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Birds of a Feather 

By Peter Schjeldahl 

 

In 1876-77, James McNeill Whistler altered the décor of the London dining room of his patron 

Frederick Leyland, a Liverpool shipowner who used the room’s wall shelves to display his vast 

collection of blue-and-white Chinese porcelains. A mania for things Asian raged in England then, in 

concert with the aestheticist movement—a reaction, exalting unalloyed beauty, against the 

moralistic constraints of Victorian taste. Whistler was the trend’s leading light. The result was one of 

the most intoxicating decorative ensembles in the world: “Harmony in Blue and Gold: The Peacock 

Room,” which, since 1923, has been the star attraction of the Freer Gallery, a museum rich in Asian 

and Islamic art, in Washington, D.C. Charles Lang Freer, an American railroad-car manufacturer and 

globe-trotting connoisseur, bought the room, after Leyland’s death, from a London dealer, in 1904, 

and had it installed at his home, in Detroit. Upon Freer’s death, in 1919, his will endowed the Freer 

Gallery, which opened, four years later, as the first of the Smithsonian art museums. Last week, the 

Freer débuted a temporary reinstallation of the Peacock Room, by the curator Lee Glazer, which re-

creates the way it appeared in photographs from 1908—adorned not with the porcelains (Leyland’s 

collection was long gone by then) but with two hundred and fifty-four of Freer’s own Chinese, 

Japanese, Korean, and Middle Eastern earthenware and stoneware ceramics, which he left to the 

museum. For two years, they will replace the room’s usual, limited number of blue-and-white pieces 

similar to Leyland’s. The effect is wonderful. 

Leyland and his wife, Frances, championed Whistler in England. (She is the subject of my favorite of 

his paintings, “Symphony in Flesh Color and Pink,” from 1871-74, which is now in the Frick.) Their 

dining room was already superb. The gifted architect and designer Thomas Jeckyll had lined it with 

latticed walnut shelving, in a style that was notionally Oriental, to accommodate Leyland’s 

porcelains, and had hung, over the fireplace, his early Whistler painting of a celebrated beauty of the 

day, Christina Spartali, as “The Princess from the Land of Porcelain” (1864-65). Leyland agreed to pay 

Whistler a thousand guineas to emend Jeckyll’s scheme, but later, unconvinced of the job’s worth, 

he delivered the sum in the lesser denomination of pounds. Whistler, infuriated, then painted a 

satirical mural, in the finished room, representing the artist and his patron as warring peacocks. The 

Leyland bird is pompous and hectoring, with a breast of gold and platinum coins, windmilling wings, 

and an immense explosion of tail feathers; the Whistler bird poignantly droops, raising one wing in 

feeble defense. Leyland lived with this burlesque until his death, in 1892, but his relationship with 

Whistler had ended in 1879—as had his marriage to Frances, perhaps partly owing to her at least 

emotional closeness to the artist. Further ancient gossip holds that Thomas Jeckyll was driven mad 

by Whistler’s overhaul of his design, but it seems that the architect’s mental illness was organic. (He 

died in an asylum, in 1881.) 

Where Jeckyll had envisioned a sun-dappled Chinese pavilion—with walls covered in embossed and 

floral-patterned, bright-yellow leather—Whistler contrived a chamber of the night. He closed the 

room’s three sets of tall shutters, and painted them and the walls Prussian blue and resonant blue-

greens, gilded the shelving, covered the neo-Gothic ribbed ceiling (nearly fourteen feet high) in 

overlapping petals of Dutch metal (brass oxidizing to green and gold), and filled every incidental 

surface with freehand abstract patterns and images of peacocks in gold and blue. The whole plainly 

anticipates Art Nouveau, but without that style’s rote longueurs. It realizes a synesthetic fusion of 

dazzling spectacle and intimate touch, evoking music and something like a subliminal, ambrosial 

perfume. Seeing the room as the reinstallation was being completed, with the shutters open, I got to 

gauge the impact when they were closed. It was like the onset of a deep bass chord out of Wagner. 
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Illuminated by eight pendant ceiling fixtures (which I wish could be gaslights again, as they were in 

1877), the room seemed at once to fall asleep and to come fully alert, vividly dreaming. 

Freer’s highly varied, largely age-worn authentic pots are better art than Leyland’s china, which was, 

for the most part, export ware from the Kangxi period of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

The uneven textures and faded iridescence of Freer’s collection yield a modulation of tones that 

makes up for the wonted éclat of the glossy blues and whites. The arrangement of the pieces is 

random, without regard for provenance. Sheer sensibility, innocent of scholarship, was Freer’s ideal, 

as it had been Whistler’s—a solvent for the exoticism of Eastern cultures as they challenged Western 

imaginations. In the room’s artificial but passionate paradise, East is West, and vice-versa, without 

the slightest whiff of either sentimentality or condescension. 

Whistler is ever more interesting. He was quite as modern as his friends among the French 

Impressionists, though he took a different tack from their common sources in the vehement realism 

of Courbet and the Spanish revivalism and dandyish urbanity of Manet. (Whistler’s immature 

painting in the Peacock Room retains harsh contrasts of light and dark, unsuited to his talent, from 

those precedents.) Nearly all the most adventurous artists in Whistler’s generation responded avidly 

to Japanese aesthetics. Of course, Impressionism’s radical embrace of atmospheric color initiated 

modern art. Whistler’s only somewhat less audacious tonalist nocturnes and portraits—with paint 

like “breath on the surface of a pane of glass,” he boasted—devolved, through emulation by 

mediocre followers, into emblems of nouveau-riche gentility. Impressionism led to van Gogh and 

Cézanne; Whistlerism to William Merritt Chase and Thomas Wilmer Dewing—pandering to English 

and American collectors who were nonplussed, if not appalled, by the rapid-fire innovations on the 

Continent. 

Whistler missed the express train to modernism when he moved from Paris to London, in the 

eighteen-sixties, and set up as a bad-boy darling of high society—suing John Ruskin for a negative 

review, volleying zingers with Oscar Wilde, and, having taxed the Victorians’ scant indulgence of self-

promoting upstarts, becoming a frequent laughingstock. But, for a great spell that peaked in the 

Peacock Room, he achieved a unity of avant-garde spirit and civil decorum which, like other 

abandoned experiments from the artistic laboratory of the late nineteenth century—now that 

modernism is defunct—newly excites. 

The amazing keynote of the Peacock Room, given its crowding with visual incident, is simplicity. Its 

many elements are indeed harmonic—orchestral, in effect—and resilient, as proved by the design’s 

unplanned hospitality to Freer’s ceramics. The occasional awkwardness of, say, a pot so big that it 

almost over-verges its shelf stirs a forgiving consonance in the devil-may-care brushwork on some of 

Whistler’s decorative panels. There is nothing finicky about the room, apart from certain features of 

Jeckyll’s style-conscious carpentry. I am bothered only by the caricatures in the peacock-ruckus 

mural. It occupies a wall that was destined for a painting, “The Three Girls,” which Leyland had 

commissioned but which Whistler never completed. (A tantalizing oil sketch and figure studies for 

the proposed masterpiece are among the Freer’s many Whistlers, the largest representation of his 

work anywhere.) The mural is both funny and gorgeous, but its expression of personal pique disrupts 

the room’s serenity like a street noise in the night. On one count, the new installation adds a new 

poetic charm. So interesting, individually, are Freer’s pieces that you may feel frustrated as the 

room’s higher shelves raise scores of them far above the reach of scrutiny. But I was put in mind of a 

painting by Fra Angelico in which saints and angels ascend, dancing, to Heaven. As my gaze moved 

upward, I rather felt that I was tagging along toward such a destination, too. ♦ 

 


