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Henri Gaudier-Brzeska was born in France in 1891. In 1914 he joined the French army 
and fought in the First World War. He was killed in action in 1915, when he was just 
23 years old.  
 
Although he never had any artistic training and died at a young age, Gaudier-Brzeska 
was hugely prolific and made thousands of artworks. This exhibition focuses on the 
drawings and sculptures he made whilst living in London between 1911-1914.  
 
London had a burgeoning dance scene at that time, with new styles providing a source 
of inspiration for many artists. This exhibition celebrates Gaudier-Brzeska’s fascination 
with dance and movement. 
 
Gaudier-Brzeska’s remarkable contribution to modern sculpture was recognised and 
championed by Jim Ede, the creator of Kettle’s Yard. Ede purchased the majority of the 
artist’s estate in 1927 and wrote a biography of the artist in 1930, which became a best 
seller as Savage Messiah (1931). Gaudier-Brzeska’s works form a major part of the 
Kettle’s Yard collection, with over 50 sculptures and 100 works on paper by the artist. 
Please see the online database for more details: 
http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/collection/collection-database/ 
 
 

              
           Dancer, 1913 (cast, 1967)                            Two Wrestlers, 1914  



 

 

Capturing movement 
 

 
Woman on a horse, c. 1912–13 
 

In January 1911, Gaudier-Brzeska arrived in London with his partner Sophie Brzeska, 
whose surname he added to his own. Despite an impoverished life in the city, he drew 
continuously and made sculptures in plaster, stone and in bronze, as he began to 
receive commissions from patrons.  
 
Gaudier-Brzeska often made hundreds of quick sketches a day in order to depict the 
world around him. In the exhibition you can see examples of where he has used just a 
few lines to show a horse galloping, or a woman’s skirt blowing in the wind. He saw 
movement as key to capturing life in his artworks. In 1912 he wrote in a letter to 
Sophie: 

‘Movement is the translation of life, and if art depicts life, movement 
should come into art, since we are only aware of life because it moves.’ 
 – Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, November 1912, London 
 

Gaudier-Brzeska was inspired by the work of the renowned French sculptor Auguste 
Rodin. In 1911 L’Art, a book of conversations between Rodin and Paul Gsell, was 
published. In the conversations Rodin discusses his philosophy of capturing movement 
in sculpture by depicting ‘the transition of one attitude to another’. Gaudier-Brzeska 
writes enthusiastically of having read L’Art in letters to Sophie and the sense of 
transitional movement can be seen in many of his works. 
  



 

 

Activity  

In pairs take it in turns to walk around or gesture, giving the other person just two 
minutes to sketch the movements. See how few lines you need. Swap over so both get a 
chance at drawing. 

Find a sculpture that for you most appears to capture movement. Draw it from three 
different angles. What different things do you notice about it from each angle? Can you 
pinpoint what about it suggests movement? 

 

Dance 

Performances by the Ballets Russes in London challenged conventions of classical 
ballet. Choreographers such as Vaslav Nijinsky and Michel Fokine experimented with 
new movements and body shapes that broke with traditional ballet poses. New dance 
crazes such as Apache from Paris, and Tango and other dances performed to ragtime 
music from America, were flourishing in the city’s theatres, music-halls and cabaret 
clubs.  Many artists affiliated with Gaudier Brzeska were inspired by these new 
rhythms and forms of movement. 

The exhibition focuses around two key dancer sculptures created by Gaudier-Brzeska 
from the Kettle’s Yard collection: The Dancer and Red Stone Dancer. They were both 
made within a year of each other, although they show very different styles and 
techniques. The Dancer was modeled in clay before being cast in plaster, and then cast 
in bronze after the artist’s death. The elegant, long limbed figure seems to step down 
off the plinth, lifting her arms above her head.  In contrast, Red Stone Dancer is carved 
directly into Red Mansfield stone. The figure is abstracted with bodily and facial 
features replaced with geometric shapes. 

 

                         

Dancer, 1913 (cast, 1967)                         Red Stone Dancer c. 1913-14   



 

 

Discussion points 
 
Find the different representations of dance within the exhibition.  

Why do you think so many artists engaged with dance during this period? 

What can the different representations tell us about the process of abstraction?  

Gaudier-Brzeska made both Dancer and Red Stone Dancer within a year. What do you 
think they can tell us about his artistic practice and influences?  

 

Activity 

Look at William Roberts Study for the lost painting ‘Two-Step’; abstract design with 
orange and green background. Can you identify the dancers?  
Look at Gaudier-Brzeska’s Dancer. Try to draw it using only straight lines, while still 
capturing the essence of movement. 
 
Drawing consequences  
 

• Divide into groups of 5 people. Give each person a sheet of paper.  
• Each person draws the head from one of the dancers in the exhibition at the top 

of their page.  
• Fold over the top of the paper so that only the lines of the neck are visible, the 

rest of the drawing is hidden.  
• Each person passes their paper to the next person in the group, who then adds 

the shoulders and arms from another dancer onto the head of the last person’s 
drawing. They must do this without looking at the original head. 

• Fold the paper over again, and pass it on so the next person can add the body. 
Then fold over and pass it on again so the person after can add the legs, and the 
final person the feet. Each person should have drawn one part of the body on 
each of the pieces of paper. 

• Unfold the pieces of paper to see what new dancing figures you have created! 
 

Vorticism 
 
While living in London Gaudier-Brzeska got to know other artists and writers working 
in the city such as Ezra Pound and Percy Windham Lewis. Wyndham Lewis founded 
Vorticism in 1914. Vorticism aimed to capture the dynamism and mechanical power of 
the modern world. Vorticist works often include cubist fragmentation with hard edged 
imagery derived from the urban environment.   
 
Vorticist ideas are particularly evident in Bird Swallowing a Fish. Here Gaudier-
Brzeska chooses the moment of greatest tension in an unresolved battle. Like Red Stone 
Dancer it uses more angular abstract forms. In these two late works he is seeking to 
create sculptures that could communicate the intensity of modern life. 
 
 
  



 

 

Combat and Wrestling 
 

 
Wrestlers relief, c. 1913–14  
 
Alongside dance, Gaudier-Brzeska frequently explored combat in his works. He 
designed a poster for a whisky company depicting boxers, and often went to the 
London Wrestling Club in the winter of 1912. His visits to the club inspired numerous 
sketches, sculptural figures, and his carved plaster Wrestlers relief.  

Tension and violence also appear in Gaudier-Brzeska’s dance pieces. The Firebird 
shows the moment from the ballet of the same name in which the prince captures the 
firebird, who tries in vein to struggle away. A drawing entitled Man and Woman may 
depicts two apache dancers. Apache was a popular dance associated with Paris street 
culture in the early 20th century, and often shows violent exchanges between men and 
women.  

 
                                                      Man and woman, c. 1913–14 

 

 



 

 

NEW RHYTHMS: Contemporary Commission 
 

New Rhythms includes a new dance and music pieces commissioned to respond to the 
exhibition. The film, shown in the gallery, is a collaboration between composer Kate 
Whitley, choreographer Malgorzata Dzierzon and filmmaker David McCormick. It 
takes inspiration from the Wrestlers Relief. 

 

Discussion Points 

Watch the film of the commission in the gallery.  

Can you identify points of inspiration from the exhibition?  

Why do you think they chose to respond to the Wrestlers Relief rather than the dance 
pieces in the gallery? 

How does the contemporary dance piece compare to the other films of dance on 
display? 

 

‘With many of Henri Gaudier Brzeska’s works inspired by dancers and athletes I 
wondered how a contemporary choreographic response could invite new voices to the 
conversation between sculpture and dance, while respecting the vision. On seeing the 
Wrestlers relief I found it impossible to walk past the physical energy spilling out of 
this work. Are the two figures fighting or supporting each other? Their effort is 
immediately rewarded with a sense of release. What would happen if we removed one 
of the wrestlers? This pure energy is a source I could share with Gaudier-Brzeska, my 
collaborators and the viewers’.  
Malgorzata Dzierzon, choreographer  
 
  



 

 

Further Information and useful links 
 
 
Links 
 
Kettle’s Yard collection database: http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/collection/collection-
database/  
 
Tate ‘In Focus’ essay -  Wrestlers Relief: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/gaudier-brzeska-wrestlers  
 
Light – a Learning Resource for Kettle’s Yard: http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/10/LIGHT_final.pdf  
 
 
 
Books 
 
Jennifer Powell, NEW RHYTMS Henri Gaudier-Brzeska: Art, Dance and Movement in 
London 1911-15, exhibition catalogue (Kettle’s Yard, 2015) 
 
H. S. Ede, Savage Messiah: A Biography of the Sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska 
(Kettle’s Yard and Henry Moore Institute, 2011) 
 
Ezra Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska : A Memoir (William Clowes and Sons, 1916). Available 
online at https://archive.org/details/gaudierbrzeska00pounrich 
 
Sebastiano Barassi, ‘WE the Moderns’:  Gaudier-Brzeska and the Birth of Modern 
Sculpture , exhibition catalogue, (Kettle’s Yard, 2007) 
 
Paul Gsell, L’Art, (Paris Grasset, 1911, translated from French by Jacques de Caso & 
Patricia B. Sanders, University of California Press, 1984). Available online at 
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=g5IV-
c6kybQC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f
=false  
 
 
 
  



 

 

How to book a group visit 

The Learning team at Kettle's Yard aims to respond to the needs of teachers, tutors and 
those working with people outside formal education. The house and gallery 
programme of modern and contemporary exhibitions are excellent environments to 
support people’s natural curiosity to explore, engage and learn. Experiencing works of 
art in such a unique setting provides a fascinating springboard for discussion, creativity 
and developing knowledge and skills. 

We also work with practicing artists to offer workshops that combine creative thinking 
and discussion with practical activity, taking inspiration from works in the permanent 
collection and temporary exhibitions. Practical workshops provide the opportunity for 
pupils to explore artist techniques, experimenting with new processes and materials. 

When can I bring a School Group in? 

HOUSE: we work with schools outside opening hours: all day Mondays and between 
9.30- 12pm Tuesday – Friday 

GALLERY: we are able to work with groups during opening hours. Groups often visit 
in the morning, between 9.30am-12pm. 

How many pupils can I bring? 

The maximum group size is 30 pupils. Our Learning Studio can only accommodate 15 
pupils at a time so if you wanted a practical workshop, we could work with one class 
of 30 (half doing a practical activity while the other half were looking at the 
house/gallery and then swap). 

What does it cost? 

It is free of charge for British resident school groups to visit the house or gallery, have 
an introductory talk, explore the space and/or sketch. Practical workshops prices start 
from £100 for a 2 hour session. 

For summer schools, language students, international exchange programmes etc, we 
charge £4 per pupil/student and £30 for an introductory talk. 

Please contact education@kettlesyard.cam.ac.uk or call 01223 748100 for more 
information. 

 


