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The Matterhorn Lithographs of 1865
Gustave Dare and his links with Edward Whymper

(Plates 79, 80)

Gustave Dore's two large lithographs of the first ascent of the Matterhorn,
showing the arrival at the summit and the accident, merit closer

attention than they generally get as despite their faults they incorporate
certain details that could only have come from Edward Whymper. Charles
Gos appears to be the only writer who has considered them closely and he
concluded l that Dore had either consulted some competent mountaineers,
had met Whymper himself or corresponded with him or even that Whymper
had perhaps submitted his own drawings. .

Gos noticed how Dore's prints could be distinguished from the fantastic
and ridiculous prints that other artists produced of the Matterhorn drama
by their attention to precise detail. He was particularly intrigued by the
similarity between the description of the accident which Whymper gave in
the Journal de Zermatt article 2 in August 1895 and Dores representation of
the accident. But he could find nothing in Smythe's biography of Whymper
nor in the biographies of Dore by Roosevelt and by Valmy-Baysse with
which to answer the questions, did Dore ever see the Matterhorn? and did
he know Whymper? Dore had been to Chamonix in 1853, Switzerland in
1854 and the Tyrol in 1860 but in the summer of 1865 he had taken a cure
in Baden Baden.

Recent study of some letters kept by Whymper throws a good deal of
light on the subject but it is first necessary to look at such other evidence as
there is of co-operation or of a professional relationship between the two
men whose artistic skills were to a large extent complementary. There is
no doubt that they did meet at some stage as in the course of an article on
Mountaineering Tragedies published in 1909 3 Whymper referred to the Croz
subscription fund amounting to nearly £300 and added: 'Thad.s not much
for the life of a man Gustave Dore said to me, and I agreed with him.' This
conversation, however, must have taken place long after the two prints were
published on 1 October 1865, as the subscription fund was still open at that
time.

We know that Dore provided the frontispiece to the third abridged edi
tion of Scrambles, published in 1880. There had been a note in the Alpine
Journal as early as November 1873,4 stating that 'the principal portion of
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Mr. E. Whymper's "Scrambles amongst the Alps" will reappear next season
under the title of the "Ascent of the Matterhorn" with numerous fresh
illustrations, amongst which will be a new frontispiece by M. Gustave Dore,
and some Chamois subjects by Joseph Wolf. The work will not be reprinted
in its original form.' The reason for the subsequent five-year delay in
publishing the abridged edition is not apparent. The first edition of Scrambles
is believed to have been delayed on account of the illustrations, which
Whymper had to engrave in his spare time, but the additional ones in the
third edition could hardly account for a five-year hitch. However, this aspect
does merit further consideration in the light of an article by the Swiss art
critics and historians Caroline Kesser and Peter Killer published in Berge in
19835 in which they draw attention to one of the plates in Scrambles 'The
crags of the Matterhorn ... Aug. 10 1863'.6 They suggest that this most
splendid illustration has been produced by the parallel engraving technique
which was characteristic of Gustave Dore but not typical of Whymper. They
point out that in contrast to most of the other woodcuts in Scrambles it does
not bear Whymper's name as the engraver and they consider it probable
that Whymper relied on some Dore trained reproduction specialiSts. They
suggest that Dore's contribution may indeed have gone much further in
view of his co-operation in the third edition and, in the light of the corres
pondence referred to below, it seems probable that they are correct and that
Gustave Dore was indebted to Whymper and did help him directly or in
directly to prepare a few of the illustrations for Scrambles.

An undated French newspaper cutting7 that must be of early August
1865, probably the second week, refers to the crowd stopping outside the
Montmartre premises of the publishers Goupil to admire G. Dore's two
fine tinted drawings of the Matterhorn catastrophe (75cms by 40cms). The
reporter states that he does not know if Dore went to the scene or if it
comes from his imagination with the help of photographs of the Matterhorn
but that the drawings will be available as prints before long.

It is doubtful whether Dore's original drawings had very much in common
with the published prints (52cms by 39cms) apart from the crags in the
background of the accident scene, and if they are still in existence they may
be hardly recognisable for what they are. It is probable that Adams Reilly
saw the original drawings in Montmartre on about 11 August on his way
home from Zermatt and Chamonix, as on 23 August Whymper wrote in a
letterS 'For several weeks past Messrs Goupil have exhibited in Paris two
large drawings by Gustave Dore, one of the accident and the other of the
summit of the mountain. At the same time they publicly announced that
they were going to publish these drawings, which I have been informed by
a friend are grossly inaccurate.' Adams Reilly had been in Zermatt from 18
July until the end of the month and would have been fully conversant with
the circumstances of the accident. He went to see Whymper in London on
14 August to give him some French newspapers, when he probably told
him of Dore's drawings.



79. The Ascent of the Matterhorn, on July 14th 1865: Arrival at the Summit.
(Gustave Dore) (P215)
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On about 18 August Goupil's agent in London sent a letter to Whymper
seeking information about him and about those who had accompanied him
on the Matterhorn and also about the scene of the accident. The following
day he called to see Whymper. Thereafter he seems to have written to the
relatives of Hudson, Hadow and Douglas asking for a portrait that Dore
could use. None of these letters appears to have survived but there is still in
existence a letter of 23 August written by Hadow's father to Whymper which
states:

'I have just been informed by Messrs Goupil that it is their intention to
publish a print of the catastrophe of the "Matterhorn" and that you are
going to supply the drawing for it, while I am actually asked to supply a
likeness of my dear son for the picture.

'I can hardly say how much pain and distress such a proceeding would
cause to ourselves and to Mrs. Hudson, who has written to us on the subject.
I have no wish to interfere with parties who may wish to publish drawings
of the scene of this sad accident, but they might surely spare the feelings of
those relatives who have already suffered so much, and abstain from bringing
forward again to notoriety the victims of this fatal occurrence.

'I venture therefore to hope that you will exert your influence with the
publishers and the artist to omit from the design any attempted likeness of
Mr. Hudson or of my son; their insertion could not in any way improve it,
while it would be most distasteful to all the relatives and friends of the
deceased. Glad indeed should we be if a veil could now be drawn over this
distressing occurrence.'

Whymper despatched his reply the same day, 23 August, saying that
Hadow had either been misinformed by Goupil, or else had misunderstood
their communication inasmuch as it regarded him. He referred to the large
drawings being exhibited in Paris for several weeks, to the announcement
they were to be published and to being told they were grossly inaccurate.
He sent Hadow Goupil's letter to him of 18 August 'by which you will see
that I am a total stranger to their house' and he referred to his subsequent
promise to give them a sketch of the spot, whilst declining to give them the
slightest assistance in procuring the portraits.

'I greatly regret that anything I have done should have caused you the
slightest pain or annoyance and I shall immediately withdraw my promise
to help Messrs Goupil to produce a correct representation of the spot ... I
am sorry to say that I believe it will be of no use to endeavour to prevent
them publishing the drawings ...

'It gives me the greatest pain to see from the tenor of your letter you have
been led to believe that the idea of publishing these drawings was more or
less originated or helped by myself but I trust that you will no longer entertain
any such idea as it is entirely without foundation ... '

Further correspondence from the agent confirms that Whymper wrote to
them on 23 August stating that he could no longer lend his assistance, but
Hadow's reply of 26 August indicated that he was now satisfied.
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, ... I had no intention, nor do I now wish to interfere with your arrange
ments for supplying a correct sketch of the mountain or of the scene of this
lamentable catastrophe, but gathering from Messrs Goupil's letter that they
proposed to introduce portraits or attempted likeness into the sketch you
were to furnish, I ventured to solicit your influence to prevent that part of
the work being done, for the reasons which must be obvious to any person
ofgood taste ... '

Subsequently the agent wrote again to Whymper on 4 September saying
he had received a portrait of Lord Douglas 'but of course shall now not
make any use of it' and enclosing a lengthy letter in French addressed to
Whymper from Goupil. The letter is handwritten on both sides of two
sheets of thin paper, which the ink has soaked through, but with the exception
of a few words and phrases which seem unlikely to be of great significance
it can with difficulty be deciphered and translates as follows:

Goupil et Cie
Paris 1st Sep. 1865

Mr. Edward Whymper,
Sir,

Our agent in London has told us of the kind reception you
gave initially to our request for information about the gentlemen
who accompanied you on the Matterhorn and also about yourself
and he told us at the same time of your plan to come to Paris so
that you could give Mr. Gustave Dore all the details he could
have need of to complete his drawings. Subsequently you have
let it be known to us that the parents of the victims of the
catastrophe on the 14th July were objecting to the execution of
Mr. Dore's drawings and to their reproduction, and in con
sequence you did not wish to participate in any way. You have
furthermore communicated to us some letters addressed to you
on the subject by Mrs. Hudson and by Mr. Hadow.

One need only imagine oneself for a moment in the position
of these unfortunate parents to understand how the represent
ation of this fatal occurrence would be very painful for them, yet
we do not believe it is possible not to proceed with this publication;
allow us, Sir, to make you the judge of our reasons.

Mr. Gustave Dore was deeply impressed by the account you
gave of the catastrophe which all the newspapers then published
throughout the world. In three days he made his two drawings
and asked us to exhibit them to the public in our shop in the
Boulevard Montmartre; all Paris came to see and talked about
the drawings as much on account of the enterprise of the artist
as of the interest of the scenes that they depicted; the French
press reviewed the exhibition, as did the correspondents of foreign
newspapers. Faced with such a great success Mr. Dore's friends
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urged him to reproduce the drawings and to publish them and
we agreed to undertake the service. So it is, that Mr. Dore,
wanting to complete his work by adding every possible true detail,
asked us to enquire as to whether you would be willing to
communicate information to him and during the time that you
were replying to us at first favourably and subsequently when
you were refusing us, the reproduction was undertaken and today
it is almost finished. It is therefore no longer a question of
abandoning a simple project; an accomplished work would
have to be destroyed. But would destruction achieve anything?
Obviously not, as one could not prevent the sad occurrence, that
one would like to see forgotten, becoming the object of other
publications whether in France or elsewhere.

We believe, Sir, that the only thing we can do is to accede to
Mr. Hadow's request and refrain from any attempted likeness of
the unfortunate victims. Our sole object having been to re
produce a work of great artistic merit we do not agree it could
be supposed that we wanted to speculate on a scene of mourn
ing. As for Mr. Gustave Dore, it would never have occurred to
him that he could be criticised for putting his name to the repre
sentation of a drama whose last act, admittedly terrible and
painful, was such a triumph of human will and energy - he was
only concerned with the poetry and with the philosophy of the
subject. Lastly, if the publication of these two drawings can be
criticised, one would have to be equally critical of the accounts
which newspapers have published and it would be necessary to
prohibit representation of the deeds of war which make certain
families glorious, but plunge them into mourning.

Sir, please excuse this very long pleading,
And please accept [etc]

Goupil et Cie

There is no further correspondence on the subject and one can only guess
the subsequent developments. Whymper clearly had a professional interest
in helpirrg Dore and it may well be for this reason that he may have contem
plated going to see him in Paris on the occasion he met Goupil's London
agent. In any event it seems probable, irr the light of the correspondence
and in particular Hadow's satisfaction once the question of inc6-rporating
portraits had been excluded, when he had no wish to interfere with
Whymper's arrangements for supplying 'a correct sketch of the mountairr
or of the scene of this lamentable catastrophe', that Whymper decided that
there was no reason why he should not co-operate and provide two sketches.
The ultimate prints are certainly not 'grossly inaccurate in almost every
particular' and they contain details that no one but Whymper could have
provided to Dore. The probability is that one sketch gave an approximate



80. The Ascent of the Matterhorn, on July 14th 1865: The Fall.
(Gustave Dore) (P215)
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outline of the immediate approach to the summit, so far as Whymper could
recollect it, and that it included the figures of Croz and himself but no one
else, as the rest of the party would still have been some distance from the
summit if they did not arrive there until about 10 minutes later, as Whymper
wrote in his letter to The Times. Whatever the nature of Dore's original
representation of the arrival at the summit and however accurate Whymper's
drawing of the fmal peak mayor may not have been, it will have been nec
essary for Dore to retain in the print some resemblance to his original draw
ing so as not to confuse or discourage his admirers and potential customers.
Croz' axe corresponds with Whymper's drawing of Croz' axe in Scrambles9

in contrast to Anderegg's axe,1O and Whymper's stance on the Swiss sum
mit has features in common with the drawing,11 showing himself on the
Italian summit.

But it is the representation of the fall of the four victims that can only
have come from a sketch provided by Whymper. Old Peter Taugwalder
may to some extent be Whymper's impression, although instead of hug
ging a large rock with both arms. he just has one hand on it, but the
silhouettes of Young Peter and of Whymper himself seem to be as much a
part of Dore's background as the strange cliffs in the upper left-hand corner,
which seem altogether out of place in the vicinity of the accident. Once
again Dore would have had to relate the details provided by Whymper to
his own original drawing which had excited such widespread public interest.
The apparent demarcation between Whymper and Dore in the accident
scene may be better appreciated by looking at a mirror image, when
Whymper's foreground becomes even more realistic. It may even be that
Dore incorporated a mirror image of Whymper's sketch in order to portray
the falling climbers in front of his own existing background, but that is
speculation. What is probable is that only a month after writing to The
Times in August 1865 and some six years prior to his publishing Scrambles
Whymper recorded his own pictorial impression of the actual accident and
that this was incorporated by Dore into his own lithographed print. Dore
seems never to have acknowledged publicly his debt to Whymper, nor did
Whymper publish anything indicative of any contribution on his part.
Nevertheless there would have been no great secrecy about his involve
ment and it is probable that his own immediate circle of friends
knew that he had supplied Dore with two sketches. This may well explain
the reference in Rev J M Elliott's letter of 25 July 1868 to his friend Wood
describing the second ascent of the Matterhorn from Zermatt, to turning a
corner at the base of the final peak. 'It is as unlike Whymper's picture as
anything I have ever seen.' When Elliott's letter was first published in The
Field in 1910 the Editor added a note:

'Mr. Whymper, to whom several references are made in Mr. Elliott's
letter, informs us that he has no recollection of having shown or of having
made any drawings at the point referred to by Mr. Elliott, who may pos
sibly have had in his mind two drawings by Gustave Dore which were
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lithographed and circulated extensively, but had nothing to do with Mr.
Whymper.'12

If Whymper was in fact responsible for the precise details in Dore's prints,
mention should also be made of Ferdinand Hodler's two monumental paint
ings 'Aufstieg' and 'Absturz' ('Ascent' and 'Fall'), which were commissioned
from him for the 1894 World Exhibition in Antwerp. Hodler's inspiration
clearly came from Dore and his four falling climbers are undoubtedly the
Whymper/Dore Matterhorn victims, to which Hodler added variations of
his own. The 25ft high canvasses were subsequently cut into several sec
tions and the surviving pieces which include the four victims are now dis
played in the new Alpine Museum in Bern. In an article in Die Alpen in
193413 Werner Miiller wrote of the two Hodler's:

'They are not pictures, they are not mere painted canvasses: they are
monuments! Monuments to the many unknown heroes and conquerors of
the mountains! Gravestones and rolls of honour for every victim of the
mountains.'
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