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JAMES MGNEILL
WHISTLER

Born in Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1834, Whistler spent part of his childhood in St. Petershurg,
Russia. He lived in Europe from 1855, mostly in England, but sometimes in France, where, like
many Impressionists, he enrolled at the studio of Charles Gleyre. Most influential on him, how-
ever, were his encounters with realist painter Gustave Courbet and the avant-garde artists
close to him, including Edouard Manet and Edgar Degas.

Later, in England, Whistler increasingly moved away from realism. He was particularly
interested in Japanese art, a fashion that became widespread in Europe beginning in 1860.

One of the high points of that period of his career is the painting Variations in Violet and Green,
which demonstrates a new kind of landscape picture developed under the influence of the Far
East. In many of his works, he reduced the landscape to almost empty panoramas, thereby
coming close to abstract representation. This made Whistler an important model for British
printmaking, which he helped revitalize in the second half of the 19th century.

Whistler also established a reputation as a portrait painter; one of his best-known works is
Arrangement in Gray and Black No. 1, also called Portrait of the Artist's Mother. At the end of
the 1870s, he did a series of nocturnal views called Nocturnes, including numerous views of the
Thames, generally in monochromatic coloration. The subject matter recalls the Impressionist
preference for urban landscapes and watercourses, but unlike those artists Whistler was main-
ly concerned with the harmony and aesthetics of color. In the Nocturne series, he attempted to
render music in painting. To emphasize purely aesthetic functions, he had already begun to give
his works musical designations such as “symphony” or “harmony.” The linking of art and mu-
sic was not without influence on subsequent painters. Even Whistler’s design for the Peacock
Room in a private London house was of art-historical importance. The decoration he did there
for art collector Frederick Richards Leyland is considered a precursor of Art Nouveau.

Whistler had a certain combative streak. The personalities in French or British cultural
life with whom the eccentric artist struck up an acquaintance or friendship—before ultimately
dropping them—were legion. He made headlines in 1878 with his libel suit against art critic
John Ruskin. Although Whistler won his case, the derisory damages and high court costs bank-
rupted him.



Arrangement in Gray and Black No. 1, also called Portrait of the Artist's Mother, 1871, oil on canvas, 144.3 x 165.2 cm, Musée d'Orsay, Paris




Symphony in White, No. 2: The Little White Girl, 1884, oil on canvas, 76.5 x 51.1 cm, Tate Gallery, London
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Nocturne in Blue and Gold: Old Battersea Bridge, 187277, oil on canvas, 68.3 x 51.1 cm, Tate Gallery, London
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PAUL CEZANNE

After going to the lycée and art school in his hometown of Aix-en-Provence, in the south of
France, Cézanne attended law school. He soon gave this up, however, to move to Paris in 1861
and enroll as a student at the Académie Suisse, an independent atelier that constituted an
alternative to the official academy of art. His encounter there with Impressionists associated
with Claude Monet, Auguste Renoir, and Edgar Degas proved all-important. Cézanne changed
his palette completely, and instead of the dark tones he had used to that point, he now experi-
mented with light, brilliant colors. Unlike the Impressionist painters, however, he was not trying
to record transitory visual moments, but rather to render the essence and permanence of visual
phenomena. His application of paint was also less spontaneous than that of the Impressionists.
Evolving a picture was much more of a persevering struggle for Cézanne, involving a decidedly
time-consuming process.

From the 1870s, Cézanne focused on landscapes and still lifes in which he sought to reduce
visual objects to their basic geometric forms. In 1877, he abandoned Impressionist techniques in
order to go his own way in the seclusion of Provence. Among his most famous subjects is Mont
Sainte-Victoire, an impressive limestone ridge close to his hometown, which he painted directly
from nature in drawings, oil paintings, and watercolors. Like his still lifes, the landscape paint-
ings manifestly strive for a progressive simplification of elements, as Cézanne depicts houses
as cubes, trees as cylinders, and the mountain as shapes layered on top of each other.

He produced the impression of depth not, as was customary, through lines and contours,
but rather through the contrast between warm and cool colors. He defined objects with color,
then gave them firm outlines.

Cézanne’s painting Les Grandes Baigneuses, done shortly before his death, may be con-
sidered his intellectual legacy. The purely abstract approach adopted by artists later in the 20th
century can already be discerned in the structure of facets and shapes in this work. For Cé-
zanne, works of art were independent worlds of color and shape, “harmony parallel to nature”;
he sought not to imitate his subjects but rather to represent them, so as to bring out their inter-
nal essence. This conviction would become an essential basis of modernism.
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