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ABSTRACT 

 

The Artists of the Walter Crane Fan: Gender and Performance in 1895 

 

Caroline Haller, Master of Fine Art, 2022 

 

Thesis Directed by: Dr. Trenton Olsen, Associate Professor of Art History 

 

 

The curiosity of the Walter Crane Fan, an autograph fan created in 1895, is that despite featuring 

forty signatures of famed artists, writers, musicians and public figures, it has received little 

critical examination. The re-discovery of the Walter Crane Fan when it came to auction, 

prompted its inclusion in The Cult of Beauty: The Aesthetic Movement 1860-1900 exhibition 

originally held at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London in 2011. Then, the Crane Fan was 

the focus of Robyne Calvert’s essay “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society” in Connecting 

Whistler: Essays in Honour of Margaret F. Macdonald. However, to date, no scholarship has 

examined the fan within the socio-cultural context of 1895. This thesis does so by offering a 

unique dissection of the artist’s medallions featured on the fan, including connecting a previously 

undiscovered source to Walford Graham Robertson’s addition to the Crane Fan. This thesis 

highlights the performative nature of the autograph fan, by comparing the Crane Fan with 

Constance Wilde’s autograph book of 1894. During the year the Crane Fan was completed, 

Oscar Wilde was arrested on grounds of gross indecency. Following his arrest, Wilde’s 

performance of feminine characteristics, particularly his decorative dressing style, was labeled as 

problematic. Thus, this thesis considers the reaction to Wilde’s arrest and the signatures of James 

Abbott McNeill Whistler and John Singer Sargent on the Crane Fan. This thesis concludes that 

Whistler and Sargent used the fan as a vehicle for the performance of gender and sexuality. 

Operating with this in mind, this thesis argues that Whistler and Sargent questioned sexuality, 

gender roles, and acceptable behavior for the bohemian artist and English dandy. Overall, the 

thesis operates as an example of how a nineteenth century autograph fan can be examined as an 

object of socio-cultural importance. 
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Introduction 

The painted sticks of the “Walter Crane Autograph Fan” (Figure 1, Figure 2) unfurl like 

the plumage of a peacock.1 Signed with dates between January and November of 1895, the Crane 

Fan not only features the signatures of forty artists, musicians, writers, and public figures, but 

also bears twenty-four sketches or small paintings on the individual fan blades completed by 

various artists. In addition to their signatures, the signatories left vignettes representing 

themselves and their art, music, or written work. Autograph fans were commonly assembled by 

ladies of the bourgeoisie in fin-de-siecle England. One of the contributors to the fan was English 

artist and illustrator Walter Crane (1845-1915), for whom the Crane Fan is named. Crane most 

likely provided the final addition to the work, which encompasses the peacock feathers painted 

around the base and the two guard sticks on the ends. The topic under investigation in this thesis 

is the Crane Fan’s significance and the creation of a folding autograph fan within the socio-

cultural context of 1895 in which it was produced.  

When the folding fan was invented, the fan did not carry feminine or decorative 

connotations. In fact, the folding fan was originally used in religious ceremonies or for functional 

purposes. The folding fan originated in China or Japan perhaps as early as the second century 

AD.2 In Japan, the folding fan was closely linked to the Japanese War fan, the Tessen, which was 

wielded by men.3 As early as the fifteenth century, Portuguese traders brought the folding fan 

 
1 The fan has been referred to as the “Fan of Lady X” and the “Crane Fan.” For 

this thesis, Crane Fan is utilized to denote this first and foremost fan. 

 
2 M.A. Flory and Mary Cadwalader Jones, A book about fans; the History of fans 

and fan-painting (New York: Macmillan and co, 1895), 5. 

 
3 Despite resembling a typical folding fan, the Japanese Tessen war fan was made 

of iron spokes.  

 



10 
 

back with them to Europe. In Spain and Italy, the folding was in use in court by the sixteenth 

century. The folding fan made its way to France via the court of Catherine de Medici (1519-

1589) after her marriage to King Henry II (1519-1559).4 It was at the Medici court where the 

vogue for folding fans reached an apex.5  

The eighteenth century was the Golden Age of the folding fan. By this time, folding fans 

in Europe were owned and used exclusively by women. The folding fan was no longer wielded 

by all genders as it had been early in Asian cultures. Discourse surrounding the folding fan 

designated it a solely feminine object. For example, in 1711, in England, the Spectator 

published, “Women [are] armed with fans as men with swords, and sometimes do more 

execution with them.”6 The reference hints at the militaristic origins of the fan but classifies it as 

a woman’s weapon. “On the New-Fashioned Fans with Motto’s, An Epigram” listed specific fan 

movements which suggested certain statements such as “come flirt with me.” Articles, like the 

one in the Spectator, established a specific language of the fan in which women could 

communicate to potential suitors without speaking. Thus, the woman’s voice was replaced by 

that of the fan. The language used when describing the fan suggested that women lacked 

individual agency and that the fan acted as a conduit for them in social settings. The fan’s 

language did so through the gendering and animating of the fan itself.7 The fan allowed women a 

 
4 Valerie Steele, The Fan: Fashion and Femininity Unfolded (New York: Rizzoli 

Publishing, 2002), 12. 

 
5 Folding fans were specially crafted for the Queen and elaborately decorated with 

precious metals and the finest jewels. 

 
6 Steele, The Fan, 6. 

 
7 “On the New-Fashioned Fans with Motto’s, An Epigram.” In The Gentleman’s 

Magazine: and Historical Chronicle, Volume 10 (London: Edw. Cave, at 

St. John’s Gate, 1740), 616.  
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voice in the foreign realm of the public, acting as their conduit or weapon. In fact, many scholars 

of nineteenth century art have noted that an open fan could be read as evidence that its owner 

was open to sexual advances. For instance, scholar Erin Edgington claims, in her discussion of 

impressionist artist Mary Cassatt’s (1844-1926) The Loge (1882), that Cassatt’s recognizes “the 

fan’s potential to generate a sexual charge.”8 As proof to this point, Edgington references scholar 

Mary Elizabeth Boone’s discussion of Cassatt’s Spanish paintings, where Boone foregrounds the 

fan’s ability to define and hold sexual charge.9 Thus, the folding fan could be and was a sexually 

charged object. 

For over two hundred years, the popularity and production of the folding fan in Europe 

waxed and waned.10 However, it was the nineteenth century, which saw the renaissance of the 

fan.11 In the early nineteenth century, the European fan had lost favor as the Empire Style 

disseminated across Europe. The Empire Style gowns were simple, inspired by neoclassical 

values and ancient Greek aesthetics. Given the limitations of the stylistic influence, there was 

little room for accessories. Nonetheless, the Duchesse de Berri (1798-1870) held a masquerade 

in 1830 that inspired a resurgence of the fan in French society. As a staple of the nineteenth-

century middle- and upper-class ladies’ wardrobe, the decoration of the fan also became a 

 

 
8 Erin E. Edgington, Fashioned Texts and Painted Books: Nineteenth-Century 

French Fan Poetry. (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina, 

2017.) 

 
9Mary Elizabeth Boone, Vistas de España: American Views of Art and Life in 

Spain, 1860-1914. (London: Yale University Press, 2007), 99-100. 
 

10 G. Woolliscroft Rhead, History of the Hand Fan (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, 

Trubner and Co., 1910), 104. 

 
11 Louisa Parr, “The Fan,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, Volume 79, June to 

November 1889, (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishing, 1889), 407 
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pastime for women. The fan became synonymous with craft or the decorative arts. Midway 

through the century the fan adapted new artistic associations. Male artists of the avant-garde in 

the latter half of the nineteenth century used the fan as a medium of fine art. Indeed, artists like 

Edgar Degas (1834-1917), Camille Pissarro (1830-1903), Jacques Joseph Tissot (1836-1902), 

and Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) began to use the fan mount as an artistic medium.12 They painted 

scenes across fan mounts, which the artists then framed. Therefore, despite the fan’s association 

with decorative art and craft, male artists of the avant-garde utilized the fan in ways that aligned 

with their artistic sensibilities. 

As mentioned above, the autograph fan originated in Eastern cultures, but it became a 

popular pastime of ladies of status in nineteenth-century England. Wollinscroft Rhead credits 

Lady Laura Alma-Tadema (1871-1909) with reviving the Eastern tradition of autograph fans in 

London.13 Alma Tadema’s fan (c.1889) contains signatures from artists including George Du 

Maurier (1834-1896) and musicians including Charles Halle (1819-1895). An image of the Lady 

Alma-Tadema fan was published in Harper’s Weekly Volume 79 in 1889 (Figure 3).14 Alma-

Tadema, Du Maurier, and Halle were all contributors to the Crane Fan. Wollinscraft takes much 

of his information from Harper’s Weekly’s publication on the fan, written by Louisa Parr. Parr 

also mentions the fan of a Mrs. Arthur Lewis (1844-1924). The Lewis Fan also shares a few 

 
12 Malcom Warner and Nancy Rose Marshall, James Tissot: Victorian Life, 

Modern Love (Yale University Press, 1999), 101. For more information on 

the history, associations, and transition of the folding fan to medium of 

fine art, please reference Caroline Catherine McDonald, “Nineteenth 

Century Folding Fan: Decorative Object to Fine Art” (Virginia, Sweet 

Briar College, 2017). 

 
13 Woolliscroft Rhead. History of the Hand Fan, 285. 

 
14 Parr, “The Fan,” 407. 
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signatories with the Crane Fan including Colin Hunter (1841-1904) and Frank Dicksee (1853-

1928). Another signatory to the Mrs. Arthur Lewis fan is artist Adrian Stokes (1854-1935), who 

alongside his wife Marianne (1855-1927) formed an autograph fan featured in a biography of the 

two by author Magdalen Evans (Figure 4).15 The Stokes Fan, formed sometime between 1889 

and 1893 illustrates the tradition of garnering signatures from famous musicians. Parr also notes 

that many autograph fans contain signatures, and often musical bars from the top musicians of 

the day. For instance, Joseph Joachim (1831-1907) added his signature to autograph fans from 

the 1890s.16 Parr allows that although the front of an autograph fan was often reserved for artists 

and the back for musicians, some fans like Alma-Tadema’s mix the order.17  

Autograph fans and autograph books were similar in the way in which they were formed. 

Typically, a lady of royal or bourgeois status would collect signatures of famous celebrities or 

intellectuals as they came to visit. The Irish writer Constance Wilde (1858-1898), wife of 

acclaimed poet and playwright Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), collected signatures in one such book. 

We know that the book was completed by 1894 because it was mentioned in the magazine To-

Day in November.18 In the case of an autograph fan, the owner of the fan would send out blank 

fan sticks and request signatures. Autograph fans proliferated in London’s Central Boroughs of 

Kensington and Chelsea in the late nineteenth century. The tradition of the autograph fan was 

 
15 Magdalen Evans, Utmost Fidelity: The Painting Lives of Marianne and Adrian 

Stokes. (United Kingdom: Sansom, 2009), 58. 

 
16 Parr, “The Fan,” 407. 

 
17 Ibid., 398. 

 
18 Jillian M. Hess, “Dans l’album de Madame Constance Wilde: Female Sociality 

and the Lady’s Album in Fin-de-Siècle England.” Nineteenth Century 

Gender Studies, Issue 15.1 (Spring 2019): 1-18. 
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adopted from China and Japan. George Wollinscroft Rhead (1855-1920), writing in 1910, 

discusses the Chinese poetic origins of the autograph or inscribed fan as a profession of love. He 

references several Chinese autograph fans that had sold at auction in London in 1866.19 

Likewise, Rhead noted that in Japan, the autograph fans “were passed around, exchanged, and 

carried away as souvenirs of a friendly and interesting occasion.”20 In London, the autograph fan 

became a status symbol for the ladies of the Holland Park and St. John’s Wood areas. Rhead 

records those autograph fans were typically owned by “the few fortunate ladies who [were] 

happy in the possession of a circle of artistic friends.”21 In the case of the Victorian elite, the 

autograph fan was similar to an autograph book.22 In the case of autograph books, artists, 

musicians, writers, politicians, or celebrities signed a book when they visited prominent 

members of society who collected signatures for status. As time went on, artists began to affix 

medallions, poets left vignettes, and musicians scribbled a line of music aside their signatures.  

Likely many autograph fans were formed by ladies of rank who asked the artists, 

musicians, and poets in their artistic circles to sign their own personal fans. In this case, the 

scheme was pride and a desire to own the signatures of those closest to them or that they were 

able to meet. However, like autographs today, the autograph fan could be procured specifically 

to auction off to the highest bidder. In several cases, they were produced to raise money for 

charity. In Scottish journalist Walter Armstrong’s segment, A Fan to Be Coveted in the Art 

 
19 Woolliscroft Rhead. History of the Hand Fan, 285. 

 
20 Ibid. 

 
21 Ibid. 

 
22 Parr, “The Fan,” 407. 
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Journal published in 1889, we learn of a fan that was raffled at the Silver Fete at the Danish 

Exhibition during the summer of 1888 (Figure 5). Mrs. Emma Du Maurier (1841-1915) was 

tasked with putting together the autograph fan for charity.23 The fan, which cost Mrs. Du Maurier 

only a shilling or two to make, sold one hundred tickets at a Guinea each, proving very 

lucrative.24 

Armstrong’s discussion of the Silver Fete Fan reveals the level of artistic importance he 

assigned to the fan. Armstrong wrote that what Mrs. Du Maurier accomplished “was nothing less 

than to create a little gallery in miniature, in which a hint should be given of what twenty, less 

one, of our best-known artists, painters and draughtsman, are doing in this fifty-first year of 

Victoria.”25 After a brief discussion of the artists and their contributions, Armstrong concluded, 

with a strong sentiment, the artistic importance of a fan like this. Armstrong wrote, “What a 

fascinating little museum might be got together for our dependents if a fan like this was painted, 

say, every five years! What changes of fashion in art, or rather in artists, it would record!”26 

Armstrong pled for the artists to carry out his charge to create more fans like this every five 

years, or so. True to his prediction, autograph fans like this continued to be produced.   

Another fan was created and owned by Mrs. Lillian Henschel (1860-1901), wife to Sir 

Isidor George Henschel (1850-1934), famed baritone singer and conductor. Mrs. Henschel was 

also involved in the Silver Fete auction, where she procured signatures and photographs from a 

 
23 Walter Armstrong, “A Fan to Be Coveted.” The Art Journal. London: J.S. 

Virtue and Company Ltd (1889): 22-23. 

 
24 Ibid. 

 
25 Ibid.  

 
26 Ibid. 
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Professor Huxley to sell.27 Mrs. Henschel’s personal autograph fan was signed by Oliver 

Wendell Holmes.28 She had written to ask for his signature on her fan. Holmes responded to her 

inquiry for his signature with the following letter. “My Dear Mrs. Henschel- It delights me if I 

can in any way, please you who have lent so much happiness to the air we breathe. I only fear 

that you will find it hard to get a cool breath from a fan which holds the names of so many warm 

friends.”29 Of this response, George Henschel noted in his Musings and Memories of a Musician 

(1918) that Holmes’s “personal observation greatly enhanced the value of a mere signature.”30 In 

the same account, Henschel discussed the popularity of autograph fans like the Silver Fete Fan 

and Crane Fan: “In the early ‘eighties there prevailed among ladies a sort of craze for ‘autograph 

fans,’ i.e. fans of sandalwood, each rib of which was intended for the signature of a famous man 

or woman.”31 Henschel also referred to Holmes as a victim. The rampant terminology framing 

the unsuspecting male celebrity as a victim to the solicitation of autographs by the ‘crazed’ 

female is a gender dynamic examined later in this thesis. 

 
27 Professor Huxley likely refers to the President of the British Association for the 

Advancement of Science. It is unclear if she participated in the Silver Fete 

fan, a different fan, or simply another job altogether.  

George Henschel, Musings And Memories Of A Musician. (United States: Da 

Capo Press, 1979), 377. 

 
28 Possibly this is the same fan signed by John Singer Sargent and Arthur 

Sullivan.  

Sir Arthur Sullivan, Presenting in Word & Song, Score & Deed, The Life and 

Work of Sir Arthur Sullivan, Composer for Victorian England, From 

“Onward, Christian Soldiers” to Gilbert & Sullivan Opera. (Compiled by 

Reginald Allen. David R. Godine Publisher, Boston, MA, 1975) 138. 

 
29 Henschel, Musings And Memories Of A Musician. 378. 

 
30 Ibid., 377. 

 
31 Ibid. 
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Women were not the only procurers of such artifacts. In fact, on more than one occasion 

it was the device of a male figure who gathered the signatures of his comrades on a fan. One 

example is a set of five “art fans” put together in 1896 by Mr. Alexander Blumenstiel (1843-

1905) with design help by Raimundo de Madrazo y Garreta (1841-1920).32 Including Madrazo, 

several more figures overlap between Blumenstiel’s fans and the Crane Fan. Mr. George A 

Kessler (1863-1920) purchased the art fans and maintained them at the time they were written 

about in the Collector and Art Critic in 1906.33 It does not seem as if these “art fans” were ever 

meant to be utilized and further serve to prove a major point to this thesis, which is the perceived 

artistic importance of the fan medium by the artists that participated in the production of similar 

fans. Additionally, there are two fans at the Linley Sambourne house at 18 Stafford Terrace in 

London formed by Linley Sambourne (1844 -1910) himself. Of even more importance, the 

Sambourne fans shed light on a method of autograph fan assembly. There are records held in the 

collections of the Linley Sambourne house which suggest that Sambourne wrote to each artist 

individually and requested a signature for his “collection” in the form of a fan.34 One might 

expect to find some reference in some personal archive of correspondences between one of the 

39 collaborators and the owner of the Crane Fan. Yet to date, no such reference has been 

discovered. Surprisingly, even James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1843-1903) is silent regarding 

 
32 David C. Preyer, “The George A. Kessler ‘Art Fans’.” The Collector and Art 

Critic, Vol 4, No. 6 (April 1906): 169-174. 

 
33 Ibid. 

 
34 “The Sambourne Family Archives.” The Royal Borough of Kensington and 

Chelsea: the Leighton House, the Sambourne House. March 27th, 2022, 

Search Results (rbkc.gov.uk) 

 

https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/CalmView/Overview.aspx
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the formation of the Crane Fan and there is no mention of it in the digitized archives of his 

correspondences.35  

When the Crane Fan came up for auction in 2010, its rediscovery sparked an interest in 

the object as an element of cultural importance. Robyne Erica Calvert wrote about the Crane Fan 

in “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society” after the fan was rediscovered in the twenty-first 

century.36 Calvert, for her part, cleverly reveals the importance of the fan and notes that further 

study is imperative. This thesis adds that further study in areas of artistic and theoretical analysis. 

The person responsible for the creation of the Crane Fan has yet to be determined. Simon Toll in 

his book Frank Dicksee: 1853-1928; His Art and Life claims the fan belonged to Lady Jean 

Palmer (d.1909), but this connection is tenuous.37 This thesis will shed further light on the 

potential circumstances surrounding the fan’s creation. Although no attribution of patronage is 

suggested, the arguments presented in this thesis function regardless of the fan’s owner.   

The Crane Fan was exhibited in the 2012 exhibition The Cult of Beauty: The Aesthetic 

Movement 1860-1900, which took place April 2011-June 2012 at The Victoria and Albert 

 
35 The Correspondence of James McNeill Whistler, 1855-1903, edited by 

Margaret F. MacDonald, Patricia de Montfort and Nigel Thorp; 

including The Correspondence of Anna McNeill Whistler, 1855-1880, 

edited by Georgia Toutziari. 

On-line edition, University of Glasgow. 

http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/correspondence 

 

 
36 Robyne Erica Calvert, “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society,” in Connecting 

Whistler: Essays in Honour of Margaret F. Macdonald, eds. Erma 

Hermens, Joanna Meacock, and Grischka Petri (Detroit: Detroit Institute 

of the Arts, 2010), 33-41.  

 
37 Simon Toll. Frank Dicksee: 1853-1928; His Art and Life. (United 

Kingdom: ACC Art Books, 2016), 102. 
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Museum, Musée d’Orsay, and The Young Museum in San Francisco.38 The curators of this 

exhibition associated it with the Aesthetic Movement on the basis that many of its artists were 

major players in the movement. However, in this thesis, the fan is examined through a wider 

lens, which allows it to be considered outside of the Aesthetic Movement. By 1895, the year of 

the fan’s completion, the Aesthetic Movement was dying. The 1890’s had taken a toll on the 

Aesthetic Movement in more ways than one. In his Time Was, the fan’s youngest contributor, 

Walford Graham Robertson (1866-1948), noted that he saw the nineties as the end of an era in 

more than just the literal sense. Robert Browning (1812-1889) and William Morris (1834-1896) 

passed away in 1889 and 1896 respectively. Sir Frederic Leighton (1830-1896) died that same 

year following his contribution to the fan, and Sir Edward Coley Burne-Jones (1833-1898) died 

in 1898. Their deaths “severed” a link to the so-called “glory days.”39 Robertson had expressed 

his sadness that he was not producing art during the “glory days.”40 A discovery, presented in 

this thesis, regarding Robertson’s addition to the fan further proves this point and gives 

important background on the formation of the Crane Fan. However, as much as Robertson tried, 

he could not be a big player in the Aesthetic Movement or produce work worthy of the early 

days of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.  

However, there was another important event of the year which heavily influenced the 

artists on the Crane Fan. Oscar Wilde’s arrest in 1895 caused a public reaction against the 

 
38 Stephen Calloway and Lynn Federle Orr, The Cult of Beauty: The Aesthetic 

Movement 1860-1900 (United Kingdom: Harry N. Abrams), 2011. 

 
39 Walford Graham Robertson, Time was: The Reminiscences of W. Graham 

Robertson. (United Kingdom: H. Hamilton, 1933), 276. 

 
40 Walford Graham Robertson, Time was: The Reminiscences of W. Graham 

Robertson. (United Kingdom: H. Hamilton, 1933), 276. 
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bohemian lifestyle. Since homosexual relationships were outlawed in Britain in 1855, artists 

sought to distance themselves from Wilde’s reputation and sought to prove that being an artist 

did not automatically imply homosexuality. Therefore, the Crane Fan invites an interesting case 

study which reveals artistic and socio-cultural themes present in the works of the artists around 

its creation year of 1895. The treatment here is the first to investigate the chronology of the 

Crane Fan well as a discussion of relevant works from the artistic oeuvres of the contributors to 

the Crane Fan. This thesis is the first scholarly publication to explicate an in-depth chronology of 

the fan and the first to point out the artistic sources for many of the Crane Fan drawings.  

 Intriguingly, the Crane Fan features two unique signatures of two artists who did not 

participate as often in the formation of these autograph fans. They are the signatures of James 

Abbott McNeill Whistler and John Singer Sargent (1856-1925).41 Whistler painted at least one 

other fan, Design for a Fan (Figure 6). However, Whistler’s Design for a Fan represents a 

different type of artistic production. The painted section of the fan was never mounted on sticks, 

suggesting that it was not intended for use but rather display. In this case, Whistler’s 

experimentation with the fan shape is much like Edgar Degas’s experimentation with the fan as a 

 
41 There is at least one other fan that Whistler signed. The fan was formed and 

owned by Lady Isabella Gregory. In the case of this fan, Whistler only left 

his signature not a drawing. Sargent was said to have signed a fan for Mrs. 

George Henschel.  

 

Sir. Arthur Sullivan, Presenting in Word & Song, Score & Deed, The Life and 

Work of Sir Arthur Sullivan, Composer for Victorian England, From 

“Onward, Christian Soldiers” to Gilbert & Sullivan Opera. Compiled by 

Reginald Allen. David R. Godine Publisher, Boston, MA, 1975. 
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found object.42 Sargent’s addition of the peacock on the Crane Fan can be seen as a support for 

male artistic types performing feminine gender traits through dress, such as Oscar Wilde, in the 

wake of Wilde’s arrest.  

The current argument establishes the signing of the Crane Fan as a performance and 

questions the established normative functions of gender within Victorian London. It outlines how 

the artists James Abbott McNeill Whistler and John Singer Sargent utilized and reversed the 

sexually charged nature of the fan as an object of feminine agency and how their reactions to the 

trial and conviction of Oscar Wilde in 1895 can be further understood through the Crane Fan. 

Whistler chose the butterfly copulating on the pansy with the addition of the scorpion stinger for 

his personification. In doing so, Whistler challenged the ability to be both the dominator and the 

dominated as well as the acceptable nature of performing these gender specific roles. Sargent, in 

a similar way, identified with the peacock. The peacock, which had been the talisman of the 

Aesthetic Movement, held two purposes as it applied to the female sensibility of beauty while 

also referring to the dominating male sexual performance. Thus, both signatures can be read as 

attempts to comment on acceptable gender performance and reversal following Wilde’s arrest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
42 It should be clarified that the Crane Fan was also not intended for use but rather 

display. However, the ability of the Crane fan to be folded with each stick 

retaining its full artistic composition, suggests that the artists could not 

escape the association of the fan with its functional origin.  
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Literature Review 

 

Relatively little scholarship has been produced regarding the nineteenth-century folding 

fan. This is due, in large part, to the historical marginalization of the decorative arts or crafts. 

Nineteenth-Century journal articles about the creation of and usage of the fan appeared in The 

Art Journal, Punch, Sketch and The Art Amateur. For instance, in 1883, in an article entitled 

“Fans and Fan Painting” in The Art Amateur, the process of artistically creating a folding fan is 

explained as a craft that anyone with instructions can master.43 Further situating the fan as a 

decorative object was the rhetoric that linked the fan to the woman. Louisa Parr in her article 

“The Fan” from an 1889 edition of Harper’s New Monthly Magazine designated it a woman’s 

‘scepter.’44 There are a few examples of books written about the fan: for instance, Octave 

Uzanne’s L’Eventail (1882), M.A Flory and Mary Cadwalader Jones’s, A Book about Fans; The 

History of Fans and Fan Painting (1895) and G. Woolliscroft Rhead’s History of the Hand Fan 

(1912).45 In more recent years, several works including Nancy J. Armstrong’s A Collection 

History of Fans (1974) and Spire Blondel’s Historie des Eventails Chez tous les peuples et a 

toutes les epoques: et suivi de notices sur l’ecaille, la nacre et l’ivoire (1988) further illuminate 

details of the popularity of nineteenth-century folding fans.  

 
43 “Fans and Fan Painting.” The Art Amateur 8, no.2 (1883): 39. 

http://jstor.org/stable/25627815. 

 
44 Parr, “The Fan,” 398. 

 
45 Octave Uzanne, Illustrations by Paul Avril. L’Eventail. (Paris: A. Quantin, 

1882). 
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It should be noted that although there are ample sources which to some degree mention 

the history of the fan, there are only a few which note its usage by artists of the avant-garde in 

the last half of the nineteenth century. One notable source is Marc Gerstein’s 1982 article 

“Degas’s Fans,” which focuses on Edgar Degas’s experimentation with the composition of the 

folding fan as a medium.46 As Gerstein notes, Degas experimented with the fan in much the same 

way that he experimented with found objects. Degas had treated the fan shape as a medium to be 

mastered. His compositions reflect this. Rather than painting a square canvas and taking a fan 

shaped bit out, he adapted his fan paintings to the shape itself. For instance, in Fan Mount: Ballet 

Girls, Degas challenges the fan shape by flattening the composition and cutting off the figures of 

the three dancers (Figure 7). Two of the dancers chat among themselves, but the third leans 

forward to fly across the remainder of the fan plane. The cluster of dancers in the bottom right of 

the fan mount does not consider traditional folding fan mount decoration nor acknowledge 

correct perspective. The background does not recede properly, but rather the scene seems 

observed from above. Degas’s scene seems uniquely designed for this fan mount and reflects his 

experimentation with composition. 

From Gerstein’s acknowledgement and discussion of Degas’s fans evolved the thesis for 

Pamula Gerrish Nunn’s article, “Fine Art and the Fan 1860-1930,” which was published in the 

Journal of Design History in 2004.47 Nunn’s thesis, born from Gerstein’s early research, was that 

the fan experienced a “transformation from a tool of feminine adornment to a vehicle for avant-

 
46 Marc Gerstein, “Degas’s Fans.” The Art Bulletin 64, no.1 (1982):105-18.  

 
47 Nunn at the time wrote from the University of Canterbury in New Zealand. 
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gardism between the 1870s and 1920s.”48 In fact, Nunn concludes with the notion that the fan 

was a good example that the boundaries between craft, design and fine art and between the 

feminine and masculine were dissolving. However, as Nunn notes, parallel to this development, 

the fan was also experiencing degradation through mass commodification and production. 

Elements which Nunn used to link the fan to the avant-garde movement included the interest in 

Japonisme, the arts and crafts movement, and the rise of abstraction. Nunn wrote that, for the 

artists, the move was opportunistic, but also iconoclastic in that it questioned the systems which 

defined fine art.49 She noted that the fan was a “key force [in the] commodification of creativity,” 

but also the “shifting territory of masculinity and femininity.”50 This was due to the notion that 

the male artists of the avant-garde could easily transcend the boundaries which kept women 

artists static in the decorative and craft arts. The decorative arts were typically reserved for 

female artists and referred to feminine sensibilities. Furthermore, the gender associations were 

questioned by the way in which men could enter the domestic female realm of “applied art of 

craft.” Male artists could place their mark upon it and remain artists. The same fan, when painted 

by a woman artist, remained a craft. A large section of Nunn’s discussion focused on Charles 

Condor (1868-1909), an English-Australian artist who pushed the boundaries of modernity. 

Naturally, a discussion could be undertaken of each artist who participated in the fan medium 

and to what degree they relied on or questioned the fan’s decorative origins.  

 
48 Pamela Gerrish Nunn. “Fine Art and the Fan 1860-1930.” Journal of Design 

History 17, no.3 (2004): 251.   

 
49 Ibid., 253. 

 
50 Ibid., 251. 
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Nunn’s research prompted renewed scholarly interest in the fan. Her argument for the 

artistic importance of the fan proved the sounding board for the current argument within this 

thesis. Ultimately, the fan functioned as a new medium of fine art, in which artists questioned the 

boundaries of what was possible. Particularly, the fan played an acute role within the Aesthetic 

Movement. The artists of the English Avant-Garde who sought to surround themselves with 

beauty in the form of aesthetic perfection utilized the fan as a motif, symbol, and medium for 

artistic production, display, and coordination. In the years since Gerstein’s and Nunn’s 

publications, fans from the French Avant-Garde have been displayed in exhibitions. Artists like 

Degas, mounted and framed their fan paintings as they would other works of art. In 2016, the 

Dixon Gallery and Gardens held the exhibition Henri Guerard and the Phenomenon of the 

Artist’s Fan in France, 1875-1900. For his part in the catalogue, Richard Brettell contributed the 

essay “Fans as Art: Unfolding Beauty in the Late Nineteenth Century.”51 In his essay, Brettell 

opens the discussion to feature those artists of the post-impressionist movement such as Paul 

Gauguin, whose interest in Japan and Spain further influenced the modern folding fan. Gauguin 

transferred elements from a landscape by Paul Cézanne (1839-1906) to a fan mount in much the 

same way that he transferred Degas dancers into crude wooden reliefs during the same period.52 

This notion highlights that Gauguin saw the potential in the fan mount as a medium to reflect his 

artistic ambitions. 

 
51 Richard J Brettell, “Fans as Art: Unfolding Beauty in the Late Nineteenth 

Century” in Henri Guerard and the Phenomenon of the Artist’s Fan in 

France, 1875-1900, eds. Robert Flynn Johnson and Richard R. Brettell. 

(Memphis: Dixon Gallery and Gardens, 2016), 7. 

 
52 Ibid. 
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This thesis, however, deals with a specific phenomenon: the autograph fan. This 

phenomenon was mentioned in many early journals and monographs. For example, G. 

Woolliscroft Rhead’s History of the Fan features a short discussion on autograph fans. 

Woolliscroft Rhead mentions the fan of Mrs. Arthur Lewis featuring signatures by the Sir 

Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836-1912) and Mrs. Laura Alma-Tadema (1852-1909), Sir John 

Everett Millais (1829-1896), Frank Dicksee, and Colin Hunter. All of these aforementioned 

artists also signed the Crane Fan.53 This fan owned by Mrs. Arthur Lewis and another fan formed 

by Lady Alma-Tadema were sketched in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in August 1889.54 

The Linley Sambourne house at 18 Stafford Terrace in London is in possession of two such fans; 

one labeled the bedroom fan, and one featured over the piano. Between 1889 and 1893, husband 

and wife duo Adrian and Marianne Stokes formed an autograph fan featured in Magdalen 

Evans’s Utmost Fidelity: The Painting Lives of Marianne and Adrian Stokes.55 Therefore, there 

were at least four autograph fans from the latter half of the nineteenth century. These all serve as 

evidence that the Victorian Avant-Garde participated frequently in the formation of these fans. 

The “Walter Crane Fan”, or alternatively the “Fan of Lady X”, sticks out for a few 

reasons as an example of an autograph fan that overlaps with fine art.56 The fan was sold at 

 
53 Woolliscroft Rhead, History of the Hand Fan, 285-286. 

 
54Robyne Erica Calvert, “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society,” in Connecting 

Whistler: Essays in Honour of Margaret F. Macdonald, Edited by Erma 

Hermens, Joanna Meacock and Grischka Petri, 33-41. (Detroit: Detroit 

Institute of the Arts, 2010), 38. 

 
55 Evans, Utmost Fidelity: The Painting Lives of Marianne and Adrian Stokes, 58. 

 
56 The appellation Lady X came from the owner of the Fan Steve Banks Fine Arts, 

who until recently ran a website dedicated to the identification of the 

owner of the Crane fan. 
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Sotheby’s in 1910, under the entry Catalogue of A Magnificent Collection of Autograph Letters 

and Historical Documents, the Property of a Gentleman.57 Shortly thereafter, in 1911, a drawing 

of the fan and the list of its contributing artists was published in The Sketch (Figure 8).58 After 

1911, the fan’s whereabouts were largely unknown until recently. The fan was discussed briefly 

in David Park Curry’s exhibition catalogue for “James McNeill Whistler at the Freer Gallery of 

Art” in 1984.59 At the time, its whereabouts were unknown. However, Curry, responding to 

pictures of the fan from 1911, noted that “The artist made a pun upon the object decorated, for 

his little dancer holds a fan as well as embellishes one.”60 More recently, it was discussed in 

detail in a chapter by Robyne Erica Calvert in an edited volume, “An Artistic Fan in Victorian 

Society” in Connecting Whistler: Essays in Honour of Margaret F. Macdonald.61 When Calvert 

wrote her article, the fan was in the hands of Steve Banks Fine Arts, San Francisco, California. 

In the article, Calvert discusses the basic details known about the fan and makes inferences about 

the creation of the fan. Then, in her 2012 PhD thesis Fashioning the Artist: Victorian Dress in 

Britain, 1848-1900, she mentions the Crane Fan and that she had expected it to play a larger role 

 
57 Wilkinson & Hodge Sotheby (now Sotheby’s), Catalogue of A Magnificent 

Collection of Autograph Letters and Historical Documents, the Property 

of a Gentleman (sale date Wednesday 4 May 1910), 47. 

 
58 The Sketch: A Journal of Art and Actuality, Volume 73 (January- April 1911): 

218. 

 
59 David Park Curry, “James McNeill Whistler at the Freer Gallery of Art.” (New 

York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1984), 207. 

 
60 Ibid. 

 
61 Robyne Erica Calvert, “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society” in Connecting 

Whistler: Essays in Honour of Margaret F. Macdonald, eds. Erma 

Hermens, Joanna Meacock and Grischka Petri (Detroit: Detroit Institute of 

the Arts, 2010): 33-41. 
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in her research and mentions her on-going search for its mysterious owner. Calvert has identified 

an area within art history that has been largely ignored, that is the fan and specifically the 

autograph fan. 

When the Crane Fan first resurfaced in the twentieth century, a large question 

surrounding the fan focused on its provenance and the identity of its patron. As noted above, the 

fan’s origins are mostly unknown. There are clues which could suggest different formers or 

owners of the fan. However, the fan is known as the Walter Crane Fan because he signed the 

guards and bottom of the fan and may have been instrumental in the process of the fan’s creation. 

There is an ongoing search for the mysterious “Lady X” or “Lady of Exalted Rank” from the 

Sotheby’s sale in 1910.62  The lady to which the catalogue refers was noted to be deceased.63 By 

February of 1911, the fan was on display at Leicester Galleries owned by Messers. Ernest Brown 

and Philips.64 Calvert has suggested that Lady X was responsible for forming the fan. But, as in 

the case of the Silver Fete Fan, it could have been created and sold to Lady X. In fact, a newly 

discovered source alludes to the fan’s creation as part of an auction for charity.65  

 
62 Sotheby, Catalogue of A Magnificent Collection of Autograph Letters and 

Historical Documents, the Property of a Gentleman, 47. 

 
63 The catalogue does not specify that it was direct from Lady X’s hands to the 

Sotheby’s sale. In fact, the sale suggests it was from a gentleman’s 

collection. Either the man was her husband, or the fan had passed through 

a few hands before it came up for auction in 1910. 

 
64 The Sketch: A Journal of Art and Actuality, Volume 73 (January- April 1911): 

218. 

 
65 Marion Harry Spielmann, “Our Rising Artists: Mr. W. Graham Robertson” in 

The Magazine of Art (United Kingdom: Cassell, Petter & Galpin, 1900), 
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Although speculations behind the identity of Lady X abound, one theory has recently 

come to light. In 2016, Simon Toll proposed an owner for the Crane Fan. In his book Frank 

Dicksee: 1853-1928; His Art and Life, he suggested that the owner and original former of the fan 

was Lady Jean Palmer (née Craig), wife to Sir Walter Palmer (1858-1910), founder of Palmer 

Biscuits Co. 66 Toll’s suggestion that Lady Jean Palmer was the owner could be the case.67 For 

one, Lady Palmer died in 1909, so not only does she fit the Sotheby’s catalogue description of a 

previously deceased lady of rank, but she also had connections to many signatories of the fan. 

One example is Countess Feodora Georgina Maud von Gleichen (1861-1922) because she signed 

the Crane Fan. Countess Gleichen’s only public statue, her Diana Fountain in Hyde Park, once 

belonged to the Palmers and sat in their garden at Frognal, Ascot, Berkshire until 1906. Thus, 

Toll suggested that Palmer was the owner of the Crane Fan because she died in 1909 and had 

connections to the artists on the fan. However, Calvert has disrupted Toll’s finding by suggesting 

that his published reasons could just as easily associate the fan with any other woman of 

‘exalted’ rank that participated in the same social circles.68   

Toll writes that Frank Dicksee had been commissioned to sketch a fan in 1895, which he 

decorated with the face from his Magic Crystal of 1894 (Figure 9).69 Dicksee’s sketch on the 

Crane Fan certainly seems to reference the main female figure in the Magic Crystal (Figure 10). 

Though it is also worth noting that Dicksee was a frequent contributor to autograph fans and his 

 
66 Simon Toll. Frank Dicksee: 1853-1928; His Art and Life. (United 
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67 Calvert, “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society,” 36. 

 
68 Ibid. 
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signature is found on most of the fans mentioned in this thesis. However, this thesis makes no 

attempt to correctly identify the owner of the fan. At this point, until further evidence arises, a 

clear attribution of its former or the Lady of Exalted Rank who owned the Crane Fan during the 

Sotheby’s sale in 1910 would be speculation. All this said, up to this point, no one has conducted 

a focused study exclusively on the Crane Fan’s artistic vignettes. 

 Following Calvert’s article, the Crane Fan was featured in its first modern exhibition The 

Cult of Beauty: The Aesthetic Movement 1860-1900.70 The exhibition was held between April 

2011-June 2012 at The Victoria and Albert Museum in London, UK; Musée d’Orsay, Paris and 

The Young Museum, San Francisco respectively. The catalogue contains essays contextualizing 

the artists of the Aesthetic Movement. Most of the artists featured on the fan were heavily 

involved with the Aesthetic Movement. Additionally, the nature of the object itself leans heavily 

into aesthetic principles of decoration merging with craft. Though, as mentioned in the 

introduction, the fan’s inclusion within this exhibition should not limit a discussion of this fan to 

the parameters of aestheticism. While the thesis of these catalog entries examines the use of the 

fan by those in the Arts and Crafts Movement, this thesis argues that the Crane Fan’s inclusion 

within this dialog limits an understanding of the nuances of performance and gender identity as 

they were being questioned in late nineteenth century London.   

It is at this juncture that this thesis contributes a comprehensive study of this autograph 

fan. To do so, background on the contributors and their artistic practice is essential. For further 

reference, this thesis utilizes primary biographies such as Time Was by W. Graham Robertson 

 
70 Stephen Calloway and Lynn Federle Orr. The Cult of Beauty: The Aesthetic 

Movement 1860-1900. (United Kingdom: Harry N. Abrams, 2011). 
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and An Artist’s Reminiscences by Walter Crane.71 These sources contribute to the understanding 

of personal motivation and the timeline of the fan’s production. Additionally, this thesis unveils a 

recently uncovered a new reference to the fan from an article in the 1900 edition of The 

Magazine of Art. The article written by Marion Harry Spielmann was entitled “Our Rising 

Artists: Mr. W. Graham Robertson” and references the circumstances surrounding the creation of 

the Crane Fan.72 Spielmann declares the fan the origins of Robertson’s compositional design for 

a later painting, The Queen of Samothrace (Figure 11). Up until now, this article has not been 

associated with the Crane Fan. This thesis is the first scholarship to uncover this source and link 

it to the Crane Fan.  

The remainder of this thesis focuses on two of the signatures and the accompanying 

sketches on the Crane Fan. Those signatures are that of James Abbott McNeill Whistler and John 

Singer Sargent. This thesis attempts to establish the performative nature of the autograph fan via 

comparison with the autograph book of Constance Wilde. In “Dans l’album de Madame 

Constance Wilde: Female Sociality and the Lady’s Album in Fin-de-Siècle England,” Hess 

successfully establishes the performative nature of the signatures left in Wilde’s book.73 

Furthermore, Hess reveals that Oscar Wilde negates his own gender in his poem left for 

Constance. With the understanding that the artist could use the autograph as a performance, this 

 
71 Walter Crane, An Artist's Reminiscences. (United Kingdom: Macmillan, 1907). 

 
72 Spielmann, “Our Rising Artists: Mr. W. Graham Robertson,” 74-81. 
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thesis unpacks the specific dynamic of the bohemian artist navigating the boundary of acceptable 

gender performance.  

Whistler’s watercolor sketch contributed to the Crane Fan has another later iteration in a 

small sketch he gifted to Charles Lang Freer (1854-1919) in 1899 (Figure 12).74 Margaret F. 

Macdonald wrote about Whistler’s Sketch for a Fan in her Catalogue Raisonné of his etchings.75 

The sketch appears to be a woman dancing and holding a fan. It is accompanied by Whistler’s 

famous butterfly signature. Whistler’s butterfly signature has been discussed in association with 

sexual sadism due to the addition of the butterfly copulating on the pansy with the addition of a 

scorpion stinger. Laurie Schneider has focused on Whistler’s signature before in an article 

entitled “Butterfly or Scorpion: A Note on the Iconography of Whistler’s Signatures.”76 

Schneider’s discussion hinges on the unconscious connection to Whistler’s effeminate nature and 

bisexual sadism.  

More recently, Alison Syme’s book A Touch of Blossom: John Singer Sargent and the 

Queer Flora of Fin-de-siècle Art contextualizes John Singer Sargent’s portrayal of flora and its 

relation to sexuality.77 Syme claims that Whistler and Sargent were primary examples in a group 
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of what she terms “invert artists” who identified as either pollinators or plants and sometimes 

both. These artists, she claims, “mobilized the ideas of cross-fertilization and the hermaphroditic 

sexuality of flowers to ‘naturalize’ sexual inversion.”78 In other words, these artists were the 

vanguard of reversing the natural order of gender performance in their paintings from the fin-de-

siècle. Syme references nineteenth century practice of botany, gynecology, literature, and visual 

culture in order to formulate her thesis. This argument extends to Whistler’s art and in particular, 

Whistler’s identification with the butterfly. According to both Schneider and Syme, the butterfly 

and flower signature in Whistler’s work underscores his bisexual fantasy.79 Though Schneider 

might characterize this ‘visual sadism’ as an unconscious reaction at this point in his career, 

Whistler had internalized himself as the ‘butterfly broken on the wheel’ and sought to control 

public characterizations of himself as the eccentric artist.   

As Anna Gruetzner Robins notes in A Fragile Modernism: Whistler and his Impressionist 

Followers, “Whistler was a brilliant self-publicist, who capitalized on his public image as a 

modern artist.”80 Part of how he did this was through specific branding techniques. This can be 

observed for instance in Whistler’s disdain over his characterization in George Du Maurier’s 

popular serial novel Trilby, which was first published in 1894. At first, Trilby included a 

character based off of Whistler named Joe Sibley. Whistler was frustrated that he was 

characterized as a lazy art student and threatened to sue Du Maurier over the character. Du 

 
78 Syme, A Touch of Blossom: John Singer Sargent and the Queer Flora of Fin-
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79 Ibid., 67. 
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Maurier removed Sibley from Trilby.81 This serves as evidence that Whistler sought to craft a 

very specific public image where his actions were intentional, and he worked hard for his artistic 

practice. Thus, his addition of the butterfly signature on the Crane fan can be considered a 

carefully crafted branding move. 

John Singer Sargent’s inclusion of the peacock feather on his blade promotes the 

connection between the male artist’s acceptable performance of feminine traits and Sargent’s 

private life. Although historically, Sargent’s work has been examined for the ways in which he 

remained aloof from the avant-garde scene, scholars have begun to examine his work for 

elements of his own sensualism and sexuality. Trevor Fairbrother, in John Singer Sargent: The 

Sensualist, argues that “sensuality [was] a major force in his creative life.”82 Fairbrother also 

argues for the notion that Sargent’s watercolors contained an unbridled sensuality.83 This 

opposes the typical reading of his works as that they hide any display of his own sexuality. 

Scholars, like Fairbrother, have recently argued that Sargent’s watercolors do reveal his 

sexuality. Sargent did not begin exhibiting his watercolors in mass until 1905 when a solo 

exhibition of his watercolors took place in London at the Carfax Gallery.84 If Sargent’s earlier 

watercolors allowed him to experiment artistically without criticism, they offer a more intimate 

view of Sargent’s sensuality.  

 
81Marvin J. Taylor. Reading Wilde: Querying Spaces. (New York: NYU 

Press, 1995), 46. 

 
82 Trevor J. Fairbrother and John Singer Sargent, John Singer Sargent: The 

Sensualist. (Seattle: Seattle Art Museum, 2000), 15. 
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 Sargent’s watercolor peacock feather on the Crane Fan is no exception. It allows Sargent 

to sexually identify through the peacock. Fairbrother’s final chapter “Unraveling the Paradoxes” 

seeks to reconcile Sargent’s typically guarded personality with his flamboyant art. In other 

words, he examines the dichotomy of Sargent’s public and personal personas, and his academic 

and progressive inclinations which were often at war with each other.85 Fairbrother argues “that a 

fuller awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of Sargent’s temperament can clarify the 

seeming disconnectedness between his bravura art and a reticent public image.”86 The peacock 

feather on the Crane fan offers insight into Sargent’s mentality as one who participated in an 

artistic lifestyle without shedding his masculinity. As many of the public assumed that artists, 

musicians, and writers were homosexuals, Sargent worked very hard to assert his dominance as 

an artist who did not forego the heteronormative characteristics of his gender. In nature, the male 

peacock is flamboyant and decorative; it also performs its role for the female. Thus, for the 

aesthetic male artist, it became the perfect symbol. Sargent used this association with the 

peacock to argue for their ability to dress provocatively and decoratively without threat to his 

sexuality.  

Ultimately, this thesis acts as a case study of artists’ reactions to cross gender performance 

following the arrest of Oscar Wilde in 1895. This thesis exhibits one way in which autograph fans 

from this period might be dissected: as products of socio-cultural importance. It does so through a 

close study of relative artistic and cultural output by the artists represented on the fan around the time 

of 1895. By first revealing biographical data, including an unpublished reference to the fan which 
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sheds light on the conditions of its creation, this thesis offers the following conclusions. James Abbott 

McNeill Whistler’s and John Singer Sargent’s motivations reveal their attempts to contend with the 

gendered connotations of the fan considering their own performative tendencies. In fact, as this thesis 

will argue, both Whistler and Sargent reverse this sexually charged nature of the feminine fan. 

The erect plumage of the peacock tail spread wide open allows for the Crane Fan to function as 

the empowerment of their own tendencies toward gender performance following the arrest of 

Oscar Wilde. 
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Artistic, Musical, and Societal Entanglements: The Crane Fan and Connections  

This primary section of the thesis tracks the signatures on the Crane Fan by date, in an 

attempt to trace the chronology of the formation of the fan. As there are some signatures without 

dates and with little information regarding the fan’s formation, these following statements are 

made utilizing references about the featured artists, musicians, writers, and celebrities in or 

around 1895. After this discussion, the thesis turns to focus solely on the blades decorated by the 

artists. In several cases, the source material for the artists’ sketches on the Crane Fan has been 

located. Certain blades are exact replicas of works in the artistic oeuvres of the signatories of the 

Crane Fan, while others bear resemblance to works produced around the time. In Whistler’s case, 

the sketch on the Crane Fan fits within the scheme of his 1880s-1890s pastel and chalk figure 

sketches from his studio. Uniquely, this thesis contributes a previously unpublished source which 

references the Crane Fan and links it to a work within the oeuvre of Walford Graham Robertson.  

As Calvert mentions in her initial discussion of the Crane Fan, a rudimentary examination 

of the fan exposes a unique web of artistic entanglements in Victorian London. In fact, an in-

depth discussion of the fan provides information regarding the artists and their relationships to 

their oeuvres and to the oeuvres of the other artists. The Crane Fan’s ultimate destination was 

likely the parlor of Lady X’s home. However, as Lady X was of exalted rank there is no telling 

who might have glanced upon the fan. No doubt the artists of the Crane Fan were aware, many 

having already participated in similar fans, that visitors of nobility and high society would view 

the Crane Fan. It doesn’t seem unlikely to suggest that the artists understood that the fan would 

be viewed by many. Thus, regardless of the identity of the owner of the fan, the artists 

represented themselves with the understanding that their work would be on display for the 

Victorian elite. In so doing, their signatures and sketches reveal something of their attempts to 



38 
 

curate a public persona. Furthermore, in many cases we can draw parallels between the artistic 

oeuvres of the signatories and their additions on the fan.  

The following analysis operates under the understanding that the fan was circulated intact 

as suggested by Calvert.87 Connected by ribbon midway through each stick, the empty wooden 

sticks were passed around or accompanied the owner as they were painted and signed. One point 

to support this is a set of glass-plate negatives held in Whistler’s collection at the University of 

Glasgow. (Figure 14) Calvert notes that the existence of the negatives “[supports] the notion of it 

being circulated intact, since it was photographed this way at about its halfway point, with its 

original fastener and ribbon thread.”88 It also puts the Crane Fan in Whistler’s possession in or 

around July 1895.  

The contributors to the Crane Fan shared experiences with each other and with many of 

the potential fan owners. Many of them lived near each other and worked together on a daily 

basis, attending club meetings and parties together. The artists shared models and the musicians 

played at the same venues. Sir Frederic Leighton, President of the Royal Academy in 1895, was 

acquainted with many of the artists from the academy and the Aesthetic Movement’s Avant-

Gardists. At the beginning of January, Leighton became the first to sign and date the fan.89 

Leighton’s medallion on the Crane Fan is a classically inspired profile of a woman encircled by a 

laurel wreath. Leighton lived in Holland Park, a prestigious and highly sought-after area of 

London. The area was rife with nobility, wealth, and artistic patronage.  

 
87 Calvert, “An Artistic Fan in Victorian Society,” 39. 

 
88 Ibid. 

 
89 Several of the signatures are undated, therefore, we cannot be sure that he was 

the first to sign it. However, he is the first to sign the fan and leave a date.  
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Figure 29. Crane’s signature page in Constance Wilde’s Autograph Book. 1894. Jillian M. Hess 

“Dans l’album de Madame Constance Wilde: Female Sociality and the Lady’s Album in 

Fin-de-Siècle England.” Nineteenth Century Gender Studies, Issue 15.1 (Spring 2019): 1-

18. 

 

 
Figure 30.  Butterfly. James Abbott McNeill Whistler. 1890. Pencil on Buff Card. 4 9/16 x 4 

1/8- 4 7/16" (116 x 104-113 mm). F. 1905.326. Freer Gallery of Art. Washington, DC. 
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Figure 31. Walford Graham Robertson. John Singer Sargent. 1894. Oil on Canvas. 230.5 x 

118.7. Tate Gallery, London, UK. 
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Figure 32. Madame X (Gautreu). John Singer Sargent. 1881. Oil on Canvas. 208.6 x 190.9 cm. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York City, New York. 
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Figure 33. Dr. Samuel Pozzi at Home. John Singer Sargent. 1895. Oil on Canvas. 201.6 x 102.2 

cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York City, New York. 
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Figure 34. Ada Rehan. John Singer Sargent. 1894-95. Oil on Canvas. The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art. New York City, New York. 
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Figure 35. Ena and Betty, Daughters of Asher and Mrs. Wertheimer. John Singer Sargent. 

1901. Oil on Canvas. The Tate Gallery. London, UK. 
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Figure 36. Detail of Recto 6 from the Walter Crane Fan. James Abbott McNeill Whistler. Detail 

from the Walter Crane fan. c.1895. Walter Crane with contributions from many other 

artists. Painted wood. Private Collection. 

 

 

 
Figure 37. Detail of Recto 3 from the Walter Crane Fan. John Singer Sargent. Detail from the 

Walter Crane fan. c.1895. Walter Crane with contributions from many other artists. 

Painted wood. Private Collection. 
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