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Bob Lockhart sculpts Robert Bellarmine –
or is it the other way around?

trim his beard. He wasn’t making a statement; he was working
out a problem. The beard on his sculpture of Robert Bellarmine
didn’t look right, and he couldn’t figure out why. As his own
whiskers sprouted gloriously forth into a wiry cloud, he discovered
his mistake: He had Bellarmine’s beard pointing straight down,
but beards follow the jawline, thrusting outward. He reworked 		
it. “The good part is that I’m ruthless about ripping something
up and starting over,” he says.
The beard was not the first change he had made to the
sculpture, and it would not be the last. For nearly two years, the
7-foot-tall figure of Bellarmine - cardinal, saint, and namesake
of Bellarmine University – has dominated both Lockhart’s studio,
in a carriage house in Crescent Hill, and his thoughts. The piece,
which will be 10 feet tall when it’s cast in bronze, will have a
prominent spot on campus. It is a gift from Colleen Liebert, a
member of Bellarmine’s Women’s Council, in memory of her
husband, Dennis Liebert, who was a close friend of President
Joseph J. McGowan. (Their daughter, Sarah, graduated from
Bellarmine in 2002.) University officials hope to place a second
bronze casting in Rome.
Lockhart is known for adding whimsical, Surrealist touches
to his work – his Bellarmine Knight on the quad is filled with
them – and for putting a bit of himself in each piece, often the
distinctive silver ring he wears on his right hand. You’ll see it on

the finger of Joseph in his Holy Family sculpture in Our Lady of
the Woods Chapel, for instance. But there is much less latitude
with the Bellarmine piece. Commissioned work is by its nature
more confining, “especially religious work,” he says. “It’s the
hardest. … It’s very academic.”
He lost about three months’ work when it was discovered after
consultations with Jesuits in Rome that Bellarmine’s garb was not
historically accurate and had to be altered. Lockhart admits that
part of that time was spent in getting past his own anger: “I hated
to rip down my thoughts.” He is very self-aware; he admits that
he carries a lot of ego. But he also knows that he doesn’t know
everything. And one of the most appealing things about him is
that even after making art for almost 50 years he is most drawn to
that which he doesn’t know. “I’m interested in what I can’t solve.”
The work can be very slow. Adding texture to a 3-by-8-inch
section of Bellarmine’s tunic took 12 hours. “You’d like to be able
to say, ‘Well, today I finished the arm,’” Lockhart says. “But it
doesn’t work that way.” Some of the roughing in is done by Mike
McCarthy ’90, who majored in fine arts and studied with
Lockhart and now builds furniture and cabinetry with an artistic
bent in his Trinity Designs company. They’ve worked together
on many pieces, and Lockhart trusts him completely. “There’s
something to having the voice of another artist in the room, to
question or suggest,” he says.
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For six months last year, Bob Lockhart didn’t
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The town at Robert Bellarmine’s feet adds a
great deal of texture, which “gives the bronze
a chance to express itself,” says sculptor Bob
Lockhart. “You’re working with one color, so
the more textures you have, the more the patina
can work.” Looking at the intricate details,
he chuckles. “That’ll freak out the guy at the
foundry.”

Lockhart purposely left two of Bellarmine’s
buttons undone. “If I had that many buttons,
I wouldn’t get ’em all done.” He found them at
the now-closed Baer Fabrics.

The details of the sash are trim intended for
use on dollhouses.

Bellarmine holds his De Controversiis Christianae Fidei, in which he addressed theological
arguments between Catholics and Protestants.
Following surgery in late April to clear his carotid artery, Lockhart’s face was more drawn
than usual. “I was looking in the mirror and seeing wrinkles, so I added more” to Bellarmine’s
face, he says. “They call them ‘character lines,’
but I was a character long before I had them.”
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Lockhart grew his own beard for six months
to figure out how to make Bellarmine’s beard
more realistic.
Working on this piece, Lockhart learned “there
is a logic to wrinkles – cloth folds in a very
specific way.” He carved wood tools to make
the elaborate lace pattern.

Following the suggestion of his friend, noted
sculptor Ed Hamilton, Lockhart made Bellarmine’s ears more rounded and pulled them out
more from the head. The critique from the man
he calls the best artist in Louisville made
Lockhart “nervous – and grateful.”
Lockhart keeps a continuously updated “Things
to Do” list on the sculpture. In late April it ran
the gamut from “build two churches” to “add
fingernails.”

“You can’t do something
until it’s firmly in your mind.”

Much of Lockhart’s time is spent just looking at the piece,
deciding where to go next. The physical act of sculpting is not
the interesting part to him; figuring out how to approach it is.
“You can’t do something until it’s firmly in your mind.” He is
apparently always thinking about it, he says; his hands are always
moving. “My wife says I carve at night when I’m sleeping.”
In April, chisels and other woodworking tools are sticking
out of Bellarmine like arrows in St. Sebastian. A photograph
of Lockhart’s hand is pinned into Bellarmine’s chest, just above
the statue’s left hand, so Lockhart can add veins. “He’s not as
old as me,” Lockhart, 67, says of this Bellarmine, who is in his
mid-30s to 40s, “but it will do.” He thinks the face lacks
character, but he’s not ready to take it on yet. He will crack
anatomy books he hasn’t looked at since he was a student at the
Art Institute of Chicago, and, during a vacation in Paris in June,
he will wander through familiar museums studying the faces of
familiar sculptures – not even drawing anything, just looking,
figuring it out.
By June, the face has undergone major changes. The eyes
are no longer flat; he has carved them to suggest pupil and iris
and added laugh lines at the corners. The lips are more detailed.
The underlying structure of the cheeks is much more apparent.
“This may be the best face I’ve ever done,” he says. He’s finally
happy with Bellarmine’s tunic, after spending approximately
66 hours on it. “Now I’m excited – I’m beginning to take
ownership of the piece.”
And he has found the “Lockhart part”: a village at Bellarmine’s feet, loosely based on Montepulciano, Bellarmine’s
birthplace in Tuscany, that also includes several key sites in
Rome – the Pontifical Gregorian University, the Church of the
Gesu and the Church of San Ignazio, Bellarmine’s final resting
place. By early July the town has become very detailed, replete
with tiny steps leading to buildings, complex stone walls and
sinuous grape vines. He has five stairwells to add.
“I want it to feel like he is traversing the village – and, in my
way of thinking, the pattern of his own life,” he says. The town
is Lockhart’s “dessert” following a long day of work on something like the tunic. “At night I lie down and work on my town.
It’s my treat, like playing with my train set.”
But it is obvious, after months of observation, that the
village is not the only Lockhart part. Sometimes, he says, people
want what you can do at the instant they commission you,
and nothing more. This sculpture, with all its challenges and
changes, has changed him, too. “On this piece, I’ve achieved
some things I didn’t know how to do before,” he says. “I can
guarantee I’ve learned something.”

>>>> what’s

next? >>>>

The bronze of Robert Bell a r mine w ill be

cast using a complex, age-old process known as the “lost wax”
method. First, workers from the Bright Foundry in Louisville
will come to Lockhart’s studio and section the clay sculpture
into pieces. They’ll paint liquid rubber over the pieces, cover
that with about two inches of plaster and let it dry, then
remove it from the clay. Molten wax will be poured into the
plaster-and-latex molds to form a wax copy of the artwork.
The copy will be sent to California, where it will be scanned
into a computer; from those images, a 10-foot-tall foam copy
will be made and sent back to Lockhart to be covered again in
clay. (There’s a hatch in the ceiling of his two-story studio to
accommodate the taller piece.)
The new version will again be sectioned and a mold cast,
then a wax copy made. This wax model will be “sprued,” with
channels added where the bronze can flow and air can escape,
then dipped into a liquid mastic and then into tiny white glass
particles called “investment.” The investment-coated piece will
be heated so the coatings harden and the wax melts and runs
out. Molten bronze will be poured into the shell and allowed
to cool. The shell will then be hammered away and the spruing
cut off, and the bronze piece will be worked and polished until
all the signs of the casting are gone.
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