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left for the east coast, he had revised all his original 
fi gures, perfecting their fl aws and defects. This 
desire for perfection through revision followed 
him throughout the next fi fty years. He likes 
nothing better than to go back and revise or 
improve an earlier work. Stuart says, “I’m 
not a traditional artist. I enjoy reworking 
my material.” Of course, over the following 
half-century, he perfected his “craft,” if 
you want to name it that. He remains an 
‘autodidact’: a self-taught craftsman. He 
found that this was not at all unusual in oth-
er artists. In fact, whatever fi eld of skill one 
examines, one fi nds that the most successful 
practitioners learn their skills as they practice. 

Stuart says he has never had the slightest interest 
in “dolls,” and has never connected what he does 
with that culture. This may offend many really fi ne 
doll makers, and he recognizes them for the artist-craftspeople 
that they are, but doll making is something he doesn’t do. His 
place in the wide fi eld of the arts is as a sculptor. True, his form 
of sculpture is extremely idiosyncratic, and does not fi t the 
narrow vision of many in the art fi eld. Stuart is gratifi ed 
to see that there is beginning to be a narrow break in 
this “constipated view.” He has discovered that there 
are many men and women who perhaps started their 
creative careers as doll makers, but who turned away 
from the obvious doll images to craft images with 
much sharper edges and a realism rarely found sixty 
years ago. Some of these newer artists are demon-
strating real genius with their evocative works. 
Stuart cites Lisa Lichtenfels and the late Robert 
McKinley as two of these.

The emergence of collectible “action fi gures” 
for men has been part of the movement 
to give small scale fi gurines in mixed me-
dia and with movable parts an acceptance 
that distinguishes them from dolls. Their 
creators too started as toy makers, but have 
gone way beyond that in a very short time 
since this new trend took hold. 

The fact that these new products are entering 
sophisticated art collections where one would 
never fi nd the traditional “doll” is a big step 
forward for sculptors in small-scale fi gurative 
art.

One aspect of the Stuart Figures that sets 
them apart from many others is Stuart’s 
emphasis on making one-of-a-kind pieces, 
executed in exacting detail. In a culture 
where handcraft has virtually disappeared 
for the average citizen and where small detail skills are often overlooked 
in the noisy environment of modern life, an appreciation for this non-
traditional art form is enjoying a remarkable renaissance.

continues on next page
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George Stuart never entered the State Department. He says, “...the 
nation was spared, and so was I...” His true loves were architecture and 
the theatre. His math skills were too poor to develop anything but 
a love for old world architecture, but he did pursue his theatrical 
bent for a number of years in both Manhattan and California. 

Stuart loved Washington, D.C., but as the 1950s wound to a close 
he once again journeyed to California and friends he’d made in 
the few years he had spent there in the 1940s and early 1950s. 
It was there he threw himself into making his Historical 
Figures (now a registered trademark). His fi rst big show was 
at Stanford University and was well received. He was encour-
aged, but wondered where would this lead? He was without 
a dependable career, and knew he didn’t possess the drive 
and ambition to become a success in the theatre or in 
Hollywood. He complained to a fellow performer in the 
stock company they were a part of, and it was suggested 
that he think of going on the circuit as a public speaker. 
This had never occurred to him! Why not combine his 
university education and his years in the theatre, and use the 
Historical Figures as props?

Fortunately, he was taken as a client by the Brown Agency in 
Beverly Hills, which had a distinguished stable of speakers. 
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Stuart was honored to be part of this group, and spent the 
next thirty years touring the country doing his “act” with the 
Figures. His emphasis was on the story of the famous and 
infamous and was rich with scandals and intrigue, 
death and destruction. The audiences seemed to like 
it, and no one had seen anything like the Figures.

By the 1980s Stuart was sick of traveling and the 
pressures of deadlines. A previous connection 
with the Ventura County Historical Society (now 
the Museum of Ventura County) in Ventura, 
California, led to a position as Curator Emeritus. 
A collection of 180 of the Historical Figures 
now had a place to be exhibited, and they gave 
Stuart a regular schedule of performances at the 
Museum that was not too demanding and was 
entertaining for him. He also began to receive 
commissions for Figures.

For a number of years now Stuart has produced 
his sculptures for a select group of collectors. 
These Figures are as intricate as ever, and are 
made to meet the desire of the collectors. Clients 
came from word of mouth, and remain as private 
as Stuart himself. Outside of the Museum of 
Ventura County, his Figures are rarely exhibited.

As noted earlier, Stuart’s work began with Figures 
of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. The time 
period of 18th century France has always been 
fascinating to Stuart, beginning in child-
hood when his family visited Versailles. 
The trip had such an impact on him that 

he built a scale model of the palace in his parents’ back yard! 
To date, Stuart has completed multiple versions of portraits of 

Marie Antoinette and members of the French royal family, 
showing them in a variety of poses and clothing. While 

all Stuart’s Figures are amazing in detail, the French 
Figures are often the favorite of the public. Stuart spends 
hours researching period costume and accessories in 
a wide variety of sources, including costume history 
books and paintings from the period. One vibrant 
example of this research infl uencing Stuart’s work is 
his portrait of Marie Antoinette with her children. It 
is remarkably similar to a portrait of the same sub-
jects painted by Elisabeth Vigee-Lebrun in 1787. 

Stuart has also had the knack of a collector when it 
comes to fabrics and trims. Over the last sixty years 

he has amassed a large collection of historic fabrics, 
laces, leathers, and other materials that he uses for 
many of the Figures. Because the Figures are built to 
a scale of one-quarter life size, any pattern or weave 
in the materials must match that scale, which can be 
a diffi cult matter to resolve. In recent years, Stuart 
has also learned a great deal about the longevity of 
the materials he has used to build the Figures, and 
is constantly thinking about ways to improve in this 
area. For example, early Figures often had jewelry 
or other accessories made of lead, which has since 
corroded badly. Stuart now has such pieces cast in 
bronze and plated.

While Stuart did not receive formal train-
ing in sewing, metalworking, shoemaking, 
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or other facets of the Figures, he has learned from other prac-
titioners of these crafts along the way. Occasionally he will also 
employ the services of “helpers” to have fi ne embroidery or 
other specialized pieces made, but for the most part, the Figures 
are entirely constructed by Stuart.

In 2007, Stuart held a workshop for ten interested artists, 
where his method of building fi gurative sculptures was taught. 
He returned to the subject in 2008, with a workshop focus-
ing on sculpting heads. Due to requests from students, he is 
planning another workshop for 2010, this time focusing on 
costume and accessories from France in the second half of 
the 18th century. Stuart does not claim to be an expert on the 
subject, but has acquired a degree of knowledge after all 
these years of study. The much-misunderstood Marie 
Antoinette has so captivated writers and artists for 
the last two hundred years that her fabled 
wardrobe will be a fascinating area to explore 
with the group. During the workshop, 
Stuart will endeavor to expand on the 
eccentric styles of the 1770s and 80s. He will 
show how French styles spread throughout 
Europe and how they were refl ected in 
different areas. 

The workshop will also focus on the 
construction of a scale garment from the 
period, including corseting, skirt support, 
and appropriate trims and accessories. 
Stuart fi nds this an interesting subject and 
will be pleased to share his knowledge with 

others. The workshop is tentatively scheduled for April, 2010. 
Please contact Kathy Henri (kathy@kathyhenri.com) for more 

information, or to be put on the list for future updates.

Also visit George Stuart’s website at www.galleryhistoricalfi gures.com to 
see the gallery of his works, including the French Figures. The Museum of 
Ventura County is in the midst of an expansion, so only a few Figures at a 
time are on display. Visit the Museum’s website, www.venturamuseum.org, 
for more information.   S

All fi gures shown are part of the Museum of Ventura County Collection, unless otherwise indicated.
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