
        
            
                
            
        

    
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	‘We happy, idle chosen ones are few, who scorn utility, proud priests of beauty.’

	 

	Alexander Pushkin

	Mozart and Salieri, 1831



	

1 The Portrait as Enigma


	 

	 

	‘It is rare that one can judge an artist by a single work.’

	The French painter and critic 

	Jacques-Emile Blanche on the Mother.1 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	‘Never touch that picture.’ The warning took me aback. It came from one of the most venerable restorers at the Louvre at the very moment the porters were lowering James McNeill Whistler’s Arrangement in Grey and Black No 1: Portrait of the Artist’s Mother onto the easel in the studio where I was to work on it. It was a strange remark to come from someone used to laying his own hands on some of the most imposing masterpieces of the gallery. Stranger still was the tinge of apprehension in his voice. It was as if the picture, like the portrait of Dorian Grey in the story by Oscar Wilde, had some inner life of its own that would be mysteriously disrupted at the first touch to its fragile, forbidding surface.

	In a sense the old restorer was right: there is something oddly intimidating about Whistler’s picture of his mother. In the many months I was to spend alone with it when I restored the portrait for the Louvre, it came to have a compelling, almost bewitching presence. Partly this was because of the place of the painting in the American consciousness; touching the Mother at all seemed like tampering with the coin of the realm. Partly it was because all masterpieces exert a powerful effect on our senses. But there was a simpler reason for my growing fascination with the painting.

	The Mother is frequently seen as one of Whistler’s most straightforward pictures: a simple, moving image, easy to read and to like. Yet, as I came to learn over those months, almost everything about Whistler’s Mother is a mystery. The extraordinary fact is that next to nothing is known for sure about one of the world’s most familiar images. The methods and materials he used are obscure. We have only an indistinct idea of what the picture looked like when it left the artist’s easel; for reasons this book will seek to explain, it is a very different picture today. And above all, we have only the haziest notion of why the artist painted it and what his picture means.

	Its simplicity masks an astonishing psychological and stylistic complexity. Born of an artistic crisis and of the artist’s highly ambiguous relationship with his mother, its creation was almost an act of desperation. The Mother was unrecognised for decades by the obtuse artistic establishment of England and by Whistler’s American countrymen, and its eventual sale to France—where it was destined for the Louvre—was the supreme and unrepeatable moment of his career, the summit of the artist’s life. Because we know so little about it, our view of the painting has often been distorted. 

	The Mother has been misread more often and more thoroughly than any other great image. As an icon of motherhood it is the best known picture in America. In fact, it has suffered from its very overfamiliarity, a painting reduced by time, by taste, by ignorance of its origins, and by the physical condition of the work itself to a tedious one-dimensionality, its power over the popular imagination too easily explicable. It has stopped being a picture; it has become a cartoon. Generations of Americans have seen in it merely a powerful symbol of maternal devotion and puritanical rectitude. 

	Yet the Mother was painted not as an icon but as an aesthetic object. And the more I discovered about its history, the less simplistic its ‘meaning’ became.

	Even when I was away from the restoration studio in Paris, it became hard to get the picture out of my mind. For the purposes of my work I needed to know when and where Whistler painted it, the materials he used, and its subsequent history. All this was difficult enough to establish with any accuracy. But gradually I found myself searching for more than that.

	On my frequent returns to London during the time I worked on the portrait I sought out the house in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, where it had been painted more than a hundred years earlier. But my attempt to recreate in my mind’s eye Whistler’s studio as it had been on the day he began the picture, on an impulse, was frustrating. All accounts left by his students and contemporaries are second hand; no one except Anna Whistler herself was present on that day. Why was so little known with any certainty? Slowly I began trying to piece together the different elements in the personal and artistic crisis that had led to his sudden decision to embark on the portrait and to discover how the idea had come to him.

	The trail was well covered. Whistler led a highly public life, yet as my search widened, the enigmas surrounding his most famous work didn’t diminish; they grew. The source materials for that time in his life proved far skimpier than I had thought; at one point I even found myself searching Whistler’s mother’s cookbook2 (with some success—Whistler called it the family Bible) for clues to help me understand the portrait. I scoured the writings and memoirs of his wide circle of acquaintances or contemporaries, who ranged from the French symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé to Oscar Wilde—who was twenty years younger and at one point considered himself a disciple of Whistler with his epigrammatic wit—for references to it. (‘You will’, Whistler famously quipped when Wilde exclaimed, ‘I wish I had said that’) 

	Reports from long defunct newspapers—whether the Pall Mall Budget in London, the Boston Evening Transcript in America, or Le Gaulois in France—only compounded the problem, since they illustrated the astonishingly different reactions of the critics in the three major countries that featured in Whistler’s life to his greatest painting. I even collected as many as possible of the endless cartoons that have been made of Mother, to see what they revealed about popular perceptions of the picture, as well as some of the semi-devotional sepia reproductions with pious verses lauding motherhood from earlier in the century.

	Slowly the origins of the portrait, like the picture itself as I worked on it, came into better focus. What became clear was that the painting was at the centre not only of the artist’s achievement but of his emotional life; of his relations not just with his mother but with other women who lived with him at one point or another; of his struggles with his art; of his attitude toward England and France; and above all, of his ambiguous feelings about the country of his birth, America, where he spent so few of his years.

	Ambiguity is inherent in good pictures, especially portraits, and restorers are not immune to the evocative powers of great painting; it is part of their function to be alive to them. Working alone on a portrait by Rembrandt, for example, can be a disturbing experience. But the Mother was different. Here, it seemed as I looked deeper into its history, in a single picture were the clues to an entire life. The painting turned out to be exactly what most people’s lives are: an accumulation of ambivalences. Like one of those Japanese novelty postcards, it began to present a quite different image according to the angle of vision. The painting, in effect, is a self-portrait, which just happens to be of his mother. 

	 

	*

	 

	To an extent unparalleled among other painters, Whistler’s art has been smothered by Whistler’s life. His exotic, larger-than-life personality and the scintillating anecdotes surrounding him have distracted attention from his work. Whistler himself was partly to blame; as Jacques-Emile Blanche, one of his followers, put it, he ‘took care to hide behind an admittedly somewhat charlatanesque outward show for the naive and simple public which he decided to intrigue as a man, since he couldn’t conquer it as a painter.’3 The smoke screen of this amazingly diverting life—almost a work of art in itself—has succeeded in deflecting generations of biographers, as well as the public, from the seriousness, even tragedy, of his struggle as a painter. The most minor facts about his chaotic existence have been lovingly sifted and documented; we know exactly what he wore, what he gave his guests for his extravagant brunches, and every quip and sally spun by his lively wit. And yet nearly everything about his finest and most famous work seems shrouded in uncertainty.

	How was it that this absurdly vain, self-centred and self-indulgent man, this Beau Brummell of art, could have produced a painting of the rigour and integrity of the Mother? What does it tell us about his flesh-and-blood relationships with his mother and the numerous other women in his life? How did this cosmopolitan butterfly come to paint his New England matriarch of a mother in the Chelsea house, from which his mistress had been temporarily evicted? The more I learned about Whistler’s life—his debts, his treatment of women, his bohemian conceits—the more incoherent he seemed as a man and an artist.

	The simplest of questions have never been adequately answered. Another is, why does this emblem of America hang in Paris today and not in New York or Washington? Is it because at the time, it evoked such a confusing range of responses? There is surely something special—almost uncanny—about a painting that once nourished the cult of dandyism and decadent sophistication among late-nineteenth-century aesthetes in France, and that was later to be seen by Americans as a symbol of plain, puritanical homeliness. How can the same painting be at once factual and suggestive, appealing to both the ‘elite’ and the crowd, aesthetic and democratic sensitivities?

	We think of aestheticism as a fin-de-siècle phenomenon. Yet it was as early as 1835 that the French writer Théophile Gautier had announced in the preface of his novel, Mademoiselle de Maupin (which Whistler read as a student in Paris), that ‘things are beautiful in inverse proportion to their utility ... Everything useful is ugly.’4 The idea clearly appealed to Whistler; for the rest of his life he mocked the notion that a painting must have a subject and tell a story. The literati of late-nineteenth-century France came to prize Whistler’s tonal painting—the balancing of the intensity of light and shade rather than of colour, of which the Mother was the finest example—as the perfect illustration of their creed of aestheticism. Immune to sickly sophistication, the millions of Americans who flocked to see it when it crossed the Atlantic nearly half a century after the French had bought it knew that it was beautiful but saw it as something to be put to practical, moral, and patriotic use.

	To realise how far we are from understanding the portrait, it is enough to pose a few of the most obvious questions. Is it ‘cold’ or ‘warm’? Reserved or sentimental? Severe or sympathetic? An intimate portrait or a monument to motherhood? And in style how much does it owe to Japan? Or is it essentially a European work by an American? Or a quintessentially American work from the brush of an expatriate artist? Or a unique synthesis of both?

	Again it depends on how you look at it, and who’s looking. The French writer Joris Karl Huysmans, whose work Against Nature5 was a study in refined depravity and who was a devoted admirer of Whistler’s work, once described the Mother as ‘une peinture de convalescence.’6 By that he did not mean that Anna Whistler was ailing when she sat for it (though as a matter of fact, she was); what he was suggesting was that he and others like him saw the style of the portrait as an intimation of a sort of delicious sickliness in European culture. Yet the reverential crowds who gazed at it during its triumphal tour of America during the years of the Depression saw in it a symbol of robust moral health, which was why it was used to illustrate a Mother’s Day postage stamp. Nobody saw anything decadent, dandified, or still less Japanese about her. How was it possible that where the Americans saw clarity, Europeans such as Marcel Proust, Stéphane Mallarmé, or J.K. Huysmans saw a mood-laden blur?

	It is not only a matter of nineteenth-century Europe and America. The artistic styles of other continents and eras are reflected in the portrait, too. Stylistically the maze of influences at play in the painting seems impenetrable. Wherever one rates him on the scale of artistic achievement, no one will deny that Whistler was a brilliant eclectic. His Mother leaves us the task of working out what possible connection there can be between American primitive painting, Japanese woodcuts, classical statuary, Pre-Raphaelitism, Velázquez, French realism à la Courbet, and the new art of photography. Somehow he managed to combine them all into a simple, harmonious whole.

	 

	*

	 

	As I made my first, tentative tests on the picture, gently opening up ‘windows’ through the grime and accretions to see what lay beneath, it was partly in the hope that somehow everything about it would become clearer when the work was eventually complete. Yet I had no illusions. As I already knew from the reports about the condition of the portrait kept by the Louvre, from other paintings by Whistler, and from forensic as well as somewhat dubious and scanty documentary evidence about the techniques he had used, in the state it has come down to us the portrait itself has become a major part of the puzzle.

	In 1986 the Mother made the short journey across the river Seine from its secluded upstairs room in the Louvre, reached through the Egyptian gallery, to a more prominent position in the new Musée d’Orsay. Before this, except for one or two emergency repairs, periodic regeneration and slight thinning of the old varnishes and revarnishing, it had been virtually untouched since it entered the Louvre, via the Jeu de Paume, from the Luxembourg Museum in 1926. Pictures that have not been subjected to frequent interference and dubious restoration methods in the course of their lives are in increasingly short supply, and the fact that the Mother had escaped the over zealous attentions of previous ages buoyed my hopes that the process of cleaning and restoration would provide new clues to what the portrait meant to the painter and was intended to mean to us.

	Not the least of the perplexities we face over the Mother is that it is a great portrait painted by a flawed technician. The combination is rare. The hope of ‘recapturing the original’ in order not just to enjoy the painting the more but to decipher it more convincingly was always more remote in the case of Whistler’s work than in that of artists who fitted more easily than he into the great schools of painting, with their tried and trusted methods and sound traditions.

	The dilemmas of such a restoration are among the most difficult I have faced. As with all such delicate undertakings conservators are greatly helped by the advice of the director of the Louvre, at that time M. Michel Laclotte, and the staff of the Conservation department. But in the last resort the restorer is alone with the painting, and the ultimate second by second decisions of how far to go and what methods to use in the attempt to resurrect the picture while keeping faith with the artist’s intentions are his or hers alone.

	As I struggled month after month with the consequences of Whistler’s unconventional handling of paint, I consoled myself with the reflection that there was something to be learned from his shortcomings as a technician. In a sense, his failings are prophetic. Seen in retrospect, they foreshadowed later experiments in painting, not least in his own country, where the restless striving for innovation has so often sacrificed durability to effect. To take a single example, the line from Whistler’s brilliant but perilously constructed images to the equally dazzling but now quietly decomposing Rothkos in the cellars of the Fogg Museum at Harvard University is disturbingly direct.

	A painter’s technique is no mere technical matter; like style to the writer, it is close to the essence of his work. In the back of his mind Whistler had a clear enough vision of what he wanted. But he was an American in a hurry. While consciously contriving to produce lasting masterpieces in the great tradition of European art, he lacked both the historical and technical knowledge to match his aspirations. He was seeking to simulate and exceed the achievements of the past with an inadequate artistic training and without mastering the basis of his craft. It is a miracle that the Mother came off as well as it did and has lasted as well as it has.

	The changes that have taken place in the picture are not all a result of Whistler’s questionable methods. Some are due to the natural effects of time; others can be traced back to the treatment the portrait received in its early years, including at the artist’s own hands. From today’s viewpoint, the most intriguing aspect of these changes is that they converge in a single direction. The cumulative result has been to alter the appearance of the portrait in subtle but significant ways. The effect has been to detract from its pioneering style, making it seem to us now more conventionally ‘European’ than it must have looked in its earliest years.

	One reason we are less shocked or delighted—maybe even less interested—by the Mother than some of Whistler’s more thoughtful contemporaries may be that experience since then has coarsened our sensitivities to the surfaces of paintings, making it progressively harder for us to read pictures backward in time—rather as the writing of some nineteenth-century writers can seem either indigestibly rich or impossibly allusive to a modern audience.

	Another reason it is hard for us to register the excitingly diverse range of signals the Mother once emitted is that it is the most revolutionary ‘New World’ side of the portrait that has suffered most from its condition. It looks far less futuristic, and far more at home in Europe, than it should. Even after restoration, the picture we see today is only a partially reliable witness to the ‘original’.

	Hence another paradox. When it was first painted the Mother was uncomfortably in advance of its time. Yet now that we are ready to look at it with a more open mind, its most provocative aspects no longer leap to the eye. Some of the painting’s most exceptional qualities were as brilliantly novel as they were excessively daring, depending as they did on an ephemeral intricacy of texture and a hypersensitive tonal interplay that has altered over time.

	Even within his lifetime Whistler was by no means unaware of the change in the portrait, urging critics of a later work to ‘wait until it is as old as the Mother with a skin of varnish on it that has mellowed.’7 He was flattered by the image of the picture cultivated in the 1890s by the Symbolists in France, which the painting’s increasing patina did something to evoke. He was also at the same time himself leaving his American roots further and further behind and maturing in the same European atmosphere as the Mother. His newly acquired stature as arbiter of taste in fin-de-siècle Paris may have led him not only to delight in the added veils of age over his picture but even perhaps to forget its starkly American beginnings. In mocking self-identification with his work he wrote late in his life to his friend Comte Robert de Montesquiou: ‘I feel that I have become more mysterious and more enveloped in mist than all the mysteries so far undertaken.’8 

	Restoration has done something to recover this intricate surface, and the force and honesty of the artist’s basic concept ensure that the portrait still has a powerful presence. But a point of this book is that there are limits to what restorers can or should do to summon up the ghost of the past. To see the picture as it was, and to appreciate fully its decisive importance in the artist’s life and work and as a neglected precursor of later American painting, we must rely on a reconstruction of the circumstances of its creation and on an intimate acquaintance with the painting itself—but also on our imagination.

	The task is made more difficult by our modern perceptions of old paintings. It is not just a matter of their condition; Whistler’s portrait has become remote from us in less tangible ways. Over the years we have become far more familiar with the incessantly reproduced image than with the picture itself. It becomes increasingly hard to link the two, as if the mythology surrounding Mother had dispensed with the need for the actual painting. So used have people become to seeing or hearing of it as a national symbol—on postage stamps, in reproductions, school textbooks, caricatures, and cartoons—that it is easy to forget that the picture is still there, a highly fragile arrangement of paint on canvas, into which the artist poured a large part of his soul. It is as if the original had ceased to exist, successive layers of popular imagery gradually obliterating the reality of the painted surface that the artist had taken so much trouble to perfect, and that for him was the key to the real sense of the picture.

	 

	*

	 

	When I mentioned to American friends and acquaintances that I was restoring the Mother for the Louvre, the reaction was instructive. By no means all of them realised that it had spent the last hundred years in a French rather than an American museum. Fewer still had sought out the original in its obscure upper room in the Louvre, or in the Musée d’Orsay. A recent tendency to equate art with Impressionism has also played its part in expunging Whistler’s masterpiece as a flesh and blood painting from the popular consciousness.

	When I ask Americans whether—even as an image—the Mother still carries the same symbolic charge for them, there is a certain equivocation. Some think that it still has all its old force as an icon of motherhood, American style. Others—younger perhaps—are less sure. In their view, now that the social composition of America has changed so much with its centre of gravity shifting away from the East Coast, and as the puritanical ethos becomes less marked, the portrait is less obviously the emblem of a nation.

	It is certainly not clear what Whistler’s Mother will convey to new generations of Americans of Hispanic descent for example, and it appears from an article in the Florida Art Education Association journal of 1987 that for black students ‘appreciation of the form and colour was blocked because ... Whistler’s portrait did not say Mother to these students. Many viewed her as a stern authoritarian figure.’9 The same may be true to some extent of most young Americans; schoolchildren, it seems, still know of it, but without knowing why they should.

	The sociological study of the impact of Whistler’s portrait in present-day America might prove a fascinating area of discussion, though one, I suspect, that would quickly lead in directions as far removed as it is possible to conceive from the artist’s intentions when he painted his mother. The painting itself is a less speculative and more rewarding field of inquiry.

	The way our perceptions of works of art are changed through reproduction to the point where they can become quite detached from the original is a familiar process, well documented by art historians and others. The Mother is not the only great painting whose significance has been distorted by its own popularity. The Mona Lisa was admired by Leonardo’s contemporaries as a miracle of naturalistic illusion; now it is seen as enigmatic and elusive. A still better example is Millet’s picture of two peasants stopping their work to pray in a field—the Angelus. As his letters and other paintings of rural life testify, Millet himself was allergic to sentimentality. Yet when the Angelus became the most widely disseminated popular image in France, it was somehow transformed into the epitome of sentimental religiosity. His painting of The Sower was used against his wishes as a political emblem in his lifetime. Further instances are not difficult to find.

	In the case of the Mother, the picture has changed together with our perceptions. Added to this are the uncertainties surrounding its painting—its hidden genesis—making the Mother an intriguing example of a ‘lost original.’

	 

	*

	 

	The interest of the portrait extends beyond the canvas itself. It is another of the points of this book that as well as being Whistler’s supreme achievement, the Mother is a milestone in the history of nineteenth and twentieth century painting, whose significance has been thinned and narrowed by its overwhelming popular success. With his background in America (Whistler was born in Massachusetts), Russia (where his father oversaw construction of the St Petersburg-Moscow railway line), France, and England and his interest in Japanese art, Whistler in his best work intuitively synthesised the currents of his time. The range of his acquaintances was extraordinary; it included Degas, Proust, Mallarmé, Monet, Courbet, Fantin-Latour, Baudelaire, Rossetti, Oscar Wilde, Swinburne, Henry James, and John Singer Sargent. In retrospect the artist appears not only as an intensely individualistic painter but as a link between contending cultures and epochs. Not surprisingly, his most outstanding painting was a summation of a unique blend of his influences and experiences. Aesthetically, intellectually, technically, emotionally, and nationally the Mother reflects many of the movements in art and ideas of the time.

	This is not to say that Whistler was in any sense an intellectual. The notion of him as a cerebral and imaginative force who pulled the strands of his era together in a single picture would clearly be absurd. A highly unsystematic thinker (it is hard to describe him as a thinker at all, and certainly not in the same category as, say, Degas, a colleague who considered their works indistinguishable at one moment in his early life). Whistler simply didn’t work with that degree of rational self-awareness. It is more persuasive to see him as he portrayed himself—as a butterfly: a restless, knowing, and retentive butterfly who circulated among all the dominant artistic currents of his time and collected enough from them to help inspire his one great picture.

	Being a butterfly, he lacked not only the technique to realise his ideals but the seriousness of purpose and sustenance of a great tradition to carry forward the promise of his major work. Such a tour de force was to be achieved only once. As Degas, a vastly superior artist as well as a man of acute perception and mordant wit, in whose presence Whistler always displayed an uncharacteristic humility, reflected, ‘It must be very tiring to keep up the role of the butterfly. Better to be an old bull like me?’10 

	Despite its element of eclecticism, the Mother is no mere synthesis of the trends of the time. Though he spent most of his life as a self-exile, Whistler was an American through and through. As America has evolved its own distinct national style, the Mother as he painted it comes to seem a supremely American painting, a fact disguised by its subtle ‘Europeanizing’ over time.

	When we reconstruct the Mother as it looked when it left Whistler’s studio and present it afresh to our mind’s eye today, the ‘Americanness’ of the painting becomes startlingly clear. Perhaps the very absorption of many cultures into a new form is in itself an explanation why one of the most extraordinary things about the Mother is that, while it is pervaded with European and Japanese influence, almost everything about the picture—style, composition, technique—foreshadows in some way aspects of twentieth-century American painting, from Grant Wood to the New York School. 



	

2 Prelude to a Masterpiece


	 

	 

	‘The masterpiece should appear as the flower to the painter—perfect in its bud as in its bloom—with no reason to explain its presence—no mission to fulfil—a joy to the artist—a delusion to the philanthropist—a puzzle to the botanist—an accident of sentiment and alliteration to the literary man.’

	Whistler, The Gentle Art of Making Enemies1 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	There is something profoundly gratifying about the idea of a masterpiece being created in a fury of ‘inspiration.’ It appeals to our romantic concept of the ‘true artist,’ whom we see as the personification of technical mastery and sudden genius. The evidence of when Whistler first conceived the idea of doing a portrait of his mother is tantalisingly sparse and occasionally contradictory. We know it was painted in 1871, even though he mentions such a portrait in a letter some years before. Firm knowledge of exactly how long it took is equally elusive. All that is certain is that the portrait is a rare and satisfying example of inspiration at work.

	The conditions which caused the creative spark that produced the Mother came together in the decade or so preceding 1871. Whistler’s earlier years, spent in America and Russia and France, were obviously important, too, for both his artistic and emotional development and will be touched upon later. But the immediate task is to track down the reasons he painted the portrait how and when he did.

	The period that led up to the painting of the Mother began in 1859, when Whistler moved to London after four years as an art student in France. He was then twenty five. With his mistresses, his fecklessness about money, and his inattention to his studies, he had used his time in Paris to play the part of the bohemian to the hilt and had enjoyed every minute of it. As he took every opportunity to make clear later on in his life, he did not go to England because he cared for its people or its customs. The immediate reason seems to have been what he saw as the unexplored artistic attractions of London, especially the Thames. Linked to that was the little matter of making a living, which he was convinced he could do more easily there than in France.

	He was lucky in having as his brother-in-law a wealthy doctor and talented engraver, Francis Seymour Haden, who lived in some style in Sloane Street and had kept a fatherly eye on Whistler for some months as a boy when he was convalescing in London from the rigours of the Russian winter. The French painter Fantin-Latour, who visited him in London, was astonished at the constant supply of roast beef, sherry and champagne. With his breezy style and high spirits, Whistler soon became a great hit in the Hadens’ drawing room, while his linen duck suits and jaunty straw hat made him a striking figure on the streets of the capital. Socially he was much in demand and had soon made friends with leading figures of his day: the writers George Meredith and Algernon Swinburne and the Pre-Raphaelite painter W.M. Rossetti. 

	Artistically his recognition was slower, his prints better received than his painting. His work was well out of tune with the artistic establishment. It was the high tide of English academicism which meant, above all, that pictures must have a clear subject and convey a readable narrative. Whistler left a mocking description of the sort of picture that guaranteed success at the time: ‘It was the era of the Subject. At last on Varnishing Day, there was the Subject in all its glory ... in the Academy there you saw him: the familiar model—The soldier or the Italian—... brows knit, eyes staring; in a corner, angels and cogwheels and things; close to him his wife, cold, ragged, her baby in her arms; he had failed! The story was told; it was as clear as day—amazing! The British Subject!’2 

	The first work he himself exhibited at the academy did have a subject and sold (for thirty pounds); it was At the Piano, a portrait of his sister and his niece, which had been done in the Hadens’ drawing room. Yet the reception was mixed. The writer William Makepeace Thackeray greatly admired it. The response of the Daily Telegraph was more grudging but, in the light of the line of development that was to lead to the Mother twelve years later, perspicacious; in the view of the newspaper’s art critic, At the Piano was a ‘smudgy, phantom-like picture’3—a complaint that was to be made in more virulent terms about the artist’s greatest portrait.

	Meanwhile, he was diligently at work on his river etchings and paintings, taking lodgings for a while in Wapping in East London to be close to his theme, then renting a small house at 7 Lindsay Row (101 Cheyne Walk today) at the least fashionable end of Chelsea, opposite Battersea bridge. The decor of the house astonished contemporaries: unlike Victorian artists of the time, Whistler did not drape the walls with tapestries or clutter the rooms with objects but merely hung up a few oriental fans and placed pieces of blue and white china amid large bare spaces. The silvery reflections in the corners of whitewashed rooms gave him particular pleasure. He slept in a huge Chinese bed. Beautiful silver was on his table. He ate off blue and white porcelain. A Japanese bath filled with water lilies and goldfish was mistaken for a settee by one of his guests. The bare grey walls of his studio with black wainscoting and door, Chinese matting and a few black-rimmed prints, formed the background to his later pictures, including the Mother. His painting and his way of life—his surroundings, his clothes, even his meals—formed a single composition.

	The early years in London were a period of daring originality. It was a time of restless, sometimes brilliant, but never sustained innovation as his search for a distinctive style took him in a number of directions. The famous Symphony in White, No 1: The White Girl was painted while he was domiciled in England, though during a stay in Paris. The model was his mistress Jo Heffernan, who had gorgeously long copper-coloured hair and was now living with him in Lindsay Row. It was rejected by the Royal Academy in 1862. Not for the first time in Whistler’s career, French critics showed themselves more receptive to his work: a year later The White Girl, with its haunting expression and play of whites much admired by Degas, competed with Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe as the sensation of the Salon des Réfusés in Paris. Emile Zola’s tragic novel The Masterpiece describes the scene: ‘A lady in white, the very curious conception of a future great artist ... also stupefied people and drew them together; folks nudged each other and went into hysterics almost; there was always a grinning group in front of it.’4 

	Wapping, one of the first fruits of Whistler’s fascination with the river-life of London, was an odd and unprecedented composition, with its rather obscure close-up of figures, including Jo, against a splendidly painterly background of the Pool of London stretch of the Thames. In The Music Room, again set in his sister’s Sloane Street house, his use of perspective and mirrored reflections was still very much in the vanguard of Parisian painting, and almost too sophisticated to be easily readable. With characteristic verve and ingenuity he had also been among the first to seize upon the newly discovered artistic potential of Japan. Ideas were far from lacking, sustained development of any of these brilliantly disparate themes was. Already his aspirations showed signs of outrunning his technique, and his critics were murmuring about a failure to fulfil early promise.

	 

	*

	 

	His sudden decision to sail for Valparaiso in 1866 to take the Chilean side against the Spanish colonialists left his friends and contemporaries astonished. For his later biographers, Joseph and Elizabeth Pennell, the gesture remained the most unaccountable event in his life. Certainly Whistler’s personal account to the Pennells throws little light on the affair. According to the artist, it all began when some South Americans simply approached him one day ‘as a West Point man’5 (Whistler was immensely proud of having attended, however briefly, America’s Military Academy) to help in the struggle against the Spaniards. Instantly, Whistler claimed, he embarked on a steamer from Southampton.

	It seems certain that more complex motives underlay his decision and that his impetuous escape to South America was a sign of an approaching crisis. In addition to offering immediate release from his artistic frustrations and his family (he was now quarrelling with Seymour Haden about his mistress Jo, among other things), Whistler’s seemingly gratuitous gesture may have reflected an urge to live out in practice one of the least convincing aspects of his self-image: that of a military hero, a swashbuckling Southern gentleman. 

	Unlike his brother William, a surgeon on the Confederate side who had gone to England toward the end of the American Civil War the previous year, Whistler had taken no part in the conflict. Its outbreak had brought his mother to London in 1863 and stirred a streak of romantic patriotism in him; in contrast with Anna Whistler, he was a champion of the Southern cause. It was easy enough to sound off over the dinner tables of London, but as among many expatriate Americans at the time, stories of the ferocity of the fighting must have inspired horror mixed with obscure feelings of guilt. Whistler, who read Walt Whitman’s patriotic Leaves of Grass, may even have felt uncomfortable if he noticed the lines the poet had written at the outbreak of the war in 1861:

	 

	Arm’d year—year of the struggle

	No dainty rhymes or sentimental love verses for you terrible year,

	Not you as some pale poetling seated at a desk lisping cadenzas piano,

	But as a strong man erect, clothed in blue clothes, advancing, carrying a rifle on your shoulder.6 

	 

	Whistler’s portrait of his mother was—among other things—a manifestation of his patriotic sentiment. Seen in retrospect, the Valparaiso expedition many have been a late reversion to his national roots, albeit after the end of the Civil War and in a randomly chosen cause. Predictably enough, it turned to gentle farce. He never found himself ‘advancing, carrying a rifle on your shoulder.’ Instead, by his own testimony, he headed a horseback retreat at the first sound of firing. The nearest he came to combat was an unseemly assault on a Haitian who irritated him on the journey back, obliging the captain of the vessel to keep the irascible artist out of further mischief by locking him in his cabin.

	Artistically, the escapade had been more productive. During his stay in Valparaiso he had done work that was later to prove significant, prefiguring the development of the loose, liquid style characteristic of the Mother and the subsequent Nocturnes. The evening views of Valparaiso Bay were notable for their moody use of thin, dark paint to produce minimalist seascapes in which night and day dissolve in washes of colour. It was a promising development, but there was no immediate follow-up. Back in London in October 1866, his work moved into a series of blind alleys. His etchings were still successful and—unusually for a living artist—bought by the British Museum. But at a time when he might reasonably have expected to be moving toward election to the Royal Academy, official recognition as a painter was still withheld. 
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