
Whistler in Venice

On September 19, 1879 American artist James McNeill Whistler arrived 
in Italy with a commission from the Fine Arts Society of London to 
create twelve etchings of Venice. Over the ensuing fourteen months the 
artist produced a body of prints that are among the most important of 
his career. The prints from Whistler’s Venice period are distinguished 
by the artist’s original approach to the city itself and to his medium, and 
they are instrumental to an understanding of Whistler’s prodigy as a 
printmaker. His etchings and lithographs have arguably become the 
most studied prints in the history of art– after those of Rembrandt – and 
they had a significant influence on the art of his followers.

Whistler sought to capture a “Venice of the Venetians,” and he braved 
the cold, damp winter of 1879 to explore the city in search of new sub-
jects that would set his art apart from the view paintings that had defined 
Venetian cityscapes up to that point. His prints depict palazzo entries, 
private courtyards and sweeping views over the canal where Venice’s 
most famous monuments appear rarely and in the background. His ca-
reer-long interest in the effects of light and water were enhanced by the 
technical innovations that he developed in this period and these, along 
with his novel subject matters, created a vision of Venice that was un-
precedented in its originality.

This exhibition presents twelve prints by Whistler from this period, 
placing them alongside the work of his followers who were practicing in 
Italy in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. The juxtapo-
sition of these works brings into sharp focus both Whistler’s innovations 
and the different ways in which his work affected that of the artists who 
followed him. While artists such as Mortimer Menpes and Joseph Pen-
nell still enjoy a modicum of fame, other artists in this exhibit, like 
Minna Bolingbroke, have so faded from the public conscious that it is 
not even possible to reconstruct their biographies. Whistler’s legacy lies 
in his far-reaching vision for both his medium and his subject which has 
made his art significant for a remarkably broad range of colleagues.



Venice of the Venetians
When Whistler returned from Venice in November of 1880, he 
brought with him a body of work that not only reinvigorated his 
career, but that also re-defined Venice in the eyes of viewers and 
artists. His innovations in content, style and technique estab-
lished a new model for artists of the late-nineteenth and ear-
ly-twentieth centuries, and this legacy has unmistakably imbued 
the art of his followers.

Whistler distinguished himself from the landscape artists who 
had preceded him in Venice by avoiding the city’s tourist sites. 
He set out to depict a “Venice of the Venetians,” seeking stimu-
lation in the small canals and private courtyards of Venice’s less-
er-known quarters. Familiar views and monuments, when they 
do appear in his art, are often in a hazy distance, seen from an 
unusual viewpoint, and are printed in reverse due to Whistler’s 
penchant for drawing his scenes directly on to the copper plate. 
This novel practice allowed him to work quickly and in situ 
without the encumbrance of additional tools. His interest in 
on-site work also led to Whistler’s distinctive habit of traveling 
the city with prepared copper plates in his pockets, ready to act 
the moment inspiration hit. Whistler thus brought his own style 
to these new subjects, depicting them with a particular attention 
to the effects of light and water that had defined his earlier stud-
ies of the Thames River and its environs in London. 



Artistic Innovations
 It was during his Venice period, as Whistler confessed to his fol-
lower Mortimer Menpes, that he discovered the secret of draw-
ing: “I began first of all by seizing upon the chief point of inter-
est. I would begin drawing that … elaborately, and then would 
expand from it … If by chance I did not see the whole …, I 
would not put it in. In this way the picture must necessarily be a 
perfect thing from start to finish.” The result was a central motif 
rendered in meticulous detail set within an environment which 
had been translated onto the plate with a minimum of lines. 
This left large, open spaces of water and sky which Whistler ex-
pertly manipulated in the printing process. Whistler selectively 
wiped the plate to create atmospheric effects in his surface 
inking. He also experimented with modern and antique papers 
and the different effect each created in the final printing.

Whistler’s innovations in this period established him as a master 
artist and had an acute effect on the art of his followers. While 
each artist expresses Whistler’s influence in his or her own way, 
the pervasiveness of Whistler’s impact is aptly described by his 
closest follower, Mortimer Menpes: "We followers saw things 
from Whistler's standpoint. If we etched a plate, we had to etch 
it almost exactly on Whistlerian lines. If Whistler kept his plates 
fair, ours were so fair that they could scarcely be seen. If Whis-
tler adopted economy of means using the fewest possible lines, 
we became so nervous that we could scarcely touch the plates lest 
we should over-elaborate."  



The Grand Tour
Italy has always been a source of inspiration for artists and intel-
lectuals. As early as the mid-sixteenth century, European nobil-
ity embarked on the Grand Tour, an extended trip through Italy 
and France in pursuit of knowledge. Artists soon followed, seek-
ing inspiration from the Old Masters and an opportunity to sell 
their paintings and prints to wealthy patrons on the Grand Tour 
who wanted art documenting their extraordinary travels 
throughout the continent.

By the eighteenth century, Venetian painter Canaletto sold hun-
dreds of vibrant topographical paintings depicting the city’s 
most significant canals, monuments, and views while British 
printmaker Alexander Cozens supplied tourists with souvenir 
copies of the paintings they admired. It is within this context 
that Whistler and his followers came to Italy seeking inspiration 
in the floating city.

Whistler distinguished himself from preceeding Venetian land-
scape artists by avoiding the city’s tourist sites depicting a 
“Venice of the Venetians.” In his prints, he captured the small 
canals and private courtyards of Venice’s lesser-known quarters, 
which offered unique compositional opportunities to capture 
the defining features of Venetian architecture including its 
rhythmic geometric patterns and decorative surface decoration. 
Intent on including canals in the foregrounds of these prints, 
Whistler floated the buildings towards the top of the picture 
plane, a compositional choice drawn from Japanese prints.


