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Not long ago, I received a message from Traci L. Slatton, who is married to the
New York-based figure sculptor Sabin Howard (b. l96a); together they co-au-
thored the superb book The Art of Life (Parvati Press, 2011) in order to describe
and illustrate his process. Traci reported that Facebook would not permit a

'(f6e51"-s5sentially an advertisement for their book that would help it reach
a larger audience-because the firm prohibits imagery that might be deemed
offensiye. This includes nudity, whether sexual in nature or not, even if it is
intended for artistic or educational purposes.' Since the book is focused primar-
ily on a scholarly analysis of contemporary classical anatomy, Sabin Howard,
students, teachers and art academies are understandably concerned. So they
should be. This corporate policy does not make any distinctions between great
art and pornography. It affects not only reproductions ofcontemporary art, bur
it also censors great art of the past: drawings by Michelangelo and pornogra-
phy have been tarred with the same broad brush.

I have been familiar with Sabin's sculprure, research and teaching for the
last twenty years. His work extends far beyond the realms of mere style and
mimesis. It encompasses philosophy, cultural history and iconography. Such

"radical" ideas are not his alone, or
even new. Just the opposite. They
reflect the origins of Western culture
and civilization. They only seem new
to us today, because, after almost
a cenrury of postmodern semiotics,
they appear revolutionary, strange,

contrary to the relativity of contem-
porary culrural standards.

Sabin's art is Aristotelian, meaning
his art is based on observation, stlldy,
seeing. It is not Platonic, focused on
unseen higher values and forms. It

The Art of Lifeby Sabin Hos-ard and

Traci L. Slatton
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Sirbin Horvard, Snuttlittg Rur
/'/c':r', studl', 20I -l

croLR'r'1,5\ ol l Iil_ .\R l lsr'

\iietnam \ictcrans \[en-rorial
on the Nationirl \lall. It is

extremcl\r appropriate and

encouraging that, just this

Januarr; Sabin ri-as selected

lr), a i.rry to sculpt Thc lI'eigltt

oJ' S,rct'ifiti (in collrborrtion
rvitl.r architect Joe \\/eishaar)
ftrr the National \\orld \!ar I
Nlernorial :rt Pershing' Park

in \\iashington, D.C. Sabin

u'il1 creatc bas-reliefs ro
adorn the memorial's long
l>ronzc u'alls, irnd also a

tl.rree-dimensional sculpture.
The ironf is keen.

Thirtr'-fir'e years ago, thc cultural establishmcnt brought enormolrs pressure
to bear upon the U.S. Commission of Finc ,\rts to bl<lck inscallation of Rick
Hart's beautiful Tltraa So/diers, rvhich had alre:rd1'been approvcd b1' President
Ronald Rcagan.

Equally egrcgious \\'as thc National Endorvrnenr for the Arts' rejecrion of
Hart's appiication for a modcst grant ro support thc Crcatiott Sculpntrct. \lost
media outlets, including 'flta [Itosltirtgtott Post, censored an1' favorablc cover-
age related to this project for almost t\\'enr), )'ears. This is hugely rcgretr:1ble
because Ilart u'as attempting ro resrore beautl', honor and gravitas to public
art. The NE.\ also rejected an educational grant application from the Neu.
York -\cadernl' of .\rr, rvhcre Sabin has taught sculprure and figurc drau.inq,
becausc, the NIil official lctter claimcd, "teaching students to dran.the hurnan
figurc is revisionist and stifles crearivit)1"

Sorne readers ma1' rccall that I had the honor to cornmission Ilrtrt ro cre-
ate a lifc-size bronze Hercld Anqcl for the enrrance ro rhc,r-ervington-Cropsct'
Fbundation's headquirrters at Llastings-on-Hudson, Nen. Ybrk. In rni'culogy at
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Like Hart, Sabin Howard has toiled for decades, alone, learning his craft.
Unlike Hart, who was self-taught, Howard enjoyed one crucial advantage-
studying figurative anatomy with Walter Erlebacher (1933-91) and his wife,
Martha Mayer Erlebacher (1937-2013), at the Pennsylvania Academy of the
Fine Arts. They enabled him to pursue his ambition to follow in the footsteps
of the two sculptors he most admired: Michelangelo (1475-1564) and Gian
Lorenzo Bernini (1598-1680). Hundreds of drawings, dozens of powerful
sculptures and a decade of teaching anatomy and sculpture at the New York
Academy are the source material for The Art of Life. The Erlebachers .were

classmates of mine, similarly enmeshed in the chaos of the 1960s and 1970s

wrought by the nihilism of Abstract Expressionist academia. After graduation,
they began a tornrous twenty-year process of re-learning how to draw, paint
and sculpt the human figure. Of couise, they encountered much resistance.
Walter's heroic bronze of Thomas Jefferson, which placed first in an open
juried competition, was rejected by Pennsylvania officials because they con-
sidered it "racist" and uanti-modern." A second open competition, which again
awarded the commission to Walteq was similarly rejected for the same reasons.

The process employed by Sabin to create his nude figures may seem
mechanical at first blush, yet it is aesthetically designed and intensely cerebral.
The finished sculpture always differs from what Sabin actually sees in the live
model posing in front of him. He maintains an inner vision of what the sculp-
ture should look like, shaped and funneled through aestheric judgment and
craft. The first Apollo he sculpted took nine months. At the end, he was dissat-
isfied because the stomach protruded beyond the chest, the swayed hips were
too effeminate, reminiscent of Donatello's Daaid. A year wasted. Nevertheless,
he tore it apart and started from scratch. There is nothing wrong with the
Donatello; it is a great work of art. But Sabin was seeking another paradigm, one

Frederick Hart
Tltree Soldiers, 1984
Vietnam Veterans

Memorial
Washington, D.C.
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