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Exhibition History
Le Salon des Artistes Français
April 20, 1913

The Friendship Fountain was then entered in the Paris
Spring Salon of 1913 under the descriptive title
“Fountain.” American newspapers reported the Fountain
as having received rave reviews from the French press,
whereas the actual French reviews were more mixed. The
fountain was awarded an honorable mention.

National Association of Women Painters and Sculptors at Knoedler’s
April 6 to 18, 1914

Whitney exhibited the Fountain at the 23rd annual exhibition of the Association of
Women Painters and Sculptors. The Fountain won the National Arts Club Prize,
one of four prizes awarded annually at the exhibition by the jury of selection,
which included a 100$ prize presented by John G. Agar.

Panama Pacific International Exposition 
February 20, 1915 to December 4, 1915

The fountain was on exhibition in the courtyard of the
California building at the request of Karl Bitter, who had
seen it at Knoedler’s the year before. Whitney showcased
a separate fountain and frieze group entitled the El
Dorado Fountain at the same exposition. The fountain won
a Bronze medal.

“I think it was rotten they didn’t give 
you a medal at the salon, and 
everyone else thinks so too.”

Gladys Vanderbilt, Gertrude’s younger 
sister in a letter dated June 11th, 1913.

The early sketches and designs for the
Friendship Fountain are hidden away in folders
labeled “Miscellaneous” and “Unknown,
undated.” Through careful comparisons of
letters sent to old lovers and anatomical
sketches, I discovered early plans for the
fountain and was able to create a timeline from
its inception to its arrival at McGill.

Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney’s
status as a sculptress was always
overshadowed by her family’s
massive wealth and connections.
Her archives reveal an internal
struggle to reconcile her privilege
and her desire to create art. As
members of New York high society,
Whitney and her family were
favorite subjects for newspaper
gossip columns.

In her later years, this struggle
inspires her to become a patron for
hundreds of young artists, including
Ellen Ballon.

This early photograph showcases 
the three separate figures before 

they were permanently 
assembled.

My ARIA project seeks to
discover and formulate an
accurate narrative of the
Friendship Fountain, located on
McGill’s lower field, through an
in-depth analysis of the Whitney
archives, held at the
Smithsonian’s American Archives
of Art, and our own documents
on the fountain at the McGill
University Archives.

Whitney modeled each figure out of 
clay individually. These figures were 

eventually enlarged and pieced 
together by a team of nine marble 

cutters

The sketches for 
the fountain were 

found in old 
diaries and 
scrapbooks, 
which often 

contained short 
story ideas and 
personal notes.

Whitney met with 
Rodin in 1911, who 
critiqued an early 

design for Caryatid, 
the fist figure 

modeled for the 
fountain. His 
inspiration is 

notable in the 
strong yet supple 

forms of the figures.

Whitney’s 
sketches 

suggest an 
interest in 
anatomical 

design around 
the time of 

the making of 
this sculpture.
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Background
In 1931, McGill accepted the Friendship
Fountain as a donation from a
committee of Americans organized by
alumna and piano prodigy Ellen Ballon.

The fountain, sculptured in 1913 by
sculptress Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney,
has since become a symbol of the
university. The story behind the making
of the fountain, as well as the reasoning
behind its donation to McGill university,
became riddled with misinformation
over time.

The Friendship Fountain 
represents McGill 

University in a political 
cartoon published in the 

Montreal Star on October 
9, 1937.

The donation ceremony 
coincided with McGill’s 

1931 Spring Convocation.

Although 
Whitney did not 
attend the 
donation 
ceremony in 
1931, she kept 
newspaper 
clippings that 
contained 
articles written 
about the event.


