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Rocky Too

The Saga of an Outdoor Sculpture
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United Artists film studios installed a

bronze statue of Rocky Balboa, the
boxer created and portrayed by Sylvester Stallone,
at the top of the steps of the Philadelphia Museum
of Art. Stallone then donated the film prop, mod-
eled by sculptor Thomas Schomberg, to the city of
Philadelphia. The actor assumed that the statue
would remain in its prominent and strategically sig-
nificant position, overlooking the grand Benjamin
Franklin Parkway, on axis with a monument to
George Washington and the statue of William
Penn located atop City Hall. But after much con-
troversy concerning its ultimate disposition, the
statue was removed—at the Museum’s expense—
to the Spectrum, a sports arena and concert venue
in South Philadelphia.

Seven years later, United Artists once again
requested permission to reposition the statue on
the art museum steps for the filming of Rocky V.
This time, museum authorities negotiated to have
the film studio remove the statue at the studio’s
expense immediately after the shooting. But
Sylvester Stallone held a press conference and
reopened the debate regarding the proper home for
the Rocky statue, claiming that he, Stallone, had
single-handedly done more for Philadelphia than
Benjamin Franklin. The media eagerly picked up
the ball, accusing museum authorities of snobbism
and casting the controversy in the predictable
terms of elite culture vs. popular culture.

Although created largely out of the delight
that the media seems to derive from such issues,
the controversy over the Rocky statue does raise
real questions about the nature of the monument
in contemporary society. What should a monu-
ment of our time look like? Who gets to decide? Is
an authentic artifact of a fictional hero the perfect
answer? Could the Rocky monument have been
transformed from self-aggrandizement and pop cult
worship to a form of public art able to engage peo-
ple seriously in questioning modes of authority?

It could perhaps be argued that the Rocky
movies themselves constitute a popular monument
more pervasive and more appropriate to today’s
culture than any sculpture or other form of art. The
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theme of the Rocky films is the wish-fulfillment fan-
tasy of the hometown boy who achieves success
through perseverance and hard work, but maintains
his humility despite a number of challenges and
temptations. Rocky’s rigorous training includes a
symbolic run from his home in the bowels of South
Philadelphia, a largely working-class neighborhood,
down the imposing Benjamin Franklin Parkway to
the Philadelphia Museum of Art. The run climaxes
at the top of the museum steps, that ultimate mon-
ument to ascendant, owning-class culture. The mes-
sage of the working-class boy triumphing over the
authority of the elite is thinly veiled, although it is
never explicit in the movies.

During its brief moment at the top of the
museum steps, the Rocky statue was acknowledged
by city officials to be the second largest tourist
attraction in the city after the Liberty Bell. The
Liberty Bell and the Rocky monument are not as
dramatically different as they may at first appear.
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Both are symbols of liberty: the Liberty Bell of polit-
ical freedom, and the Rocky statue of the opportu-
nity to achieve individual success and wealth
through hard work and tenacity.

Rocky is ideally suited to reinforcing the
mythic vision of liberty as free enterprise, and thus
it molds itself perfectly to the American dream.
During the Reagan era, this ideal of self-fulfillment
through hard work took on heroic proportions and
became the prime justification for the free-market
economic system that shaped the policies of the
Reagan administration. Reagan, himself a movie
star, had achieved the ultimate symbol of national
success, the presidency of the United States. The
discourse of the Rocky movies is entirely consistent
with the mythos of the Reagan years. Like Reagan,
Rocky is a small-town boy who makes good. And if
a movie star can become president, why not a mon-
ument to a fictional hero who, as the real-life mayor
of Philadelphia at the time Wilson Goode argued,
“represents the struggle of so many people”
(Philadelphia Inquirer, February 22, 1990).

The popularity of the Rocky movies, and
their perfect fit with the ethos of the day, combined
to give the debate over the placement of the Rocky
statue the flavor of political controversy. But where-
as in 1982 the controversy over the statue was cast
primarily in terms of popular vs. elite culture, in
1989 the public brouhaha was all the more
poignant. It was now seen against the backdrop of
the conservative backlash against the arts brought
on by the censorship of the Robert Mapplethorpe
and Andres Serrano exhibitions. The aggressive
actions of conservative politicians such as Senator
Jesse Helms, actively seeking to curtail government
funding for the arts by limiting the powers of the
National Endowment for the Arts, also fueled a pub-
lic outcry against the perceived esoteric nature of
much contemporary art. Although Helms and his
supporters supposedly attacked obscenity in art, all
challenging art became suspect.

The timing of the Rocky controversy coincid-
ed with an upsurge of hostility toward the authority
of the art world, symbolized by the imposing struc-
ture of the museum. Rocky atop the steps of the
Philadelphia Museum of Art represented a victory
for the disenfranchised outsiders of the art world
over their snooty and elitist cousins. Hostility
toward the hegemony of art world practices easily
translates into a hostility toward oppressive author-
ity in general, thus the self-righteous tone of many
of the newspaper articles on the Rocky controversy.

Public art, specifically the contemporary
practice of installing works of art in urban spaces,
usually through a process that combines judging by
art world “experts” with consensus-building among
bureaucrats and city dwellers, has traditionally pro-
vided a forum for the airing of conflicting opinions
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Thomas Schomberg, Rocky, 1982 pronze.View of the statue this
atop the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Photo by

the author, 1990.
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about the nature and
role of art. The contro-
versy over the Rocky
statue highlights the
failure of communica-
tion between the prac-
titioners and experts of
the art world and the
diverse inhabitants of
urban environments.
But it also reveals the
active—and to a great
degree unstudied—role
of the media in mythi-
cizing and representing
so-called public opin-
ion. It is not coinciden-
tal that this media-cre-
ated controversy
ensued in this particu-
lar political climate at

particular
moment. Under the
banner  celebrating

mass culture over elite

culture, strong individuals tried to bypass well-

established, democratic review procedures either

for reasons of personal aggrandizement, as in

Stallone’s case, or for political ones, as in the case
of Senator Helms.

Like the Reagan era itself, the Rocky contro-

versy ended with a whimper rather than a bang. To

fend off the media attack, museum spokespeople

had begun by arguing in favor of removing the stat-
ue from the museum steps because it was not a real
work of art but merely a movie prop. But they soon
abandoned this line of argument because of the dif-
ficulty of coming up with a clear-cut definition of art
that could exclude the statue. Stallone’s lawyers,
who had begun by arguing the legitimacy of the
sculpture as art, did a sudden about-face when they
discovered that the Philadelphia Art Commission,
and not the museum, is ultimately responsible for
the disposition of public art in the City of
Philadelphia. In claiming that the statue was not
art, Stallone’s lawyers hoped to keep the decision
as to its ultimate disposition out of the hands of the
Art Commission and in the hands of city officials
eager to capitalize on the statue’s popularity with
tourists. In the end, the Art Commission considered
a number of possible sites for the statue. However,
because the piece had already been removed to the
Spectrum, and substantial funds were required for
the transfer of the 1,500-pound bronze, the Rocky
monument remains at the sports arena. As a con-
cession to tourism, the city installed a concrete
plate with “Rocky’s footprints” at the top of the
museum steps, in the place previously occupied by
the much-debated monument.

Danielle Rice is Curator of Education at the
Philadelphia Museum of Art. She has published a
number of articles in Museum News and The Journal
of Aesthetic Education on the plight of the public in
the museum setting.
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