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Ronald Clive Moody (1900- 1984), dentist and leading black sculptor,
 and his brothers

Stanley Gelbier and Helen Nield
Introduction

This story began on 12th April 2020 whilst
watching an Antiques Road Show on BBC TV.
Someone brought along a wood carving. The expert
mentioned that the sculptor, Ronald Moody, was a
dentist. We needed to know more. Our research
taught us not only about this gifted man but also
about his very talented family.

Ronald Clive Moody LDSRCS
Ronald was born in Kingston, Jamaica on 12

August 1900. His parents were Christina Emmeline
Ellis and Charles Ernest Moody, a druggist and
chemist. His siblings were brothers Harold, Charles,
Ludlow and Lockley and sister Elise. Ronald was
educated at the all-male Calabar College,
established by the Jamaica Baptist Union in 1912
for the children of Baptist ministers and poor black
families. His mother said all six children roamed
the world in search of education and careers.

In 1923 Ronald travelled to England to begin
studies leading to him becoming a dentist. Petrine
Archer suggests1 it was not necessarily his first
choice as he was already widely read in Chinese
and Indian metaphysics so perhaps, he was simply
following the example of his brother Charles, of
whom more later. He travelled on the Oriana from
Valparaiso, Chile via Iquique, Antofagasto, Callao,
Mollendo, Cristobal, Havana, La Coruna, Vigo and
La Pollice, arriving in Liverpool on 19 April. The
ship listed him as going to 36 Aldernay Street,
Victoria in London.

And so, to dentistry

Ronald intended to study at the Royal Dental
Hospital of London but first faced a long journey
as the General Medical Council (GMC) listed
compulsory requirements before the then necessary
registration as a dental student with the Council.
The GMC laid down subjects to be studied and the
bodies they recognized to provide relevant exams,
including universities’ Higher Certificates. Also
recognized were those of the College of Preceptors
and the Education Institute of Scotland. The
standard was not to be lower than that required for
university matriculation for the faculties of arts and

pure science. Compulsory subjects were English,
elementary mathematics, a language other than
English and one from history, physical science,
geography, natural science, Latin, Greek, Hebrew,
French or Italian. Student candidates also needed
to pass exams in elementary physics and chemistry
provided by or recognized by the medical licensing
bodies, including the Colleges of Surgeons.

Once these educational requirements were
gained (probably some in Jamaica before coming
to London), Ronald could register as a dental
student. He was then required to engage in four
years of professional study and two of mechanical
dentistry. Many students started their studies with
a two to three years pupilage with a registered
practitioner to learn mechanical dentistry.
Following such a bona fide apprenticeship ‘after’
registration, one year counted as one of the four
years. We suspect this is what Ronald did but have
not found the evidence.

The Royal College of Surgeons of England (whose
LDS Ronald wanted to gain) indicated in its
Regulations that all students had to pass three
examinations: Preliminary Science, First
Professional and the Second Professional
Examination.2  Candidates had to pass the
Preliminary Science Examination before starting a
course for the Professional Exams. It seems to have
been common at that time to take the science
subjects at college rather than school, which differs
from the present. Ronald presumably studied
chemistry and physics at King’s College London,
where he certainly took the pre-clinical subjects of
anatomy and physiology. Only after that did he
transfer to the Royal (Royal Dental Hospital
London) in Leicester Square for his clinical
studies.

Ronald qualified LDSRCS in 1930, months after
his brother Charles gave up dentistry in the UK and
returned to Jamaica. Rather than following him
Ronald stayed in Britain, emulating his brother
Harold who had studied medicine at King’s and
practised in London.  Ronald registered with the
GMC on 10 December. His entry in the 1931
Dentists Register shows him at 72 George Street,
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W1. As always, it is unknown if it was his home,
practice or even, in later years, a studio. Guy Brett
states3 that by the mid-1930s Ronald was
successfully established at a practice near Oxford
Circus – presumably George Street. There is no
means of knowing how long that practice was
retained. Later Registers record his address as 6
Cavendish Place (1935), 166 Chelsea Cloisters,
Sloane Avenue SW3 (1942) and 78 Redcliffe
Square SW10 (1949, 1959, 1962, 1969).

Electoral Registers record Ronald at 72 George
Street, W1 (1931), 6 Cavendish Place (1937, but it
says 9e Gloucester Road, NW1 is his abode;
perhaps he had slept overnight at his practice so was
recorded there) and 78 Redcliffe Square, SW10
9BN (1946, 1948, 1950, 1956 and 1964).

If after a while Ronald was practicing
intermittently, perhaps he did not later own a
practice but worked as a locum or an associate. We
do know that by 1954 a lack of art sales forced him
to return to part-time dental practice.  Ronald’s
probate lists Redcliffe Square as the address so
presumably this was his home.

Harold Arundel Moody and problems of
colour

Ronald’s older brother Harold studied medicine
at King’s, qualifying MB BS MRCS LRCP in 1911
after winning many prizes. An MD came eight years
later. In spite of these attributes Harold was denied
a coveted house surgeon post. King’s College
Hospital’s matron refused to have a coloured doctor
working there. Further, although the best qualified
candidate, Harold was rejected for a post of medical
officer to the Camberwell Board of Guardians as
“the poor people would not have a nigger to attend
them”. In February 1913 Harold started a practice
in Peckham, south London. He and his white wife,
Olive, had six children.

Along with many people of African and Asian
heritage, Harold and Ronald experienced racial
abuse.4. In 1931 Harold formed The League of
Coloured Peoples to “improve relations between
races”. Others involved were Ronald (to a lesser
extent), Jomo Kenyatta (first leader of independent
Kenya), Una Marson (poet), Leary Marston (West
Indies cricketer) and. the American singer/actor,
Paul Leroy Robeson. The last was active in the US
Council on African Affairs and later a sufferer for

his communist beliefs in the McCarthy era. Moody
sculpted him in 1968.

Early in World War II Harold protested to
Churchill about a Forces barrier to people of colour
being commissioned.  It was perhaps justice that in
1940 his son, Captain Charles Arundel Moody (later
OBE JP) became possibly the second black
commissioned officer in the British Army. 5, 6

The first black officer was Walter Daniel John
Tull, born in 1888, whose brother was a dentist. He
played football for Clapton, then professionally for
Tottenham Hotspurs and Northampton Town.
Walter was England’s second black professional
footballer. When war started Walter joined the
‘footballer battalion’ of the Middlesex Regiment.
He was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in
May 1917 despite a 1914 Manual of Military Law
specifically excluding ‘Negroes’ or ‘Mulattos’ from
being officers.7  His brother Edward James
Alexander Tull-Warnock LDS Glas. 19108 was one
of the UK’s first qualified black dentists. He, too,
had experienced racism. Arriving for his first job
in Birmingham the practice owner exclaimed “My
God, you’re coloured! You’ll destroy my practice
in 24 hours!”

Charles Aston Moody

In 1916, another brother, Charles, had studied
dentistry. For this purpose, he went to the
University of Pennsylvania. The next year he gained
its DDS. Charles then decided to get a British
qualification. He sailed to Liverpool and went to
111 King’s Road (Harold’s address). After some
time at Guy’s Hospital Charles obtained the
LDSRCS in 1919.  He then became an assistant
dental surgeon at KCH, living at 723 Old Kent
Road, Peckham. In February 1930 Charles returned
to Jamaica with his wife Ruby and children
including daughter Cynthia, to whom we refer later.

Ludlow Murcott Moody and Lockley Moody

Like Harold, brother Ludlow also studied
medicine at King’s and gained a number of prizes,
qualifying MRCS LRCP at the beginning of 1918,
followed by MRCP 1919 and MD London 1919.
Unlike his brothers he returned to Jamaica to
become a government bacteriologist. He was later
JP, CBE and Hon LLD.

The youngest brother, Lockley, was a lawyer
who became a High Court Judge in Jamaica.
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And so, to sculpture

Whilst a student Ronald Moody socialised with
artists and explored Indian, African and Chinese
philosophy which became important influences on
his spiritual life and art. However, he said: “When
I was studying dentistry, I had no thought of turning
to sculpture, although the knowledge of anatomy
that dentistry requires has proved extremely
valuable.”

The British Museum was a short walk from
KCL’s Strand campus where Ronald was studying.
It was a significant social and educational space for
many Africans and Asians and housed the British
Library used by activists including Karl Marx.
Ronald said it was in the Egyptian Room that he
suddenly realised sculpture was for him.9  He was
especially struck by “the perfect craftsmanship in
a wooden comb”. Moody was profoundly affected
by the Museum’s collection of non-western art. His
niece and chronicler, Cynthia Moody, said he was
transfixed by what he saw and “by his response to
what he described as the tremendous inner force,
the irresistible movement in stillness, which some
of the pieces possessed”. Unsurprisingly, later his
work fused Eastern philosophies with Caribbean
and other cultures to create a hybrid modernist
language.10

Realising he wanted to be a sculptor, Ronald
bought some plasticine to mould imaginary faces.
Perhaps unwittingly he had developed relevant
skills whilst learning to carve teeth in wax as part
of his undergraduate dental mechanic’s course.
After qualification Ronald spent a lot of money on
setting up his practice so couldn’t afford formal art
training. Whilst continuing with his dentistry he
taught himself to model and carve.

The first carved figure
Without training or academic background

Ronald equipped a studio in the greenhouse at the
back of his flat near Regent’s Park and started to
carve wood. His sculptures reflected his love of art
and his interest in mythology and philosophy. Thus,
he became a sculptor.

In 1935 he completed his first carved figure in
oak: Wohin, German for ‘wither’ or ‘where to’, the
name of a song by Schubert. It was bought by Marie
Seton, who helped to raise his profile. She was an
actress, art, theatre and film critic and biographer
of Sergei Eisenstein (Soviet film maker), Paul
Robeson, Jawaharal (Pandit) Nehru (first prime

minister of India) and Satyajit Ray (Indian
filmmaker, composer and author). Wohin was seen
by Alberto Cavalcanti, the Brazilian documentary
film maker, then working in London, who arranged
for Moody to have an exhibition in Paris. Marie and
Ronald became lifelong friends. In the following
year they and Helene Cowan, his future wife, sailed
together on the Baloeran to Tangier, Morocco. His
stated address on the ship’s log was 9e Gloucester
Road W1.
In 1936 Ronald carved Johanaan in elm (Fig 1),
followed by Midonz (1937), a large female head
which he described as "the goddess of
transmutation". Then came Tacet (1938, now in the

National Gallery of Jamaica). Others are shown
in Table 1. Cynthia Moody believed they reflected
his passionate concern for “the exploration of the
inner life of man and the possibility of evolution
through self-awareness”. Between 1938 and 1939
he produced an amazing twelve sculptures.

It has been said that Ronald’s carvings create
generalised faces, “a composite of racial types if
you want to see it in that way, or you could see it

Fig 1 Johanaan: 1936
carving in elm (© Tate,
London and © The
estate of Ronald
Moody)

as a face that belongs to no particular individual
and no particular culture or race.”11  Guy Brett
said: “I don’t know of any other modern artist who
made such play with the wood-grain.”  He could
imagine Ronald carefully selecting or buying wood
with that purpose; but could also imagine they came
to him “by almost serendipitous means, and often
gratis”. He said the oak beam of a cider press, a
railway sleeper and a ship’s fender are some of the
found objects which lie behind figures at the Tate.
Ronald’s special ability to select and work with
wood, releasing tensions in their grain, means his
large heads have aged with dignity, cracking and
fracturing in ways that provide much appeal.
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Ronald was one of a small group of pre-war
artists of African origin to find a European
audience. Others were the painter William H
Johnson and the sculptor Edna Manley.

In 1935 Ronald displayed his works at an
exhibition on Negro Art at London’s Adams
Gallery, Pall Mall Place; and in 1936 at the Walker
Art Gallery in Liverpool. In the following year he
exhibited in the Tropiques exhibition at the Galerie
Billiet-Vorms, Paris alongside Raoul Dufy, André
Lhote and Henri Matisse. Much impressed with his
work the Galerie Billiet-Vorms gave him a one-man
show in which Johanaan was exhibited for the first
time. Displayed as Johanaan L'Evangeliste (St John
the Evangelist) it was one of a series of spiritual
figures Moody carved during the 1930s. In 1938 it
was exhibited at the Kunstzaal van Lier,
Amsterdam. Later that year his sculptures were
included in exhibitions at the Salon des Tuileries
and L'Équipe in Paris. His work received
considerable critical acclaim. Soon afterwards
Ronald moved to Montmartre and married his
partner, the English painter Helene Coppel-Cowan
(1902-1978), whom he knew for many years in
London.

In 1938 Ronald sent twelve major pieces to
America for a Harmon Foundation’s exhibition on
the work of black artists. Included was  the
monumental carved head Midonz for the exhibition
on contemporary negro art at the Baltimore
Museum of Art and the Dallas Museum of Art; a
key event for which Ronald was one of the few
non-US artists.

His work was an inspiration to artists around the
world but he also sought to raise an awareness of
art generally through writing radio programmes.
One such was a 1950 BBC overseas service
broadcast for a 'Calling the West Indies' programme
featuring Egyptian Art in which he recalled his
visits to the British Museum to see Egyptian
artefacts.

Flight from the Germans

Success in France was cut short by World War
II. In 1940, two days before Paris fell to the
Germans, Ronald and his Jewish wife fled, leaving
behind his sculptures. The Moodys’ managed to get
a train to Tours and then Bordeaux; then travelled
south to Marseilles, mostly on foot.  Ronald said
that for days they walked miles, sleeping under
hedges. He thought they would be in Marseilles for

a few weeks but remained for many months. They
hid in France for fifteen months, changing address
every few weeks. Cynthia Moody said every
organisation and individual likely to be able to help
was asked on their behalf: the Harmon Foundation,
New York Emergency Rescue Commission,
Foreign Office, Colonial Office, Governor of
Jamaica, American Embassy in London, Red Cross
in Geneva and the Friends Service Committee in
Philadelphia; but to no avail. Many accounts claim
the couple eventually crossed the Pyrenees into
Spain, reaching England in October 1941. During
this time Ronald suffered from pleurisy which
permanently damaged his health.

Letters in the Tate Archives suggest this is not
all true. In July 1940 Harold wrote to Ludlow in
Jamaica that Helene had managed to get back to
England and had just been to see him. She and he
hoped Jamaica might be able to help Ronald, who
was still in France. The letter was signed: “Your
affectionate brother”.

In October 1941 Harold wrote to Helene on The
League of Coloured Peoples’ letter-headed paper
indicating he had heard from the Colonial Officer
who was pleased to learn that Ronald was in
Gibraltar. They were liaising with the Governor to
see if they could get him into Lisbon. If so, he
assumed Harold would pay for the flight. Harold
also told Helene that he had heard from Ronald that
his health had improved but he had no passport nor
anything to prove he was a dental surgeon. “He is
interested in joining the Army Dental Corps” and
asked Harold to help.12  Several times he and
Ronald had exchanged telegrams explaining that he
was unable to get money to Ronald in France.

Post-War developments

News of Ronald’s Paris success followed him to
London and he eventually returned to work. In 1946
he had a one-man show in the Arcade Gallery off
Bond Street and he cast a bronze head of his brother
Harold (Fig 2). However, tuberculosis then kept
him out of the studio for three years. During his
long recovery Ronald began to write about art,
which continued for much of his life. Major
influences were his wartime experiences and the
dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. At one
stage he forged a piece from parts of a junked
railway carriage.13  Exploring man’s frailty and
need for spiritual development, his post-war figures
such as Three Heads (wood, 1946), reflected a loss
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of innocence and concern for the fate of modern
man.

1950 brought an exhibition at the Apollinaire
Gallery, London. Ronald searched for new
materials. By the late 1950s he had started to use
concrete for its textural effects: “A blistered,
scarred and wounded surface that expressed the
vulnerability and fragility of existence he felt in the
shadow of the atomic bomb.”  By the mid-1960s he
had begun to explore resins. The Colonel is one
example of this development, the first of four works
explicitly addressing the unchecked militarism and
brinkmanship of the Cold War. “Symbols of
destruction on his chest appear as decorative and
as celebratory as medals, yet his body – mutilated,
blistered and swollen – provides evidence of war’s
effect”.14

Until the early 1960s regular London exhibitions
showing Ronald’s work were positively received.
Despite that and his standing as an artist, a lack of
sales forced him by 1954 to return to part-time
dental practice.

After the War Moody’s friend Marie Seton
managed to get back most of his sculptures from
France but it took much time and energy for Moody
to retrieve his works from America. He eventually
got back eleven of the twelve pieces, but never
again saw Midonz. Cynthia Moody said Ronald was
never reconciled to its loss. After much research, in
1993 she tracked it down to Virginia’s Hampton
University Museum to which it had been loaned in
1938; and where it had been stored ever since.
Cynthia retrieved Midonz which is now housed at
the Tate.

In 1968 Ronald produced a bust of Paul Robeson
in copper resin.

Jamaican legacy

In 1964 Ronald made Savacou, a stylised
depiction of a bird cast in aluminium for the
University of the West Indies’ campus at Mona (not
wood as sometimes stated). He took the subject
from Caribbean Cosmology where the sun, moon
and heavenly bodies were considered to be human.
15  “In this hierarchy there is Savacou, who
controlled thunder and the strong winds, became a
bird and, after a sojourn on earth, changed into a
star”.

Ronald said he had been commissioned by the
Epidemiological Research Unit in England to “do
a figure” for its sister Unit in the University College
of the West Indies. It had been made possible by
the generosity of Professor Archie Cochrane,
director of the English unit and Dr WE Miall,
director of the Jamaica equivalent. Archie
Cochrane’s name lives on in ‘Cochrane Reviews’.
When he went to Kingston Ronald said he stayed
with Mr. Justice Moody!

There were no major exhibitions of Ronald’s
work in Jamaica in his lifetime but he did receive
the Musgrave Gold Medal, Jamaica’s leading
cultural award, and the Jamaica Institute’s
Centenary Medal for contributions to art. The first
substantial exhibition of his work there only took
place at the National Gallery of Jamaica after his
death. In London Ronald’s work was featured in an
exhibition, ‘No Colour Bar: Black British Art in
Action 1960-1990’, held at the Guildhall Art
Gallery from July 2015 to January 2016.

Caribbean Artists Movement and the Society
of Portrait Sculptors

An article in the Tate Britain archives suggests
Ronald was the most important black artist in
London in the inter-war decades.16  It told of the
1967 founding of the Caribbean Artists Movement,
a London-based cultural renaissance that
encompassed literature, criticism, music, and
general intellectual and political debate in addition
to visual art. Ronald, an active participant and
statesman, took part in many exhibitions and
symposia. Along with these radical forms of
cultural activity Moody was long associated with a
thoroughly conservative body, the Society of
Portrait Sculptors, a curious paradox. Moody’s
portraits, often commissioned, were necessary to
his livelihood. They showed the conventional
beautiful qualities of his work.

Fame after death

In the last decade of his life Ronald was widely
honoured but his reputation was eclipsed in the
mainstream art world of the 1970s obsessed with
experimental modernism. Ronald Moody died in
London on 6 February 1984, aged 83.   He left
£45,961 which is roughly £127,000 in today’s
money.17
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Table 1   Some important sculptures by Ronald Moody

Fig 2   Dr Harold
Moody: bronze head
1997, based on a work
of 1946 by Ronald
Moody (© National
Portrait Gallery,
London)

Fig 3 Ronald’s hands resting on
the massive shoulders of
Johanaan, carved from elm, in
his Fulham studio (Photograph
1963© Val Wilmer)

After death his works received a resurgence of
interest, posthumously exhibited at the National
Gallery of Jamaica (2000) as well as in shows such
as The Other Story at the Hayward Gallery, London
(1989–90).18 The latter included eleven of Ronald’s
key works, offering an introduction to the exhibition
from an artist of an earlier generation. In 2015 a
symposium was held at the Tate Britain on The
Black Subject: Ancient to Modern. This was part
of a Spaces of Black Modernism programme that
included talks on African and Asian histories and
visual representations in British art. As part of this,
a temporary display was curated with the Tate
Library and Archives focusing on Ronald’s archive.
His work and life were highlighted through his
personal archive and 1930s sculpture with the
emphasis on Ronald as a key figure in

understanding black inter-war life and artistic
expression in London.

Ronald’s work is now held in prestigious
collections including the National Portrait Gallery
(NPG) as well as Tate Britain (Table 1).

The NPG houses Elsie Cohen (a bronze bust
1934-35), Dr Harold Moody (Fig 2, bronze head
1997, based on a work of 1946; the picture in their

catalogue can be rotated19) and Richard St Barbe
Baker (wooden head 1955).

The Tate has Johanaan (1936), Midonz (1937),
The Onlooker (1958-62), The Colonel (1965),
Unknown Political Prisoner (1953), Orchid Bird
(1968) and Marseilles Figure (1940-3).

In 2003 Guy Brett wrote an essay for Tate Britain
to coincide with another major display of Ronald’s
work where he declared him to be “one of Britain's
most remarkable Modernist sculptors”.20  The
centrepiece of this exhibition was Johanaan;
Ronald with that sculpture appears in a striking
1963 photograph by Val Wilmer (Fig 3).

 Brett describes Ronald’s hands resting on the
massive shoulders of his sculpture whilst the great
head, carved from elm, “stares forward as if into
remote space”. He suggests that the sculpture’s
dignified calm and air of permanence is deceptive
and says that amazingly this was the first time
Ronald’s work had been officially recognized in the
mainstream of British art. He reminded readers that
behind the Tate’s acquisition of Johanaan for its
collection and exhibition were a number of people,
especially Cynthia Moody who had worked hard to
re-establish Ronald’s reputation. She had
pressurised the national art institutions “into
recognising that the London art scene has long been
a much richer and more diverse phenomenon than
they have been prepared to acknowledge”.

The Moody Crater
Impressively, an impact crater on Mercury was

named after Ronald in November 2008. It features
a central peak or peak-ring structure and an annulus
of dark material on its outer floor. Inwards from the
dark ring it is reddish. Moody is unusual for having
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its dark ring confined to the crater floor, rather than
forming the crater rim as elsewhere.

Ronald’s estate
After Ronald died his estate passed to his niece

Cynthia, daughter of Charles the dentist.21  She
devoted her retirement to safeguarding, cataloguing
and promoting Ronald’s work, writing scholarly
papers and approaching leading art collections to
ensure his acceptance as a British artist and to
reverse the marginalisation which dogged his later
years. As a result, solo shows of Ronald 's work
were held at Tate Britain and Tate Liverpool.
Ronald’s high standing as a sculptor owes much to
Cynthia's persistent diplomacy. She traced missing
works, especially the detection and return to Britain
of Midonz from America.

Thanks to Cynthia’s efforts Ronald’s archival
material was housed in the Tate Archives in 1995.
The collection (Ref TGA 956) includes 248 items
of correspondence, writings, broadcast scripts and
artwork. His sketchbook mainly contains sketches
of female nudes but also includes an incomplete
sketch of a nose and one eye and a preliminary
sketch of the front view of ‘Time Hiroshima’, a
male figure holding a clock face. Cynthia wrote
about his life and art in articles published in Third
Text and Transition.22

Comment

When we started on this research at the
beginning of the COVID-19 lockdown we knew
nothing about Ronald Moody beyond the bare facts
that he was a Jamaican born UK dentist and
sculptor. Now we have discovered an amazing
family whose history deserves to be far better and
more widely known and a body of work that has
helped both of us through this surreal time. Two of
Ronald’s sculptures especially have resonated.
First, the peaceful yet quietly forceful bust of his
eldest brother, Harold, who can be imagined
selflessly going out through the South London Blitz
saving the lives of people in the rubble just as
determinedly as he had struggled for acceptance and
equality for all peoples of colour. Second, the
amazing Johanaan, a masterpiece of stillness and
depth - a face that in its timelessness helps to bring
the era through which we are living into some sort
of perspective, that this time will pass as all times
pass in history and that, in the words of the female
mystic Julian of Norwich: “All shall be well, and

all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be
well.”23
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