When the opportunity arose in February, 1845, for carving the most prestigious statue in Victorian Cumberland,
David Dunbar was staying at Woodside. He wrote to the committee offering to execute the statue of the Earl of
Lonsdale in either bronze or marble. On discovering that his one-time pupil, Musgrave Lewthwaite Watson, was
competing for the memorial, he wrote again offering 'to resign any pretensions of mine in favour of that gentleman'.
At Woodside he was probably engaged in sculpting the statue of Katharine Losh which was to be placed inside the
mausoleum at Wreay. His hand would be guiding the chisel, but it would have been Sarah Losh's imagination
which was creating the image.
He had once been an artist of rare ambition and considerable energy. David Dunbar had been born in Dumfries
in 1793, the son of a stonemason. His father had taught him his craft, but he displayed an exceptional aptitude. At
the age of seventeen he went to work on the building of Lowther Castle, one of the greatest building projects of the
age. Paul Nixson, from Carlisle, employed him in carving the capitals which graced the inner court of this
extravagant Gothic fantasy.
Dunbar's ambition took him to London where he married and became one of several assistants in the Pimlico
workshop of Francis Chantrey, the most successful and accomplished sculptor of his day. There he acquired
exceptional skills and began to exhibit at the Royal Academy.
He left this promising situation to return to work for Paul Nixson in Carlisle in 1820. Nixson had a monumental
workshop in Finkle Street, but offered little demanding work for the young sculptor beyond the carving of funeral
monuments and marble fireplaces. However, Dunbar, Nixson and a young painter, Matthew Nutter, began The
Carlisle Academy of the Arts. Their aspirations were embodied in the sculpture of the Genius of Carlisle which
stood above the workshop entrance.
Dunbar busied himself with carving the busts of local professionals and industrialists and occupied himself in
educating the working men in the city and promoting a remarkable series of eight annual art exhibitions. In the
small provincial city of Carlisle, Dunbar was showing works by the great masters from Titian to Rubens and
Rembrandt and displaying plaster casts of sculptures from the antique and after Renaissance masters. He was also
attracting exhibits from leading contemporaries throughout the country, including Edwin Landseer, John Varley,
Frederick Watts, James Ward and members of the Norwich School, and from a school of proficient local artists.
In 1826, he went on an extended tour of Italy, visiting the workshops of Thorwaldsen and Joseph Gott, among
others, in Rome and being deeply impressed by the work of the late Canova in Possagno.
On his return, he sought to extend his reputation. When he was refused entry to the Newcastle Exhibition because
his statue of Musidora was considered indecent, he took the unprecedented step of staging a one-man exhibition in
the city and then a second one in Durham.
He found work among the liberal and radical community in the North-east. He sculpted the young Elizabeth
Stephens, who in later years became the novelist Mrs Gaskell. He was also commissioned to make busts of Earl
Grey and of James Losh, but the leading commissions did not come his way. His work lacked the individuality and
imagination of Lewthwaite Watson.
It was probably at this time, in 1832, that he carved busts of Sarah and Katharine Losh.
Dunbar's bust of James Losh was placed in the library of the Literary and Philosophical Society in Newcastle, but it
was also used as a model for John Graham Lough, then working in Rome, to create a full-length statue of Losh in a
Roman toga. It was Lough's work which took pride of place on the staircase of the society.
In 1839, he sought money and reputation by making the first bust of Grace Darling and selling plaster casts of the
popular heroine of the Farne Islands. His work and his income declined. In his last years he was a peripatetic
stonemason and carver, repairing the stonework on colleges and churches. He died visiting his home town in 1866.
His most popular and admired work was an image of his infant daughter, Elizabeth, which he made shortly after
her death in 1822. There is a copy in Carlisle Cathedral, but he was prepared to sell the original even after he had
donated it to his home church in Dumfries.
His statue of Katharine Losh was recreated from the image of the bust he had already created from the life, from
Sarah’s drawing and from Sarah’s memories and imagining. He rendered in marble that sense of gentleness, of
sweet compliance, that sense of love between two sisters so embracing and so essential to each that they never
thought of being apart. In carving the statue of Katharine, David Dunbar was touched by an art more profound
than he had known before.

