
December/January Art Literacy Project 
 
Artist – James McNeill Whistler (1834-
1903) – American painter  
 
Whistler was an artist born in Massachusetts. He 
moved to Paris at the age of twenty-one, and spent 
the rest of his life in London and Paris. He painted 
landscapes and portraits, was skilled in etching, and 
occasionally worked in interior design (to create a 
room that framed his paintings). 
 
Although he was friends with Impressionist painters, 
and was similarly influenced by Japanese artists, 
Whistler never joined the Impressionists. His work 
was considered realism.  Partially this was because 
the Impressionists focused on light; Whistler cared 
more about line, and using muted variations of color 
to create a work.  He was very much interested in 
the idea of art for art’s sake and claimed that art 
should be beautiful. He named his artworks after 
musical forms: nocturnes and meditations and 
symphonies.  
 
Whistler’s most famous work is a picture of his 
mother, called “Arrangement in Grey and Black, 
No.1.” But we know it as “Whistler’s Mother.” 
 

Elements & Principles – Value and 
Unity 
 
Value – The lightness or darkness of colors. Value 
contrasts help to determine forms and shadows in a 
painting. Whistler used subtle changes in value to 
define space in his landscapes. His portraits 

frequently use subtle changes in a single color. Paintings with a single primary color are called 
monochromatic.
 
Unity – Unity refers to the singular finished, complete quality of a painting. The different elements in a 
painting should look like they belong together, that they’re part of a single artwork. Whistler used 
repetition in pattern and line, and a single consistent color palette, to achieve unity in his artwork.  
 
Project –  
 
This month students will create a monochromatic (a painting that is created primarily with values of a 
single color) landscape with tempera paint.  
 
We’ve attached the coloring page of Whistler’s “Arrangement in Grey and Black, No. 1” just for fun! Your 
child can color it, can give it to a younger sibling… You can color it, if you like. We just hope it helps start 
a conversation about art. 

Symphony in White No. 1 



 
 

 


