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Ideas, not things
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Executive summary
Potential for increased visit numbers 
and deeper engagement is significant

Only one-fifth of the local population is aware 

of Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village, increasing to 

half of those living within the immediate local 

community.

The high visit conversion level suggests awareness 

building may be a primary strategy to drive visit 

numbers. This is a positive result for Watts Gallery 

Trust as it demonstrates that the proposition is 

appealing - most of those who are aware have 

visited and those who haven’t would be open to 

it. No one rejects Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

outright when they are aware of it, even if it is just 

by name recognition.

Wide range of perceptions of Physical 
Energy

Prior awareness of Physical Energy was almost 

unanimous among Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors and significantly lower, around one-tenth, 

of the wider local population.

Among the public, Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors and stakeholders, a wide range of 

personal perceptions of Physical Energy were given 

- ranging from the aesthetic to the ideological - 

as indicated in the ‘kaleidoscope of perceptions’ 

tool which forecast baseline attitudes towards the 

sculpture. Survey responses were then correlated 

with the categories of this predictor tool. 

Evaluating the options

Despite questions about the Watts Gallery Trust’s 

rationale for creating the fourth cast of Physical 

Energy, most agreed it should now be displayed. 

Most respondents acknowledge concerns around 

the fourth cast’s creation; but have a ‘what’s done 

is done’ attitude. People of colour were more 

concerned about the creation of the fourth cast, 

at a time when statues connected to Rhodes were 

being removed.

On balance, imperial associations had limited 

impact on proposal preference for most, 

particularly among existing Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village visitors. They indicated that their 

preference would be based on where they feel 

the sculpture would shine best, rather than their 

perceptions of its colonial associations. 

Of the two options, the woodland was most 

favourable among local population. It was deemed 

as the most successful option in delivering Watts 

Gallery Trust’s ambitions to provide learning 

opportunities about the history and symbolism 

of the piece, insight into 19th-century art and its 

relevance in demonstrating the idea of ‘art for all’.

The following key factors and issues are explored 

in detail as to how Physical Energy could most 

effectively be displayed, including the benefits and 

downsides of the current proposals:

1. The principle of choice

There is much greater risk associated with placing 

Physical Energy in the public realm (e.g. the A3 

site) rather than on Watts Gallery Trust land, 

particularly as the issues and associations are 

now well-known within the organisation and 

among some in the sector and local community. 

In the public realm, placement on A3 site could be 

seen as an imposition; whereas placement within 

the Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village grounds gives 

visitors the vital choice to engage or not.
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2. Accessibility for all
Promoting Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village was 

the biggest perceived benefit of the A3 proposal. 

However, it was deemed unrealistic to believe 

that visibility directly translates to visits and 

encountering Physical Energy without context 

significantly limits connection or allows for 

misinterpretation. Ultimately, the inability to make 

the A3 site DDA compliant was a threshold for 

many participants, even if it did not affect them 

personally. The feeling was that Physical Energy 

could not be used in the public realm to draw 

people in, only to arrive and potentially find that 

they are unable to access it. This was therefore one 

of the success factors in favour of the woodland 

site, or elsewhere in the Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village grounds.

3. Sculpture’s intrinsic power needs to be 
enhanced, not subdued, by environment
Physical Energy felt to deserve a dignified setting 

and using it as a signpost is seen as devaluation. 

The woodland site was more favourable, but still 

perhaps not as prominent a position as it was 

felt to deserve. Some felt the woodland location 

could be interpreted as the organisation seeking to 

hide the sculpture from view. Critically, the visitor 

experience must be conducive to absorption, 

reflection and discussion. One of the most 

commonly cited benefits of the woodland site over 

the A3 was the quieter, more contemplative and 

relaxing atmosphere amidst nature rather than 

adjacent to a busy and, at times, noisy road. 

4. The debate is intrinsically appealing
Most of the public and visitors agreed that 

G.F. Watts’ personal views did not affect their 

appreciation for his art - Physical Energy’s quality 

and power still shone through. However, people 

of colour were less likely to separate art from 

artist; recognising that their personal heritage and 

experiences influenced their gaze. 

Most of the public see the four casts as separate 

works owing to their different locations and 

rationales; but again, people of colour were less 

likely to make this distinction, as they felt the 

associations carried across all casts. 

Across the majority of consultees, the debate 

around Physical Energy was deemed intrinsically 

appealing, with some saying it makes the 

sculpture far more intriguing. The public sees this 

as a real opportunity to spark debate, particularly 

as we are in a timely window of opportunity, 

talking about colonial associations and narratives.

5. Use Physical Energy to lever Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village as a site of correspondence
Reframing the narrative, in a way designed 

to bring people together rather than create or 

exacerbate division, is critical. Use Physical Energy 

to lever Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village as a ‘site of 

correspondence’ to harness debate, dialogue and 

common ground, rather than a ‘site of conscience’. 

The sculpture celebrates the fact that everyone 

sees things differently. There is no right or wrong 

way to connect to it. As Physical Energy exists 

conceptually and materially in plural formats, it 

makes sense that there cannot be a singular way 

to perceive it.
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Overall consensus was neither proposal 
is ideal in their current format

In summary, while there are arguments for both 

options, the A3 proposal was effectively written off 

by the majority. Even those who initially supported 

the proposal recognised that others were more 

vehemently against it and therefore decided it would 

be too polarising, particularly on the grounds of 

accessibility.

Participants were therefore leaning more towards 

the woodland site, and away from the A3. However, 

the woodland is not without its own challenges. 

Principally among these are the limitations on 

landscaping meaning the space is enclosed, and 

therefore not creating the sense of awe and wonder 

and leading sightlines to do the sculpture justice. 

Others cited that placing in the woodland could be 

seen as trying to concealing it.

Discussions progressed into exploring an alternative, 

third option. Whilst few were able to articulate a 

specific place elsewhere within the Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village curtilage, this did generate a list 

of critical success factors (reflecting the themes 

discussed in the previous section). If the challenges 

of the woodland site can’t be overcome, it could be 

worth re-examing the site for a viable alternative 

position that more fully meets these criteria.

Critical success factors and the extent to which current proposals meet these criteria

Critical success factors A3 Woodland

Optimal exposure High level of exposure

The principle of choice Viewers can choose to engage

Intentional encounters Intentional, not incidental, encounters

Physical accessibility Site is accessible to all

Accessible interpretation Interpretation is accessible to all viewers

Risk of vandalism Site is at risk of vandalism

An enhancing environment Sculpture is enhanced, not diminished, by environment

A ‘site of correspondence’ Experience is conducive to absorption, reflection and discussion

Empowering not overpowering Proximity enables intimacy and emotional safety

Relatability Everyone feels they can relate to to the sculpture’s allegory in some way

Stimulates programming 

opportunities

Encourages further debate and programming opportunities

Return on investment Cost of installation and visitor revenue
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Consultation background
A time of gathering momentum around social 
and political issues

In 2016, Watts Gallery Trust commissioned a 

fourth cast of G.F. Watts’ Physical Energy to mark 

the bicentenary of the artist’s birth, in 2017. This 

new iteration of Watts’ most ambitious sculpture 

was cast in bronze thanks to a 2017 Art Fund Art 

Happens crowdfunding campaign and to the 

donations of friends, volunteers, donors, Compton 

residents, neighbours, staff, trustees, artists, 

workshop participants, trusts and foundations.

The fourth cast was initially displayed in the 

courtyard of the Royal Academy of Arts, London, 

in 2017-2018 as part of the G.F. Watts’ bicentenary 

celebrations and to mark the 250th anniversary of 

the Royal Academy. 

The creation of the fourth cast came at a time 

when the call for museums, in particular, to 

address their colonial associations was increasing. 

Since then, momentum has gathered at a rapid 

pace, with the Black Lives Matter movement re-

erupting, the toppling of the Edward Colston 

statue in Bristol and continuing calls from the 

Rhodes Must Fall movement to remove the statue 

of Cecil Rhodes at Oriel College, Oxford, to name 

but a few. It was, and remains, a febrile, visceral 

and polarising time.

A potential lightning rod for debate

In this crackling atmosphere, does the placement 

of the fourth cast of Physical Energy at the Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village in Surrey present a 

fundamental risk to the institution? Will the 

upraised hand of the allegorical figure astride his 

horse now act as a lightning rod for injustices both 

historical and present? 

It is undeniable that the first and third casts of 

G.F. Watts’ Physical Energy were displayed not 

simply as memorials to, but celebrations of, Cecil 

Rhodes. One is still in situ in Cape Town; the other, 

removed from its original placement, is stored 

in the Harare National Archives alongside other 

dismantled monuments of colonialism. The second 

cast sits in Kensington Gardens, London, and has 

largely avoided scrutiny of its colonial associations 

to date.

As Watts Gallery Trust notes, G.F. Watts’ 

relationship with Rhodes and his attitudes to race 

and empire are complex and inconsistent, but the 

association itself is indisputable. 

As a 21st-century arts organisation, Watts Gallery 

Trust is admirably committed to embodying and 

promoting “an increasingly diverse and inclusive 

museum practice”, challenging received narratives 

by re-examining the past through new lenses, 

and seeking out, embracing and amplifying new 

perspectives. It is no longer sufficient for Watts 

Gallery Trust to simply say that Physical Energy 

(and Watts himself) are the products of the 

late 19th-century. It is no longer enough to say 

that certain attitudes or actions are consistent 

with the episteme of the age. At best, such an 

approach would be unquestioning, unnuanced, 

and unhistorical. At worst, it could be damaging 

to those still living with the legacy of a racist and 

colonising past. 

The past is written. It is immutable, even as the 

lenses through which we interpret and understand 

it change. And how the past is presented matters. 

This – especially as it relates to the display and 

interpretation of the recently commissioned fourth 

cast of Physical Energy – is the challenge now 

faced by Watts Gallery Trust. But in our view, this 

challenge, although complex, isn’t a frightening 

one. In fact, we couldn’t be more excited.
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An opportunity to be embraced

A lightning rod attracts elemental forces. But 

it also grounds and dissipates them. That’s its 

purpose. However, is that what we want to do 

with Physical Energy (and, indeed, other sculptures 

and artworks)? Do we actually want to defuse the 

outpouring of emotion sparked by the events of 

2020? What about harnessing it instead? What 

about using this moment as an opportunity to talk, 

debate, engage more people and to use art, as it 

has so often been used, to spark ideas, to open 

eyes and to challenge thinking? 

As a leading figure in the Aesthetic Movement 

of the late 19th-century, Watts knew, of course, 

the value of ‘art for art’s sake’ – free of overt 

moral, didactic, religious or doctrinal purpose and 

standing instead for itself, with meaning (aesthetic 

or otherwise) imbued by the eye of the beholder. 

Physical Energy, whatever its subsequent purposes, 

was created as an allegory: a representation 

of elemental human vitality and, in Watts’ own 

words, “a symbol of that restless physical impulse 

to seek the still unachieved in the domain of 

material things”. It is, of course, a ‘thing’, but it 

is also an idea. And while ‘things’ can be fought, 

defaced, revered, or torn down, ideas should 

always be debated.

Physical Energy is, at once, an idea, an allegory, 

an act of creation, a piece of art and a piece of 

history. And Watts Gallery Trust is, at once, an 

institution, a gallery, a home of experts, a centre 

of academic and curatorial authority and a place 

of learning, debate, and ideas. 

As such, you have a unique opportunity to define 

the dimensions of an increasingly important and 

interesting debate: about the role of museums 

in the 21st-century; about how we interpret 

and present the past; and about the very role 

of physical art in an online, polarised and 

increasingly atomised society.

Your visitors and local community share this 

ambition. Believe in the intelligence of the 

audience and their support for you to approach 

the fourth cast placement with transparency, 

interactivity and courage.

‘I don’t think the decision on where to place it 

should be totally on, who’s it going to offend [or] 

where is it going to be the least offensive. I think it 

should be more about where is the most accessible 

place. Where is the most inspiring place, most 

practical place?’ Focus group, potential visitor
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Consultation process and methodology

This chapter provides an overview 

of the consultation process and 

research methodology, detailing the 

scope, profile and context of each 

stage.

1a

Desk research & 

familiarisation

1b

Depth interviews

with senior staff

& key 

stakeholders

1c

Depth interviews

with academics

& sector experts

1d

Depth interviews

with artists 

of colour

1g

Interim debrief

& preparatory 

PR work

2a

Online survey of

local population

Phase 2: Public consultation

Phase 1: Exploration

2b

Online survey of

Watts Gallery 

visitors

2c

Discussion

group with

Watts Gallery 

visitors

2d

Discussion

groups with 

potential visitors 
& people of colour

2e

Interim board

update

2f

Full analysis

& write up

2g

Final debrief

with project 

steering group

1e

Short online

survey of the 

Watts Gallery 

community

1f

‘All Voices Heard’

staff workshop
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Phase 1: Exploration

Aim 1: create a framework for understanding and 

contextualising the responses in Stage 2

Aim 2: ensure all Watts Gallery Trust staff and 

trustees have an opportunity to make their voices 

heard 

Aim 3: draw together a set of ideas, hypotheses 

and assumptions to explore and test in Stage 2

1a Desk research and familiarisation

A thorough investigation of existing documentation 

has been conducted including: curatorial research, 

archival materials, essays, press coverage, social 

media coverage and relevant consultations.

This enabled us to establish robust parameters for 

debate, collate comprehensive briefing packages 

for interviewees and produce stimuli materials 

for public consultees. One output to support these 

materials is the adjacent overview schematic and 

historical timeline of the four casts.

See separate bibliography of sources consulted, 

plus additional ones for further curatorial 

exploration (including suggestions from 

consultation participants).

(c.1883-1904)

First cast

Royal Academy 
of Arts, London

(cast 1902-4, 
exhibited 1904)

First cast

Rhodes Memorial, 
South Africa

(installed 1912)

Second cast

Kensington 
Gardens, London

(cast 1906-7, 
installed 1907)

Third cast

High Court, 
Lusaka, Zambia

(cast 1959)

Third cast

Zimbabwe

(installed 1964)

Third cast

National Archives 
of Zimbabwe

(installed 1981) (not yet installed)

Fourth cast

Royal Academy 
of Arts, London

(cast 2016-17, 
exhibited 2017-18)

Fourth cast

Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village,

 Surrey

Key

Temporary exhibit
Permanent installation

Plaster model

Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village, 

Surrey
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1b Depth interviews with senior staff and key 
stakeholders

To bolster our understanding of the internal 

challenges and context of the Physical Energy 

project, we conducted six depth interviews with 

key members of the Physical Energy Project Board, 

along with key funders and stakeholders. Outside 

of this formal set of interviews, we also began 

conversations with other Watts Gallery Trust staff, 

including within the curatorial team, which was 

valuable in clarifying research to date, areas for 

further research and progress on the Fragmented 

Legacy exhibition (which was in development 

alongside this consultation process).

Senior staff and key stakeholders: depth interviewees

Name Role / Relationship to Watts Gallery Trust

Alistair Burtenshaw Watts Gallery Trust Brice Director & Chief Executive (2017-present)

Debby Brice Watts Gallery Trust trustee & primary project funder for Physical Energy  

and consultation

Cllr. Matt Furniss Surrey County Council, Physical Energy Project Board Chair

Perdita Hunt Previous Watts Gallery Trust Director (2004-2017)

Jenny Waldman Art Fund CEO

Anonymous Arts Council England, two senior directors



11 Ideas, not things: Physical Energy consultation   October 2022 report 

1c / 1d Depth interviews with academics, 
sector experts & artists of colour

It was also vital to also extend the conversation 

beyond Watts Gallery Trust walls to enable us all 

to understand the historical context in which G.F. 

Watts and Rhodes were operating and in which 

Physical Energy was commissioned, created, 

displayed (and removed). Exploring and learning 

from others’ experiences of similar consultation 

processes was also valuable.

MHM and Covalent Creatives worked 

collaboratively with Watts Gallery Trust to devise 

a long list of potential interview candidates, and 

were narrowed down to the agreed sample based 

on the following criteria:

• Outlook: Representing diverse views and 

protected characteristics: ethnic heritage, 

gender, nationality, age, class, political ideology, 

etc.

• Fresh perspectives: What new things can they 

tell us that we don’t already know? Potential 

to extract exclusive insights that will help to 

challenge, stretch and refine our thinking, not 

already obtainable from their online activity and 

possibly not previously on Watts Gallery Trust’s 

radar.

Academics, historians and artists of colour: depth interviewees

Name Background

Sir Roy Clare Trustee of Heritage Alliance. Prev. Director of National Maritime Museum and Auckland War 

Memorial Museum.

Prof. Jason Edwards Professor of History of Art at the University of York. Leading on the current Pantheon Project at 

St Paul's, specialises in British sculpture, c1760 to 1914 and global and imperial contexts.

Wesley Kerr Broadcaster, journalist, historian and horticulturist. Royal Parks trustee, and previous role on 

advisory board.

Khanyisile Mbongwa Cape Town-based independent curator, award-winning artist and sociologist who engages 

with her curatorial practice as Curing & Care, using the creative to instigate spaces for 

emancipatory practices, joy and play. Curator of 2023 Liverpool Biennial.

David McLaren Chief of Staff, Royal Parks.

Prof. Ian Morley Associate Professor in the Department of History, Chinese University of Hong Kong.

Sandy Nairne National Trust, Trustee and Deputy Chair. Currently in Mayor of London’s Diversity in the Public 

Realm Commission. Prev. National Portrait Gallery director and Clore Leadership chair.

Prof Njabulo Ndebele Chairman of The Nelson Mandela Foundation and The Mandela Rhodes Foundation. Current 

Chancellor of the University of Johannesburg. Prev. Deputy Vice-Chancellor at the University 

of the Western Cape, Vice-Chancellor of the University of the North (now Limpopo) and Vice-

Chancellor of the University of Cape Town. Chaired South African Government Commissions on 

broadcasting, the teaching of history in schools, and the use of African Languages as media of 

instruction in South African Universities. Fiction author.

Dame Magdalene 

Odundo

Kenyan-born ceramic artist. Work in permanent collections of Art Institute of Chicago, British 

Museum, National Museum of African Art and others. Chancellor and Professor Emerita of 

Ceramics at the University for the Creative Arts. Watts Gallery Trust trustee.

Dr. Nicholas Tromans Previously Curator at Watts Gallery.

Dr. Chloe Ward Senior Lecturer in the History of British Art at Queen Mary, University of London. Previously 

Curatorial Fellowship at Watts Gallery.
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• Trust: Propensity to confide sensitive information 

without fear of public exposure.

• Wisdom: potential to extract lessons learnt from 

the hindsight of their experience. Can they offer 

a case study that can be a benchmark for this 

project?

• Allyship: Personas with kudos and integrity that 

would be valuable to connect with and build an 

ongoing relationship as a critical friend.

• Interest and impartiality: Genuinely cares about 

this issue, may take a stand for a particular 

stance, but have no direct vested interest in the 

outcome.

• Reputation: Respected by peers and has some 

influence in shaping public discourse/ has social 

capital and represents grassroots communities.

• Access: Reachable and likely responsiveness is 

realistic within set timeframes.

1e Short online survey of the Watts Gallery 
Trust community

A short, qualitative survey was issued to the 

Watts Gallery ‘close’ community (see specific 

cohorts listed in the adjacent table). This enabled 

individuals to anonymously share their perceptions 

and opinions on the Physical Energy project, level 

of support for the A3 proposal, and to express 

hopes, fears and expectations of the public 

consultation. 

The findings from this survey directly informed the 

design of the workshop, and were also presented 

to the Watts Gallery Trust project team at the 

interim debrief.

1f ‘All Voices Heard’ staff workshop

On 22 March 2022, MHM and Covalent Creatives 

hosted an online workshop attended by all Watts 

Gallery Trust staff. The curatorial team presented 

an update on research around the lineage of 

Physical Energy and the upcoming Fragmented 

Legacy exhibition.

We presented the findings from the exploratory 

online survey to highlight, in particular, the range 

of perspectives among the close community and 

the complex nuance of their perceptions.

Splitting staff into small breakout groups, we 

invited discussion on five key statements/ideas 

challenging the Physical Energy project:

1 It is impossible to separate the art from the 

artist. Can we distance ourselves from the 

creator of a great piece of art even if some 

aspects of their outlook are problematic? 

2 Physical Energy will empower all visitors who 

see it on the hill. Does positioning the 4th cast 

on the hill sustain Watts’ original intention? 

3 Physical Energy inspires everyone from all 

ideological spectra. What is it about the 

symbolic nature of Physical Energy that led to its 

appropriation by socialists and imperialists?

Watts Gallery Trust community exploratory 
online survey sample breakdown

Cohort Sample size

Staff members 31

Board members 6

Current donors 42

Previous donors 40

Friends / Members 234

Volunteers 76

Curatorial alumni 4

Other partners 3
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4 As a museum, it is an academic and moral duty 

to present the full story of Physical Energy’s 

creation and utilisation. On what grounds would 

displaying Physical Energy be the right or wrong 

thing to do?

5 The interpretation for the fourth cast of 

Physical Energy will be accessible, informative, 

imaginative, innovative, and universally 

appealing. Who needs to be involved in crafting 

the narrative that will be communicated to the 

public?

1f Interim debrief & preparatory PR work

Following the staff workshop, MHM delivered an 

interim debrief to the Physical Energy project team 

onsite at Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village on 28 

March 2022.

In order to confidently proceed with the public 

consultation phase, we mutually agreed with 

Watts Gallery Trust to build in additional time to 

support on PR work, assuring the scope of the 

public primary research was the right approach. 

We supported Watts Gallery Trust in scenario 

planning and developing FAQs which could arise 

during the public phase to ensure the consultation 

process was robust, transparent and appropriate.

Example of a Mural workboard from the ‘All Voices Heard’ staff workshop.
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Phase 2: Public consultation

Aim 1: To understand how individuals and 

communities respond to Watts Gallery Trust and 

Physical Energy in particular, both as a work of art 

and as a historical object (especially in light of the 

sculpture’s and the artist’s connections to Rhodes)

Aim 2: To explore how the fourth cast of Physical 

Energy might be displayed to hide, highlight or 

spark conversations on its potential connections 

to the way that the first and third casts have 

historically been displayed

Aim 3: To explore audiences’ interpretation 

preferences for the fourth cast and the plaster 

model and understand how to maximise different 

audiences’ engagement with art, the artwork and 

the artist

2a Online survey of the local population

We designed an online survey to reach a sample 

of 500 in the local population to Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village, defined as those living within 

a 60-minute drivetime of the site. We employed 

rigorous weighting processes to ensure the final 

sample was truly representative of this area; for 

example setting sample quotas on age, gender 

and educational attainment using census data and 

population numbers.

Reliability of findings based on a sample of 500: 

at a 95% confidence level, the confidence interval 

(margin of error) is +/- 4.38% (i.e. where the 

result is 50%, the true result will lie between 

45.62% and 54.38%). 

100% of respondents were eligible to participate 

in the survey, meaning this survey was effective 

in capturing the ideas and opinions of your local 

audiences, regardless of whether or not they are 

aware of or have visited Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village in the past. In analysis, as outlined on page 

16, we often focus in on the art gallery market 

of the local area, as a more realistic potential 

or interested market for Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village. 86% of the local population were classed 

as in the art gallery market, having been to an art 

gallery in the past and/or would be interested in 

visiting in future.

In collaboration with Watts Gallery Trust, MHM and 

Covalent Creatives designed the survey, informed 

by the findings from Phase 1. The survey structure 

layered information about G.F. Watts, Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village, Physical Energy, Cecil Rhodes and 

the proposed locations of the fourth cast, testing 

both unprompted and prompted perceptions at 

each stage.

The survey was in field from 18 August to  

6 September 2022.

The adjacent map illustrates 

the areas included in the three 

drivetime bands.

0 to 30 minutes

31 - 50 minutes

51- 60 minutes
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2b Online survey of Watts Gallery visitors

The same survey – issued to those in the local 

population – was also sent out to Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village’s existing visitors.

Unlike in the population study, for Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village visitors the only screening criteria 

was that they had visited at some point in the past. 

Watts Gallery Trust issued the survey to those on 

their mailing lists and the CRM system who had 

given their permission to be contacted for such 

purposes. 

This was, therefore, a self-selection survey, rather 

than fulfilling specified demographic quotas, 

like the population survey. To ensure the visitor 

responses were representative of the wider visitor 

base, the survey data was retrospectively weighted 

based on CRM data provided by Watts Gallery; for 

example relationship with Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village (general visitor, volunteer) and age.

Reliability of findings based on a sample of 358: 

at a 95% confidence level, the confidence interval 

(margin of error) is +/- 5.05% (i.e. where the 

result is 50%, the true result will lie between 

44.95% and 55.05%). 

The survey was in field from 15 August to 13 

September.

The following two pages outline the demographic 

profiles of both the local population and visitor 

studies.
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17%

28%

21%

Local 

population

Local 

population

Local 

population16-24 25-34 35-49 50-64 65+

8%

26%

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village local population and art gallery market profiles

By definition, the local population sample includes 

those living within a 60-minute drive of Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village. In line with population 

numbers the sample distribution is: 13% in 0-30 

mins, 48% 31-50 mins and 40% in 51-60 mins.

Sample quotas were specified on age, gender, 

educational attainment and postcode; therefore 

these factors will match census data for the same 

area.

Further to this, we highlight the local art gallery 

market: defined as those who have ever been to 

and/or are interested in visiting art galleries. 86% of 

the local population are in this art gallery market. 

Profile differences to this sub-group are highlighted.

78% of the local population 

identifies as White. The next 

largest ethnic group is Asian (11%), 

followed by Mixed (6%), Black 

(4%) and other (1%).

There is no significant difference in 

profile within the art gallery 

market.

Two-fi�hs (39%) of the local 

population is educated to degree 

level or above. Among the art 

gallery market, this is significantly 

higher at 43%. Higher level of 

educational attainment typically 

corresponds with cultural 

engagement.

As is perhaps expected, those in 

the art gallery market were 

significantly more likely to report 

having a general knowledge of 

art (64%) than the average across 

the wider local population (57%). 

5% consider themselves art 

specialists, similar to the whole 

population (4%).

The model above shows the age distribution across the 

local population. Within the local art gallery market, there 

are no significant differences in profile.

(8%)

(27%) (29%)

(18%)
(18%)

[Base: 500, 426]

78%

6% 4

11%

78%

6% 4

12%

4

39%

57%

5

32%

64%

Degree educated

Not degree educated

Black

Other

Specialist

General

Little to no

White

Asian

Mixed

39%

61%

43%

57%

Art gallery 

market

Art gallery 

market

Art gallery 

market
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56%

7%

35%

WGAV

visitors

WGAV

visitors

0% 2%

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors and art gallery market profiles

The Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitor sample 

was attained through self-selection rather than 

fulfilling specified demographic criteria, unlike the 

population survey. The data was retrospectively 

weighted on relationship with Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village (e.g. general visitor, volunteer) and 

age, based on CRM data provided by Watts Gallery 

Trust. Such weighting helps to balance out the 

self-selecting nature of the survey, ensuring a more 

representative picture of the whole visitor base.

The Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village visitors sample is 

significantly less ethnically 

diverse than the wider art 

gallery market and wider 

population. 98% of visitors 

identify as White, compared to 

78% in the art gallery market.

In comparison to the wider art 

gallery market, Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village visitors are 

significantly older. Over half of 

respondents (56%) aged 65+ 

in comparison to 17% of the 

gallery market.

Four-fi�hs (82%) of Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors are educated to degree 

level or above; significantly 

more so than among the art 

gallery market, this is 

significantly lower at 43%.

Geography was not a screening criterion for the 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors survey. 

However, the sample was still relatively local, with 

three-quarters (76%) living in the South East region 

and a fi�h in London (20%). The remaining 4% 

originate from elsewhere in the UK or overseas.

For comparability to the population survey data, the 

sample splits into the following drivetime 

categories:

48% in 0 to 30 minutes (13% in local population)

23% in 31 - 50 minutes (48% in local population)

29% 51 minutes and over (40% in local population)

(8%)

(27%) (29%)
(18%)

(18%)

[Base: 346, 426]

98%

1%

78%

6% 4

12%

82%
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2c / 2d Discussion group with Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village visitors, potential visitors and 
people of colour

The aims of this qualitative phase of research were:

• To understand how individuals and communities 

respond to Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village and 

Physical Energy, both as a work of art and as 

a historical object (especially in light of the 

sculpture’s and the artist’s connections to Cecil 

Rhodes).

• To explore how the fourth cast of Physical Energy 

might be displayed to hide, highlight or spark 

conversations on its potential connections to the 

way that the first and third casts have historically 

been displayed.

• To explore audiences’ interpretation preferences 

for the fourth cast and the plaster model 

and understand how to maximise difference 

audiences’ engagement with art, the artwork and 

the artist.

Prior to the sessions, all respondents completed the 

online survey to introduce the issues for discussion, 

ensuring an informed conversation. Discussion 

groups were held on Zoom over 90 minutes, 

moderated by the MHM & Covalent Creatives project 

team. Each participant received £50 as a ‘thank you’ 

for taking part.

Discussion groups profiles

Recruitment criteria / 
profile

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

Regular visitors Potential visitors, BAME Potential visitors

Engagement with Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village

Have visited recently / 

frequently

Never visited - in art gallery 

market

Never visited - in art gallery 

market

Geography: drivetime from 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village

n/a Live within 60-minute 

drivetime

Live within 60-minute 

drivetime

Ethnicity / background Mixed Black or Black British (inc 

Mixed) Caribbean / African / 

other Black background

Mixed

Age range 38 to 88 21 to 41 23 to 58

Proposal preference x2 A3; x2 woodland;  

x2 neither/don’t know

n/a n/a

Number of participants 6 6 6

Date of group 12th September 2022 13th September 2022 13th September 2022

Recruitment method Expressions of interest 

through visitor survey

Local third-party recruiter Local third-party recruiter
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2e Interim board update

Following the completion of the primary research, 

MHM and Covalent Creatives presented initial 

headline findings and frameworks for analysis to 

the Watts Gallery Trust Board of Trustees at their 

regular meeting, on 27 September 2022.

2f Full analysis & write up

The main output of the consultation is this final, 

full report which synthesises and analyses all 

findings and includes strategic recommendations 

for how to proceed with the Physical Energy 

project. 

2g Final debrief with the project steering 
group

An in-person presentation of full findings to the 

Physical Energy project team and Watts Gallery 

Trust Board of Trustees took place on 25 October 

2022.
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Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village market

This section covers awareness and engagement 

with Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village, including future 

potential interest and engagement.
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Potential for increased visit numbers and 
deeper engagement is significant
Only one-fifth of the local 
population is aware of Watts 
Gallery - Artists’ Village

Among the local population (defined as those 

living within a 60-minute drivetime), one-fifth 

(21%) are aware of Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village. 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village was listed within a 

list of local comparator organisations to prevent 

response bias.

Higher awareness in the art gallery market 

Those defined as in the market for attending art 

galleries were, unsurprisingly, more likely aware 

of the Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village (23%) than 

those not (6%).

Awareness does not vary by age

Across most comparator organisations, we see 

levels of awareness increase incrementally with 

age, which is not unusual. Interestingly, this was 

not the case with Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village. 

Awareness ranged from 19% to 25%, as the 

adjacent model illustrates. 

Awareness wanes with distance

As is perhaps expected, awareness wanes 

with distance. Almost half of those living in 

the immediate local area, within a 30-minute 

drivetime, were aware of Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village (47%). This falls significantly among those 

living 31-60 minutes away (17%).
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Awareness of WGAV: Local population

Drive time Ethnicity

21% 28%
25%

19% 19%

47%

17%

40%

21% 21% 23%

6%

34% 32%
37%

Art market

20% 17%

Where % is significantly 

different from the total

[500] [168] [141] [104] [87] [63] [240] [198] [389] [109] [429] [71]

The adjacent data visualisation 

is used throughout the report to 

highlight the differences between 

the total sample of respondents 

(the first bar), and the subsequent 

bars, which show the same data 

points within various audience 

sub-groups (e.g. age).

The arrows represent where 

the sub-group % is statistically 

significantly higher or lower than 

the average.
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One-fifth aware of the artist, G.F. Watts

Awareness of G.F. Watts was similar to the site: 

just over one-fifth had heard of the artist (22%). 

Those in the art gallery market were significantly 

more likely to have heard of G.F. Watts (25%) 

compared to those not (1%).

Corresponding with the site awareness data, those 

living closest to Watts Gallery- Artists’ Village, 

within a 30-minute drive, were significantly more 

likely to have heard of the artist (37%) than those 

living further afield. Again, awareness does not 

correlate with age.
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Self-portrait, George Frederic Watts 

1903-4, Oil on canvas
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Visit conversion is high

Previous visitor sample indicates a 
recent, returning audience

Over two-thirds of previous visitors had last visited 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village in the past 12 

months (68%). We typically find that recent visitors 

are most responsive to such surveys, though data 

weighting procedures will have adjusted their 

presence in accordance with CRM insights and, 

therefore, should be an accurate representation of 

their relative dominance.

High conversion level suggests 
awareness building may be a primary 
strategy to drive visit numbers

Among those aware of Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village (21%), 12% have visited at some point 

in the past and 9% have not visited but would 

consider it. Positively, none of those aware of 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village ruled out visiting.

The 12% who have visited previously equates to a 

58% level of conversion of those aware of Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village. Further to this, 8% of 

the market have visited in the last three years, 

equating to a 68% level of retention.

This is a positive result for Watts Gallery Trust as 

it demonstrates that the proposition is appealing 

- most of those who are aware have visited and 

those who haven’t would be open to it. No one 

rejects Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village outright 

when they are aware of it, even if it is just by name 

recognition.

Therefore, strategies to drive visitor numbers 

in the coming years would be best focused on 

increasing awareness of Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village, particularly in the 31-60-minute drivetime.

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village awareness and engagement

Awareness & engagment Local population Previous visitors

Last visited in the past 12 months 3% 68%

Last visited 1-3 years ago 5% 19%

Last visited more than 3 years ago 4% 14%

Never visited - but I would consider visiting 9%

Never visited - and I wouldn't consider visiting <1%

Not heard of Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 79%

Base 500 347
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High level of interest in 
engaging with Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village

At this point in the survey, respondents were 

shown a series of slides outlining the Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village offer and site (both text and 

imagery).  

Based on this, two-thirds of the local population 

(64%) described themselves as interested (either 

very or somewhat) in finding out more about 

G.F. Watts, his life and his art. Among previous 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors, this was 

expectedly higher (85%.

Three-quarters of local population 
would consider visiting in future

Based on the information provided, respondents 

were then asked how likely they were to visit Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village in future. Among the local 

population, 77% would consider visiting in future 

- 20% definitely would, 24% probably would, and 

33% possibly would.

Based on what you already knew about G.F. Watts and 
what you have read in this survey, how interested are 
you in finding out more about his life and work?

Interest in G.F. Watts Local population

Very interested 16%

Somewhat interested 48%

Neither 19%

Somewhat uninterested 9%

Not interested at all 8%

Base 500

Based on what you have read about Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village, how likely are you to visit in the future? 

Interest in G.F. Watts Local population

Definitely 20%

Probably 24%

Possibly 33%

Probably not 17%

Definitely not 6%

Base 500
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Physical Energy perceptions

This section covers initial benchmarking perceptions 

of Physical Energy, awareness of Cecil Rhodes and 

the associations with Physical Energy, the impact of 

imperialism on how Physical Energy, and specifically the 

fourth cast, is perceived.
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Prior awareness of Physical Energy 

was almost unanimous among 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors and significantly lower, 

around one-tenth, of the wider 

local population.

Among the public, Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village visitors and 

stakeholders, a wide range of 
personal perceptions of Physical 

Energy were given - ranging from 

the aesthetic to the ideological - 

as indicated in the ‘kaleidoscope 
of perceptions’ tool which forecast 

baseline attitudes towards the 

sculpture. Survey responses were 

then correlated with the categories of 

this predictor tool.

12% of the local population aware of 
Physical Energy

Prior to taking the survey, 12% of the local 

population had heard of Physical Energy, compared 

to 91% of previous Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors.

The fourth cast of Physical Energy, at the Royal 

Academy of Arts (20 November 2017 — 6 April 2018)

[Base 500]

Awareness of Physical Energy, prior to completing 
the survey

78%

12%

Aware

Unaware

[Base 358]

91%

9%

Aware

Unaware

Local 
population

WGAV
visitors

Wide range of perceptions of Physical Energy
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Awareness of Physical Energy among local 
population wanes with distance from Watts 
Gallery - Artists’ Village

Among the local population, there were a few 

notable differences in levels of awareness between 

specific market sub-groups. Those living closest 

to Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village were most 

likely aware of Physical Energy (17%), and this 

diminished incrementally with distance (10% of 

those living 51+ minutes away).

Those already aware of Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village were also more likely to be aware of 

Physical Energy (27%) than those who weren’t 

(9%). People of colour were also more likely to 

be aware of Physical Energy (22%) than those 

identifying as White (9%).

Awareness of Physical Energy among Watts 
Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors is almost 
universal

Nine in ten Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors 

are aware of Physical Energy. Among those 

with a closer relationship (e.g. friends, patrons, 

volunteers) were significantly more likely to be 

aware (98%) than general visitors (90%).
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Public and visitors expressed a vast 
range of personal perceptions of 
Physical Energy

The adjacent chart, kaleidoscope of perceptions, 

is a framework to organise the range of responses 

to the question ‘What does Physical Energy 

suggest or signify to you personally?’, asked of all 

participations across the consultation. Multiple 

attributes can be appreciated simultaneously.

Among the public (both the local population 

and Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors), 

responses aligned with the range of areas on 

the kaleidoscope to varying degrees.1 There were 

limited common nuances in perceptions between 

different audience sub-groups - responses were 

highly individualistic.

1    Around one-fifth of respondents across both surveys 
respectively responded with little to this question, often 
saying ‘I don’t know’.

Kaleidoscope of perceptions categorising the range of Physical Energy’s attributes that are perceived by 
onlookers, some of which may or may not have been intended by the artist.

Visual 
appeal

Muse Contemplation, existential reflection, aspirational, reverence 

Aesthetic Beauty, perfection, masterpiece, materiality, spellbinding

Scale Magnificent, colossal, monumental, grandeur, extraordinary, 

glorious

Physique Strength Muscular, masculine, robust, heroic, youthful, superhuman/

alpha male, seductive, virile, potent, patriarchal, vigour

Connotations 
(Artistic 
intent Vs 
perceived 
messages) 

Progress Hope, potential, evolution, change, betterment, refinement, 

opportunity

Momentum Speed, gallop, torsion, stamina, durability, ceaseless, 

unstoppable, insatiable, obsession

Competition Vision, direction, ambition, winning, success, champion, 

fastest, best, victorious, elite

Power Control, status, ownership, possession, tame/struggle, 

dominance, hierarchy, class

Subversions 
(Distorted 
projections)

Conquest Search, adventure, discovery, endeavour, expedition, 

colonise, empire building, expansion, displacement 

Politics Civilisation, patriotism, nostalgia, authorised mission, 

imperialist

Ideology Nostalgia, Identity, pride, racial superiority, white supremacy

Idealised, 

innocuous

Toxic

Kudos

Criticism
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Strength & vigour 
Muscular, masculine, robust, heroic, youthful, 

superhuman/alpha male, seductive, virile, potent, 

patriarchal, vigour

‘I think it’s quite aesthetic in terms of the physical 

specimen, the muscles of the horse, the clearly very 

heroic athletic physique of the man.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor, person of colour

‘If you were standing near it, it looks like it would 

be quite big and it gives the impression of being 

masculine and strong.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor

‘A person who has not only physical strength, but 

the will and drive to use it. This could be anyone.’ 

Local population

‘The expectation of strength in a leader.’ Local 

population

‘The strength of man.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘Health and vitality.’ Local population

‘Strength and vitality of humans/animals.’ Local 

population

‘It signifies to me a strength of will and character 

and spirit, high athletic energy, masculinity and 

nature’s vitality. It also signifies classicism.’ Local 

population

Power 
Control, status, ownership, possession, tame/struggle, 

dominance, hierarchy, class

‘The artist is attempting to convey the physical and 

moral power of the subject.’ Local population

‘Discovery of power.’ Local population

‘Power of man and the beasts in motion.’ WGAV 

previous visitor

‘The raw beauty of mankind when he is not clothed 

in armour and seeking to dominate others.’ WGAV 

previous visitor

‘A powerful force about to be released.’ WGAV 

previous visitor

‘It strikes me is that it is quite imposing. It denotes 

strength and power and a force to be reckoned 

with.’ Focus group, potential visitor

In particular, respondents cited humanity’s control 

over/with other life/nature, citing the synergy 

between animals and humans.

‘It means the energy that emanates from humans.’ 

Local population

‘Man and animal in unison. The power of both.’ 

Local population

‘Man and beast in perfect harmony.’ WGAV 

previous visitor

‘The strength of nature being harnessed by 

mankind.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘The symbiotic relationship between man and 

beast; power and ambition.’ WGAV previous visitor

Progress 
Hope, potential, evolution, change, betterment, 

refinement, opportunity

‘Forward-thinking, anticipation, progression.’ Local 

population

‘Strength and curiosity.’ Local population

‘Strength and power and an optimism for the 

future.’ Local population

‘A yearning to move forward.’ WGAV previous 

visitor

‘The upward and onward progress of mankind.’ 

WGAV previous visitor

This section takes each area of the kaleidoscope in 

turn, highlighting the most commonly expressed 

elements.
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Conquest 
Search, adventure, discovery, endeavour, expedition, 

colonise, empire building, expansion, displacement

‘Mankind’s pursuit of exploration and the 

unknown.’ Local population

‘Looking forward to the dawn of a new century, 

striding out to embrace it.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘To me, Physical Energy suggests strength and 

power, youth and youthful optimism for the future 

while still searching for the way ahead. ’ WGAV 

previous visitor

Competition 
Vision, direction, ambition, winning, success, champion, 

fastest, best, victorious, elite

‘It suggests power and beauty. A union of man and 

horse at their physical peak. Determination and 

courage.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘A man seeking a way forward. When I first saw 

this, it was in Kensington Gardens and it always 

suggested to me that this rider was deciding which 

direction he was heading in.’ WGAV previous visitor

Aesthetic 
Beauty, perfection, masterpiece, materiality, spellbinding

‘Fascinating blend of classical statuary with 

modern angular take.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘A great piece of traditional sculpture - personally 

think it’s the best thing Watts created - the plaster 

piece in the gallery is stunning.’ WGAV previous 

visitor

‘I do enjoy the sinewy aesthetic of its 

implementation.’ WGAV previous visitor

Politics 
Civilisation, patriotism, nostalgia, authorised mission, 

imperialist

‘Symbolic of the imperial ethos and prevailing 

mindsets and attitudes at the time of its creation 

and especially expressed by Watts in relation to 

Rhodes.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘Power and success at the height of the  British 

Empire. Rather like other equestrian pictures and 

statues of powerful ( nearly always) men.’ WGAV 

previous visitor

‘I don’t particularly like the sculpture, but I admire 

it for its evocation of a particular and long-

vanished period of English thought and culture.’ 

WGAV previous visitor

Scale 
Magnificent, colossal, monumental, grandeur, 

extraordinary, glorious

‘To me, the sculpture is impressive only because of 

its size. It portrays man as master of all he surveys 

while looking for new realms to conquer.’ WGAV 

previous visitor

‘It is an imposing piece of sculpture which has a 

history.’ WGAV previous visitor

Muse 
Contemplation, existential reflection, aspirational, 

reverence

‘A statue created to recognise and inspire the 

achievement of continual development and 

progress of mankind.’ WGAV previous visitor

‘A magnificent, forward-thinking sculpture 

designed and worked on over many years in good 

faith. An inspirational piece to so many diverse 

people.’ WGAV previous visitor
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‘I noticed the aesthetic first of all. And the feeling 

I initially get is awe and wonder. I was also 

particularly focused on the detail of the horse. For 

example, the muscles on the front legs are quite 

impressive. […] I also get a sense of curiosity, 

wondering whether it was a subject that posed on 

the horse, or if it’s an actual person with a history 

and a background that is worth knowing.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor, person of colour

Momentum 
Speed, gallop, torsion, stamina, durability, ceaseless, 

unstoppable, insatiable, obsession

‘The embodiment of vitality and action / dynamic 

energy.’ WGAV previous visitor

Ideology 
Nostalgia, Identity, pride, racial superiority, white 

supremacy

‘It is a symbol of white supremacy due to its 

association with Rhodes, which was encouraged 

and endorsed by both Watts himself and Watts 

Gallery Trust.’ WGAV previous visitor

Artists’ and academics’ responses more 
focused on the deeper, critical end of 
the spectrum 

People of colour particularly perceive how the 

sculpture has been subverted for imperial agendas 

and how it’s hard to unsee those once you become 

aware.

‘Physical Energy is a bit like a steam engine: it’s 

showing strength, progression, and progress. And 

I think that’s what he [Watts] was trying to get 

across...This beautiful horse and rider, to me, is 

just strength and progress, a symbol that civilises...

It is forging ahead. It’s like the steam engine. 

Yeah. I mean, it’s energy. I mean, you look at that 

sculpture, and it’s just energy and its beauty. A 

mountain beast.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘As I understand the history of Watts and his 

position in society, he was interested in Empire and 

conquering and things about savages and stuff like 

that. This was about dominance. So that’s some 

of the meaning...I don’t think I saw that the first 

time I visited it. But now that I understand that part 

of the artist and the people that he was talking 

to. It’s kind of hard not to unsee it.’ Stakeholder / 

Academic

‘I’m not sure it had any impact except that this was 

a colonial statue. To be frank, having been brought 

up in a political climate of colonial Kenya of [Cecil] 

Rhodes versus, [John] Speke and [Richard] Burton, 

that was always our history. It wasn’t something 

that I stopped to analyse, other than, [think] “Oh, 

here’s another colonial monument”. I didn’t really 

associate it with Watts as an artist. I just saw it as 

another triumphant piece of sculpture.’ Artist of 

colour

For others, the notion of dominance also poses a 

challenge.

‘I think it is really problematic, this notion 

of dominance, when we’re in the world that 

I’m inhabiting. When so many museums and 

practitioners are really rethinking what that 

practice looks like. I don’t think we’re decolonised 

yet; but when all of this active thinking is 

happening around decolonization, and I mean that 

in terms of the practice of our decision making as 

well as in the power structures around who gets to 

decide and [what is of] significance.’ Stakeholder / 

Academic
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Most of the public and visitors 

agreed that G.F. Watts’ personal 

views did not affect their 

appreciation for his art - Physical 

Energy’s quality and power still 

shone through. However, people of 
colour were less likely to separate 

art from artist; recognising that their 

personal heritage and experiences 

influenced their gaze.

Most of the public see the four casts 
as separate works owing to their 

different locations and rationales; 

but again, people of colour were less 

likely to make this distinction, as they 

felt the associations carried across 
all casts.

The debate around Physical Energy is 

widely and intrinsically appealing 

to the local market, with some saying 

it makes the sculpture far more 
intriguing.

Half of the local population 
aware of Cecil Rhodes

Half of the local population were aware of Cecil 

Rhodes (50%), compared to almost all of Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors (97%).

The debate is intrinsically appealing

[Base 500]

Awareness of Cecil Rhodes, prior to completing 
the survey

Local 
population50% 50%

Aware

Unaware

[Base 358]

WGAV
visitors

97%

3

Aware

UnawareThe first cast of Physical Energy (inscribed ‘ENERGY: 

The work of G. F. Watts RA and by him given to the 

genius of CECIL RHODES’ at the Rhodes Memorial in 

Cape Town, South Africa. Installed 1912.
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Awareness among population increases  
with age

As is perhaps expected, awareness grew 

significantly and incrementally with age - ranging 

from 34-35% of those aged 16-49 to 65% of those 

aged 50-64 and 89% of those aged 65+.

Those in the art gallery market were more likely 

aware of Cecil Rhodes (53%) than those who 

were not (33%). Similarly, White respondents 

demonstrated a higher level of awareness 

(55%) than people of colour (35%). However, in 

the discussion group with people of colour, all 

participants had heard of Cecil Rhodes.

Awareness of Rhodes almost universal among 
Watts Gallery - Artist’s Village visitors

Almost all Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors 

were previously aware of Cecil Rhodes (97%). As 

with the population, this level increased with age.

Familiarity with Rhodes was, for the most part, 

limited to name recognition. Others struggled to 

articulate exactly what they knew of him; in the 

discussion groups, it was evident participants 

weren’t sure how to phrase Rhodes’ history.

‘I had [heard of Rhodes] but not too much, just 

like the name. And obviously I knew about statues 

being pulled down, I knew his name came up. But 

more than that I don’t have much history on it.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor, person of colour
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Most feel G.F. Watts’ views do 
not affect their appreciation 
for his art

38% of local population net agree their 
appreciation of Watts’ art is unaffected 

When posed with the statement ‘G.F. Watts’ 

personal views do not affect my appreciation for 

his art’, 54% of the local population agree and 

15% disagreed, resulting in a 38% level of net 

agreement.

Agreement with this statement was highly variable 

by age - from 22% of 16-24 year-olds to 59% of 

those aged 65+. This suggests generational shifts 

in attitude are at play, with younger generations 

more likely to take opposing, challenging 

perspectives on a subject into account.

People of colour were less likely to agree with this 

statement (15% net agree) than those identifying 

as White (45%), which is perhaps unsurprising 

given that this cohort was more likely to have a 

personal heritage connected to previous British 

colonies and other issues connected to Cecil 

Rhodes.

‘G.F. Watts’ personal views do not affect my 
appreciation for his art’ (local population)

38%

5%

12%

3%

30%

25%

[Base 500]

Net agree

=
24%

Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree
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disagree

Tend to 
agree

Don’t 
know

5
1+

 

W
h

it
e

16
-3

4

To
ta

l

35
-4

9

5
0

-6
4

65
+

<
30

 m
in

31
-5

0

Ye
s

N
o

B
A

M
E

Age Drive time Ethnicity

38% 35%

59%

41%
34%

45%

15%

39%
33%

Art market

21%

41%

Where % is significantly 

different from the total

[500] [168] [141] [104] [87] [63] [240] [198] [389] [109] [429] [71]

54%

Agree that ‘G.F. Watts’ personal views do not affect 
my appreciation for his art’: Local population
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Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors 
less likely affected by G.F. Watts’ 
personal views

Among previous Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors, the level of agreement with the statement 

‘G.F. Watts’ personal views do not affect my 

appreciation for his art’ was significantly higher 

(56% net agree) than among the wider local 

population (38%).

Similarly to the wider public, agreement with 

this statement increased with age. Although the 

sample sizes for those aged 16-24 and 35-49 years-

old are too small for rigorous analysis (due to the 

more mature audience attending Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village generally), we can take this pattern 

as indicative.

‘G.F. Watts’ personal views do not affect my 
appreciation for his art’: WGAV visitors

56%

1%

14%
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Among the public, Physical Energy’s 
aesthetics mostly shine through

Most of the local population and Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village visitors felt able to separate the 

work’s aesthetic qualities and its challenging 

historical associations, as it was deemed a 

powerful piece on artistic merit alone.

‘I like it as a piece of work, as a sculpture, and the 

dynamism of it, the strength. I’m not engaged at all 

with where it’s been and what function it appears 

to have served in the past. I’m just looking at it as 

a piece of art, and a very good piece of art at that.’ 

Focus group, previous visitor

‘It doesn’t change my feeling about the actual 

quality of the work. That remains the same. It’s 

the appropriation of that into another idea, into 

another situation, that’s the problem. I think it 

was alright in its time, in Victorian times, but we 

wouldn’t do something like that now. I don’t think. 

I hope not.’ Focus group, previous visitor

‘I find it very odd that it’s being focused on as 

something which really wasn’t created as an 

imperialist, colonialist work. It was a piece of 

art, and only later was it then taken and used to 

celebrate somebody’s life who in contemporary 

terms, we don’t like, didn’t approve of. I find that 

morally and philosophically a difficult thing to do.’ 

Focus group, previous visitor

The debate is intrinsically appealing to the 
local gallery market

The history of Physical Energy was widely unknown 

among those who hadn’t engaged with Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village before. However, upon 

hearing the sculpture’s lineage, associations 

and challenges, potential visitors felt this 

context made the sculpture and artist even more 

intriguing, particularly in light of recent events 

(e.g. Black Lives Matter, museums tackling colonial 

associations). 

Even after taking part in the consultation (both 

through the survey and discussion groups) 

participants reported the feeling of having gone on 

a journey with Physical Energy and having a much 

deeper interest and perspective than just purely 

aesthetic appreciation. This is key to remember as 

we look to developing interpretation for the fourth 

cast at Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village. Audiences 

are often far more intelligent and seeking deeper 

immersion than they are credited for. People are 

up for the debate in itself.

‘I didn’t know half of that story to be honest, 

which I think is fascinating. The links to Cecil 

Rhodes, the artist, his links to colonialism and 

that period makes it really relevant at the moment 

and consequently it makes it a little bit more 

interesting. The artwork itself is stand-alone and 

it’s obviously pretty fantastic which is why it got 

that position at the [RA] Summer Exhibition. And 

it’s really relevant because of what’s happened in 

the last few years with Black Lives Matter. I think 

you really need to absorb that when you are in the 

presence of it. And it makes me want to learn as 

much as I can about it and educate myself on it.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor

‘I quite like that it’s made us think and talk about 

it. There are statues around us all over the place, 

especially in London. You can go all around 

Westminster and Trafalgar Square etc. and you just 

pass them by, they’re part of your day to day, and 

you don’t really absorb why they were created, 

who they are really championing, and what 

the story is. I’ve found it fascinating, and it has 

changed how I think about it. Just because there’s 

so much more. I’m inspired to go and see it now.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor

‘I feel like I’ve learnt a lot about it. So I feel like 

it’s changed my opinion. There’s a lot more back 

history to it. It’s a lot more interesting than what is 

was when you just look at it as, “Oh there’s a man 

on a horse”.’ Focus group, potential visitor
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People of colour, among the public, 
more likely to not separate the art from  
the artist

Among the public, people of colour were also 

more likely to see the art and artist as intrinsically 

connected. This was particularly felt among 

those whose personal heritage is connected to 

the legacy of the British Empire and highlighted 

that many are still living under the effects of that 

period of history.

‘There was a little blurb about him saying that he 

thought Rhodes was the great[est] Englishman of 

his time, which I think does have the whole white 

nationalist imperialistic view. So it’s not completely 

innocently created. I’m obviously representing a 

country that has been colonised, and seeing the 

statue I wouldn’t be able to put that apart, being 

made by the artist who did have such views, even 

though it was from that generation and it was okay 

at that time, now looking at it reminds you of that 

time. So you wouldn’t want it to be commemorated 

and put on a plinth.’ Focus group, previous visitor, 

person of colour

‘One of the pieces was to commemorate this 

whole idea of this person and imperialism and 

the things that he stood for, where a lot of people 

are still experiencing the remnants of that. It 

didn’t go away because people got enlightened, 

had a change of heart, the effects of that are still 

far-reaching and so it can’t not influence the way 

I view him and what we’re talking about today.’ 

Focus group, previous visitor, person of colour

Assumption that the majority of the British 
public would be unaffected by the colonial 
associations, unless their heritage connected

Some people of colour felt that the majority of 

the British public would probably separate the 

art from the artist in this context, as they candidly 

acknowledge that their own personal heritage 

influences their gaze, even though they still see 

the aesthetic qualities of the work.

‘It doesn’t take away from the art, and it’s like 

the phrase, separating the art from the artist. 

But I think I speak for the general British public 

when I say that it is a beautiful piece of art and 

people would genuinely (I think it comes down 

to education as well) would overlook history and 

the context to be like, wow that is an amazing art 

piece. Because they don’t see it from the same 

lens that I see it in. They don’t have the same 

perspective and as my gaze is kind of tainted. […]. 

I was born in Harare, Zimbabwe […] My personal 

identity, the history, is attached to who I am and 

where I come from and what my people have 

gone through and what I’ve learned.’ Focus group, 

previous visitor, person of colour

Academics and artists also less 
comfortable in separating art and artist

Watts’ intention for creating and installing 
Physical Energy is seen as a statement of  
his views 

Academics and artists were generally less likely 

to separate art from artist, and more strongly 

opposed to setting aside the work’s and artist’s 

context. In particular, artists expressed that Watts’ 

ambitions for creating Physical Energy and granting 

permission for the casts to be used in various 

ways is a clear statement of his viewpoints and is 

therefore seen as complicit in the associations it 

acquired.

‘For me, it’s all about how people think, it’s all 

about what makes the person the person. So I’m 

not interested in the art on its own. I’m interested 

in the person and how they were thinking and 
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what their influences were and what was driving 

the making of the work... the artist and Rhodes 

can’t be disentangled from each other. Because 

it was during the artist’s lifetime, and it was a 

deliberate and conscious decision on behalf of 

the artist. So that seems really clear to me, it’s 

not a piece of art being appropriated and used, 

which does happen, doesn’t it? You know, being 

appropriated and used posthumously. I think that’s 

pretty clear.’ Stakeholder / Academic

Furthermore, artists and academics often felt that 

Watts would not be so ignorant to misunderstand 

the implications and associations relating to 

colonialism by having a relationship with Cecil 

Rhodes and granting permission for Physical 

Energy to be used within a memorial setting to 

him.

‘There’s a lot of questions to ask about that 

relationship and how he viewed himself as a 

maker in a colonial context, and what he wanted 

his legacy to be? For me, that’s the question. As 

an artist, during that time being aware of the 

conditions of the time they were existing, they had 

to make a choice whether they were for colonialism 

or against. And then what their intention was with 

their work.’ Artist of colour

It is possible to acknowledge the artist’s views and 

still enjoy an artwork for some; but that requires a 

conscious decision.

‘We can appreciate the artwork. But we can’t 

separate the artists from their work. We can’t 

separate their views. We have to be comfortable 

with that decision of being like: I am actively 

deciding to enjoy this piece of work and appreciate 

it even though I know that person is problematic. 

That’s your personal decision.’ Artist of colour

Others perceive the unbreakable bond between art 

and artist, but use it as fuel to better understand 

and interpret history and build a better future.

‘I am not sure you can separate the artist from 

their work. What you can do is try to understand 

and try to interpret that history with what is 

current and be able to use and to try to articulate 

that past with what is happening in the hope of 

redressing the known and hoping that what you’re 

looking at enables you to arrive at a better future.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

Art and artist can be explored in a safe 
setting that is not complicit with the 
challenging associations

After further discussion, some moved to the 

notion that separating art from artist is possible 

depending on the setting of the work not being 

complicit with promoting colonial ideas and 

perpetuating outdated narratives.

‘I try to [separate the art from the artist] but 

sometimes you just can’t help but to think-, 

especially when you’re putting money into 

the pockets of people who haven’t necessarily 

backed you or been friendly to your race. But, 

there is a space for just appreciating art for what 

it is because the people who did those things 

aren’t around anymore, the art is just art. It’s an 

inanimate object that you can just take from and 

appreciate, aesthetically and visually, and then 

go about your day.’ Focus group, potential visitor, 

person of colour
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Minority of public net agree 
imperial associations impact 
perceptions of fourth cast

Respondents were presented with the statement 

‘The way Physical Energy has sometimes been used 

to promote imperial agendas in previous British 

colonies negatively affects my feelings towards the 

fourth cast’ and asked their level of agreement.

34% of the local population agree with this 

statement, compared to 29% who disagree, 

resulting in a 5% net agreement level, as the 

adjacent model illustrates.

Again, there is a strong correlation between age, 

ethnicity and agreement with this statement. 

Those aged 16-34 (37% net agree) and people of 

colour (29%) are significantly more likely to feel 

the use of Physical Energy to promote imperial 

agendas negatively impacts their feelings towards 

the fourth cast than their cohort counterparts.

Interestingly, there is also a correlation with 

physical distance from Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village on this data point too. Those living closest 

were least likely to agree with the statement 

(-14% net agree), compared to those living 

31-50-minutes (4%) or 51+ minutes away (14%).

‘The way Physical Energy has sometimes been used to promote 

imperial agendas in previous British colonies negatively affects 

my feelings towards the fouth cast’: Local population
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Majority of Watts Gallery - Artists’ 
Village visitors not impacted by 
imperial associations

27% of Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors 

agreed with this statement, compared to 55% 

who disagreed, resulting in a -27% net agreement 

level, as the adjacent model illustrates. 

Given this audience was, to some extent, more 

familiar with G.F. Watts’ background, and had 

possibly even visited in the last few months and 

experienced the Fragmented Legacy exhibition, it 

is possible that existing visitors’ response may be 

reflective of a more considered, developed internal 

debate about how to reconcile the different 

aspects and ambitions of his work. We might 

expect that existing visitors are also generally 

more supportive and defensive of G.F. Watts and 

are therefore nervous around challenges to an 

artist they felt they knew well.

‘The way Physical Energy has sometimes been used 
to promote imperial agendas in previous British 
colonies negatively affects my feelings towards the 
fouth cast’: WGAV visitors
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Most of the public sees the casts as 
separate works, due to their setting 
and rationale for creation

Most discussion group participants (both existing 

and potential Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors) saw the four casts as independent pieces. 

They felt that as the four casts were created at 

separate points in time, for different purposes 

and placed in different settings, they could not 

necessarily all be impacted by the associations of 

one of those casts.

‘When I see it in Hyde Park, I see a remarkable 

sculpture from the Victorian era, powerful sitting 

there for with vision and strength and energy. 

When I look at it in Cape Town, I have seen 

lately how in fact the whole idea about slavery 

and Rhodes, and history, and the challenges 

that modern thoughts about history [comes 

through], and the whole difficult question about 

the continuity of sculptures and statues in their 

[existing] place, or whether people wish to have 

them removed.’ Focus group, previous visitor

‘I feel like I take each one as a separate piece of art. 

Because they’ve got different meaning behind why 

they were cast.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘Each one has its own history doesn’t it? If it is in a 

different location, it was at a different time as well.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor

However, there was recognition among White 

participants that the personal heritage of others 

may affect how they see it, based on their lived 

experiences of colonialism.

‘I can quite understand that people in South Africa 

and Zimbabwe, would have a different way of 

looking at the sculpture, based on their colonial 

experiences. Whereas this sculpture [the fourth 

cast], it originated here, it belongs here, it fits 

in here, and yes, it’s of its time.’ Focus group, 

previous visitor

This then also highlights the interesting point that 

the fourth cast was created and always intended to 

be displayed in Surrey, at Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village. It, therefore, raised the question among 

participants of what statement Watts Gallery Trust 

is making in doing this. How can the fourth cast 

comfortably nest in rural Surrey, just as the second 

cast resides in Kensington Gardens with little 

public attention on G.F. Watts’ associations?

People of colour are more likely to see 
the same symbolism and perceptions 
across all four casts

However, among people of colour in particular 

(amongst the public and Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village visitors), the associations of the earlier 

casts are felt to live on in the subsequent ones. 

They see a direct lineage throughout all four casts, 

rather than just the lineage from the plaster cast 

each time.

‘I just see it as the one thing. It was the cast, it 

was done exactly the same, it’s just been put in 

different locations so I can’t differentiate, no.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor, person of colour

‘It is just like if you have the statue of David, it’s 

still the statue of David whether you make 1, 2, 3, 

4 iterations of it and put it in different places. It’s 

still the being of what it is.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor, person of colour



42 Ideas, not things: Physical Energy consultation   October 2022 report 

‘No [I don’t think the meaning changes according 

to the location], and I think that’s almost where 

the problem lies because even though initially it 

wasn’t based upon Rhodes, it has taken on that 

personality. And then to put it in a sacred location, 

you still get the idea that it is that same, it still has 

that colonialist meaning to it which then almost 

makes it offensive in some of the places it was put 

in. So yes, it still remains the same to me.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor, person of colour

‘What I don’t understand from the other speakers 

is why the symbolism changes. So, it would make 

them feel proud at Hyde Park, and not in South 

Africa? I mean, if it symbolises the same thing then, 

I mean, it should be the same everywhere. If it’s 

symbolising what it has of association with Cecil 

Rhodes, then it should do that in all the places that 

it’s placed.’ Focus group, previous visitor

Some were slightly more defensive of G.F. Watts, 

describing that although he allowed Cecil Rhodes 

to use the first cast, they saw him as just going 

with the de rigueur of the time period, perhaps 

naively so.

‘I think he might have gone into the agreement 

maybe a bit blindly. Or didn’t really think. This was 

a long time ago. Obviously history is history. At the 

time, things were “okay”. Now they are not, but 

we cant erase history and Watts agreed that it was 

going to represent  Rhodes, but it isn’t a sculpture 

of him. But now it’s got that attachment. It tainted 

the original piece of art.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor, person of colour

‘I think you stated that it wasn’t actually based on 

anyone when he sculpted it in the first place. And 

now suddenly its got all of these attachments, and 

it is going to potentially offend people. That wasn’t 

the original purpose of it. It’s just an agreement 

that it was rolled out this way.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor, person of colour

There is an issue in that once the association is 

made, the artwork is felt to be debased to some 

extent.

‘I think there may have been a certain naivety 

in saying go ahead and do it. Because it is quite 

clear in the African context in which the sculpture 

was displayed it became a symbol of empire. 

And once it is given that symbolism, it takes away 

from [Watts’] original intention as an artist and 

it somewhat debases the artwork.’ Stakeholder / 

Academic, person of colour

Several academics see the rationale for 
the fourth cast as reflective of Watts’ 
original intention for Physical Energy

There was consensus among the artists and 

academics consulted that, in principle, the artist’s 

intention is most important in terms of retaining 

the integrity of the work.

‘All objects have symbolism, a church has 

symbolism, in terms of its plan, in terms of its 

direction. Gothic style has connotations. There are 

different philosophies of representation that are 

inherent in every architectural or artistic object. 

But again, it’s important we understand what the 

designer wanted it to be. Because how someone 

reads it in the early 21st-century is going to be 

different from how someone reads it in 50 years’ 

time, or 100 years’ time.’ Stakeholder / Academic

They acknowledged that other interpretations and 

associations can be layered on top of this, but the 

artist’s intention remains paramount.

‘The connection between Physical Energy and 

the most aggressive aspects the British Empire 

represented by Rhodes in South Africa and what 

was then Rhodesia is now an indelible part of 

that image [Physical Energy]. I would say that 
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is also true of so many other works by Watts. I 

mean, Mammon, that horrible, great big painting 

that looks like Donald Trump to me, a kind of 

King Midas figure that was adopted by William 

Morris and his Hammersmith socialist league as 

their emblem. But does that mean that the Watts’ 

paintings are always associated with revolutionary 

socialism? Not necessarily.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘I think that it is such an abstract sculpture in its 

initial terms of reference. It’s such an idea-based 

sculpture rather than ad hominem or biographical 

sculpture. The Rhodes association [is seen as] most 

damaging. [But] it is ultimately an association.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

However, a couple were unsure as to whether 

G.F. Watts was explicit about his inspiration and 

vision for Physical Energy, or whether subsequent 

associations have just taken over this original 

meaning.

‘This is a piece of art and unless he wrote down 

and said “I intend this to be a political statement” 

or “I intend this to be a national object”. Why do 

we have to instantly move something into our 21st-

century [perspective] of how we want to see and 

rethink?’ Stakeholder / Academic

Artists of colour more strongly put forward the 

idea that Watts permitting Rhodes to use the 

Physical Energy is now an integral part of that 

‘original intention’ of the first cast. However, 

these individuals were specifically referencing the 

first cast rather than the plaster cast, which was 

created before Watts engaged with Rhodes on the 

subject.

‘The foundation of this sculpture existing in public, 

even today, especially if they’ve been making new 

ones, is like what was the initial intention? You 

can’t suddenly feel like “oh, but our intention is 

different”. But your intention sits on the initial 

intention. […] it’s challenging to see them as 

different entities, right? Because they are deriving 

from the same person and Watts’ first choice was 

to have it in relation to Rhodes.’ Artist of colour

‘You can’t deny the existence of the three other 

sculptures and the context in which they existed in. 

Historically, and in a contemporary sense, we’re 

talking about the lineage of a man that was being 

reproduced by creating the sculptures and because 

we suddenly decided like, we are cutting the 

lineage here, because we want to go another way.’ 

Artist of colour

Distinction between lifetime and 
posthumous casts is important, but 
additionally challenging

‘That’s tricky. It’s why art historians and collectors 

make such an obsessive thing about the original 

plaster or clay or terracotta or gesso grosso model, 

because the artist made that thing and that’s 

nice and simple and we get that. As soon as you 

get into the world of casts, then the artist loses 

control. And the art market conventionally makes 

a massive distinction between a lifetime cast and 

posthumous cast.’ Stakeholder / Academic

In the case of the fourth cast, making the 

distinction as a ‘posthumous cast’ helps 

distinguish the actions of Watts Gallery Trust 

from the intentions of G.F. Watts. Therefore, it is a 

reflection of Watts Gallery Trust’s ambitions, not 

Watts’.

‘It just stuck in my memory that [they] would tend 

to not to call it a cast. [They] would always called 

it a posthumous cast, which I thought was good 

because it was always very clear: “look, we are 

doing this ourselves. We are doing this. This isn’t 

Watts”.’ Stakeholder / Academic
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Response to proposed locations

Survey respondents and discussion group participants were shown the two proposed locations 

at Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village for the fourth cast, asked their preference and their reasoning.

Proposal 1: A3 hill Proposal 2: Limnerslease woodland
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Despite questions about the Watts 

Gallery Trust’s rationale for creating 

the fourth cast in 2017, most agreed 

it should now be displayed.

Most respondents acknowledge 

concerns around fourth cast’s 

creation; but have a ‘what’s done 
is done’ attitude. People of colour 

were more concerned about the 

creation of the fourth cast, at a time 

when statues connected to Rhodes 

were being removed.

On balance, imperial associations 

had limited impact on proposal 
preference for most, particularly 

among existing Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village visitors.

Majority felt Physical Energy 
should be displayed

Locals mostly vote for displaying Physical 

Energy, despite potential alienation

In response to the statement ‘Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village has an obligation to show 

Physical Energy in the public realm even if that 

means alienating some people’ 56% of the local 

population agreed, and 13% disagreed, returning 

a 43% level of net agreement. This varied greatly 

by age. Younger respondents were less likely to 

agree that Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village has an 

‘Watts Gallery has an obligation to show Physical Energy in the 

public realm even if that means alienating some people’: 

Local population                                   

43%

29%

11%
2%

38%

[Base 500]

Net agree

=

Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree

NeutralTend to 
disagree

Tend to 
agree

18%

6%

24%

Don’t 
know

5
1+

 

W
h

it
e

16
-3

4

To
ta

l

35
-4

9

5
0

-6
4

65
+

<
30

 m
in

31
-5

0

Ye
s

N
oB
A

M
E

Age Drive time Ethnicity

43%
35%

57%
61%

37%

48%

28%

44% 42%

63%

Art market

29%

44%

Where % is significantly 

different from the total

[500] [168] [141] [104] [87] [63] [240] [198] [389] [109] [429] [71]

65%

Agree that ‘Watts Gallery has an obligation to show Physical 

Energy in the public realm even if that means alienating some 

people’: Local population

Evaluating the options



46 Ideas, not things: Physical Energy consultation   October 2022 report 

obligation to display Physical Energy (29% net 

agree) than older respondents (65% of those 

aged 51-64 and 57% of those aged 65+). People 

of colour were also less likely to agree (28%) than 

White respondents (48%).

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors voted 
more strongly for the display of Physical 

Energy

Three-quarters of Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

visitors (74%) agreed that the organisation had an 

obligation to show Physical Energy in the public 

realm, and 14% disagreed, returning a 59% level 

of net agreement.

In addition to the correlation with age, as 

observed in the local population, existing visitors 

with a closer relationship with Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village (e.g. Friend) were more likely to 

agree with this statement (66%) than general 

visitors (57%).

‘Watts Gallery has an obligation to show Physical 
Energy in the public realm even if that means 
alienating some people’: WGAV visitors
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Most respondents acknowledge 
concerns around the fourth cast’s 
creation; but have a ‘what’s done is 
done’ attitude

Though the question of the fourth cast’s creation 

was not specifically raised within the consultation, 

several discussion group participants raised 

the question of Watts Gallery Trust’s intentions 

and ideal ambition for the fourth cast. Most felt 

that, although the intentions of the fourth cast’s 

creation were unknown to them, the decision was 

made and the cast may as well be used for good 

now.

‘They’ve done it now, they’ve cast it. It is a physical 

being, this horse. It’s had the fourth casting. 

Should they have had that done? One wonders 

whether that was something they should have 

done but they’ve done it.’ Focus group, existing 

visitor

‘It’s quite interesting that it’s quite obviously 

a bit controversial and the fact that there was 

always controversy surrounding it and continues 

to surround it and they’ve gone for a fourth cast. I 

guess that means that there’s a whole other side to 

the debate, but it adds more to the debate around 

the art and the artist. We’re talking about it so it’s 

just quite interesting.’ Focus group, potential visitor

Some changed their opinion as a result of 

participating in the discussion group, as they 

explored the potential options for how the 

sculpture could be presented and contextualised.

‘In my survey I said didn’t want it up at all and this 

thing to it. I guess a bit trying to separate the art 

from the artist and I can see that it will eventually 

go somewhere and accessibility then information 

around it, I think makes it more palatable.’ Focus 

group, existing visitor

People of colour were more concerned about 
the creation of the fourth cast, at a time when 
statues connected to Rhodes were being 
removed 

‘They commissioned it, things were happening 

in South Africa, like the student movement was 

happening for Rhodes Must Fall. And that had a 

ripple effect to other places in the world where 

people are demanding certain public sculptures 

to be removed. So like, how did they get to the 

decision and think that it would be okay?’ Artist of 

colour

‘I think Cecil Rhodes had quite a sordid history in 

South Africa, and it was almost a little offensive for 

them to put the second cast there, and then to go 

on to furthermore make more casts, kind of quite 

late. So in 2017, when independence and equality 

and freedom of speech are such a strong thing, 

that they would go ahead and promote this and 

make another version of this, which is basically 

promoting, I guess, is like, white privilege and 

the place that has in society that everyone’s been 

fighting so hard against for a while.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor, person of colour

‘I don’t think it was a good idea. Simply because 

even before Black Lives Matter became socially 

prevalent, one cannot say we didn’t know. It’s like, 

did you think that black lives didn’t matter before 

until that particular moment and this is why this 

would have felt like a good decision? In 2017, in 

South Africa, we were already removing statues, 

particularly linked to Rhodes, so that should have 

been an indication of like, maybe this is not a good 

idea. You cannot put out the same object and say 

now the intention is different, because we are 

working with the initial intention.’ Artist of colour
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Imperial associations had 
limited impact on proposal 
preference

Those in the local population were equally likely 

to say their responses to the proposals were 

impacted by the imperial associations of G.F. Watts 

as those who felt they weren’t (40% respectively), 

leading to a 0% net agreement level.

‘No. I see it as part of history and something for us 

to learn from.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘The moral standards of today are different to 

those of Watts’ time.  In another 50 years what is 

now considered right and proper will probably be 

viewed as totally unacceptable.  It is what it is and 

its quality and meaning is separate from the issues 

of the day.’ Survey respondent, local population

‘I like to be an ally to historically underrepresented 

groups.’ Survey respondent, local population

‘I was highly impacted by imperial associations 

in my answer, because they are what make this 

particular sculpture controversial and war-like, 

rather than a simple classical ode or tribute.’ 

Survey respondent, local population

Whereas, Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors 

were much less likely to say this had impacted 

their proposal preference decision (-17% net 

agree).

‘Physical Energy is a great work of Art, the 

reasoning is not necessarily relevant, it is the 

creativity of the splendid sculpture that speaks for 

itself.’ Survey respondent, existing population

‘I think G.F. Watts would be most pleased if the 

statue were displayed so as to be viewed directly 

from below.  It is a powerful work  -  one of 

his most convincingly successful  -  and should 

be allowed its space. None of this affects, or is 

affected by, the political agenda you have dragged 

into this discussion.’ Survey respondent, existing 

population

Choice is based on where they feel the 
sculpture will shine best, rather than their 
stance on its colonial associations

‘I don’t think the decision on where to place it 

should be totally on, who’s it going to offend [or] 

where is it going to be the least offensive. I think it 

should be more about where is the most accessible 

place? Where is the most inspiring place, most 

practical place.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘To what extent did the imperial associations of G.F. Watts, 

and Physical Energy specifically, affect your response to the 

previous questions?’: Local population
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Of the two options, the 
woodland was most 
favourable among the local 
population

Towards the end of the survey, respondents 

were asked which of the two proposed locations 

they preferred after being presented with a 

comprehensive overview of Watts Gallery and 

Physical Energy’s history.

Half of the local population (52%) chose the 

woodland by Limnerslease, and a quarter (27%) 

chose the A3 site. This left around a fifth either 

undecided (10%) or unsure of how to answer 

(11%).

The immediate local community was more 

divided, with those living closest to Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village being more favourable towards 

the A3 than the average (48% vs 27%). However, 

a sizeable proportion still favoured the woodland 

(40%).

Proposal preference: Local population

Preferred option Total Age Drivetime to Watts Gallery Ethnicity Art Gallery market

16 to 34 35 to 49 50 to 64 65 and 
over

Up to 30 
mins

31 to 50 
mins

Over 51 
mins

White BAME Yes No

On the hill, beside 

the A3 road

27% 24% 32% 22% 32% 48% 27% 20% 28% 25% 29% 16%

In the woodland, 

within Watts Gallery 

- Artists' Village site

52% 54% 44% 60% 51% 40% 53% 54% 52% 51% 51% 55%

Neither 10% 11% 11% 9% 8% 1% 5% - 18% 10% 9% 10% 11%

Don't know 11% 11% 13% 10% 10% 11% 14% 8% 10% 15% 10% 19%

Base 500 168 141 104 87 63 240 198 389 109 429 71
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Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors still 
more likely to prefer the woodland; but a 
higher proportion favoured the A3 site than in 
the wider community

Similar to the local population, Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village visitors were most likely to favour 

the woodland site for Physical Energy (52%). 

However, a higher proportion than among the 

local population voted for the A3 site (35%). This is 

perhaps expected given the communications and 

fundraising campaign for the A3 site among this 

group. 

Those with a closer relationship to Watts Gallery 

- Artists’ Village (namely friends, volunteers 

etc.) were fairly evenly split between the A3 and 

woodland sites, 44% respectively chose each 

option. Whereas, among general visitors, the 

vote was much more heavily skewed towards the 

woodland (58%) than the A3 (27%).

Proposal preference: Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village visitors

Preferred option Total Age Drivetime to Watts Gallery Relationship

16 to 34 35 to 49 50 to 64 65 and 
over

Up to 30 
mins

31 to 50 
mins

Over 51 
mins

Visitor Friend, 
Patron etc.

On the hill, beside 

the A3 road

35% 9% 21% 28% 43% 42% 35% 27% 27% 44%

In the woodland, 

within Watts Gallery 

- Artists' Village site

52% 50% 64% 59% 48% 46% 51% 66% 58% 44%

Neither 9% 41% 6% 8% 7% 7% 12% 5% 11% 7%

Don't know 4% - 10% 5% 2% 5% 1% 3% 3% 5%

Base 358 6 22 116 186 160 77 96 177 153
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Statements of ambitions/vision for the fourth cast of Physical Energy

Cohort A3 site Woodland 
site

Neither 
proposal

Opportunities to learn about the specific history 
and symbolism of Physical Energy

Local population 22% 67% 11%

Visitors 18% 74% 8%

Opportunities to understand why 19th-century 
art in general is relevant to our world today

Local population 22% 60% 19%

Visitors 25% 59% 16%

Demonstrating the idea of ‘Art for all’ - everyone 
is able to enjoy and appreciate the beauty and 
techniques used to make the sculpture

Local population 38% 52% 11%

Visitors 35% 52% 13%

Creative emblem of the region - puts Surrey 
firmly on the cultural map for the right reasons

Local population 45% 35% 20%

Visitors 54% 26% 20%

A sense of pride in local heritage Local population 43% 41% 16%

Visitors 43% 41% 16%

Words associated with the two proposals

Cohort A3 site Woodland 
site

Accessible 
to everyone

Local population 19% 38%

Visitors -1% 63%

Imaginative Local population 29% 43%

Visitors 27% 47%

Inspiring Local population 21% 36%

Visitors 22% 43%

Offensive Local population -42% -59%

Visitors -57% -80%

Off-putting Local population -30% -58%

Visitors -34% -79%

Survey respondents were invited to select the proposal they felt best met the below ambitions/vision for Physical Energy, and to match the proposals to key word associations. In both 

instances, the woodland site emerges as the most successful option in delivering Watts Gallery Trust’s ambitions to provide learning opportunities about the history and symbolism of 

the piece, insight into 19th-century art and its relevance in demonstrating the idea of ‘art for all’. It was also deemed significantly more accessible, imaginative and inspiring to both 

the local population and visitors. The colouring on the tables below indicates the most positive, common responses to each word/statement.

The following chapters explore the benefits and downsides of both proposals and highlight what would make Physical Energy’s placement a success.
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Key themes and issues

This section explores the key factors 

and issues discussed in relation to how 

Physical Energy could most effectively 

be displayed, including the benefits and 

downsides of the current proposals.
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The principle of choice
This is not a ‘retain and explain’ 
situation; this is a new installation

Respondents from across the consultation 

recognised that the Physical Energy project differs 

from the ‘retain and explain’ projects currently 

or recently being undertaken by many other 

institutions. However, being an organisation in 

receipt of public funds means there is an even 

greater responsibility on Watts Gallery Trust to 

ensure Physical Energy is installed appropriately, 

sensitively and transparently.

‘This isn’t your standard ‘retain and explain’. 

They’re not retaining anything, they are creating 

something brand new in a brand new location, 

which is very public. So it isn’t like people are 

talking about ripping it down. But I guess, the 

danger is they build it and then find out they’re at 

the centre of the campaign for it to be ripped down. 

It’s a very expensive mistake to make for a publicly 

funded organisation.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘I think it’s very risky. And I believe the purpose of 

this consultation is for trustees to fully appraise 

themselves of the risk of proceeding with that in 

this changed world. So they need to understand 

what are the likely public responses for installing 

this thing afresh. Who[m] that impacts, who 

has views, what those views are. So they don’t 

build it and then discover after the fact that it’s 

provoked a negative response and reaction from 

the global public and the local public.’ Stakeholder 

/ Academic

There is greater risk of controversy in 
the public realm specifically

More specifically, there is much greater risk 

associated with placing Physical Energy in the 

public realm (e.g. the A3 site) rather than on 

Watts Gallery Trust land, particularly as the issues 

and associations are now well-known within the 

organisation and among some in the sector and 

local community.

‘I mean, controversy isn’t a fixed thing. I think 

it isn’t currently controversial. It’s been in their 

museum for years and it’s never, to my knowledge, 

provoked controversy. I believe staff there are 

uncomfortable about it. But in terms of wider 

public controversy, that hasn’t happened, but 

that isn’t to say that it wouldn’t happen. Unlike 

the one in the Kensington Gardens, which hasn’t 

caused the controversy yet, what’s different with 

this one is that it is being installed brand new. And 

so that’s an organisation’s conscious decision to 

place it somewhere very public, and to invest a lot 

of money in doing so. I guess those are the things 

that people could be interested in. So it isn’t about 

taking anything down. It’s about putting something 

up.’ Stakeholder / Academic

There is also a specific concern that the local 

area’s reputation would be tarnished by 

association.

‘If you have realised there are colonialism issues, 

it really shouldn’t be paraded in the local area as 

a big symbol of what G.F. Watts and the village are 

all about.’ Stakeholder / Academic 
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In the public realm, placement on A3 
site could be seen as an imposition

Those concerned about the imperial associations 

of the fourth cast cited the A3 proposal as more 

problematic as it would leave the public (mainly 

drivers on the road) no choice but to engage with 

it. It could be seen as an imposition on some.

‘The word that comes to mind is imposing, 

whether that’s a good thing or not we can parse 

that out, but imposing in the sense that it’s this 

big majestic sculpture that you can’t help but 

notice, that can draw people’s attention and pique 

people’s curiosity to find out more. But there’s 

also an imposing sense that that’s not something 

that I want to see or think about. I’m on my drive 

minding my own business and all of a sudden it’s 

been imposed upon me, without my consent, so 

now I’ve got to process something which I had not 

intended to.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person 

of colour

‘My concern is that it is controversial given its 

association with Rhodes and if located in a very 

public place people have no choice other than to 

see it when driving past. This risks antagonising 

members of the public and drawing attention to 

Watts’ association with Rhodes. It risks coming 

across as out of touch with current sensibilities.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

‘When you’re driving on the free way there’s not 

a whole lot of sights to see, and when you see 

something like that, it does draw you in. You can’t 

not look at that. You can’t not notice it. You can’t 

not wonder about it. You can’t not read the sign 

and that’s the way in which it feels imposing to me. 

So I would rather see it in the woodland.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor, person of colour

‘I think it would be better displayed within the 

grounds - this way people choose to come and 

see it and understand it, and appreciate it. Putting 

it by the road imposes it on people and actually 

reinforces the wrong message and could only 

antagonise some people.’ Survey respondent, 

existing visitor

‘I would feel concerned about displaying a piece 

with imperialist/colonialist links where it is visible 

from a public road, I don’t feel it sends a good 

message. However if people view the piece in 

the grounds with relevant information provided, 

they can appreciate the artist’s skill whilst 

having understanding of the context. People who 

cannot or do not wish to ‘separate art from artist’ 

would not be confronted with the statue.’ Survey 

respondent, local population
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This was one of the reasons other statues have 

been challenged.

‘The people in Bristol didn’t have a choice about 

whether or not to pass Colston and I think helps to 

explain the anger that was felt there.’ Stakeholder 

/ Academic

Placement within the Watts Gallery - Artists’ 
Village grounds gives visitors the vital choice 
to engage or not

In light of this, the woodland was regarded as 

a better site for many consultation participants. 

By placing the cast within the Watts Gallery - 

Artists’ Village grounds, the element of choice 

to encounter Physical Energy is fulfilled. Almost 

all concur that the sculpture does have a rightful 

place to be situated in the Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village grounds, but that they might chose not 

to visit or engage if the institution is perceived to 

champion colonial values. 

‘If you are putting it in a gallery people are making 

the active choice to go and see it. So I feel like that 

is a lot more appeasing for people.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor

‘I think option two [the woodland], because one 

has already decided to go to the gallery and then 

to encounter it would not be the same kind of 

violence. You know, like if when it gets to the 

gallery, you’re given like a piece of paper that tells 

you what’s sitting in that sculpture garden and if 

they have a sculpture guide, I can decide I don’t 

want to see that, I’m cool, I don’t have to pass 

through there. I don’t want to like trigger myself in 

any way, shape, or form.’ Artist of colour

‘Don’t destroy the sculpture, don’t destroy its 

memory, but remove the element of compulsion 

so that people have a choice whether to come and 

look at it or not.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘I don’t want to bump into any of the colonisers 

that looked down on us as we walk past, you 

know, so for me, driving past something like 

that…..galleries, artist-run spaces and museums 

have the opportunity to instigate spaces that hold 

our reality in a particular way. How they choose to 

curate that is for me, an indication of whether they 

want to hold someone like me and my history or 

not.’ Artist of colour

Physical Energy is not a “triggering” sculpture 
in and of itself; it’s the underlying historical 
narrative that is sensitive

No one reported that they find the visual aesthetic 

of the sculpture traumatic to see (i.e. it’s not a 

statue of a particular individual or scene). It’s the 

underlying historical narrative that is sensitive; 

therefore it would be the Watts Gallery Trust’s 

silence or omission of nuanced interpretation 

which would be of concern to people from all 

races.
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Accessibility for all
Promoting the Watts Gallery - Artists’ 
Village was the biggest perceived 
benefit of the A3 proposal

The most popular arguments by far in support 

of this site were its strength in providing an 

experience of art to as wide as possible sector 

of society, and its corollary advertising of Watts 

Gallery - Artists’ Village. Certainly, though obvious, 

these arguments are not to be discounted as 

they are both persuasive and widely reported. 

It’s worth noting that most of the arguments 

presented still were based on considerations 

outside of the social/political implications of the 

statue.

‘Advertises the presence of the gallery in a 

most appropriate way. Art on a public highway 

should be encouraged.’ Survey respondent, local 

population

‘Physical Energy could be seen by quite a few 

people driving by and a reminder to Watts Gallery 

nearby.’ Survey respondent, local population

‘Like a Surrey version of Angel of the North - for 

everybody, a talking point.’ Survey respondent, 

local population

‘You’ll get a lot of eyes on it, which is a benefit.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor, person of colour

However, it is unrealistic to believe that 
visibility directly translates to visits...

With further discussion, participants felt more 

sceptical about how realistic it would be for lots 

of visits to Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village being 

generated by intrigued passers-by. This was partly 

a practical consideration, owing to the closeness of 

the proposed site to the Compton slip road.

‘If they see it and they’re driving past, how do 

they get into Compton all of a sudden or do look 

to come next week which they probably won’t do? 

Then they can’t just stop and then go and look at it 

and get the history of it etc.’ Focus group, existing 

visitor

‘It’s publicising the gallery, but by the time you 

go past it so quickly, you’re already gone, you’ve 

missed the exit.’ Focus group, potential visitor, 

person of colour

... and encountering Physical Energy without 
context significantly limits connection or 
allows for misinterpretation

However, with further discussion, participants 

felt that the ambition would be quite different 

in reality owing to the speed of traffic on the 

road and the sightlines. People also questioned 

how much of an impact it would have or if it 

could spark intrigue, with such a fleeting level of 

engagement. Without context and interpretation, 

driving on the A3 has limited, shallow impact. 

Accessibility in terms of interpretation is critical for 

a sculpture with such a sensitive history.

‘You can’t really properly engage with it and it 

can’t spark much of an interest because you’re just 

going past.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person 

of colour

‘It was mentioned wherever it would go 

there would be comprehensive [information] 

accompanying it, correct, explaining the history? I 

mean, that’s only again accessible if people went 

near it.’ Focus group, existing visitor

‘It’s a busy A road, really, really busy, so you’d 

get a lot of traffic going past it, and I think a lot of 

people would see it. But again they are not going 

to get the full power behind what it is, and why it’s 
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there, and who made it. And I think that for me I 

am kind of stuck in two minds thinking, it would be 

really good to put it there because loads of people 

are going to see it and hopefully make them think, 

oh what’s that about and then, maybe I should 

go there and find out more about it.’ Focus group, 

existing visitor

‘On the side of a road so that people could drive by 

it and it would have much more visual opportunity, 

wouldn’t it. But then you wouldn’t really have the 

opportunity to really tell that story, and so nobody 

would really learn much about it. They would just 

go, ‘Oh that’s a nice horse sculpture there.’ Focus 

group, existing visitor

‘Hundreds of people would see it in this location. 

However, they wouldn’t then get the benefit, 

potentially, of learning about it, seeing it up close.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor

Physical accessibility is the main 
detractor for the A3 proposal

The inability to make the A3 site DDA compliant 

was a threshold for many participants, even if it 

did not affect them personally. The feeling was 

that Physical Energy could not be used in the 

public realm to draw people in, only to arrive and 

potentially find that they are unable to access it.

‘Physical accessibility is also critical, in light of 

proposal detail that A3 site would not be DDA 

compliant.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘Difficult to access, no suitable access for people 

with mobility difficulties.’ Survey

‘I’ve got accessibility problems and I would be very 

cross-, I’m always cross when I can’t get to the 

thing.’ Focus group, existing visitor

‘The accessibility is obviously something that 

detracts slightly from it.’ Focus group, existing 

visitor

Placement on the A3 site would directly contravene 

Watts Gallery Trust’s ethos of “art for all”.

‘It’s not accessible and as an #ArtForAll 

organisation it goes against our ethos.’ Survey 

respondent, existing visitor

No issues with accessibility in woodland site

This was therefore one of the success factors in 

favour of the woodland site, or elsewhere in the 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village grounds.

‘With appropriate and sympathetic content, 

context and interpretation this location 

enables engagement and interaction for ALL. 

More grounded, honest and demonstrates an 

acknowledgement that this sculpture is not a 

positive symbol for everyone.’ Survey respondent, 

existing visitor

‘Part of the current site, accessible to all.’ Survey 

respondent, existing visitor

‘[Option 2 or 3] it’s great though isn’t it that 

everybody could access it? I mean you’re not 

leaving anybody out, young and old. It’ll be open to 

everybody.’ Focus group, existing visitor

‘It’s accessible, it’s safe, you can include 

interpretation on site. It kind of needs a wild spot!’ 

Survey respondent, existing visitor
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Physical Energy felt to deserve 
a dignified setting

In the discussion groups, members of the public 

and existing visitors strongly felt that Physical 

Energy deserved a dignified setting, given they felt 

it is an important piece for Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village.

‘Creating the right environment for the 

appreciation of art is as important as the work of 

art […] to allow people to interact with it, in the 

right space.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person 

of colour

‘I feel there’s actually dignity, as it relates to 

the artist and his intention for, you know-, well 

we don’t know what his intention is, but just 

for people to be able to admire his work more 

thoughtfully. I think that there’s more opportunity 

for that, on the hill, and the word, ‘dignified,’ is 

what keeps coming up for me. As it relates to the 

artist.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person of 

colour

‘I think it makes more sense to have it in the forest, 

because that’s where his home was, that’s where 

the gallery was. I think, it’s a bit more respectful 

for the artist, rather than sticking it on a dual 

carriageway.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person 

of colour

Using Physical Energy as a signpost is 
seen as devaluing it

Whilst a minority echoed Watts Gallery Trust’s 

initial ambition for Physical Energy to be a 

landmark promoting Watts Gallery - Artists’ 

Village, most changed their perspective when 

delving further into how realistic this was into 

actually translating awareness and intrigue into 

visits, and also when other factors were raised 

like the importance of accessibility, access to 

interpretation. It was therefore seen as simply a 

signpost to Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village.

‘Treating it like a sign, like signage, and it seems to 

devalue it a little bit for me.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor

‘A billboard could [advertise the museum]. It’s the 

perfect spot to have something there, marketing 

the museum, but the actual artwork, it seems 

wasted.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘I think if you don’t have, ‘Watts Gallery,’ printed 

underneath it in big letters so that if they’re 

passing at 60 miles an hour-, they won’t know 

what it is. So, sort of, does it have value as an 

advert.’ Focus group, existing visitor

‘I think it’s a little bit lost in this position. The 

photograph shows that the sculpture is rather 

small and insignificant. The drawing highlights 

the imposition on the road on this unbelievable 

sculpture. Here, we’re looking at, to my mind, 

although a very powerful and large sculpture, it’s 

very detailed. And I worry that in fact travelling 

south on the A3 going at 60 to 70 miles an hour, 

people won’t notice it. And if they do, they’ll 

think, ‘What is it doing there?’ If it’s a promotion 

for people to come to Compton, I’m very much 

in favour of that. But I think it won’t be. I think it 

will be lost in the sense of, ‘Is it an advertisement 

hoarding?’ I feel it is jeopardising the sculpture by 

putting it on the motorway.’ Focus group, existing 

visitor

‘I think it should be viewed as a very good 

sculpture and not as a quirky advertising gimmick. 

I would like it down in near the gallery so it’s 

approachable.’ Focus group, existing visitor

Sculpture’s intrinsic power needs to be 
enhanced, not subdued, by environment
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The woodland site was more 
favourable, but still perhaps not as 
prominent a position as it was felt to 
deserve

‘It also doesn’t give it enough importance does 

it? And yet it is a massively important piece in 

the grounds and then the museum surely.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor

‘You need it to be in a prominent place like the 

centre of this village, well I mean the most centre 

they can put it, where people were just, no matter 

where they come out from, if they come out from 

the sculpture gallery or the actual fine art bit 

they’re going to go, ‘Ooh,’ it’s like the central hub, 

I feel like that’s almost what it needs to be.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor

‘It’s got to be open to be honest, I think you’ve 

got to be able to, like I say, get a clear sight line 

for a lot of people, you know, but also it would 

just make it so prominent, it would give it the 

importance it requires.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor

A minority felt the woodland site could be 
seen as hiding the sculpture

On the other hand, whilst the woodland site had 

many merits, it could be perceived as trying to 

hide Physical Energy from too much attention. 

Even potential visitors recognised that this is an 

important piece for Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village 

(noticing it is in the visual identity) and therefore 

felt to be deserving of a more prominent position 

onsite.

‘I feel like they’re trying to hide it by putting it here 

in the trees. I see it’s a lovely wooded area, I can 

imagine it would look really nice, but I feel like 

putting it here that they’re just trying to hide it out 

of the way.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘My initial thoughts are, “Oh yes, it will be lovely 

by the trees and in a woodland”. but thinking 

about what’s been said, I’m kind of thinking yes, 

it’s like it’s hidden away, or an afterthought, not 

as perhaps important as what it should be.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor
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Visitor experience must be 
conducive to absorption, 
reflection and discussion

One of the most commonly cited benefits of the 

woodland site over the A3 was the quieter, more 

contemplative and relaxing atmosphere amidst 

nature rather than adjacent to a busy and, at 

times, noisy road. Visitors hoped to deeply engage 

with the information, take in the surroundings, 

reflect on its meaning - all of which would be 

more enjoyable in a quieter setting.

‘I think there’s pros and cons for it being alongside 

the road, it’s a perfect thing to kind of catch 

people’s eyes and hopefully communicate to 

people, ‘Oh, that’s the Watts Gallery there.’ But 

at the same time the experience of actually being 

with it is not going to be anywhere near the same. 

I know you can walk up to it, there’s a pathway 

up to it, or a plan to be, but then you’ve got this 

busy road that’s going to completely change that 

experience to me, you know, if you’re there kind 

of reading about it, trying to take it in, it’s got an 

ugly road next to it, noisy with cars.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor

‘It is more intimate. It is more intentional. It 

does allow for reflection. It allows for a deeper 

understanding of the piece itself, in the artist’s own 

surroundings, so I would put it inside the gallery. 

about it, trying to take it in, it’s got an ugly road 

next to it, noisy with cars.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor, person of colour

‘Don’t put it by a busy road. I think it needs to be 

in a place where it can be enjoyed, with some 

calmness around it, where you can actually read 

about it.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘I did kind of rate it being placed on the road, but 

upon hearing everyone else’s thoughts it’s kind 

of made me self reflect, and another aspect that 

would be pretty bad about having it by the road 

is like your concentration. If it’s a really busy road 

and you’ve just got cars constantly going like really 

fast down the highway or even if they’re just like 

in traffic I guess most galleries and museums and 

stuff like it’s complete silence unless you’re having 

a guided tour, and I guess having it there on the 

hill, so close to the road, for some people that 

might be a bit off putting, just hearing the cars 

constantly going by, you’d be like, ‘I want to be in 

my own space and take it in,’ but you’re distracted.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor

‘Art is such a personal thing to everybody that it’s 

something that you kind of want to be near and 

reflect on.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘The sculpture is about man, animal, it’s called, 

‘Physical Energy,’ and it just needs that space and 

that-, it’s just far more romantic as well.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor, person of colour

‘The whole history and the social history, the 

background of this work. Which is so dense and so 

complex, involves so many different things, I think 

it has to be, you know-, people have to have a 

chance to, kind of, look at it, with space and peace.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor, person of colour

‘It’s just got so much more, power, meaning, 

sensitivity, charm, everything, just being within the 

woodlands and the nature.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor, person of colour

‘I like that it’s in a nice, imaginative atmosphere, 

and it would be more accessible to people this 

way.’ Survey respondent, local population
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Intimacy is more alluring than 
imposition

Many describe Physical Energy’s power as 

emanating from the detail and a sense of scale 

against themselves.

‘It is larger than life size so, you know, when you’re 

right up close it has such a dominant effect on you, 

it’s so powerful, whereas you’re not going to get 

that if you’re driving by it on the road the scale is 

going to be completely out.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor

Therefore, the chosen site for Physical Energy must 

allow for intimacy over imposition. Visitors would 

relish the opportunity to see the sculpture’s detail 

up close.

‘The proposed location totally diminishes the 

sculpture. Its impact comes from standing below 

it, and looking up. It is diminished in impact 

and meaning by being at a distance.’ Survey 

respondent, existing visitor

The woodland was deemed more conducive to 

creating this intimate environment.

‘This, is so much more intimate, that you can be, 

you know, under trees, in a woodland, in a forest. 

You can walk around it, you can, sort of, be close 

to it. You can be at a further distance. You can 

look at it from different angles. And then you start 

to really, like-, you’re senses free up. You relax. 

You can smell, you know, the fresh air. And you 

can start to think more deeply, more, kind of, 

enjoyably about things like myth that, Watts was-, 

that was probably the biggest inspiration for him 

setting about this piece. You know, Greek myth, 

the Pantheon and it does need that freedom, that 

space, that contemplation to be able to assess 

things.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person of 

colour

More specifically, a lower plinth was deemed 

appropriate by many discussion group participant 

as it allowed for greater intimacy and exploration 

of the sculpture’s detail.

‘I think have it so people can touch it and, you 

know, get really close up to it, I think. You know, 

it will need to stand on something, but it doesn’t 

need to be as high certainly as the one even at 

the Royal Academy and not as high as the one in 

Kensington Gardens.’ Focus group, existing visitor

‘I think they would be very interested to be able 

to feel it and look at the hooves and see, sort of, 

the intricacies of it. Whereas if it’s going to be on 

the same plinth that it was in the Royal Academy.’ 

Focus group, existing visitor

‘If it’s stuck up on a plinth it’s just a statue, 

whereas they could be really part of it it’s lower 

down and more accessible.’ Focus group, existing 

visitor

A few mentioned that by placing Physical Energy at 

a height, it could be interpreted in very different 

ways. Some saw it as creating awe and wonder, 

almost inviting worshippers; whereas others saw 

it as more triumphal and therefore similar to the 

first cast.

‘It’s up there for a reason, it’s there to be, I don’t 

know if celebrated is the right word, or to be awed 

at, if something’s really high and you’re looking up 

to it, it’s something that symbolises something that 

you, not almost worshipping, but something that 

you’re appreciating.’ Focus group, potential visitor, 

person of colour

‘You don’t need a big plinth. It’s awe-inspiring 

anyway. But I guess because it’s got this 

connotation now that-, forget what we think 

about it. What will be picked up by others that you 

don’t want it to look triumphal in the sense that 

someone’s waving a flag, but man is triumphing-, 

triumphing, that’s not right, is it?’ Focus group, 

existing visitor
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Physical Energy benefits from 
clear sightlines and space to 
“move”

Participants regarded one of the key benefits 

and successes of the Kensington Gardens cast as 

the long, clear sightline from several directions, 

creating a sense of drawing visitors in and a sense 

of arrival.

‘Honestly, it was quite inspiring because where 

it was positioned at the crossroads of all these 

different paths, people would always be standing 

there taking pictures.’ Focus group, potential visitor

This was therefore regarded as one of the 

downsides of the woodland proposal as it 

currently stands. The landscape and trees 

would currently obscure sightlines for visitors 

approaching.

‘I’m not so sure about being in the woods because 

it does take away the possibility of a distant view, 

and there’s enough space in that area for a larger 

presence to be felt. So I’m in favour of this latter 

concept, but I’m not so in favour of having to duck 

and weave between the various woods, because I 

think you lose the perspective of it.’ Focus group, 

existing visitor

Some also described the need to liberate Physical 

Energy from above, not just on the ground. Having 

space above the sculpture, unobscured by trees, 

would allow it the space to “move” freely.

‘I’d like to see it relatively high up, [it’s] man rising 

from the earth up to the skies. So I think we’ve 

got to have a gap at the top because it’s got to be 

rising-, you’ve got to, sort of, give that impression 

that man is rising from the soil upwards and 

anything is possible. So it needs a little bit of an 

opening somehow or other around it so that you 

get this lift to it.’ Focus group, existing visitor

Participants fully appreciated that altering the 

landscape of the woodlands had limitations in 

trying to address the issues of sightlines and 

lighting, particularly in terms of managing or 

removing trees.

‘I imagine when they’ve done all the landscaping 

and stuff it would look different, but, I mean, it’s 

not like they can cut down trees, because by the 

looks of they look like they’re pretty old trees. I 

can imagine they would probably not want to be 

cutting down trees.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘I think putting it in the woodland, for a lot of the 

year, it’s going to be perhaps not that easy to get 

to, certainly dark. I think if you’re not going to put 

it by the road, then find a site where it is out in 

the open elsewhere on the estate.’ Focus group, 

existing visitor

‘I think it would be nicer to be more exposed than 

it would be in the woods.’ Focus group, existing 

visitor

‘It needs to be lit properly, and I’m not sure you’d 

get that under a canopy of trees. I don’t think it 

would benefit from the natural light in that sense.’ 

Focus group, potential visitor

This was one of the reasons that most discussion 

group participants eventually felt that another 

place on site would be more suitable.

‘It seems like it would make so much more sense 

that if there’s a beautiful, kind of, lawned picnic 

area, to find a prominent place there, where 

there’s a clear sight of it from many, many angles 

around it.’ Focus group, potential visitor
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The debate is intrinsically appealing

The debate around Physical 
Energy is intrinsically 
appealing and empowers the 
public

The public sees this as a real 
opportunity to spark debate

Discussion group participants raised the point 

that the process of installing Physical Energy is 

different to the situation faced by many other 

organisations, where the challenge is whether to 

remove or retain a sculpture/state. Participants 

were enthused by the opportunities this presents.

‘We’ve got the opportunity to really assess how 

it should be displayed, and how it could be done 

sensitively? And what information needs to be 

there at the site, and how people interact with it? 

Whether it’s physical, whether it’s audio? Whether, 

I don’t know, there is much more interactive ways 

of communicating the history to people that would 

engage people a lot more. There is an opportunity 

here to make it really effective rather than just 

putting it on a pedestal somewhere and really not 

conveying it’s importance to people.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor

‘I think most people need to learn about it. So 

many people are so misinformed about the path 

that has happened until now, they need to know 

about it.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘You want something to be able to reflect on to 

know that this, kind of, quote unquote, history 

[…] It’s not being celebrated, but it exists. And you 

need to be able to have a point of reference, to say 

that this is “the history of the UK” and “the history 

of colonialism”.’ Focus group, potential visitor, 

person of colour

We are in a timely window of opportunity, 
talking about colonial associations and 
narratives

It is critical for Watts Gallery Trust to not be seen 

as “cancelling” or “shying away” – we use this 

opportunity as platform for debate. We are in a 

timely window of opportunity to be part of, and 

potentially lead, a wider conversation.

‘There’s a very topical thing going on with Black 

Lives Matter and what have you, colonisation 

etcetera. They need to jump on that, and they need 

to recognise their part of it, or his part of that, and 

the connections there, and the opportunity to talk 

about it, while everybody is talking about this. And 

it might be controversial, but at the same time, it’s 

the best time to be talking about it. Focus group, 

potential visitor

People want the whole story and 
lineage: it’s a fundamental expectation

When it comes to interpretation, the public and 

visitors want the full, transparent history laid bare.

‘I guess it just needs to be honest, like a timeline 

of events of how it came to be, what it is, how 

it was linked to all different points throughout 

history and everything. I think it just needs to be 

an honest representation of why certain people 

commissioned it, and how it got to be where it is 

today.’ Focus group, potential visitor

‘If I had the knowledge of why he initially made 

the art piece, maybe I would have a different 

perspective again. And I would love, even to this 

day to go down to Surrey and maybe look at the 

new exhibition and to understand it a bit more. But 

without that knowledge, it is difficult to understand 

why even in 2016, 2017, you know, it is still being 

created.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person of 

colour
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‘I think the public needs to know is what was 

happening at the time that the object was created 

and how the sculptor wanted the object to be 

formed as in terms of its materialism, in terms of 

its form, in terms of its meaning and its reading.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

The consultation process was a critical testing 

ground for this approach. We have faith in the 

intelligence of the audiences and have seen 

the positive and depth of engagement elicited. 

People can handle the uncomfortable parts of 

the narrative. By dancing around the issues too 

much, Watts Gallery Trust could be seen as being 

performative.

‘[The consultation] doesn’t feel very performative. 

It feels quite genuine. You’ve given us a lot of the 

context, you’ve not just said, ‘This piece of art was 

linked to colonialism, what do you think?’ It’s been 

very well thought through. You’ve given us a lot 

of background, for us to make our own informed 

decisions.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person of 

colour

There are challenges in 
presenting the history through 
a 21st-century lens

Some stakeholders and academics were 

particularly concerned with how Watts Gallery 

Trust will present this narrative about Physical 

Energy’s lineage. There is a danger that 21st-

century perspectives could be projected onto the 

subject, and therefore misrepresent the truths, 

perspectives and context of the time.

‘As a society, we’ve got to be careful that we don’t 

co-opt art to read it and understand it in whatever 

way we want to read it in our 21st-century world 

because the world before us was different and it 

had different layers and it had different meanings. 

We need to know those meanings to know why in 

our 21st-century, we should disagree with certain 

things that happened in the past. But unless we 

know the truth about the past, the truth, exactly 

what happened. Otherwise what we do is we have 

a truth as to what we think the past was. The truth 

is what happened, a truth is our interpretation of 

what we believe happened, they’re not necessarily 

the same.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘I think the point is, it’s not to be politically 

correct or incorrect. It’s to be an educational tool. 

Sculptures are tools to get us to think or to see, or 

to by beauty or if it’s something abstract to make us 

think.’ Stakeholder / Academic

Mixed opinions as to whether museums 
should be neutral in such a context

Stakeholders and academics acknowledged the 

challenged faced by institutions in how to position 

their overall stance on colonial issues and how 

this is reflected in interpretation. However, most 

arrived at the conclusion that Watts Gallery Trust 

doesn’t need to defend G.F. Watts’ views, but 

rather critique and open to the floor for debate.

‘You don’t “reconcile” [Our race as pioneers]. You 

have to say that it’s part of a…. you only reconcile it 

by seeing Watts’ progressive politics, as he would 

have seen them, as having to do with the success 

of progressive ideas over conservative ideas. […] 

he allowed himself in that essay ‘Our Race As 

Pioneers’ to crudely describe the sort of triumph as 

he would have seen it as these progressive ideals 

across the globe. But yeah, that is I mean, to call 

it problematic is to say that it’s the thing that we 
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now can’t stomach of the things that he wrote.’  

Stakeholder / Academic

‘They should critique them and place them in 

the context of their time without using that as 

an excuse to whitewash them. […] So they must 

critique it and be critical of it. To critique you need 

to go further than that. You need to make it clear 

what is the point of view of the Watts Gallery Trust, 

which presumably is that it is against colonialism 

and against racism. They have to say that. They 

can’t just say, Watts’ views would today be 

considered a bit unfashionable. You have to say 

by whom? By you (Watts Gallery)?’ Stakeholder / 

Academic

‘There’s a way for it to exist with a sort of curiosity 

and an open-mindedness. This isn’t necessarily 

neutrality, but there is something about holding 

the space for difficult conversations. I don’t think 

museums are safe spaces. I don’t think they’re 

neutral spaces. But we are seeing more and more 

people try at least. I don’t know whether any of 

them are succeeding, but more and more people 

try to be curious, to present multiple narratives to 

give different kinds of precedence to different kinds 

of opinions and points of view. And I think that 

is the best of what we understand contemporary 

practice to be in this space. I think it will probably 

mature and evolve further, but I think that’s where 

we are with it now. So no, they shouldn’t hide 

from it and they shouldn’t be promulgating a 

positive kind of, PR version of it either, in my view.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

‘I think when one looks at the sort of symbolism of 

subjugation that’s in that statue that’s particularly 

challenging. There are obviously lots of other 

organisations whether it’s around the Colston 

statue or Oriel College, the National Trust, a whole 

range of organisations, here and elsewhere that 

have a duty to confront their histories and, and 

to do that in a responsible, robust open, inclusive 

way and not to project one view or to defend one 

view or to act as an advocate for a historical view. 

It’s important, we look at facts and explore them, 

and we look at the meaning that people take from 

them, and I think we have to respect every different 

view. Assuming it’s not deeply offensive view, an 

offensive view, if someone finds that it is hurtful 

or offensive to them, I think we have to be really 

respectful of that.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘The best thing they can do is to find a good way 

to use it that is not on a hill, but where they can 

interpret it with a morality and a scholarly sense of 

purpose that doesn’t do anybody in but it’s truthful 

about the story.’ Stakeholder / Academic

Several acknowledged that this challenge is 

particularly felt by institutions focused on a single 

artist and figure, particularly as staff and visitors 

alike can be so passionate about their subject, and 

therefore often naturally want to defend.

‘When you get museums that are dedicated [to a 

single subject], you often get people working for 

them and within the board and so on, who are just, 

you know, who are sort of myopically passionate 

and lose some perspective, I think. And that’s part 

of their job, isn’t it? Because they have to go and 

advocate and sell and make other people donate 

and get excited. And so I think the challenge in 

those scenarios is how are they maintaining kind 

of perspective and realism? Whilst also wanting to 

advocate passionately for the thing, whatever that 

thing is.’ Stakeholder / Academic
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Strong desire to explore 
the symbolism and abstract 
elements

Participants also recognised the need to go beyond 

the factual information and not lose sight of the 

“ideas” fuelling Physical Energy.

‘The importance is the integrity or the purity of 

the concept, and what the artist intended it to 

represent. Then we’ve got to understand that and 

draw the line [...] probably 99 people that you ask 

about this monument will talk about this the kind 

of Rhodes element, not the actual Watts abstract 

element. […] We’re reading it through 21st-century 

eyes and in ways that we want to read it. Not in the 

way that the artist, when he made it at whatever 

point in time, wanted people to see of it and to 

read on it. And even if that is not necessarily to our 

liking, we should still be able to see that and learn 

from it.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘When something is made in an abstract form, 

it can then be perceived in whatever way the 

perceiver wants it to be. That’s the problem with 

anything, once any object goes into the urban 

environment, for instance, that regardless of what 

the intention of the architect or the designer of 

the sculpture is, you can’t then control how the 

public is going to see it and read it. And part of 

that issue as well is society will evolve anyway. 

So how people see and read all the site around 

it, the context will change. When something is 

conceptualised, as I say, it doesn’t surprise me that 

Rhodes would see something in this way because 

that it can be manipulated to whatever end he 

wants it to be, in this case, a glorification of an 

infrastructure project.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘The connotation’s there [with Rhodes], so I think 

you’ve got to boost up the idea of man rising 

from the Earth to the heights and play down the 

nationalistic side of it, which I think is a bit when 

you put it on a hillside, it’s a bit flag wavy, either 

for the Watts, for Compton or for Surrey.’ Focus 

group, existing visitor

Bearing in mind G.F. Watts’ wider attitude to using 

art for social impact is a helpful guiding light to 

re-focus the narrative on “ideas”.

‘The thing that I think it’s useful for people to know 

of…whatever the view they take over time, is that 

actually, this was an artist who was very keen on 

making a social impact and trying to drive positive 

change in society through his art.’ Stakeholder / 

Academic

However, several academics, based on their 

understanding, felt that Watts’ intentions and 

ideas behind his work, not just Physical Energy, 

aren’t always evident or evidence, which is seen as 

both a point of intrigue but also a downfall.

‘He often would say, he has very general, abstract 

ideas and puts them into physical form. And then 

he says, it’s down to the viewer, they can take it or 

leave it and they can do with it as they wish. So this 

was his weakness on one level, in that he refused 

to put a definitive meaning on his works. But it was 

also the secret to his huge success at the end of his 

career at the time when Physical Energy became 

public at the end of the 19th-century. Watts’ 

works were seen to be things which were open to 

interpretation, open to appropriation, so that any 

political persuasion could adopt them.’ Stakeholder 

/ Academic

‘It has to go back to be what Watts initially hoped it 

would be, which would be a distilled, condensed, 

compelling emblem of a certain idea. Now, this 

is what I meant when I wanted to go back to sort 

of slightly detaching the managerial problem 

of working in the gallery from the art historical 

issue. So what is unusual – and this is where it 

gets infuriating, but Watts’ is very determined that 

he will never explain his art. Maybe that’s not so 

unusual amongst artists today, but I think going 

back to the 19th-century, it is unusual. Most artists 

then, if pressed, would offer a verbal account 

of what they were seeking to do with their art.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic
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How can the sculpture foster 
empathy and a universal 
relevance that everyone can 
share an affinity with?

Reviving the essence of Physical Energy that 
everyone can relate with in some way

Pinpoint the aspects of the sculpture that will 

resonate profoundly with everyone and transcend 

misinterpreting it reductively as a manifestation of 

colonialism. Seeing Physical Energy as a symbol of 

striving for success is closer to the artist’s original 

intention. So it’s about reviving that narrative 

rather than just overlaying it.

G.F. Watts himself kept changing his mind in terms 

of his intentionality behind the sculpture and he 

left it’s symbolism deliberately ambiguous. This 

gives the Watts Gallery Trust an unusual degree of 

dexterity in deciding what aspects to promote as 

its futureproof narrative rather than be beholden 

to its historical legacy whilst staying true to the 

artists sculptural ethos of constant evolution.

‘Physical Energy is fundamentally about the human 

inability simply to live within ourselves. There’s 

a line that I love to quote by Spanish philosopher 

from the same period, around 1900. José Ortega 

y Gasset was, like Watts, a liberal-minded 

intellectual but probably with perspectives we 

would now consider conservative and he said 

“the horizon is a biological line”. I’m not saying 

I sympathise with it. I just think it’s very clever. 

The idea that however happy, rich, surrounded by 

your grandchildren, you know you never can stop. 

You’re always going to be thinking shit, what’s 

next? Where’s the next challenge? Where’s the 

next problem? And that’s what it’s about to me. 

It’s basically about anxiety. It’s about what next? 

However far we’ve come we need to worry about 

what’s coming next. And you know, if you wanted 

to put something on the spot and say that’s what 

it’s about - that’s what it’s about.’ Stakeholder / 

Academic

Reframing the narrative, in a way designed 

to bring people together rather than create or 

exacerbate division, is critical. Use Physical Energy 

to lever Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village as a ‘site of 

correspondence’ to harness debate, dialogue and 

common ground, rather than a ‘site of conscience’.

“I like the notion of the new cast of Physical Energy 

being a ‘Site of Conscience’ but equally should it 

be a ‘Site of Correspondence’? This would be more 

in keeping in allowing/encouraging/promoting 

people to understand how the relationship 

between the past affects the present, or more 

specifically how in the past issues existed within 

society which today we can rightly label as injustice 

plus, in keeping with this line of thought, how it is 

valuable to understand how injustices occurred, 

in what forms, and how they still resonate today 

via ‘objects’ from the past, such as Physical Energy. 

Thus, it can be a potential point of discourse, 

communication, and education between different 

sectors of Modern British Society.” Stakeholder / 

Academic

‘It should be trying to put a historical record out 

there that this is what he thought. As a writer 

of fiction, I get a lot of letters from students and 

scholars who say what did you mean by this? I 

never tell them…I go back and say: when I read my 

work now, I am a reader of it, no longer its writer. 

I will not tell you what my interpretation of it is. 

Because then I will imprison the book for you. And 

you have to make up your mind what you think it 

is. We can have a conversation about it, and my 

conversation will be as much an interpretation 

Use Physical Energy to lever Watts Gallery - 
Artists’ Village as a site of correspondence
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as yours is. And so, we can talk about it. But 

don’t take what I said, as the ultimate truth about 

what the stories say because it can resonate in 

all different kinds of ways. So, I suspect that an 

approach such as that might be useful that it 

doesn’t tie down that the gallery to saying here 

is the interpretation, but we think that where 

the sculpture is now located [A3], is a natural 

environment against which to look at it. It may be 

possible that people might read into it, the story of 

the reconnection with nature today. But it doesn’t 

have to be pushed by the gallery. It will come out of 

that debate.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘I think these can be provocative these projects. But 

if these projects are put forward to be intellectually 

provocative in the sense of critical thinking, 

they perform a social role or educational role.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

‘Where do you draw the line as the arbiter? You 

should let the person who experiences it make 

their own judgement.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘I think it is in the preparedness of the gallery 

to be ready to get into the various debates that 

displaying this sculpture will evoke. And be sure 

of the grounds on which it has made the choice to 

trigger a conversation that’s truthful, that doesn’t 

hide or play games with history, and that the 

gallery will be prepared to receive critiques it had 

not expected. But I think that when all has been 

said and done, the artwork will still be there.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

This desire is reflected among the public: to 

engage with it in a more positive, constructive 

way. What can I, as an, individual take from this 

experience?

‘I completely agree that one can not remove the 

context, the social, the historical kind of elements 

from the artworks. But at the same time if I go to 

an exhibition, if I go to see a piece of theatre, if I 

go to see a music concert. I think one is entitled 

to be selfish in a sense of, what does this mean to 

me? What’s its value to me? From the beginning 

what I wanted to take from Physical Energy before 

everything else came in was just like, I was kind of 

like, ‘Wow, human ability to experiment with new 

forms.’ You said that this was completely a radical 

materials that he was working with. This was very 

avant garde. I can imagine how much like time 

and effort and failure Watts must have had to go 

through before getting to that finished work of art. 

So my thoughts were really wanting to stay with 

the positive aspects of what goes into creating a 

work of art.’ Focus group, potential visitor, person 

of colour
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The psychology of universal 
appeal

The sculpture celebrates the fact that everyone 

sees things differently. Thematic apperception test1 

is popularly known as the picture interpretation 

technique because it uses a series of provocative 

yet ambiguous pictures as stimulus to provoke 

the onlooker to interpret the story they perceive 

behind it. People tend to project their latent needs 

and create fantasy narratives which are affected by 

their personal disposition and relationship with 

power, control, status, success, etc which will vary 

across time so each encounter may be different.

As part of the interpretation and programming 

around Physical Energy, invite artistic commissions 

that respond to the sculpture and regenerate 

poetic titles for the new work to help reframe the 

narrative and bring everyone together (e.g. Quest 

for success, Eternal search, Perpetual seeker, New 

horizons…).

1  Diagnostic tool: https://www.utpsyc.org/tatintro/

Empowering viewers to decide where to fix 
their gaze

This example of an optical illusion simultaneously 

shows a pretty young woman/old woman. 

Different viewers see different sides to the image, 

depending on where they fix or focus their gaze.

With Physical Energy, Watts Gallery Trust can 

convey the full narrative and let the public focus, 

accept and reject different elements. The fourth 

cast is somewhat of an ablution process that can 

rinse away the ugly facets of the past to refocus on 

the future.

Optical illusion versus illumination

In conclusion, everyone who looks at Physical 

Energy will see something different. There is no 

right or wrong way to connect to it. As Physical 

Energy exists conceptually and materially in plural 

formats, it makes sense that there cannot be a 

singular way to perceive it.

Young woman / old woman optical illusion
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Ultimately, there is hope this 
leads on to further debate and 
opportunities throughout the 
organisation

While this work is focused specifically on Physical 

Energy, the public and visitors hope that Watts 

Gallery Trust’s approach will potentially lead to 

a new way of programming, interpreting and 

communicating G.F. Watts’ work.

‘Maybe it will open up a whole new way of 

programming that goes on here at this museum 

and village. There could be so many talks and 

specific exhibitions, touring exhibitions, that are 

programmed as a result of that. I would have 

thought it’s more of an opportunity than a risk as 

such. It’s a risk that has to be taken.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor

In order for Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village to be 

seen as a safe and inclusive space to explore 

colonial histories, not just through Physical Energy, 

a wider shift and consistency across the whole 

organisation is needed.

‘I think people often have stories to tell whether 

they’ve seen a work for the first time just a few 

minutes ago, and it’s had a profound effect on 

them. Positive, negative or otherwise, and I think 

it’s just really important to hear those voices and 

for our organisation to be a safe place where 

people can come and express their opinions and 

be heard and where we can explore that difference 

together.’ Stakeholder / Academic

‘It would be really important to know that, when 

I’m in this space, like, this space is inclusive. And 

this art is just a representation of the time that it 

was made in, and I think that would be a benefit 

of having it here. I could really understand more 

about what the gallery has to offer apart from just 

that one piece on the hill.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor, person of colour

This feeling was echoed from within the 

organisation too.

‘I hope to see genuine action in response to the 

findings of the consultation. I hope that this will be 

the start of systemic changes at the organisation, 

both in how we interpret our collections, how we 

include the public in discussions surrounding our 

collections and the work we do and what we truly 

represent and value as an organisation.’ Watts 

Gallery staff member

‘I would love for this consultation to be the 

beginning of a wider conversation at Watts about 

the more challenging aspects of our collection’s 

past. I hope this will be the start of an organisation 

wide shift to being more inclusive and open; a 

move towards re-evaluating how some of the 

works in our collection make contemporary 

viewers feel allowing and acknowledging a 

spectrum of responses rather than telling/

educating them as to how they should respond and 

feel.’ Watts Gallery staff member
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Moving forward
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Moving forward
Overall consensus was neither proposal 
is ideal in their current format

A3 proposal is deemed unsuitable

In summary, while there are arguments for both 

options, the A3 proposal was effectively written off 

by the majority. Even those who initially supported 

the proposal recognised that others were more 

vehemently against it and therefore decided it 

would be too polarising, particularly on the grounds 

of accessibility.

Woodland site is preferable, but not without its 
own challenges

Participants were therefore leaning more towards 

the woodland site, and away from the A3. However, 

the woodland is not without its own challenges. 

Principally among these are the limitations on 

landscaping meaning the space is enclosed, and 

therefore not creating the sense of awe and wonder 

and leading sightlines to do the sculpture justice. 

Others cited that placing in the woodland could be 

seen as trying to concealing it.

A third option?

Discussions progressed into exploring an 

alternative, third option. Whilst few were able to 

articulate a specific place elsewhere within the 

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village curtilage, this did 

generate a list of critical success factors (reflecting 

the themes discussed in the previous section). If the 

challenges of the woodland site can’t be overcome, 

it could be worth re-examing the site for a viable 

alternative position that more fully meets these 

criteria.

Critical success factors and the extent to which current proposals meet these criteria

Critical success factors A3 Woodland

Optimal exposure High level of exposure

The principle of choice Viewers can choose to engage

Intentional encounters Intentional, not incidental, encounters

Physical accessibility Site is accessible to all

Accessible interpretation Interpretation is accessible to all viewers

Risk of vandalism Site is at risk of vandalism

An enhancing environment Sculpture is enhanced, not diminished, by environment

A ‘site of correspondence’ Experience is conducive to absorption, reflection and discussion

Empowering not overpowering Proximity enables intimacy and emotional safety

Relatability Everyone feels they can relate to to the sculpture’s allegory in some way

Stimulates programming 

opportunities

Encourages further debate and programming opportunities

Return on investment Cost of installation and visitor revenue
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Moving forward with transparency

To academics and historians, the 
colonial associations are not surprising, 
and sometimes not new information

Once people become aware of Physical Energy’s 

colonial association, most feel it is hard to forget. 

It is therefore unavoidable to explore.

‘I think the worst thing is to hide it. Only if, because 

other people will talk about it and tell their story.  

I feel like curators at Watts have talked about this, 

you know, scholars of Watts are fully aware of this. 

So I think it would be very odd to try to avoid it but 

I mean, I don’t know. I think short of razing it and 

knocking it all down, I don’t think you can really 

get away from the fact that the institution is there.’ 

Stakeholder / Academic

‘Ditchling Museum, home of Eric Gill famous for 

his incest and beastiality and the previous director, 

invested quite a lot of time and PR into opening 

up some very old wounds for the community and 

re-centering the story of the artist and what had 

happened. Because that’s the truth. I think that 

was their view, as opposed to hoping that people 

wouldn’t think about that when buying their ticket 

to come in the door there...I think the example I 

used of Ditchling recently decided to go into that 

difficult history and that difficult past. I think it’s 

about owning your own narrative really. And either 

you own that narrative and you take control of it 

and seek to tell that story, or you will probably 

become the victim of other people telling it for 

you. I think the Watts Gallery’s risk in trying to shy 

away from any of this content is that it will be told 

anyway and they won’t really have any agency in 

terms of that.’ Stakeholder / Academic

Transparent communication with all directly 
involved is critical before making further 
public announcements

A number of donors partaking in the consultation 

flagged frustration at the slow progress of the 

project and concern about how their money 

has been or will be spent, particularly if this is 

different to how they hoped it to be spent. This 

group therefore needs careful management in the 

coming period, ensuring their voices are heard 

before a final decision is made.

‘There were a series of private donors and the 

Art Fund were heavily involved in it. I’m not sure. 

But I think, as we know, the world has changed 

since that fundraising campaign. And if we were 

to play history backwards, in 2023, there was 

a controversy around this thing that had been 

installed next to the A3, and a number of private 

donors to it realise that they hadn’t been fully 

appraised of the historical significance. I mean, 

there are different scenarios that could play out 

here that it’s hard to know if the donors to the 

Art Fund campaign were fully aware of all the 

historical connotations of this work because that 

history has been selectively told at different times… 

did all these private philanthropists and generous 

people, did they really understand what this thing 

stood for when they funded it?’ Stakeholder / 

Academic

In addition to the question of what Watts Gallery 

Trust does next is the question of how. Moving 

forward with transparency and confidence will 

be key to the success of the fourth cast and the 

organisation’s progress in exploring G.F. Watts 

further.
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Transparency within the organisation is 
also vital

In the staff workshop, one of the most commonly 

cited hopes for this consultation was that the 

results and subsequent steps would be openly 

communicated throughout the organisation.

‘I hope that voices will be heard and that the 

information will be used to inform genuine, non-

bias discussion as to how the Trust should proceed. 

I would hope that there will be a summary of 

viewpoints provided in a transparent manner and 

that regardless of the outcome, a full statement 

will be provided to staff and interested parties 

explaining why the decision was made.’ Watts 

Gallery staff member

‘A genuine and thoughtful discussion, I can’t 

say I know the right answer but in some ways I 

would be disappointed in the project went ahead 

as if nothing had ever happened. Some part of 

this conversation should be recorded and made 

accessible even if nothing else changed.’ Watts 

Gallery staff member

‘I hope to see a thorough, robust, honest, open 

consultation. I would like the organisation to 

act suitably on that outcome. I suspect that the 

outcome will be anti or at least ambiguous.’ Watts 

Gallery staff member

People were rallied by the stronger sense 

of organisational focus towards a solution, 

particularly around interpretation, even if some 

specific issues were still deemed divisive.

‘I was impressed by the consistency from the 

break out groups of the importance of providing a 

clear, objective explanation about the creation of 

Physical Energy and its subsequent appropriations, 

wherever it might ultimately be sited.’ Watts 

Gallery staff member

‘[From the workshop]I learned that the team 

(trustees and staff) are keen to work together on a 

solution as to where we will display Physical Energy 

which was a great feeling.’ Watts Gallery staff 

member
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Moving forward with confidence
There is limited reputational risk as we 
are actively creating & inviting debate

Watts Gallery - Artists’ Village is on the front 
foot: debating not defending

‘There is an opportunity there for the museum to 

really get the facts out there, and to get people 

talking about it. I think it’s a risk that we all have 

to take. I think the trash press and social media is 

the biggest problem that we face as a society at the 

moment, and every institution like this has to think 

about it, and has to work out how to get the truth 

out there.’ Focus group, potential visitor

Part of this should be demonstrating the robust 

consultation process the Watts Gallery Trust 

commissioned and the actions it takes as a 

direct result. Some academics cited examples 

of successful consultations and communications 

in other institutions (e.g. American Museum of 

Natural History, New York).

‘I think it was very interesting to see the work that 

was done by the Natural History Museum in New 

York. This is the Teddy Roosevelt statue that was 

outside the museum, facing Central Park on Central 

Park West. I think, as an outside observer, the way 

that they would appear to have dealt with that, 

from what I saw on their website, and in particular 

looked as though the sort of engagement with the 

public that process looked to me as though that 

was conducted in a very inclusive way. And so I 

think that that that has a direct relevance again, a 

male figure on an on horseback and certainly there 

are there’s a lot in that statue that is very difficult to 

get, for us as individuals.’ Stakeholder / Academic

The credibility of the Watts Gallery Trust 
strongly supports this approach

Watts Gallery Trust has an opportunity here to 

demonstrate its curatorial rigor, transparency and 

boldness. which is vital to the success of the fourth 

cast’s placement. Consultees cited that institutions 

like Watts Gallery Trust and the Royal Academy of 

Arts have the credibility to ride the inevitable wave 

of scrutiny on the final decision.

‘They’re all linked with very reputable institutions, 

the Royal Academy, Watts himself. This isn’t 

guttural stuff, it’s interesting.’ Focus group, 

potential visitor

‘I think it is a really, really important tool to help 

people learn. And the Watts Gallery and Village 

clearly is and educational space. So it is a perfect 

figurehead for it really. So I think it just enriches the 

whole story of that piece of artwork for me’. Focus 

group, potential visitor

Discussion group participants were particularly 

impressed, and in some instances, surprised by 

the thoughtfulness of the Watts Gallery Trust in 

conducting this consultation.

‘I love it. Especially when you’re delving into 

very sensitive issues, it shows a bit of thought. 

To quote this word that we’ve used quite a lot, 

‘Intentionality.’ Like, okay, cool, potentially we’re 

going to do something. Let’s actually understand 

people’s opinions, and people’s feelings. 

Emotionally, and obviously, factoring in, there’ll be 

emotions involved, and there will be things that, 

you know, context also involved. But I actually 

appreciate the idea of this […] because sometimes 

it can come across a bit gimmicky, but in this case 

it feels organic. So, cool.’ Focus group, potential 

visitor, person of colour

‘I’m surprised to be honest that they’ve even 

thought this through to carry out and commission 

a research like this, and it actually impresses me. 

And the fact that an organisation or business 

would do something like that makes me more 

likely to want to look into what they do or go there 

or visit because they’ve had a thought that, you 

know, this might provoke bad views or it might 

get people’s back up. But they’ve thought, ‘Oh, 

let’s go and actually find out, what certain people 

think before we make a move.’ Which I think, a lot 

of organisations could learn from. I like it.’ Focus 

group, potential visitor, person of colour



76 Ideas, not things: Physical Energy consultation   October 2022 report 

Bibliography



77 Ideas, not things: Physical Energy consultation   October 2022 report 

1. Watts’ publications

George Frederic Watts, Vol. 3: His Writings (no date). 

New York: Hodder & Stoughton.

Hare, W.L. (2004) Watts (1817-1904). Available 

at: https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/13477 

(Accessed: 10 October 2022).

Watts, G.F. (1901) ‘OUR RACE AS PIONEERS’, The 

Nineteenth century and after : a monthly review, 

49(291), pp. 849–857. Available at: https://archive.

org/details/georgefredericwa03watt/page/n339/

mode/2up.

Watts, M.S. (1912) Annals of an Artist’s 

Life, Vol III. Available at: https://archive.

org/stream/georgefredericwa03wattiala/

georgefredericwa03wattiala_djvu.txt.  

2. Books and papers relating to G.F. 
Watts, Mary Watts and Physical Energy

ArtUK (no date) ‘George Frederic Watts’. Available 

at: https://artuk.org/discover/artists/watts-george-

frederic-18171904. 

Bills, M. and Bryant, B. (2008) G.F. Watts: Victorian 

visionary: highlights from the Watts Gallery 

collection. New Haven [Conn.] ; London : Compton 

[England]: Yale University Press ; In association 

with Watts Gallery.

Brown, S. (2007) G F Watts Physical Energy 

Sculpture and Site. 1st Edition. Watts Gallery.

Greenhow, D. (2016) The Diary of Mary Watts 1887-

1904: Victorian Progressive and Artistic Visionary 

(Lund Humphries Publishers Ltd.).

Gutch, R.E. (1968) ‘G. F. Watts’s Sculpture’, The 

Burlington Magazine, 110(789), pp. 693–699.

Hare, W.L. (2004) Watts (1817-1904). Available at: 

https://www.ajhw.co.uk/books/book82/book82.

html (Accessed: 10 October 2022).

Roberts, B. (2017) Celebrating 200 years of George 

Frederic Watts, Sothebys.com. Available at: https://

www.sothebys.com/en/articles/celebrating-200-

years-of-george-frederic-watts (Accessed: 10 

October 2022).

Rose, L.E. (2017) ‘The Diaries of Mary Seton Watts 

(1849–1938): A Record of Her Conjugal Creative 

Partnership with “England’s Michelangelo”, 

George Frederic Watts (1817–1904)’, Life Writing, 

14(2), pp. 217–231. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1

080/14484528.2017.1291248.

Smith, A. (2013) ‘The Sublime in Crisis: Landscape 

Painting after Turner’, in N. Llewellyn and C. 

Riding (eds) The art of the sublime. London: Tate 

(Tate Research Publication).

Spy (1891) He paints portraits and ideas 

[Lithograph]. Available at: https://

heritagecollections.parliament.uk/collections/

getrecord/HOP_WOA_5640.

Stewart, D. (no date) ‘Deconstruction or 

Reconstruction? The Victorian Paintings of 

George Frederic Watts’. SECAC Review. Available 

at: https://www.uah.edu/images/colleges/

arts-humanities-social-sciences/art/faculty/cvs/

victorian_paintings_of_george_frederic_watts.pdf 

(Accessed: 10 October 2022).

Bibliography

This section contains all the sources and 

references used in the consultation, including 

examples cited by interviewees.

Alongside this report, Watts Gallery Trust is 

provided with copies of all the listed sources to 

build into the existing knowledge base around 

Physical Energy.

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/13477
https://archive.org/details/georgefredericwa03watt/page/n339/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/georgefredericwa03watt/page/n339/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/georgefredericwa03watt/page/n339/mode/2up
https://archive.org/stream/georgefredericwa03wattiala/georgefredericwa03wattiala_djvu.txt
https://archive.org/stream/georgefredericwa03wattiala/georgefredericwa03wattiala_djvu.txt
https://archive.org/stream/georgefredericwa03wattiala/georgefredericwa03wattiala_djvu.txt
https://artuk.org/discover/artists/watts-george-frederic-18171904
https://artuk.org/discover/artists/watts-george-frederic-18171904
https://www.ajhw.co.uk/books/book82/book82.html
https://www.ajhw.co.uk/books/book82/book82.html
https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/celebrating-200-years-of-george-frederic-watts
https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/celebrating-200-years-of-george-frederic-watts
https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/celebrating-200-years-of-george-frederic-watts
https://doi.org/10.1080/14484528.2017.1291248
https://doi.org/10.1080/14484528.2017.1291248
https://heritagecollections.parliament.uk/collections/getrecord/HOP_WOA_5640
https://heritagecollections.parliament.uk/collections/getrecord/HOP_WOA_5640
https://heritagecollections.parliament.uk/collections/getrecord/HOP_WOA_5640
https://www.uah.edu/images/colleges/arts-humanities-social-sciences/art/faculty/cvs/victorian_paintings_of_george_frederic_watts.pdf
https://www.uah.edu/images/colleges/arts-humanities-social-sciences/art/faculty/cvs/victorian_paintings_of_george_frederic_watts.pdf
https://www.uah.edu/images/colleges/arts-humanities-social-sciences/art/faculty/cvs/victorian_paintings_of_george_frederic_watts.pdf
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Hallett, S.V. Turner, and J. Feather (eds) The Royal 
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https://www.manchesterhive.com/view/9781526106070/9781526106070.00008.xml
https://www.manchesterhive.com/view/9781526106070/9781526106070.00008.xml
https://www.manchesterhive.com/view/9781526106070/9781526106070.00008.xml
https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-images/M630924/South-AfricaPhysical-Energy-Rhodes-Memorial-CP
https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-images/M630924/South-AfricaPhysical-Energy-Rhodes-Memorial-CP
https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-images/M630924/South-AfricaPhysical-Energy-Rhodes-Memorial-CP
https://www.academia.edu/29815093/The_Rhodes_Memorial_A_colonial_icon_of_British_Empire_building_riddled_with_contradictions
https://www.academia.edu/29815093/The_Rhodes_Memorial_A_colonial_icon_of_British_Empire_building_riddled_with_contradictions
https://www.academia.edu/29815093/The_Rhodes_Memorial_A_colonial_icon_of_British_Empire_building_riddled_with_contradictions
https://www.academia.edu/29815093/The_Rhodes_Memorial_A_colonial_icon_of_British_Empire_building_riddled_with_contradictions
https://networks.h-net.org/node/10670/reviews/10879/saunders-maylam-south-africas-racial-past-history-and-historiography
https://networks.h-net.org/node/10670/reviews/10879/saunders-maylam-south-africas-racial-past-history-and-historiography
https://networks.h-net.org/node/10670/reviews/10879/saunders-maylam-south-africas-racial-past-history-and-historiography
https://networks.h-net.org/node/10670/reviews/10879/saunders-maylam-south-africas-racial-past-history-and-historiography
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibition/physical-energy
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibition/physical-energy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kg9f0MQmljw
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