The Streets of London

Source: Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies, 1998, Vol. 24, No. 1, Songs on Stone:
James McNeill Whistler and the Art of Lithography (1998), pp. 44-53+135-136

Published by: The Art Institute of Chicago

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/4115908

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms

is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Art Institute of Chicago
Museum Studies

This content downloaded from
198.40.29.127 on Fri, 09 Oct 2020 21:11:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


https://www.jstor.org/stable/4115908

JAMES McNEILL WHISTLER AND THE ART OF LITHOGRAPHY

“Chelsea [was] practically owned by James McNeill Whistler.
There were his little shops, his rag shops, his green-gracer shops,
and his sweet shops; in fact, so nearly was it all his, that
after a time he sternly forbade other painters to work there at all.”
MORTIMER MENPES, 1902
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The Streets of London

histler spent over forty years of his

life in London, which (despite being

frequently at odds with the British
art establishment) he considered “the only city
of the world fit to live” in.* He passed a great
deal of time wandering the streets of London’s
distinctive neighborhoods, either alone or in
the company of fellow artists, always carrying
a pencil, brush, etching needle, or lithographic
crayon at the ready. Whistler’s interest in street
scenes was long-standing, fostered by the
works of past artists whom he admired, as well
as by his own compulsion to record the seem-
ingly insignificant vignettes that caught his
attention. He found London to be a city of
many moods and milieus, and, for all intents
and purposes, he invented a set of representa-
tional strategies for depicting its varied aspects.
Tradition held that street scenes were either
essentially portraits of the human types that
populated the city (as in the work of the eigh-
teenth-century graphic artists William Hogarth
and George Cruikshank) or topographical stud-
ies (seen in portfolios such as those by seven-
teenth-century printmaker Wenceslaus Hollar
and, in the nineteenth century, lithographers
like William Shotter Boys). Whistler aimed at
neither of these goals, but in some sense he
achieved both. He combined documentary
and interpretive impulses, infusing the estab-
lished conventions of genre painting and print-
making with the new perspectives offered by
Aestheticism and photography.

Whistler arrived in Paris in 1855, an aspir-
ing young artist open to the influence of Real-
ism, with its goal of revealing inequitable
social conditions and the often sordid details
of everyday life among the poor. He took this

vision to London in 1859, perhaps bearing in
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mind Charles Meryon’s recent etchings of
Paris and Gustave Doré’s depictions of Lon-
don slums. Seeking out the working-class,
slightly disreputable East End, Whistler under-
took to document this part of the city before it
was destroyed in the course of constructing the
Thames Embankment (see figs. 19—20).

As Whistler encountered other artists and
new places, his adherence to Realism loosened.
In Venice from 1879 to 1880, he responded to
the exotic, atmospheric locale, devising new
ways of depicting urban scenes and becoming
interested in compositions based on shapes
and the effect of light and water upon them.
When Whistler returned to London in the
autumn of 1880, he took a new look at his
favorite city, perceiving formal patterns rather
than hierarchies of class. The streets of London
were the raw material for his experiments in
testing the possibilities of different media: two
etchings of Maunder’s Fish Shop in Chelsea
(figs. 42 and s5) vary greatly from one another,
and from a lithograph of the same shop (fig. 49).
Whistler’s almost instinctive sensitivity to the
idiosyncratic qualities of each medium is espe-
cially striking since, for the shopfronts, he
almost always adopted the same frontal view-
point and horizontal format. The goods sold
inside the shops were of little interest to him—
the establishments of butchers (see fig. §7) and

fishmongers were as appealing as sweetshops
and fruit stalls. He was attracted to the facades
as patterns, their flat surfaces animated by tex-
tured materials, reflective windows, and mys-
terious interiors.

Figures also play a role in the shopfront
compositions—fleetingly suggested with only
a few lines, their features blurred by move-
ment, shadow, or the more insistent edges of
the architectural backdrop. The effect is not
unlike that deliberately achieved by the Impres-
sionists or inadvertently by photographers, in
that an attempt has been made to capture an
instant. For Whistler this was only part of the
challenge. He wanted to observe a mouf such
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FIGURE 41
Street in Chelsea,
1880/87

(cat. no. 57).

FIGURE 42
The Fish Shop,
Busy Chelsea, 1884/86

(cat. no. 62).

OPPOSITE PAGE
FIGURE 40
Chelsea Rags, 1388

(cat. no. 50).
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FIGURE 43
Study of Ragsin a
Shop Window, 1887/95

(cat. no. 63).
FIGURE 44

A Chelsea Street,
1883/86 (cat. no. 58).
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LONDON

as a shopfront in numerous subtle variations,
portraying the transitory aspects of changing
light and passing figures as well as the perma-
nence of its structure and materials. In this
effort his own choice of materials was crucial.

In small oil paintings and in watercolors,
Whistler made use of the entire panel or sheet,
creating adjacent rather than overlapping
patches or puddles of color, so that the overall
effect—as in Street in Chelsea (fig. 41)—is bal-
anced and geometric, the shapes of the win-
dows and doors duplicating the rectangular
form of the wood panel on which it is painted.

Whistler composed his etchings slightly
differently, often using the negative space of
the blank paper as a pictorial element. The

This content downloaded from

intimacy of Whistler’s etchings of London
street scenes is partly an effect of their small
size—he made them on small copper plates
(four to seven inches long) that he could eas-
ily carry about in his pocket. The etchings
require extremely close scrutiny on the part
of the viewer, because representational con-
ventions such as linear perspective, which
serve to establish convincing and logical reces-
sion into space, are either disrupted or entirely
absent. Small hatching lines are used through-
out, both for areas of shadows and for figures
and details, transforming texture into pure
pattern. Although Whistler did not entirely
reject traditional chiaroscuro for some ele-
ments (he juxtaposed dark interiors against
sun-bleached facades and awnings), he treated
other areas more arbitrarily. In The Fish Shop,
Busy Chelsea (fig. 42), for example, selected
patches of brickwork are carefully defined
while other expanses of wall remain blank.
Light-colored figures drawn with fine lines
stand beside dark figures surrounded by white
space—though logically inconsistent, the com-
position is nonetheless spatially coherent. As
a final touch, Whistler’s butterfly signature
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adorns the upper left portion of the composi-
tion, fluttering between two windows, its
wings delineated with the same hatched lines
that represent scattered bricks and shadows.
Whistler’s etched scenes of London shop-
fronts are full of energetic, bustling move-
ment, an animation resulting both from the
quality of line and the narrative content. The
Fish Shop, Busy Chelsea is busy in two senses
of the word—full of activity and full of detail.
The darkened interior of the fish shop itself is
not only a focus of human activity; it is also
the fulcrum of a carefully balanced composi-
tion, in which figures are illuminated either by
the light within or the sun without to create a
lively pattern of positive and negative space.
Lithographs of shopfronts (see fig. 40)
combine the linearity of etchings or pen-and-
ink drawings (see fig. 43) with the patchwork
of paintings (see fig. 44). After an eight-year
hiatus from lithography, Whistler returned to
the medium in 1887, and it was London street
scenes that he chose to depict. In these litho-
graphs of the late 1880s and early 1890s, he
applied the lessons he had learned from work-

ing in other media in London, Paris, and Venice.

THE STREETS

Lithographic drawings on transfer paper could
represent a first visual response to a scene,
selective and animated (see fig. 45). As T. R.
Way recalled, the artist “found he could quite
conveniently take a little packet of transfer
paper about with him, and draw on the spot
from nature, just as he was in the habit of mak-
ing his drawings upon the copperplate.”
These lithographs are among Whistler’s
most experimental and radically cropped com-
positions. Chelsea Shops (fig. 46), for example,
displays something of the minimalism of his
paintings of similar scenes while retaining a

level of detail typically found in his etchings.
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FIGURE 45
Gazety Stage Door,
1879 and 1887

(cat. no. 45).

FIGURE 46
Chelsea Shops, 1388
(cat. no. 47).
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FIGURE 47
St. Anne’s, Soho, 1896

(cat. no. s4).

FIGURE 48

St. Anne’s, Soho,

c. 1890. Royal
Commission on
Historical Monuments
(England)/Crown
Copyright.
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Interestingly, he did not aim for symmetry
and balance in the lithograph, choosing to
elaborate the ground floor much more care-
fully than the upper storey, and placing the
most complex facade elements not in the cen-
ter but on the right.

In many ways Whistler’s lithographs of
London street scenes seem to reject the des-
criptive tenets of topographical printmaking
and also of documentary photography. Yet the
preservationist element in Whistler’s practice
should not be ignored. His attention was
caught by small details of crumbling architec-
ture or of daily routine that might easily
be overlooked and not missed until they had
disappeared. In the lithograph Churchyard
(fig. 51) and a closely related sketch (fig. 52),
he juxtaposed the old, listing headstones in
front of St. Bartholomew’s Church with the
doorways and windows of the seventeenth-
century buildings.

Although there is little evidence that
Whistler used documentary photographs as
literal models for his lithographs, he was
attuned to their expressive capacities, which
often resulted from heightened contrasts
between light and dark and from exaggerated
perspectival recession. A photograph, com-
missioned by the Society for the Protection
of Old London, of the Church of St. Anne in
Soho (fig. 48) and Whistler’s roughly contem-
porary lithograph of the same subject (fig. 47)
both feature an expanse of unmodulated
white sky, traced over with patterns of leaf-
less tree branches; in each image the church is
seen from an angle that gives a sense of the
edifice’s bulky mass and unusual tower. Yet
Whistler disposed his seated figures directly
in front of the church so as to leave the court-
yard in front of it entirely empty save for his
butterfly signature. Figures, trees, and tower
are compressed into a single picture plane in

the middle ground, a strategy that empha-
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sizes the organic, layered nature of these old
structures and the growth of historic neigh-
borhoods over time.

Whistler’s instinct was also preservation-
ist in the sense that he sought to capture the
essence of his own perceptual activity. As
records of an individual’s view of London—
sometimes elusively fragmentary, sometimes
elaborately detailed—these images tell us much
about the late nineteenth-century experience
of the city. They convey a certain sense of nos-
talgia for the slightly ramshackle architecture
of an earlier era and for the professions that
were disappearing with the progress of indus-
trialization. Nonetheless, Whistler’s methods
of depiction were modern. The artist’s evident
interest in showing the contrast between
inside and outside was tied to the more ambi-
tious aim of grappling with the representa-
tion of time, understood both as a series of
moments and as a duration.

Indeed Whistler provided a new way
of seeing the city, and he was imitated by
the artists whom he referred to as his “follow-
ers,” among them Mortimer Menpes, Theodore
Roussel, and Walter Sickert. Menpes even
declared: “Nowhere in England could you find
better material for pictures than in Chelsea [see
figs. 46 and s50], . . . [which was] practically
owned by James McNeill Whistler. There were
his little shops, his rag shops, his green-grocer
shops, and his sweet shops; in fact, so nearly
was it all his, that after a time he sternly for-
bade other painters to work there at all.”® (8s)
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FIGURE 49
Maunder’s Fish Shop,
Chelsea, 1890

(cat. no. 52).
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FIGURE 50
Chelsea Shop,

LONDON

1897/1900 (cat. no. 64).
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FICURE 5I
Churchyard, 1887
(cat. no. 46).

FIGURE 52
St. Bartholomew’s,

1887 (cat. no. 61).
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46. Churchyard, 1887 (fig. 51)
(C21;W 17)
Transfer lithograph, printed on

cream laid paper, only state;

signed in graphite with butterfly

210 X I73 mm (image);

309 x 200 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,

1917.55©

47. Chelsea Shops, 1888 (fig. 46)
(C 24, W 20)

Transfer lithograph, printed

on ivory laid paper, second of
two states; signed in graphite
with butterfly

95 X 19§ mm (image);

203 x 310 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,

1917.553

45, Gaiety Stage Door, 1879 and
1887 (fig. 45)

(C 14; W 10)

Transfer lithograph, printed
on cream chine, mounted on
off-white plate paper, only
state; signed in graphite with
butterfly

123 X 19§ mm (image); 182 X
226 mm (chine); 374 x 478 mm
(plate paper)
Manstield-Whittemore-Crown
Collection, The Art Institute

of Chicago, 40.1984

This content downloaded from
198.40.29.127 on Fri, 09 Oct 2020 21:11:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

48. Drury Lane Rags, 1888

(C 25; W 21)

Transfer lithograph, printed
on ivory laid paper, only state
147 X 160 mm (image);

323 x 207 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,

1917.554

49, Drury Lane Rags, 1888

(fig. 56)

(C 25; WL 21)

Transfer lithograph, printed
on cream laid paper, mounted
on off-white plate paper, only
state; signed in graphite with
butterfly, and hand colored
with blue, yellow, bright yellow-
green, orange, light brown,
and gray pencils

147 X 160 mm (image); 308 x
205 mm (sheet); 387 x 261 mm
(plate paper)

National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C., Rosenwald
Collection, 1943.3.8681



50. Chelsea Rags, 1888 (fig. 40)
(C 26; W 22)

Transfer lithograph, printed on
tan laid paper, only state; signed
in graphite with butterfly

180 x 159 mm (image);

310 X 238 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,
1917.555

51. The Tyresmith, 1890

(C 36, W 27)

Transfer lithograph, printed
on cream laid paper, only state
170 X 175 mm (image);

307 x 206 mm (sheet)
Mansfield-Whittemore-Crown
Collection, The Art Institute
of Chicago, 59.1984

CHECKLIST THE

54. St. Anne’s, Soho, 1896 (fig. 47)
(C 162; W 126)

Transfer lithograph, printed

on ivory laid paper, only state;
signed in graphite with butterfly
192 x 134 mm (image);

302 x 189 mm (sheet)
Mansfield-Whittemore-Crown
Collection, The Art Institute

of Chicago, 135.1984

52. Maunder'’s Fish Shop, Chelsea,
1890 (fig. 49)

(C 37, W 28)

Transfer lithograph, printed
on cream laid paper, second of
two states; signed in graphite
with butterfly

190 X 170 mm (image); 329 X
233 mm (sheet)
Mansfield-Whittemore-Crown
Collection, The Art Institute
of Chicago, 60.1984

53. Gatti’s, 1890 (fig. 54)

(C 38, W 34)

Transfer lithograph, printed
on ivory laid paper, only state;
signed in graphite with
butterfly

I73 x 133 mm (image);

367 X 240 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,

1917.564
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FIGURE 53

LONDON

Beefsteak Club, c. 1887

(cat. no. 60).
FIGURE 54

Gatti’s, 1890
9

(cat. no. §3).

Museum Studies

51



THE STREETS OF

FIGURE 55
Little Maunder’s,

1886/87 (cat. no. 59).

FIGURE 56
Drury Lane Rags, 1888

(cat. no. 49).
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57. Street in Chelsea, 1880/87
(fig. 41)

(YMSM 290)

Oil on panel

13.3 X 23.5 cm

Stanford University Museum

of Art, Committee for Art

Acquisitions Fund, 1976.271

58. A Chelsea Street, 1883/86
(Fig. 44)
(M 953)

Watercolor, with touches of

gouache, over traces of graphite,

on white wove paper
126 X 217 mm

55, The Butcher’s Dog, 1896

(fig. 57) New Haven, Conn., Paul

(C 166; W 128) Mellon Collection, B1993.30.12§
Transfer lithograph, printed Chicago only

on ivory laid paper, fourth

of four states; signed in graphite
with butterfly

183 x 131 mm (image);

298 x 211 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,

1917.653

56. St. Giles-in-the-Fields, 1896

(C 167; W 129)

Transfer lithograph, printed on
cream laid paper, only state;
signed in graphite with butterfly
217 X I42 mm (image);

278 x 193 mm (sheet)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Bryan Lathrop Collection,
1917.654
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Yale Center for British Art,

59, Little Maunder’s, 1886/87
(Fig. 55)

(K 279)

Etching, printed on blued laid
paper, only state; signed in
graphite with butterfly on tab
83 x §1 mm (trimmed to

plate mark)

National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C., Rosenwald
Collection, 1949.5.273



60. Beefsteak Club, c. 1887

(fig. 53)

(M 1158)

Pen and brown ink on tan laid
paper

97 X 150 mm

Hunterian Art Gallery,
University of Glasgow, 46127

61. St. Bartholomew's, 1887

(fig. 52)

(M 1144)

Graphite on cream wove paper,
page 57 from sketchbook

75 X 119 mm

Hunterian Art Gallery,
University of Glasgow, Birnie

Philip Bequest, 46116

62. The Fish Shop, Busy Chelsea,
1884/86 (fig. 42)

(K 264)

Etching, printed on ivory laid
paper, first of two states; signed
in graphite with butterfly
ontab

141 X 216 mm (trimmed to plate
mark)

The Art Institute of Chicago,
Clarence Buckingham

Collection, 1938.1883

63. Study of Rags in a Shop
Window, 1887 /95 (fig. 43)

(M 1586)

Pen and black ink, over traces of
graphite, on cream wove paper
225 x 298 mm

Stanford University Museum
of Art, Committee for Art

Acquisitions Fund, 1975.1

CHECKLIST

64. Chelsea Shop, 1897/1900
(fig. 50)

(M 1510)

Watercolor on cream

wove paper

126 X 212 mm

The Art Institute of Chicago,

Walter S. Brewster Collection,

1933.210
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FIGURE 57
The Butcher’s Dog,
1896 (cat. nno. §s).
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