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Aubrey Beardsley's Bon-Mots Vignettes: their significance in the development of his

style

This paper deals with Beardsley’s vignettes for Bon-Mots (1893), the three-volume
anthology of witticisms compiled from various authors by W. Jerrold. Between two of his
masterpieces, Malory's Le Morte dArthur (1892-4) and Wilde's Salomé (1893-4),
Bon-Mots has been neglected by art historians. The over one hundred vignettes,
however, had a special significance in the development of Beardsley’s idiosyncratic style
of drawing.

The publisher gave the work as a little diversion to Beardsley, who became weary of
toiling at his first major commission, the illustrations for Le Morte d’Arthur. While he
had to follow the text and imitate the style of wood-engraving in his drawings for the
Malory, he was free from these restraints with the Bon-Mots vignettes. He could draw
anything he liked, regardless of the text, and the small scale of a vignette allowed him
to explore various possibilities of line drawing. Some novel characteristics of his lines
noticeable in the illustrations for Saloméfirst appeared in these light-hearted vignettes.

Beardsley mentioned his keen interest in ‘the subject of lines and line drawing’ in a
letter written in 1891. At about the same time he also expressed his agreement with
Walter Crane’s view of line drawing published in the Magazine of Art. It is true that
Beardsley’'s interest in line as the essential element in artistic creation was shared by
Crane and many other contemporary illustrators. But while Crane emphasized the
importance of using different lines in accordance with the different character of each
object, Beardsley as the illustrator of Bon-Mots pursued abstract beauty and effects of
lines themselves, often ignoring the logic of representation. Though he could draw in the
traditional style if he intended to, Beardsley selected and further refined this
simplified-line style in his later works, in part strategically, to shock and impress the

public with its utter newness.
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