 1936, p. 3 
January 2, 1937, n. 13--January 7, 1937 
February 2, 1937 

San Francisco Call-Bulletin 
February 3, 1937--February 4, 1937, p. 9 

San Francisco Wasp, June 30, 1923, p. 23 
December 20, 1924, p. 20--Ju1y 11, 1925, p. 23 

San Francisco Wasp-News Letter, January 5, 1929, p. 13 
January 26, 1929, p. 13--0ctober 1, 1932, p. 13 
February 4, 1933--February 11, 1933, p. 13 
February 3, 1934, p. 13--0ctober 27, 1934, p. 13 
February 23, 1935, p. 12--June 8, 1935, p. 12 
August 24, 1935~ p. 10--December 20, 1935, p. 20 
December 17, 19v7, p. 13 

• 
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San Francisco Argonaut, January 19, 1929 
January 26, 1929— August 12, 1932, p. 11 
April 7, 1933, o. 13--July 28, 1933, p. 16 
November 24, 1933, o. 13— December 22, 1933, p. 14 January 26, 1934, o. 16— February 2, 1934 
March 2, 1934--November 22, 1935, p. 21 
August 21, 1936, p. 12— December 11, 1936, p. 11

San Francisco Argus, February 1929
New York Herald-Tribune

November 15, 1915, p. 11— January 4, 1925, p. 12
New York Times, November 13, 1915, o. 15January 4, 1925, p. 11— November 1, 1927, p. 5
International Studio 

February 1925, p. 375
Art Digest, January 1933, p. 5

October 1933— February 15, 1934, p. 20
Christian Science Monitor, Boston, Massachusetts 
June 15, 1925— March 16, 1935 
June 15, 1935

Time Magazine, March 2, 1956, p. 42
June 22, 1936, o. 46— February 15, 1937, p. 34

Emanu-El Jewish Journal September 11, 1936
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San Francisco CHRONICLE 
Gregory

San Francisco EXAMINER 
Gregory

NEWS
Gregory (California, San Francisco) 

CALL-BULLETIN
Gregory (California, San Francisco)

NEWSLETTER AND WASP 
ULS

NEWSLETTER AND WASP 
ULS

ARGONAUT
ULS

ARGUS
Arntzen and Rainwater Q98; ULS

New York HERALD-TRIBUNE
Gregory (New York, New York)

New York TIMES
Gregory (New York, New York)

INTERNATIONAL STUDIO
Arntzen and Rainwater Q188; ULS

ART DIGEST See ARTS MAGAZINE 
Arntzen and Rainwater Q98; ULS

CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR
Gregory (Massachusetts, Boston)

TIME
Karpel S237; ULS

EMANU-EL
ULS
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BENIAMINO BENVENUTO BUFANO
b. October 14, [1890] San Fele, Italy
d. August 18, 1970 San Francisco, California

1890: Death certificate
1898: CAR and Obituary

OBITUARY
SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE
August 19, 1970, pp. 1+, photo.

WORKS BY
ART FOR THE MILLIONS: ESSAYS FROM THE 1930S BY ARTISTS AND 
ADMINISTRATORS OF THE WPA FEDERAL ART PROJECT. Edited and with an 
introduction by Francis V. O'Connor. Boston: New York Graphic Society, 
1975. 317 pp.; b&w ills.
Prints 67 of the 141 essays originally prepared for publication 
between 1936 and 1939 by the Washington Office of the Works Progress 
Administration's Federal Art Project. Includes BB's essay "For 
the Present We Are Busy." The "Inventory of the Existing and 
Missing Manuscripts of ART FOR THE MILLIONS" lists an additional essay by BB on his ST. FRANCIS for Twin Peaks, available in 
manuscript form in the files of FEDERAL SUPPORT FOR THE VISUAL 
ARTS: THE NEW DEAL AND NOW, which are deposited in the Library of 
the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of American Art in Washington, D.C.

MONOGRAPHIC SOURCES
BUFANO. Remarks by Henry Miller and Roger Fry. Florence, Italy: 
[n.p.], 1956. 132 pp.; b&w ills.
BUFANO: SCULPTURE, MOSAICS, DRAWINGS. Introduction by Henry Miller. 
Tokyo: John Weatherhill, for the Bufano Society of the Arts,
San Francisco, 1968. 88 pp.; b&w and color ills.
Falk, Randolph. BUFANO. Millbrae, California: Celestial Arts, 1975. 
135 pp.; b&w ills.
Reminiscences and photographs by the author.

Lewin, Virginia B. ONE OF BENNY'S FACES: A STUDY OF BENIAMINO 
BUFANO, 1886-1970, THE MAN BEHIND THE ARTIST. Hicksville, New York: 
Exposition Press, 1980. 226 pp.
Reviewed in CALIFORNIA HISTORY, Vol. 60, no. 2 (Summer, 1981), 
pp. 198-199.

(continued)
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MONOGRAPHIC SOURCES (continued)
Rather, Lois. BUFANO AND THE U.S.A. Oakland: The Rather Press, 1975.
125 pp.; ills.
Snipper
Wilkening, Howard, and Brown, Sonia. BUFANO: AN INTIMATE BIOGRAPHY.
Berkeley: Howell-North Books, 1972. 232 pp.; b&w ills.
PERIODICAL SOURCES
AMERICAN ARTIST

Vol. 42, no. 432 (July, 1978), pp. 42-45+, "Blessings from Benny 
Bufano," by Brian McGinty, ills.

CALIFORNIA PALACE OF THE LEGION OF HONOR BULLETIN
Vol. 1, no. 1, n.s. (July-August, 1967), "Four San Francisco 

Sculptors: Part II," by William H. Eisner, BB and Ralph 
Stackpole, ills.

CITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
Vol. 10, no. 30 (February 4, 1976), pp. 42-43, "Benny Buffano's [sic 

Boffo WPA Years: The Master's Helper Recalls the Master's 
Touch," by Steven M. Gelber and Richard O'Hanlon, photo.; 
pp. 30-31, Valencia Housing Project, San Francisco, 1935, granite 
sculptures (color)

BENIAMINO BENVENUTO BUFANO

EXHIBITIONS AND EXHIBITION CATALOGUES
Moraga, California. St. Mary's College, St. Albert Library. 1981. 

Exhibition and seminars.
Oakland, California. The Oakland Museum. 100 YEARS OF CALIFORNIA 
SCULPTURE. August 7-October 17, 1982. 48 pp.; b&w ills.

Includes an historical survey of "California Sculpture before 
1940" by Harvey L. Jones and a biography.
111.: ST. FRANCIS ON HORSEBACK, 1927

San Francisco, California. St. Mary's Square. BUFANO. September 29- 
October 5, 1941. 20 pp.; b&w ills.

Essays by Roger Fry (1928) and Sam Fusco. Exhibition sponsored 
by the Press Club of San Francisco.

(continued)
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BENIAMINO BENVENUTO BUFANO

BIOGRAPHICAL DIRECTORIES
Benezit 
Dawdy 2 
Mallett
Mallett SUPPLEMENT
Vollmer
WWAA 1962

INDEXES
ART INDEX (Vols. 2-8, 15-17, 19, 33) 
ARTWEEK
Chicago Art Institute 
Clapp
Museum of Modern Art

ARCHIVAL SOURCES
Archives of American Art 
Bancroft Library
Bufano Society of the Arts, San Francisco 
CSL (1969: San Francisco)

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Karpel


