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I was fortunate enough to be able to see one of the greatest painters and etchers of the middle 1800s through early 1900s.  In this paper, I would like to share with you the experience I had when walking through this extraordinary exhibit.  James Abbott McNeill Whistler was the artist featured on my visit. The gallery that I went to was located at the Fine Art Center MODERN in downtown Colorado Springs, Colorado.  The Hunterian Art Gallery from Glasgow, Scotland, brought 129 paintings, etchings, and personal belongings of the master who influenced Impressionism into our city for viewing.   This collection of work from Whistler will be going on from May 25 to August 20, 2006.  The Fine Arts Center President/CEO is Doctor Michael De Marsche. Board of Trustees chair member, Carol Kleiner, helped organize this exhibit.

Upon entering the gallery, having known the artist featured to be James McNeill Whistler, the only painting I happened to know of his was his most famous, the “Whistler’s Mother”, which is located at the Musée d'Orsay in Paris.  After seeing the rest of his works side by side, I grew a better understanding of who this artist was, and what his strong points were.  

Some of the more interesting items that the art gallery provided that was not hanging on the wall was the porcelain dishware that came from the Ming Dynasty, Japanese art painting, and French and Dutch silverware.  Also, there were many personal notes and journals from Whistler himself that told of his thoughts and reactions to his etchings and paintings.  Whistler was intrigued by the Japanese creations.  He became one of the largest collectors and an important influence on the aesthetic taste in the 19th Century. His favorites among the items he collected were Japanese, which he interpreted into his art style.  He applied the oriental influence by using flat compositional structure, minimal brushwork, and other conventions to canvas, giving his oils a “modern” tone. 

His Impressionism style paintings might be his most famous. Paintings like the “Whistler’s Mother”, the “Nocturne” series and the “Wapping” (located at the National Gallery of Art, Washington) are among some of the most famous in the world, but it was his realistic etching that really showed his talent.  He created “The Beggars,” “Rotherhithe,” “The Balcony,” and “The Unsafe Tenemant” that interested myself the most, some of which we will delve into shortly.  From the gallery, I learned that James Whistler was a master etcher who did not bring out popular views of cities or people.  Instead he dug deep into the cities he explored to find the most commonplace areas that expressed the “inner” life he wished to capture in his works.  From his exploration came works like no other.

The first painting I came to was the “Rotherhithe” which was from the “Thames Set”.  Here, he experimented with motifs related to Japanese prints and incorporating a butterfly for his signature in typical Japonisme style. A butterfly of similar nature can be found through most of his works after the “Rotherhithe” was created.  This work seemed to be almost romantic somehow, despite the simplicity of the scene in which it depicts.

 A painting that really caught my eye was “The Unsafe Tenement”. This particular piece of work was from the “French Set” of 1858. Whistler showed awareness of the 17th century Dutch masters such as Rembrandt and Ruysdael. This dilapidated building, with its close attention to detail, showed just how skilled Whistler was at etching. Having grown up on a farm, I truly appreciated this work of art, as it features a simple structure from a rural area that most painters of his time would overlook.  Having set his journey to personally see the paintings of Rembrandt, but not having the funds to reach his destination, Whistler instead toured Northern France, where he came across unglamorous lands to which he found quite intriguing. These etchings complimented the rest of the “French Set” nicely.

Whistler took particular interest in using his wife, Beatrix, as a poser for his works.  Beatrix, who was formerly married but took up a liking to Whistler after her husband’s death, married Whistler shortly after becoming widowed.  One of his lithographs included both Beatrix and her sister. This lithograph is called “The Sisters”. It features his wife lounging on a chair while her sister is perched resolutely by her side.  Such works as this pained Whistler to have around after cancer took her life.  Having done several incomplete etchings, lithographs, and such of her, they were put away from his sight so that the pain of his loss would not be so great.  While looking at this lithograph without knowing the story behind it, I felt a sense of calm staring at its leisurely façade.  Then, after reading the short note beside the frame, stating this could have very well been one of the first works showing Beatrix’s illness, I could almost sympathize with Whistler’s loss, and see the tiredness resonating from her body.  

Whistler used his family frequently for his work.  He used wealthy individuals to sit for him as a source of income, but when it came to his own personal collection of his works, he preferred to have his family as the posers.  In his full-length oil portrait called “Red and Black: The Fan” created in 1891 through 1894, Whistler used his sister-in-law, Miss Ethel Birnie Philip, as a sitter.  There are six known full-length portraits in this fashion of Ethel, but the “Red and Black: The Fan” is the one Whistler affectionately referred to as “the red bunnie”.  Whistler took a particular interest to women’s fashions of the time, and Miss Ethel was one of his best subjects.  Although money was scarce for Miss Ethel, she had “faux” copies of fashionable clothing made to wear for these portraits. 

My favorite etching that I came across was rightfully named “The Beggars”. From the “First Venice Set”, it was an unusual etching because of its main subjects.  The etching featured several poor beggars, placed prominently in the archway.  Rarely do any such notable figures stand out in his other works.  Tiny subjects have been known to make their way in here and there, but never have they stood out so much as they do in “The Beggars”.  Whistler was shedding undoubtedly a light on the desperate poor instead of the grand artists or rich patrons so often featured in other artists’ works.  This is what made me enjoy this etching so much.  I could feel myself in it, I could tell who they were, and I understood the point behind it.

In the 1870’s, Whistler painted a series of color harmonies of the River Thames seen late in the evening.  He titled this work “Nocturnes”.  It was a pleasant escape from his usual detailed realism of many of his contemporaries.  Staring at the picture, it seemed as though you were gazing into a misty fog where the makings of a body of water could just be glimpsed, but not fully clear.  I rather enjoyed this work, as it let my mind wander within it, rather than spelling it straight out for me.  The frame, as well, was interesting, as it was Japanese-inspired with a fish-scale pattern for a border.

One other painting caught my eye significantly more than the others.  Nude and semi-nude figures that were hazy shapes without a face were recurrent themes in Whistler’s late work.  In one specific painting (oil), Whistler drew inspiration from a main character called the “sylph” in a great romantic ballet, which happened to be the first romantic ballet performed in Paris in 1832.  This painting was called “La Sylphide”.  It captured my attention with its blatant difference to the rest of his works, and its vulnerability.  The lack of a face intrigued me, but also gave me a sense that the work might have been left unfinished.  Whether this is true, I cannot say, but this was most definitely an inspiring piece.

In conclusion, having only heard briefly of Whistler for his oil painting of his mother called “Whistler’s Mother”, I now walk away with a deeper appreciation for not only the artist himself, but for impressionism as well.  I also look forward to visiting more galleries in the future on my own accord, and delving farther into the world of art, which, up until now, has been a mystery to me.
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