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    In this reflective portrait of an artist and his era, Arthur Jerome Eddy traces the charged boundary where creation meets reputation, inviting readers to consider how a singular temperament, public discourse, and shifting tastes converge to shape the meaning—and the afterlife—of art.

Recollections and impressions of James A. McNeill Whistler is a work of memoir and critical appreciation by Arthur Jerome Eddy, an early twentieth-century American observer of modern art. Published in the years around Whistler’s death and looking back on the late nineteenth-century art world, it situates the painter within transatlantic debates about taste, innovation, and the nature of artistic authority. Neither a scholarly monograph nor a conventional biography, the book blends personal perspective with historically rooted commentary, offering readers a period document that speaks in the idiom of its time while anticipating concerns that would preoccupy later critics and historians.

The premise is straightforward yet rich: Eddy gathers recollections and distills impressions of James A. McNeill Whistler, using his vantage to illuminate how the artist’s work and persona registered on contemporaries. The result is an intimate, essayistic narrative rather than a linear life story. Readers encounter a voice attuned to nuance and atmosphere, more concerned with character and influence than with exhaustive chronology. The mood is reflective, urbane, and keenly observant, favoring texture over catalog. It offers the experience of standing close to the afterimage of a formidable presence, guided by someone who watched that presence make its mark on public conversation.

A central theme is the tension between aesthetics and personality: how Whistler’s cultivated persona—his insistence on artistic autonomy and exacting standards—shaped the reception of his paintings as much as the canvases themselves. The book also probes the mechanisms of taste-making: patrons, critics, and the press, and the ways their judgments accrue into reputations that can either obscure or clarify the work. Eddy’s attention to tone and context underlines a broader question: where does the art end and the story begin, and can one be truly understood without the other?

The contemporary relevance of this inquiry is striking. Readers accustomed to an age of branding and instant reaction will recognize the forces at play as Eddy describes how public discourse frames an artist’s legacy. The book encourages measured attention—what it asks of viewers and readers is a willingness to separate surface from substance while acknowledging their interdependence. In doing so, it models a way of looking that is both historically aware and critically alive, reminding us that reputations, like artworks, are made over time, and that understanding them requires patience and context.

Stylistically, the writing is personal yet poised, the structure episodic, and the method comparative—placing impressions alongside broader reflections on art’s aims and effects. Eddy’s approach balances anecdotal immediacy with evaluative distance, producing a narrative that suggests both affection and scrutiny. Rather than reducing Whistler to emblem or enigma, the book lingers on the lived textures of artistic life: conversation, exhibition, reception, and the rhythms by which work enters and agitates the cultural field. The prose invites careful reading, rewarding attention with a layered portrait of influence, temperament, and craft.

Approached as both historical document and spirited meditation, Recollections and impressions of James A. McNeill Whistler offers insight into how a major artist was seen by a thoughtful contemporary. It will appeal to readers of art history, biography, and cultural criticism who value primary perspectives filtered through a discerning lens. Eddy’s subjectivity is part of the book’s value, and engaging it alongside other sources enriches the picture rather than narrowing it. Read this as a map of conversations and convictions in motion, and as an invitation to reexamine how we weigh style, stance, and substance in any artist’s legacy.
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    Arthur Jerome Eddy’s Recollections and Impressions of James A. McNeill Whistler, published soon after the painter’s death, assembles biographical notes, personal encounters, letters, press notices, and documentary materials to portray the artist’s life and outlook. Written by an American collector who knew Whistler, the book states a practical aim: to record facts and characteristic utterances rather than deliver a full-dress critique. Its chapters move largely in chronological order, tracing formative years, major works, controversies, and public reception. Eddy weaves his own meetings into a broader record, so the narrative alternates between firsthand reminiscence and carefully cited contemporary sources.

Early chapters outline Whistler’s American origins and European training. Born in Lowell, Massachusetts, and raised partly in Russia through his engineer father’s post, he studied drawing before returning to the United States and briefly attending West Point. Choosing art, he left for Paris, entered Charles Gleyre’s studio, and joined a circle of modern painters. Influences included Realism and Japanese art. Early successes and debates clustered around the White Girl (Symphony in White), shown amid the Salon controversies of the 1860s. Eddy relates these beginnings to enduring habits: disciplined draftsmanship, an affinity for etching, and a lifelong attention to tonal harmony.

Whistler’s move to London frames the next phase. Settled in Chelsea, he explored the Thames and its fogs in drawings, etchings, and paintings that evolved into Nocturnes. The book explains his practice of titling works as Arrangements, Symphonies, and Nocturnes to emphasize design and harmony rather than subject. It notes his butterfly monogram and insistence on frames and hanging as part of the composition. Eddy sketches the artist’s studio routine and selective method, stressing repeated sittings, patient revision, and the pursuit of economy in form. The developing aesthetic—restraint, tone, and balance—organizes Whistler’s London years in Eddy’s account.

Major works and patron relations appear through emblematic episodes. The portrait known as Arrangement in Grey and Black (his mother) is traced from its making to divergent critical responses and eventual acquisition by the French state, cited as evidence of growing international regard. The Peacock Room episode is narrated through letters and statements: hired to advise on decoration, Whistler transformed the room and quarreled with patron Frederick Leyland over scope and payment. Eddy treats it as a case study in artistic conviction confronting contractual expectations, while detailing how the press and public interpreted the dispute and the resulting interior.

The Ruskin libel suit forms a central chapter on criticism and reputation. After John Ruskin condemned a Nocturne in print, Whistler sued, leading to a widely reported trial. Eddy includes exchanges from the courtroom, the modest award of damages, and the financial bankruptcy that followed. The practical outcome, he notes, was a commission from the Fine Art Society to work in Venice. There Whistler produced a body of etchings and pastels that consolidated his technical authority and refreshed his career. Exhibition arrangements, sales, and reviews are summarized to show how the Venice work reoriented public and dealer perceptions.

Eddy devotes sustained attention to Whistler’s Ten O’Clock lecture, presenting its main themes and reception. The lecture argues for art’s autonomy, the primacy of selection, and the artist’s role in revealing beauty without moral or narrative obligation. It clarifies Whistler’s terminology, his musical analogies for harmony, and his admiration for Japanese design. The book situates the talk within ongoing debates about subject, technique, and taste, citing newspaper reports and correspondence. By setting these ideas beside the paintings and prints already described, Eddy underscores how stated principles governed choices of palette, simplification, and presentation throughout the mature period.

Later chapters survey portraiture, society ties, and institutional recognition. Eddy lists notable sitters and describes Whistler’s expectations regarding sittings, prices, and the right to destroy unsatisfactory canvases. He recounts exhibitions in London and Paris, medals and honors at international shows, and organizational roles, including leadership in a modern art society. Personal milestones include Whistler’s marriage to Beatrix Godwin, her assistance in studio matters, and her subsequent illness and death. The narrative follows late travels, changing residences, and the rhythm of commissions, detailing how health, patronage, and professional obligations shaped the sequence and character of the late work.

As recollections, the book also records Eddy’s meetings and correspondence with Whistler, along with the evolving American reception. It describes early skepticism, the rise of collectors, and the role of exhibitions and dealers in Chicago and other cities. Documents and clippings are reproduced to illustrate misunderstandings and to clarify attributions, titles, and dating. Catalogues of etchings and selected paintings appear in summary, with notes on states, impressions, and provenance. The method is documentary: Eddy quotes widely, identifies sources, and resists adjudicating disputes beyond presenting the evidence. These materials aim to help readers track claims surrounding authorship, value, and influence.

The closing pages draw together life, work, and reputation as they stood at the time of writing. Eddy outlines Whistler’s final years between London and Paris, notes his death, and records immediate appreciations and obituaries. Without proposing a grand thesis, the book’s cumulative message is clear: understanding Whistler depends on attending to his principles and to the factual record of how he worked, exhibited, and argued for his art. By arranging reminiscences beside documents, it offers a chronological guide to major works, controversies, and ideas, preserving a contemporary vantage that later scholarship can test, supplement, and refine.
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    Arthur Jerome Eddy’s Recollections and Impressions of James A. McNeill Whistler emerges from the late Victorian and early Edwardian Anglo-American art world, primarily London and Paris between the 1860s and the artist’s death in 1903. Eddy, a Chicago lawyer and collector, writes with the vantage of the Gilded Age United States looking across the Atlantic at Britain’s capital of empire and France’s modernizing metropolis. The memoir situates Whistler’s studios in Chelsea and his continental sojourns (notably Venice) against the backdrop of industrial cities, elite salons, and expanding transnational markets. Published shortly after Whistler’s death, the book captures a fin-de-siècle moment when art, law, money, and publicity collided in modern urban life.

Mid-nineteenth-century urban transformation underpins the book’s milieu. In London, Joseph Bazalgette’s Thames Embankment (constructed 1862–1870) reconfigured the riverfront, adding sewers, promenades, and gas-lit thoroughfares, while bridges and docks multiplied along an industrialized Thames. In Paris, Baron Haussmann’s renovations (1853–1870) carved boulevards through medieval quarters, remaking light, traffic, and spectacle. These projects created the atmospheric vistas Whistler painted—Chelsea reach, Cremorne’s lights, the old Battersea Bridge—scenes Eddy treats as records of a new metropolis. The book repeatedly connects Whistler’s nocturnes and cityscapes to concrete changes in urban infrastructure, pollution, and illumination that defined the modern capital.

The 1878 Ruskin libel trial is the pivotal public event shadowing Eddy’s account. After Whistler’s Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket was shown at the Grosvenor Gallery (1877), critic John Ruskin, in Fors Clavigera, accused the artist of “flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face.” Whistler sued. The case was heard in the Queen’s Bench Division in London in November 1878; the jury awarded Whistler token damages of one farthing, leaving him liable for heavy costs. Eddy presents the trial as a crucible in which law, criticism, and the economics of art collided, exposing how reputation and value were adjudicated in Victorian Britain.

Financial ruin followed swiftly. Bankrupt in 1879, Whistler lost “the White House,” his Tite Street home and studio designed with architect E. W. Godwin (built 1877–1878), and saw possessions dispersed. Newspapers savored the spectacle, turning private reverses into public morality play. Eddy treats the bankruptcy as a social event as much as a personal catastrophe, emblematic of a market that prized spectacle over substance. The episode clarifies for Eddy the precarious status of artists within property and credit systems: legal victories could be pyrrhic, while debts, leases, and liens determined the fate of a studio as surely as critics’ judgments.

Whistler’s 1879–1880 Venice commission from London’s Fine Art Society offers the counterpoint. Sent to produce a portfolio, he made etchings and pastels that culminated in Twelve Etchings (1880)—the “First Venice Set”—and later, a more expansive Second Venice Set (published 1886). Exhibitions in London helped restore his finances and reputation, and the prints invigorated the etching revival among collectors. Eddy, writing as a connoisseur of works on paper, details how these Venetian plates—Riva, quiet campi, dilapidated palazzi—transmute a historic city into modern sensations while also engaging the art market’s appetite for limited editions, proofs, and states in the 1880s.

Institutional politics surface in Whistler’s presidency of the Society of British Artists (1886–1888). Elected in 1886, he pursued reforms—stricter standards, elegant installation, and invitations to international painters. In 1887 the group received a Royal Charter, becoming the Royal Society of British Artists, but backlash grew. By 1888 the Prince of Wales withdrew patronage, and Whistler was forced out. Eddy uses this episode to illustrate how exhibition bodies mediated status and access in late Victorian London, where royal favor, donor influence, and press opinion could override curatorial ideals, determining which artists and aesthetics reached the public.

Patronage conflict is epitomized by the Peacock Room (1876–1877), created for shipping magnate Frederick R. Leyland at 49 Prince’s Gate, London. After architect Thomas Jeckyll’s collapse, Whistler transformed the dining room into Harmony in Blue and Gold, gilding shutters and adorning walls with peacocks around La Princesse du pays de la porcelaine. A dispute over payment and control ensued, later satirized in Whistler’s The Gold Scab (1879). Eddy treats the quarrel as a social drama of new money, taste, and artistic autonomy. He also notes the rising role of American collectors—such as Charles Lang Freer from 1890—in reshaping patronage across the Atlantic.

As social and political critique, Eddy’s book exposes the Victorian art world’s structures: the coercive power of critics and the press, the chilling effects of libel law, and the dependence of artists on patrons and exhibition gatekeepers. By recounting bankruptcy, litigation, and institutional intrigue, the memoir indicts a system where class display and market spectacle often trumped artistic judgment. It also registers the Gilded Age’s transatlantic dynamics—American capital, British prestige—revealing how money and status circulated through galleries, salons, and courts. In rendering Whistler’s battles, Eddy anatomizes the inequities that governed cultural production at the cusp of the Edwardian era.
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Most of what is contained herein has been collected from time to time
within the past ten years and jotted down for use in certain lectures on
Whistler and his art. The lectures were, as is this book, a tribute to
the great painter.

The reminiscences are mostly personal. Many of the anecdotes—though
perhaps equally familiar to others—were had from the artist’s own lips.
The views concerning his art, whether right or wrong, were formed while
watching him at work day after day, and after many interviews in which,
now and then, he would speak plainly concerning art. At the same time
not so much as a thought must be attributed to him unless expressly
quoted.

The biographical data—just sufficient to furnish a connecting thread
and aid in the appreciation—have been gathered from casual sources, and
are, no doubt, subject to incidental corrections.

Only when a duly authorized “life and letters” is published by those who
have access to the material that must exist will the great artist be
known by the world as he really was—a profoundly earnest, serious,
loving, and lovable man.

Meanwhile, those who believe in his art must—like the writer—speak
their convictions for what they are worth.
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Why he never Returned to America—Tariff on Art[1]—South
America—Valparaiso.


Now that the end has come and the master is no more, the scattered
sheaves of stories and anecdotes, of facts and fancies, of recollections
and impressions may be gathered together from the four quarters, and the
story of his work be told,—not in detail, not in sequence, for some one
will write his life, but in fragmentary fashion as the thoughts occur.

 

For the better part of his life Whistler fought the prejudices of all
Europe and of his own country.

He once said, with a tinge of bitterness in his tone:

“The papers in America seem content to publish second-hand whatever they
find about me in English journals that is mean and vindictive or that
savors of ridicule. Aside from the hopeless want of originality
displayed in echoing the stupidities of others, what has become of that
boasted love of fair play? Even the phlegmatic Englishman takes the
part of a fellow-countryman against many—quite regardless; but the
American press—bully like—leans to the side of the bully and weakly
cries, bravo! whenever the snarling pack on this side snaps at the heels
of an American who mocks them at the doors of their own kennels.

“One would think the American people would back a countryman—right or
wrong—who is fighting against odds; but for thirty years they laughed
when the English laughed, sneered when they sneered, scoffed when they
scoffed, lied when they lied, until,—well, until it has been necessary
to reduce both nations to submission.”

For a time he worked without a word, then:

“But when France—in all things discerning—proclaimed the truth,
America—still blind—hastened to shout that she, too, saw the light,
and poured forth adulation ad nauseam[2].”

“But would you say that Americans are as dense as the English?”

“Heaven forbid that the Englishman’s one undeniable superiority be
challenged; but an Englishman is so honest in his stupidity that one
loves him for the—virtue; whereas the American is a ‘smart Aleck’ in
his ignorance, and therefore intolerable.”

But that was years ago, when the unconverted were more numerous on this
side,—there are still a number of stubborn dissenters, but in the
chorus of praise their voices are scarce more than a few discordant
notes.

Of late Whistler had but little cause to complain of lack of
appreciation on this side,—for, while an art so subtle as his is bound
to be more or less misunderstood, critics, amateurs, and a goodly
portion of the public have for a long time acknowledged his greatness as
an etcher, a lithographer, and a painter. In fact, for at least ten
years past his works have been gradually coming to this country—where
they belong. England and Scotland have been searched for prints and
paintings until the great collections—much greater than the public
know—of his works are here. Some day the American people will be made
more fully acquainted with the beautiful things he has done, many of
which have never been seen save by a few intimate friends.

The struggle for recognition was long and bitter,[1q]—so long and so bitter
that it developed in him the habits of controversy and whimsical
irritability by which he was for a generation more widely known than
through his art.

 

When it was once reported that he was going to America, he said, “It has
been suggested many times; but, you see, I find art so absolutely
irritating to the people that, really, I hesitate before exasperating
another nation.”

To another who asked him when he was coming, he answered, with emphasis,
“When the duty on art is removed.”

The duty on art was a source of constant irritation to Whistler,—for,
while the works of American artists residing abroad are admitted free,
the artist is compelled to make oaths, invoices, and take out consular
certificates, and pay the consular fees in line with the shipper of
olive oil and cheese.

There was even a time, under the present law, when the works of American
painters were not admitted free. The law reads, the works of American
artists “residing temporarily abroad” shall be admitted free, etc.

Some department at Washington made an off-hand ruling that if an
American artist had resided more than five years abroad his works would
be subject to duty as those of a foreigner, thereby expatriating with a
stroke of the pen four-fifths of the Americans who are working like
dogs—but as artists—to make the world beautiful.

To Whistler, Sargent, and the many prosperous ones the ruling did not
greatly matter, but to the younger men who could not earn money enough
to get home it did matter, and for a time it looked as if American art
in Europe would be obliterated,—for American art in Europe depends for
its support and aggressiveness on the American artists over there. Drive
these men home, or expatriate them, so as to compel them to cast their
lots with France, or England, or Italy, and what would become of those
American sections in foreign exhibitions which for at least a dozen
years past have commanded the serious consideration of all thoughtful
observers as containing elements of strength, sobriety, and promise
found nowhere else in the entire world of art?

Happily an appeal to the Secretary of the Treasury—a man interested in
art—resulted in an immediate reversal of the ruling, and the works of
American artists come in free unless the artist declares his intention
of residing abroad permanently.

But while the ban on American painting is lifted, sculpture is in a bad
way. Under the law only sculpture “wrought by hand” from marble or metal
by the sculptor is to be classed as art. Inasmuch as the sculptor never
did work bronze by hand, and nowadays very rarely touches the marble,
there is no sculpture which comes within the law. The federal courts of
New York, high and low, have soberly held that unless it is shown that
bronzes are “wrought by hand” by the sculptor, instead of cast from
plaster, which in turn is made from the clay, they are commercial
products and classed with bronze cooking utensils at forty-five per
cent. duty. However, a federal judge in Chicago, somewhat more familiar
with art processes, has held that the New York decisions are arrant
nonsense, and original bronzes by Rodin, St. Gaudens, and other
sculptors, made in the only known way of producing bronzes, should be
classed as art. What other federal courts may hold—each, under our
wonderful system, having the right to its opinion until the Supreme
Court is called upon to finally end the differences—Heaven alone knows;
but for the present it behooves lovers of art to bring in their original
bronzes and marbles by way of Chicago.



These were some of the things Whistler—in common with many an ordinary
man—could not understand.

 

A few years ago an effort was made to have an exhibition of his pictures
in Boston. He was appealed to, but refused:

“God bless me, why should you hold an exhibition of pictures in America?
The people do not care for art.”

“How do you know? You have not been there for many years.”

“How do I know! Why, haven’t you a law to keep out pictures and statues?
Is it not in black and white that the works of the great masters must
not enter America, that they are not wanted——”

“But——”

“There are no ‘buts’ about it except the fool who butts his head against
the barrier you have erected. A people that tolerates such a law has no
love for art,—their protestation is mere pretence.”

That a great nation should deliberately discourage the importation of
beautiful things, should wallow in the mire of ugliness and refuse to be
cleansed by art, was to him a mystery,—for what difference does it make
whether painting, poetry, and music come out of the East or out of the
West, so long as they add to the happiness of a people? And why should
painting and sculpture find the gate closed when poetry and music are
admitted?

He did not know the petty commercial considerations which control
certain of the painters and sculptors and some of the institutions
supposed to be devoted to art.

For is not art the most “infant” of all the “infant industries” of this
great commercial nation? And should not the brush-worker at home be
given his meed of protection against the pauper brush-workers of
Europe—even against Rembrandt and Velasquez and all the glorious
Italians?

Beethoven and Mendelssohn and Mozart, Shakespeare and Milton,—their
works, even their original manuscripts, if in existence, though costly
beyond many paintings, come in without let or hinderance; but the work
of the painter, the original manuscript of the poet in line, of the
composer of harmonies in color, may not cross the border without
tribute.

A symphony in sound is welcomed; a symphony in color is rejected. Why
this discrimination in favor of the ear and against the eye?

There is no reason, but an inordinate amount of selfishness, in it all.
The wire-pulling painter at home, backed up by the commercially-managed
art institution, makes himself felt in the chambers at Washington where
tariffs are arranged, and painting and sculpture are removed from the
free list and placed among the pots and kettles of commerce.

Where is the poet and where is the musician in this distribution of
advantages? Why should American poetry and American music be left to
compete with the whole world while American painting and American
sculpture are suitably encouraged by a tariff of twenty per cent.?—a
figure fixed, no doubt, as is the plea, to make good the difference in
wages,—pauper labor of Europe,—pauper artists. Alas! too true; shut
the vagabonds out that their aristocratic American confrères residing at
home may maintain their “standard of living.”

 

Of all the peoples on the face of the globe, high and low, civilized and
savage, there is just one that discourages the importation of the
beautiful, and that one happens to be the youngest and the richest of
all—the one most in need of what it wilfully excludes.

 

Notwithstanding all these reasons for not coming, he had a great desire
to visit this country, and in letters to friends on this side he would
again and again express his firm intention to come the following summer
or winter, as the season might be. The death of Mrs. Whistler, some six
years ago, and his own ill health prevented,—but there was no lack of
desire.

Strangely enough, he did take a sailing-ship for South America, away
back in the sixties, and while there painted the “Crepuscule in Flesh
Color and Green; Valparaiso” and the “Nocturne Blue and Gold;
Valparaiso.”

Speaking of the voyage, he said:

“I went out in a slow sailing-ship, the only passenger. During the
voyage I made quite a number of sketches and painted one or two
sea-views,—pretty good things I thought at the time. Arriving in
port, I gave them to the purser to
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take back to England for me. On my return, some time later, I did
not find the package, and made inquiries for the purser. He had
changed ships and disappeared entirely. Many years passed, when one
day a friend, visiting my studio, said:

“‘By the way, I saw some marines by you in the oddest place you can
imagine.’

“‘Where?’ I asked, amazed.

“‘I happened in the room of an old fellow who had once been a
purser on a South American ship, and while talking with him saw
tacked up on the wall several sketches which I recognized as yours.
I looked at them closely, and asked the fellow where he got them.

“‘“Oh, these things,” he said; “why, a chap who went out with us
once painted them on board, off-hand like, and gave them to me.
Don’t amount to much, do they?”

“‘“Why, man, they are by Whistler.”

“‘“Whistler,” he said, blankly. “Who’s Whistler?”

“‘“Why, Whistler the artist,—the great painter.”

“‘“Whistler, Whistler. I believe that was his name. But that chap
warn’t no painter. He was just a swell who went out with the
captain; he thought he could paint some, and gave me those things
when we got to Valparaiso. No, I don’t care to let them go,—for,
somehow or other, they look more like the sea than real
pictures.”’”
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