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Greetings, I hope all are keeping safe and well. It’s been a miserable year for many 

of us so far, and probably none more than the families of David Brown and Sheila 

Davison who have my sincere condolences at this time. 

Our preparations for an on-line exhibition are well underway: my thanks to Paul 

Straker for this venture. 

I hope this showcase of talent will delight visitors to the gallery, unlike the 

unfortunate reception afforded to a work exhibited by Whistler back in 1877 at the 

Grosvenor Gallery. As bonfire night approaches, I thought I would select a depiction 

of the event to comment on, and came across a picture by James McNeill Whistler 

painted in 1875 and titled “Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket.” 

The image of pyrotechnics over the Thames provoked the art critic John Ruskin to 

fire off a rocket of his own! 

Whistler lived beside Cremorne gardens in Chelsea, a popular place of 

entertainment; raucous, cheerful, boasting numerous attractions, food, beer and a 

very good firework display. 

He nurtured a friendship with the ferrymen on that stretch of the river, and would 

frequently go out with them after dark and commit the scene to memory to work on 

back at his studio. 

One such trip would inspire what proved to be a controversial work that would 

eventually turn the art world upside down. 

Whistler had settled in London in the 1860’s and became a central figure in the 

Aesthetic Movement. This group was averse to sentimentality in painting such as 

morality, history, religion etc; and instead should be enjoyed for its own values -

colour, brushstrokes, light and shade. This idea would manifest itself in the belief of 

“art for art’s sake”. He was influenced by the Japanese heavily atmospheric misty 

and moody style which would become known as Tonalism, and adopted by him with 

a passion. 

He even dismissed conventional descriptions of his work as paintings and pictures, 

preferring the term “arrangement”, “symphony” and “nocturne”, to emphasise mood 

and tonal harmony. In his “nocturnes” he rejected accuracy in favour of colour, tone 

and texture as the main points of interest. 



The culmination of these principles, “Nocturne in Black and 

Gold: The Falling Rocket”, was exhibited at the newly 

opened Grosvenor Gallery in London in 1877, depicting an 

exploding firework over the Thames. 

The leading art critic, John Ruskin, attended the opening 

and was immediately impressed by the work of Pre-

Raphaelite painter Edward Burne Jones. Ruskin was a 

supporter of the Pre-Raphaelites and had commissioned 

John Everett Millais to paint his portrait in1854, in most 

extraordinary circumstances. 

Millais joined Ruskin and his wife Effie on a trip to Scotland in 1853, but this trip had  

serious consequences. Whilst working on the artwork, Millais fell in love with Effie. 

He was appalled by Ruskin’s unnatural disinterest in his wife, and this is reflected in 

the portrait. Ruskin in in an unnatural pose and is unaware of the torrent behind him. 

The clues are there.   

 Effie went on to divorce her husband citing non-

consummation of a 6 year marriage. Examination by 

doctors confirmed that she was indeed a virgin.    

The explanation Ruskin gave was “there were 

circumstances in her person which completely checked 

passion”. In fact, he was traumatised by the discovery 

that Effie had pubic hair, unlike the smooth sculptured 

nudes with which he was familiar. Millais and Effie were 

married a year after the divorce and had 8 children in 

quick succession. 

Forward to 1877 and the infamous exhibition at the Grosvenor. Having been 

charmed by Burne Jones’ work, Ruskin was less so at another wall in the gallery 

where he encountered Whistler’s “Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket”, 

writing: “I never expected to hear a coxcomb ask 200 guineas for flinging a pot of 

paint in the public’s face”. In other words, a poseur ripping us off! Whistler was so 

stunned, he sued for libel.    

This decision was not entirely vindictive. He had been living beyond his means, and 

may have seen the trial, if he won, as an opportunity to promote his philosophy of 

art, publicly attack a prominent critic, and pocket his claim of £1,000.   

The trial had to be delayed due to Ruskin’s declining physical and mental health 

and, a few years later, Burne Jones was elected to testify on his behalf. 



Over the next two days, Whistler and Burne Jones along with other artists and 

critics, discussed the value of art. 

The Nocturnes were displayed upside down in the court, heavily criticized and 

subsequently rendered unsaleable.  Under cross-examination by the attorney 

general, Sir John Holker, Whistler took full advantage of the spotlight, masterfully 

defending his position, and with clever turns of phrase, gave as good as he got; 

much to the delight of the audience. 

Whistler ultimately won the case, but although he had claimed £1000 in damages, 

was only awarded a farthing. Ruskin suffered a severe breakdown, and resigned his 

professorship at Oxford University, and the trial damaged his reputation as an art 

critic. 

When he wrote his attack on the painting, he was close to a breakdown, tormented 

by the paranoid belief that the world was getting darker (fostered by several poor 

summers in a row, and the London smog), and in a well-documented account had 

an aversion to glittering lights. He may have lashed out at Whistler’s murky picture 

because it represented his worst fears. 

As one to hold a grudge, over a decade after the trial, Whistler recounted the event, 

and recorded grievances in his book “The Gentle Art of Making Enemies”. 

The book was so controversial that, at the time of his death, he was better known for 

his rivalries than his work. 

In Whistler’s eyes, the fact that only a tiny minority of painters, collectors and 

connoisseurs valued his work was a measure of its worth and exclusiveness. He 

enforced this belief by signing his pictures not with his name but as 

here with a monogram in the shape of a butterfly, improvised from the 

shape of his initials “JMW”.    

The butterfly signature was a deliberate marketing strategy, and 

together with the titles for his work – nocturnes, variations, 

arrangements etc. – was the perfect way to attract the art market.   

It was sometimes as important as anything else in the painting, and at times put in 

first for effect, scraped out and put in somewhere else until he got it right. Whistler’s 

emphasis on where it was placed confirms the theory of its marketing function – it 

had to be seen. There are many unfinished pictures with the most wonderfully 

finished monograms. 

Whistler continued to paint and to give lectures, one of which attracted the presence 

of Oscar Wilde, who insisted that poetry was a higher form of art than painting. From 

that moment, public sparring led to a total break-down of what had been a friendship 



between the two men. Later, Wilde had the last word by basing the murdered artist 

in the novel “The Picture of Dorian Gray” on Whistler. 

The Whistler v Ruskin trial represented a turning point in the world of artist and critic. 

Ruskin’s criticisms, once regarded as truth, now seemed to be a matter of personal 

choice. And Whistler became the new type of artist who grasped the power of 

“brand”.  The fallout affected both men for the rest of their lives. 

And to think I just thought it was an interesting picture for bonfire night – what a 

revelation! Had you spotted the butterfly before? 

Take care and good luck in the exhibition. 

Mick 

  


