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oS M. Whistter: Weorks from the Hanterian CHUrt Gallery

by Peter Black

ziku many of the grearest public art
muscums, the Hunterian Art
Gallery owes the greatest glories of its col-
lections to a very small number of generous

individuals. A distinguishing feawre of the
Hunterian is that the generosity of these
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donors to one of the grearest university ar
collections in Britain dares back over 200
years, William Hunrer, on whose bequest
the Hunterian was founded, died in 1783,
The muscum opened to the public as part
of the University of Glasgow in 1807,

For over 150 years, from Hunter’s
death unnl the mid-1930s, few works of art
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James MeNeifl Whiseler: Selected Works from
The Hunterian Art Gallery is on view
through January 2, 2005, ar the The Dixon
Gallery and Gardens, 4339 Park Avenue,
Memphis, Tennessee, 38117, 201-761-
5250, www.dixon.org, Toured by Interna-
oonal Arts & Artists, (www,artsandartists,
org) and organized by the Hunterian Mu-
scums and Arts Gallery, Glasgow, Scot-
land, the exhibirion is accompanicd by a
catalogue. The next locarion is the Taft
Muscum of Arr, Cincinnati, Qhio, from
March 4 through May 22, 20035, with five
other venues planned through Apnl 2007,
All illustrations are by James McNeill
Whistler and from the Hunterian Art
Gallery, University of Glasgow, unless oth-
erwise noted.

All measurements are in Centimercrs.

LEFT: Eagle Wharf, 1859, etching, 13.8 x
21.3.

BELOW LEFT: The Priest’ Lodging, Digppe,
1897, afpanel, 16.5 x 24.3.

ABOVE RIGHT: Self-FPortrase, 1896, o/c, 51.5
x 31.3.

RIGHT: Nocturme, ¢ 1875-7, o/c, 55.5 x 39.4.

except portraits were acquired. The next
quarter-century brought about significant
transformation in the art colleetions. This
spectacular period of growth culminated in
1980 with the opening of the Hunterian
Art Gallery as a freestanding building sepa-
rate from the parent Hunterian Museum.
The first of the twentieth-century dona-
tions that so transformed the fortunes of
the Hunterian was the 1935 gift, by James
MeNeill Whistler’s sister-in-law and ex-
ecutrix Rosalind Birnie Philip, of over forry
oils by the artist, together with a significant
group of works on paper.

One hundred years after his death,
James McNeill Whistler remains a fascinat-
ir1g, CENM F:l]il..'.l‘“.:l'.i..\I J'I'llf.l. Con rnn'r_'rsia| t‘ii:llﬂ.'!.
He was an American who studied and
waorked in Paris, which was the culeural
capital of nmineteenth-century Europe, and
for long periods in London, a wealthier

city where artists could make substantial



fortunes. He first arrived in Paris in 1855

at the moment when the conventional tra-
dinon of literary/historical figure painting
represented by Dielacroix and Ingres was in
its last stages and would shortly, partly
through Whistler’s influence, be replaced
by a range of subjects more concerned with
intrinsic visual effect.

A reactive personality, Whstler, set out
to confound those who would categonze
him. Ir is as an important outsider along-
side the French Impressionist group that he
should be known; as an innovative painter
of portraits and landscapes who confound-
ed academic principles in ways analogous
to the work of the Impressionists. Whistler
refused to produce classically-inspired fig-
ure subjects; he borrowed techniques of
compaosition from exotic rather than carlier
European sources; he plaved down topo-
graphical accuracy in his landscapes, or
rather insisted on the dominant effects of
atmosphere and design over such derail.

Whistler's attraction to principles deriv-
ing from oriental art, in which paper was
the normal support, not canvas, is crucial
to an understanding of his importance. His
innovative Thames landscapes, the Noe-
twrmes, the carliest of which date from
1871, employed a simplified compositional
structure inspired by newly-discovered
Japanese prints. In handling paint surfaces
he applied conventions of brush painting

on paper to his works on canvas. This, even
more conspicuously than the avoidance of
story-telling, was the means he used to
achieve the aesthetic focus of his paintngs,
at the same time distancing himself from
the oil painters of the Royal Academy in
London and the annual Salon in Paris, who
worked in a technical tradition scarcely
changed since Raphael, Tr was arguably in
his erchings that Whistler most successfully
achieved this synthesis of ideas.

In art history, the role played by print-
making within the ocuvre of certain influ-
ential figures tends o be overlooked in
favor of the more public medium of oil

paint, and ir is only a Diirer or a Rem-
brandr whose prints become part of the
bigger story. But Whistler is a key figure in
nineteenth-century art, much of whose in-
fluence was achieved through prints. He
took the neglected copper-plate etching and
rescued it from its bookish, rather snobbish
promoters mid-century, and turned it into
the hand-prinred, signed and limiged, and,
muost significantly, framed work of art that
actually competes with drawings and paint-
ings for critical amention,

Whistler was ahead of his time, and in
some ways his work and his principles
come closer to developments beyond Im-
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pressionism. Links can even be made with
some of the overtly abstract artists working
in the Paris of the early 1900s. Some of
Whistler’s very abstract etchings of Amster-
dam canal subjects have even been regarded
as inspiration for the monochrome carly
Cubist paintings of Braque and Picasso,
which echo the tonality of Whistler's cele-
brated etchings.!

The notion that a painting should be
appreciated for its quality as a work of art
rather than as a pointer to a story from his-
tory or literature which might move the
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viewer was not invented by Whistler. Bue
his colorful life, especially the events of the
infamous Ruskin libel rrial, have made him
a central part of the story of this Aesthetic
Movement. Whistler’s influence is hard to
distinguish from the influences on him;
they extended beyond painting into poetry
and music. This trend ultimately pointed in
the direction of abstraction, but on the way
it led to a fruitful interrelationship between
the arts.

Whistler increasingly avoided the real-
ism of the Victorian ‘subject’ or the con-
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ventional landscape, or other anccdotal as-
sociations in his painting. In the 18705 his
appropriation of the musical ttle Nocturne
for his Thames landscapes made explicit
that they were not portraits of places, but
works of art to be appreciated in a way
analogous to the art of music which was
becoming accepted as something ab-
solute—even abstract.? Whistler’s work and
also his very public bartles with crines like
Ruskin gave the world a sense that some-
thing new and interesting was going on.

Whistler’s legal bartle with the art critic
John Ruskin (1819-1900) financially ru-
ined Whistler but ensured his fame. The
battle was sparked by one of his most ab-
stract pictures, the Noctarne in Black and
Gold: the FHH:II!{H Rocket {Detroit Institute of
Arts) which was shown at the imaugural ex-
hibition of the Grosvenor Gallery in Lon-
don in 1877, Ruskin, whose mental health
was fragile, allowed his irritation with
Whistler to ger the better of him, and he
wrote a piece referring to the artist’s "cock-
ney impudence,” and comparing the price
of the painting to “flinging a pot of paint
in the public’s face.” Whistler was under-
standably wounded by this. Although the
court found in his favour, he received de-
risory damages of one farthing (one quar-
ter of one penny), and the costs of the casc,
on top of years of overspending, tipped
him into bankruprey.



RIGHT: Off ehe Durch Const, 1883-84, wa-
tercolor on paper, 14.6 x 25,

BELOW RIGHT: Amnabel Lee, c. 1869-97,
afc, 74 x 50.7.

LEFT: Note in Green and Brown: Orlando at
Coombe, 1884, o/panel, 14.8 x 9.

FAR LEFT: The Embroidered Curtain, 1889,
:tdu'r!g 23.8x15.8.

James MeNeidl Whistler: Selecred Works
[firome The Hunterian Art Gallery presents a
full picrure of his creative output, from car-
licst 1o larest, with works representing the
whole range of his styles, interests and ac-
tivities. The extensive selection of prines
and drawings provides a complere, chrono-
logical sense of Whistler's life.

Annabel Lee is a fascinaring, unfinished
painting begun in the late 1860s. The sub-
ject is an example of Whistler flirting with
anccdoral painting: the subject illuserares a
pocm by Edgar Allan Poe. The sitrer for
this painting, which was begun in abour
1869, was a fifteen-year-old girl known
only as Maggic, and the work was a com-
mission for the Glasgow MP and collector
William Graham. Maggic failed to mum up
for her sitting one day, and this prompted
Whistler to embark on the famous portrait
of his mother. The thin, dream-like quality
of the painting is the result of Whistler hav-
ing scraped much of the paint away in
preparation for another draft of the image.

In the period in which he was painting
Annabel Lee, Whistler was working on an
innovative type of landscape painting, rhe
carliest examples of which he called his
“Moonlighes.” These were scenes of the
River Thames at or after dusk, capturing
the special qualities of the arterial river
when the constant traffic of boats rerreared
at night leaving nature in command. They
were christened Noctrnes at the suggestion
of Whistler's patron Frederick R, Leyland
{an amateur pianist) and with their appar-
ent empriness and thin paint they formed
an exciting and original contribution to
nineteenth century landscape painting. Noc-
rorne takes the representation of darkness
to its extreme. The view is towards West-
minster from Chelsea and the boars and
other features are difficult to make our in a
composition that is intended to be virtually
abstract, because it concerns the moment ar
which the light goes.

Prominent among the paintings that re-
mained in the arrist’s studio and which
were ultimately bequeathed to the Hunter-
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ian Museum in Glasgow, were the oil
skerches which Whistler painted out of
doors in all periods, using specially-made
skerching boxes that he carried abour with
him. The small size of these skerches is sur-
prising in relation ro their strong visual im-
pact. He presented these colorful jewels in
imposing frames to emphasize their artisoc
value as picrures painted from life. A Dis-
tant Domee is a very late work, painted on
holiday in Corsica in 1901 where he had
been persuaded o go for the sake of his
failing health. Tie Priese’s Lodging, Dieppe
on the other hand is a fine example of one
of the many shop-front paintings thar he
made, whether in Chelsea, Paris or Amster-
dam, delighting in the abstract, almost cu-
bist compositions that result from these
confrontations with architecture, with their
parches of color supplied by the detailing
of doorways and shutters,

Figure painting was the basis of Whis-
tler’s first attempts to achieve fame at the
Academy in London and the Salon in Paris.
The Symphonies i White, of which the first
is in Washington D.C. (MNational Gallery of

Art) sparked controversy, since conven-
tional critics did not know how o read a

painting except in terms of its dramaric
content. Figure painting and portraiture
was 2 mainstay of his production, both by
inclination and because of the rewards
available to the painter who could portray




RIGHT: Retherbithe, 1860, ctching, 27.5 x
19.8.

LEFT: Litele Lizzie Willis, 1896-99, o/c,
Sl4x3l4

FAR LEFT: The Blacksmith’s Howtk, 1900,
watercolor on card, 14.7 x 25,

MIDDLE FAR LEFT: A Distant Dome, 1901,
o/panel, 12.7 x 21.7.

BELOW FaB LEFT: The Little Red Cap, 1892-
29 ofc, T3 x49.8.

BELOW LEFT: Nude Girl with a Bowl, c.
1892-95, ofpanel, 51.4 x 32.2.

the verv rich.

Note in Green and Brown: Ovlande at
Coombe 15 a skerch and shows the sitter who
fearured in one of the artst’s most contro-
versial portraits: the Arvangement in Black:

la dame an brodequin jaune—Portrait of
qHeN | J

Lady Archibald Campbell (Philadelphia Mu-
seum of Art).? The figure playing the char-
acrer of Orlando in Shakespeare’s “As You
Like It,” is Lady Campbell, who with her
husband was a pioneer in the outdoor pro-
duction of Shakespeare’s plays. The two
figure painungs, Nude Girl with a Bowl and
The Little Red Cap are fine and characteris-
tic examples of the more personal kind of
painting that Whistler made when he had
no exhibition in view, and could explore
feminine beaury for its own sake as he
might the beauty of a landscape.#

Drespire his love of public controversy
and battling with critics, Whistler had an
introspective side, and painted a number of
very fine self-porrraits which show an
awareness of the European tradioon, going
back to Sir Joshua Reynolds, Velizquez,
and Rembrande. The Self-Portraie sketch is
a study undertaken for the finished paine-
ing Gold and Brown, Self-Povtranit, 1898 (Na-
tional Gallery of Art, Washingron D.C.).

Erchings were the basis of Whistler's
early success. They were his route to finan-
cial recovery after the Ruskin hibel erial of
1878, and they are, arguably, his greatest
achievement. By the end of his life, praise
for this compartment of his work had be-
come extravagant, and he was regularly re-
ferred ro as the greatest ercher since
Eembrande. In his acstheric development
Whistler was a dedicated lover of art on pa-
per, one of the most potent influences on
the young artist being the watercolors and
prints of J.M.W.Turner. The interese in
representing armosphere as a subject in it-
self. and which pervades Whistler's arr,
goes back to Turner, both to the prines of
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his Liber Studiorum and to the daring larer
watercolor paintings. This is not o say that
Whistler did not produce important paint-
ings on canvas; rather his compositional
devices, and the entirely original way in
which he handles paint on canvas are in-
debred o the conventions of art on paper
Whistler had the good forrune to dis-
cover early in life an aptitude for graphic
art, and when as a very young man he took
a job with the U.S. Coast and Geoderic
Survey in Washingron in 1854-55, produc-
ing the *useful works” of art recommended
to him by his late father, he learned rhe
technique of erching ® But this was o be a
brief interlude, before serting off definidve-
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Iy to become an artist in Paris,

In Whistler's early days there was little
OF N0 SCrious interest in mak:l!g etchings,
and artists rended for the sake of economy
to publish them in sets, or clubbed rogeth-
er with others to publish their prines in
portfolios and illustrated books. Since
Whistler had lirtle critical or commercial
success with his paintings at the Royal
Academy in London, or at the Salon in
Paris, printmaking represented—in the
artistic vacuum which then existed in thar
medium—a commercial opportunity which
he seized in a dramaric way.

Whistler's career can be simplified by
referring to the publication of his major
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sets of prints, starting with the “French
Set” of 1858, followed by the “Thames
Set” created in the vears 1859-63 but not
published until 1871, Most extraordinary
of all, in terms of both the works of art cre-
ated, and of their sheer popular impacr,
was the publication of the “First Venice
Set” (the "Twelve Erchings of Venice™) at
the Fine Art Socicty in 1880, and the “Sec-
ond Venice Ser™ (the “Twenty-5ix Erchings
of Venice™) published by Dowdeswell &
Dowdeswell in 1886. These are the works
which were, and arc most prized by collec-
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Lors I'FTI Ilil]ﬂf{t,‘llr]] 1._'1._‘[“[]!'}' i?TiIH.\. il.r'ld
which the painter and critic Walter Sickert,
writing at the time, saw as the greatest Im-
pressienist prints,®

In the 1880s, Whistler could afford to
make the skerching tnps to Holland, home
of Rembrandrt the greatest etcher, which he
had planned as a young man but never
made. He proposed to make an even
grander series of erchings based on Amster-
dam, and some great works were produced
although they were not published as a set
(The Embroidered Curtain). By the 1890s,
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with a major body of etchings behind him,

and encouraged by his new wife Beatrix,
Whistler was concentrating on lithography.

During the years of 1855-59, Whstler
alternated berween Paris and London.
When he first sertded in Paris to train as an
arrist, he already had the notion of becom-
ing an etcher. But there was no school
where printmaking could be studied in
Paris or anywhere else. Neither his experi-
ence of learming to draw at the Ecole Im-
perale et .“i-pt".t'i.ﬂ-.‘ de Dessin, nor of
pamting i the studio of the pamnter € “harles
Gleyre (1808-1874) count for much beside
his personal motivation, contacts with oth-
er artists, his investigation of prinkmaking
techniques, and decision to publish a set of
plates “drawn from nature,”

Whistler’s search for subjects among
the working population of London, espe-
cially in the docks, and among the men and
women who worked on the river, links him
with Courber, Manet and the Bealist move-
ment in France. Some of the prints—espe-
cially those early works with figures
engaged in a drama, such as Rotherbithe—



ABOVE: Needlework, 1896, lithograph, 25.5
x 18.2.

AROVE RIGHT: Katsushika Hokusai, Aeya-
ma enza-no-matsu—The Cushion-Pine of
Avyama, c. 1830, woodcur printed in col-
ors on Japanese paper, 25.7 x 38,

RIGHT: The Pool, 1859, etching, 13.9 x
21.5.

LEFT: Red and Black: The Fan, 1891-94,
ofc, 187.4 x 9.8

FAR LEFT: Tie Balcony, 1879-80, crching,
295x 19.8.

explore ideas for paintings with which
Whistler hoped to compete with Courbet
for public attention. In others, such as Fa-
gle Wharf and The Pool, the figures seem al-
maost superfluous, and the focus hints at
furure, more abstract prints, with their em-
phasis on taut, minimal composition, the
depiction of moods, and the most general
qualities of the Thames landscape.

The Thames prints that Whistler had
produced were not published as a ser unnil
1871. Meanwhile in the 18605, other pro-
jects occupied him, notably portraits and
figure paintings and drawings. The 1870s
was the period in which Whistler's thoughes
about landscape painting and erching crys-
rallized. These oil paintings, inspired to
some extent by the Japanese art that had
also informed his figure paintings of the
18605, concentrated on the moody, fog-
bound Thames riverscape, and were painted
with remarkable economy of means, in
striking contrast to the carlier more conven-
tional, because essentially topographical,

Thames etchings and paintings.

Whistler had badly overspent immedi-
arely before the Buskin trial, and the neces-
sity of paying his legal bills precipitated his
bankruptcy in 1879. Having lost virtually
everything, Whistler set out for Venice in
1879 with a commission from the Fine Art
Society to produce twelve erchings. The
Venice erchings cstablished the arnst’s T'Igh[
to be as sclective, as summary, and abstract
in fact, as he wished.

Venice in the cold winter of 1879-80
was undoubtedly a welcome retreat from
the humiliation of the bankruptey sale in
London. It also provided the arnst with the
opportunity to focus with marure vision
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{he was forty-five years old) on an endlessly
beautiful scene, which presented no less
than an ideal version of the warer-boats-
bridges-people-buildings-sky formula of his
carlier Thames set. In his imagination, oo,
would have lain knowledge of the Japanese
artists Karsushika Hokusai (1760-1849)
and Ando Hiroshige (1797-1858), who
forty vears previously, on the other side of
the globe, had produced highly commercial
sets of forty to fifty prints on landscape
themes which were partly the inspiration

for Whistler’s imagery.
Whistler understood perfectly that all
publicity is good publicity. He hoarded
{eontined page 159)
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