
        
            
                
            
        

    
        

[image: img1.jpg]


J. M. W. Turner

(1775–1851)

[image: img2.jpg]

Contents

The Highlights

FISHERMEN AT SEA

BUTTERMERE LAKE, WITH PART OF CROMACKWATER, A SHOWER

SELF PORTRAIT, 1799

THE FALL OF AN AVALANCHE IN THE GRISONS

SNOW STORM: HANNIBAL AND HIS ARMY CROSSING THE ALPS

BONNEVILLE, SAVOY WITH MONT BLANC

THE SHIPWRECK

DIDO BUILDING CARTHAGE

THE BURNING OF THE HOUSES OF LORDS AND COMMONS

ULYSSES DERIDING POLYPHEMUS

PEACE — BURIAL AT SEA

THE FIGHTING TEMERAIRE

SHADE AND DARKNESS — THE EVENING OF THE DELUGE

THE SLAVE SHIP

RAIN, STEAM AND SPEED — THE GREAT WESTERN RAILWAY

SNOWSTORM — STEAM-BOAT OFF A HARBOUR’S MOUTH

LANDSCAPE WITH DISTANT RIVER AND BAY

A DISASTER AT SEA

NORHAM CASTLE SUNRISE

The Oil Paintings

THE OIL PAINTINGS

ALPHABETICAL LIST OF OIL PAINTINGS

The Watercolour Paintings

THE WATERCOLOUR PAINTINGS

ALPHABETICAL LIST OF WATERCOLOURS

The Biographies

TURNER by William Cosmo Monkhouse

JOSEPH MALLORD WILLIAM TURNER by George Reid

The Delphi Classics Catalogue

[image: img3.png]

© Delphi Classics 2014

Version 1


[image: img4.jpg]


        

Masters of Art Series

J. M. W. Turner

[image: img5.jpg]

By Delphi Classics, 2014


COPYRIGHT

Masters of Art - J. M. W. Turner

First published in the United Kingdom in 2014 by Delphi Classics.

© Delphi Classics, 2014.

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form other than that in which it is published.

ISBN: 978 1 90890 962 6

Delphi Classics

is an imprint of

Delphi Publishing Ltd

Hastings, East Sussex

United Kingdom

Contact: sales@delphiclassics.com

[image: img6.png]

www.delphiclassics.com


    

Explore Romanticism with Delphi Classics

[image: img7.jpg]

For the first time in digital publishing history, Delphi Classics is proud to present the complete works of these artists in eReading collections.

www.delphiclassics.com


The Highlights
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Turner’s birthplace, 21-22 Maiden Lane, Covent Garden, London
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The same building today


[image: img10.jpg]

The birthplace in 1850


THE HIGHLIGHTS
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In this section, a sample of Turner’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.


FISHERMEN AT SEA

[image: img12.png]

J. M. W. Turner is regarded by many as Britain’s greatest artist, whose works have become iconic symbols of the Romantic art movement. He became known as ‘the painter of light’, due to his increasing interest in brilliant colours and the contrast between light and dark in his many landscapes and seascapes. 

Turner was born on 23 April 1775 in London. His father, William Turner (1745-1829), was a barber and wig maker and his mother, Mary Marshall, came from a family of butchers. In 1785, his mother suffered from severe mental illness and was admitted first to St Luke's Hospital for Lunatics in Old Street in 1799 and then Bethlem Hospital in 1800, where she died four years later. The young Turner was sent to stay with his maternal uncle, Joseph Mallord William Marshall, in Brentford, then a small town on the banks of the Thames, west of London. The earliest surviving artistic exercise by Turner is a series of simple colourings of engraved plates from Henry Boswell's Picturesque View of the Antiquities of England and Wales. 

In 1786 Turner was sent to Margate on the north-east Kent coast. There he produced a series of drawings of the town and surrounding area foreshadowing his later work. Turner would return to the town many times in his adult life. By this time, Turner’s drawings were being exhibited in his father's shop window, selling for a few shillings. Many early sketches were architectural studies or exercises in perspective, as he worked for several architects in his adolescence. By the end of 1789, he had also begun to study under the topographical draughtsman Thomas Malton, who specialised in London views. Turner learned from him the basic conventions of the trade, copying and colouring outline prints of British castles and abbeys. Turner would later regard Malton as “my real master".

That same year, the artist entered the Royal Academy of Art schools, at the age of fourteen; he was accepted into the academy a year later. Sir Joshua Reynolds, president of the Royal Academy, chaired the panel that admitted him. The following canvas, Fishermen at Sea (1796), is the first oil painting that Turner exhibited at the Royal Academy, portraying a moonlit scene in the tradition of Horace Vernet, Philip de Loutherbourg and Joseph Wright, whose works fuelled the eighteenth century interest in nocturnal subjects. 

In his younger years, Turner travelled around the British Isles extensively, filling his notebook with impressions he received wherever he went.  When he was aged twenty, it was a visit to the Isle of Wight that inspired what would become his first great oil painting, Fishermen at Sea.  It depicts a scene close to the famous ‘Needles’ rocks, off the coast of the Isle of Wight. The sense of the overwhelming power of nature is a key theme of the painting, with the ascending brilliance of the moonlight contrasting strongly with the delicate vulnerability of the flickering lantern held by the fishermen, emphasising nature’s power over mankind. The jagged outlines of rocks and the violence of the waves enforce the impression of the fishermen’s perilous fate.  
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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‘Moonlight’ by Philip de Loutherbourg, 1777 — a likely source of inspiration


[image: img18.jpg]

The Needles, Isle of Wight


BUTTERMERE LAKE, WITH PART OF CROMACKWATER, A SHOWER
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Buttermere Lake, with Part of Cromackwater, a Shower was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1798 and depicts a Lake District scene conceived during Turner’s first tour of the region the previous year. The canvas is based on a sketchbook study, later worked up in watercolour to portray the stormy conditions, which the artist literally noted down for himself by writing the word ‘Black’ on the surface of the lake. This strong use of black dominates the gloomy mood of the work, which is otherwise enlivened by the rainbow, a frequent motif employed by the artist. It is a work that concerns the power of the Sublime, encouraging the viewer to contemplate Nature’s grandeur.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail


SELF PORTRAIT, 1799
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In this early self portrait we can note the subtle blend of light and dark, illuminating the face of the young twenty-four year old artist.  Dating from around 1799, the painting was most likely intended to mark Turner’s election as a full member of the Royal Academy, a momentous occasion for any aspiring artist. This meant that he could now exhibit his works on the walls of the Academy without fear of rejection by any members of the committee.

Despite his relative youth, Turner had already made a name for himself as an original, accomplished painter with the technical abilities of someone many years more experienced. He had been described in London newspapers as an artist that ‘seems thoroughly to understand the mode of adjusting and applying his various materials’ and ‘their effect in oil or on paper is equally sublime’. The portrait, which is now housed in Tate Britain, depicts a confident young man, who stares assertively at the viewer, hinting at his ambitions and skilled abilities as an artist.
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Detail
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Detail
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Royal Academy of Arts, London, in Turner’s time
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The Royal Academy today, with a statue of Sir Joshua Reynolds, its founder, presented at the front


THE FALL OF AN AVALANCHE IN THE GRISONS
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During an interlude of peace in 1802, a consortium of patrons clubbed together to send Turner to Paris, in order to study in the Louvre. To begin with, he embarked on a tour of the Alps, whose sublime beauty and constant climatic change taught the young artist the awesome scale and mutability of nature. The Alpine tour resulted in some spectacular watercolours and oil paintings. Although he never witnessed an avalanche himself, an account of a devastating one in the Grisons prompted Turner to create the following painting in 1810. The tragic event occurred at Selva, killing twenty-five people.

The canvas depicts huge rocks, driven before the weight of snow, crashing down upon a small chalet. Turner opted to portray not a single human figure, concentrating on the unparalleled might of nature instead. Turner creates an almost abstract scene of overwhelming elemental forces and the portrayal of the superior power of nature would later become one of the most recurring themes in his oeuvre.
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Detail
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Detail


[image: img36.jpg]

Detail
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Selva, Grisons, today


SNOW STORM: HANNIBAL AND HIS ARMY CROSSING THE ALPS

[image: img38.png]

In 1802 Turner visited the Val d’Aosta in north-western Italy, which he used as the setting of this major historical painting.  Although he never witnessed a snow storm in Italy, the artist had seen one in Yorkshire, which he used as inspiration for this monumental work.  The painting depicts the Carthaginian leader Hannibal’s invasion of Italy in 218 B.C. Hannibal’s army, stretched across the bottom of the canvas, is approaching the rocky landscape and is about to be engulfed in an approaching storm. At the time of composition, Turner was interested in the recent war between France and the surrounding countries. Noting a parallel between Hannibal and Napoleon, who had crossed the Alps to invade Italy in 1797, the artist uses the storm to symbolise the downfall of empires past and present, perhaps even giving a warning against Britain’s thirst for power. Here, as in many of his other works, Turner identifies both nature and history as powerful forces against human accomplishment.

For Turner, the figure of Hannibal leading his armies to attack Rome had powerful associations with Napoleon’s military exploits. These connections had also been openly portrayed in a series of official portraits of Napoleon, about to lead his armies across the St Bernard Pass, by the French neo-classical artist Jacques-Louis David.  However, Turner’s painting does not celebrate the power of the individual, but instead suggests man’s vulnerability in the face of nature’s supreme force; Hannibal is unrecognisable and the soldiers indistinct while the darkness gathers around them.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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‘Napoleon at the Saint-Bernard Pass’ by Jacques-Louis David, 1800
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Val d’Aosta, Italy


BONNEVILLE, SAVOY WITH MONT BLANC
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Now housed in the Dallas Museum of Art, this painting was originally exhibited in 1803. Turner had first visited France and Switzerland in July, 1802, following the Treaty of Amiens. Bonneville was on the primary route for Alpine travel and the Mont Blanc area inspired the young artist with its dramatic scenery, crowned by the Alps. Turner used numerous sketches from the trip to create this oil painting, which depicts a calm lake, with reclining peasants and a town in the foreground, while the soaring mountains dominate the background. The painting shifts from darker earth tones on the right to lighter colours on the left, culminating with the imperious peaks of Mont Blanc. 
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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A view in the Bonneville, Haute-Savoie area today


THE SHIPWRECK
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Turner’s ongoing fascination with the sea is demonstrated by The Shipwreck and his many other marine paintings. The power of the storm and man’s subjectivity to such strength was a theme often revisited by the artist. His love for the seaside is believed to have begun in 1786, when he attended school in Margate. Throughout his lifetime he often visited the English seaside town, creating a range of works exploring the coastline and the power of the sea.

In 1802 Turner took a very influential trip to the Louvre, allowing him to study Dutch storm paintings, believed to have partly inspired the following seascape.  Housed today in Tate Britain and first exhibited in 1805, The Shipwreck reveals the primal force of the elements over the vulnerability of man.  It is unknown whether this painting was inspired by an actual shipwreck or the reissue in 1804 of a famous poem on the theme by William Falconer. Turner depicts the essence of such an experience with realism and horror. The dark tonality, often found in Turner’s early paintings, provides a foil to the dominant white crests of the waves. The artist portrays the power of the angry sea; where man will struggle and fight, and still be mercilessly overcome. 
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Tate Britain, London, where a vast majority of Turner’s works are on permanent display


It is believed by some art critics that this popular poem inspired Turner’s dramatic painting of the same theme:

An Extract from ‘The Shipwreck’ by William Falconer

Again she plunges! hark! a second shock

Bilges the splitting vessel on the rock — 

Down on the vale of death, with dismal cries

The fated victims cast their shuddering eyes

In wile despair; while yet another stroke

With strong convulsions rends the solid oak.
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‘Waves Breaking on a Lee Shore at Margate’, 1840 — one of Turner’s many paintings of his favourite seaside town
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Margate from the sea, 1840


[image: img61.jpg]

Love Lane, Margate, where Turner went to school, aged 11


DIDO BUILDING CARTHAGE
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OR, THE RISE OF THE CARTHAGINIAN EMPIRE

This painting is one of Turner’s most important works and was greatly influenced by the classical style of Claude Lorraine (1600-1682). On visiting the Louvre in 1802, Turner was enthralled by the ethereal quality of Claude’s landscapes, and the Italian Master’s art was to have a lasting impression on the young artist. Once completed, Turner regarded Dido Building Carthage as his masterpiece, which he exhibited at the Royal Academy summer exhibition in 1815.  He kept the painting with him until his death, when it was left it to the nation in the Turner Bequest in 1856 and is now housed in London’s National Gallery. The painting was widely admired when it was first exhibited at the Royal Academy and Turner later exhibited a companion piece titled The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire in 1817.

The subject is a classical scene taken from Virgil’s epic poem The Aeneid.  Dido , the Queen of Carthage, is represented as a figure in blue and white on the left, as she directs the builders of her new city. The figure in front of her, wearing armour and facing away from the viewer, is most likely her lover Aeneas, the poem’s protagonist. Some children are playing with a toy boat in the water, symbolising the growing but fragile naval power of Carthage, while the tomb of Dido’s dead husband Sychaeus can be glimpsed to the right of the painting.  The gloom on the other bank of the estuary foreshadows Carthage’s eventual doom.

The top half of the canvas is dominated by an intense yellow sunrise, suggesting the dawn of a new empire. The surreal brilliance of the sky’s colour became a hallmark of many of Turner’s paintings.  The eruption of Mount Tambora in Indonesia in April 1815 created magnificent sunrises and sunsets, which many believe inspired Turner’s paintings at this time. 

In the first draft of his will in 1829, Turner stipulated that he should be actually buried in the canvas of the painting, but he changed his mind to make a donation of Dido Building Carthage and The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire to the National Gallery, on condition that his two paintings should always be displayed on either side of Claude’s Lorraine’s Seaport with the Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba, a painting that Turner always revered. His revised will of 1831 changed the bequest, stipulating that Dido Building Carthage should be accompanied by Turner’s Sun rising through Vapour and that they should be exhibited alongside Claude’s Seaport with the Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba and Landscape with the Marriage of Isaac and Rebecca. 

A codicil in 1848 donated the remainder of Turner’s completed works to the new National Gallery, so they could be displayed together. The Turner Bequest was contested by his relatives, but resolved by 1856 when the paintings were acquired by the Gallery. Most of Turner’s works eventually moved to Tate Britain in the early 20th century, but Dido Building Carthage and Sun rising through Vapour remained in the National Gallery with Claude’s two paintings, complying with the artist’s dying wish. All four paintings are presented together in their correct order in this eBook for the reader’s enjoyment.
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Detail
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‘The Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba’ by Claude Lorraine, 1648


[image: img73.jpg]

Turner’s ‘Sun Rising through Vapour’, c.1806
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‘Landscape with the Marriage of Isaac and Rebecca’ by Claude Lorraine, 1648
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Claude Lorraine, whose landscape paintings greatly influenced Turner’s art
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‘The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire’, 1817 — Turner’s companion piece to ‘Dido Building Carthage’, which he originally planned to display with Claude’s paintings, but later changed his mind.
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A contemporary depiction of the eruption of Mount Tambora
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The National Gallery, London, where several of Turner’s most celebrated oil paintings are housed


THE BURNING OF THE HOUSES OF LORDS AND COMMONS
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Turner completed two oil paintings depicting the fire that broke out at the Houses of Parliament on the evening of 16 October, 1834. The artist himself witnessed the event from the south bank of the River Thames, opposite Westminster. He made sketches using both pencil and watercolour in two sketchbooks from different viewpoints, including one from a rented boat. The sketchbooks were left by Turner to the National Gallery as part of the Turner Bequest and can now be viewed at Tate Britain.

The following painting, exhibited at the British Institution in February, 1835, portrays the Houses of Parliament from the upstream side of Westminster Bridge. The buildings on the other side of the river are embroiled in golden flames. The fire engulfs the chamber of the House of Commons in St Stephen’s Hall, illuminating the towers of Westminster Abbey. The flames reflect a dull red in the water, with a crowd of spectators in the foreground, once again offering a pictorial statement on the power of nature and man’s forced subservience. 

The painting was acquired by the Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1928 as part of the John Howard McFadden Collection.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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‘The Burning of the Houses of Parliament’ — the second painting of the event, which Turner exhibited a few months later in the summer exhibition of 1835


[image: img85.jpg]

The Houses of Parliament today


ULYSSES DERIDING POLYPHEMUS
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This painting was completed in 1829 and is on permanent display at London’s National Gallery.  It depicts a scene from Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey, where the protagonist Ulysses is standing by the prow of his ship, deriding the Cyclops Polyphemus, whom he and his companions have just tricked and blinded.  In the myth, Ulysses’ actions result in the Cyclops invoking the vengeance of his father Neptune.  Due to this, the Greek hero has to wander the seas for ten years, unable to reach his home in Ithaca.  Therefore, a prevalent theme of the work is the rashness of man and the resulting consequences of antagonising the gods.  In the painting, one of the flags displays the Trojan Horse, also hinting at the treachery of man. Above the horizon, the horses of the Sun (Helios) can be seen rising, which is another reference to Homer’s poem.

Turner had been considering the composition of this painting as early as 1807, as seen by drawings on the same theme in his sketchbook. Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1829 and received a generally positive response from critics.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail


PEACE — BURIAL AT SEA
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Created in 1842 and housed in Tate Britain, the following piece portrays the burial of Turner’s friend and fellow artist.  Sir David Wilkie (1785-1841) was a Scottish painter, who developed a love for art at an early age. In the autumn of 1840 Wilkie resolved on a voyage to the East. On his return voyage he suffered from an attack of illness at Malta, and died at sea off Gibraltar on the morning of 1 June 1841. His body was consigned to the deep in the Bay of Gibraltar.

The painting was produced with a companion peace titled War — The Exile and the Rock Limpet, depicting Napoleon in exile on the island of St Helena. Whereas Peace is fused with tranquil beauty of death, the portrayal of Napoleon in War suggests the futility of war, as the great General bows his head, surpassed by the sunset behind him.  In Peace — Burial at Sea, the cool blues and whites of the palette create a foil to the angry reds and oranges of the companion piece.  The calm depiction of Wilkie’s dignified death is contrasted vividly with the disillusionment of Napoleon’s disgrace. 
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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‘War — The Exile and the Rock Limpet’, the companion piece to ‘Peace — Burial at Sea’
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Detail
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Self portrait of Sir David Wilkie, aged 20


THE FIGHTING TEMERAIRE
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Widely regarded as Turner’s crowning achievement, this famous painting was completed by 1839 and is now housed in London’s National Gallery, having been bequeathed to the nation in 1851.  Turner portrays one of the last second-rate ships of the line, which had played a distinguished role in the Battle of Trafalgar.  In the image the 98-gun ship HMS Temeraire is being towed towards its final berth in Rotherhithe south-east London in 1838, about to be broken up for scrap. The painting was in part inspired by Sir Henry Newbolt’s ballad The Fighting Temeraire, which describes a romantic scene of the event:

Now the sunset’s breezes shiver,
  And she’s fading down the river,
But in England’s song for ever
  She’s the Fighting Temeraire.

Turner presented what would become his most iconic work for display in 1839, accompanied by an altered extract from Thomas Campbell’s poem Ye Mariners of England:

“The flag which braved the battle and the breeze,
“No longer owns her.”

When Turner was working on this canvas, he was at the height of his artistic powers, having exhibited at the Royal Academy for over 40 years.  He was renowned for his atmospheric and experimental works in which he explored the subjects of the weather, sea and their corresponding effects of light. Having spent much of his life near the River Thames estuary, he completed many paintings of ships and waterside scenes, both in watercolour and in oils.  The artist frequently made small sketches, working them into finished paintings in the studio. Turner was present himself when the HMS Temeraire was towed and he made several sketches of the event. 

The composition is unusual as the warship, which is the subject of the work, is positioned to the left of the painting and not the centre.  The Temeraire is rendered in an almost transparent manner, its resplendent beauty in stark contrast to the dirty blackened tugboat, which pulls it along. The artist portrays the two vessels surrounded by a triangle of blue sky, allowing the Temeraire’s colours to be separate from the warm palette of oranges and reds in the setting sky.  The image evokes a nostalgic and mournful impression, as the heroic vessel is being tugged to its ‘death’.  The relative placement of the sun and crescent moon identify the scene as being a sunset rather than a sunrise, once more adding to the theme of a sombre, yet beautiful ending.

The painting won generally widespread acclaim at the time of its first unveiling. The Morning Chronicle of May 7th, 1839 described the piece as portraying “the decay of a noble human being,” explaining that “the gorgeous horizon poetically intimates that the sun of the Temeraire is setting in glory.” The Literary Gazette wrote a few days later that “the sun of the glorious vessel... setting in a flood of light... typifying the departing glories of the old Temeraire.”  The painting received even wider recognition a few years later, when the renowned art critic John Ruskin published a detailed essay on the piece.  

Nowadays, the image has won even greater acclaim.  A 2005 poll held by the National Gallery invited the British public to cast votes on the greatest piece of art in the UK. The Fighting Temeraire received over a quarter of the votes alone, winning the competition outright. 
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Detail
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Turner, close to the time of painting his masterpiece ‘The Fighting Temeraire’


The full text of Henry Newbolt’s poem, which partly inspired Turner’s painting:


The Fighting Temeraire

It was eight bells ringing,
  For the morning watch was done,
And the gunner’s lads were singing
  As they polished every gun.
It was eight bells ringing,
And the gunner’s lads were singing,
For the ship she rode a-swinging,
  As they polished every gun.

    Oh! to see the linstock lighting,
      Temeraire! Temeraire!
    Oh! to hear the round shot biting,
      Temeraire! Temeraire!

    Oh! to see the linstock lighting,
      And to hear the round shot biting,
    For we’re all in love with fighting
      On the fighting Temeraire.

It was noontide ringing,
  And the battle just begun,
When the ship her way was winging,
  As they loaded every gun.
It was noontide ringing,
When the ship her way was winging,
And the gunner’s lads were singing
  As they loaded every gun.

    There’ll be many grim and gory,
      Temeraire! Temeraire!
    There’ll be few to tell the story,
      Temeraire! Temeraire!

    There’ll be many grim and gory,
      There’ll be few to tell the story,
    But we’ll all be one in glory
      With the Fighting Temeraire.

There’s a far bell ringing
  At the setting of the sun,
And a phantom voice is singing
  Of the great days done.
There’s a far bell ringing,
And a phantom voice is singing
Of renown for ever clinging
  To the great days done.

    Now the sunset breezes shiver,
      Temeraire! Temeraire!
    And she’s fading down the river,
      Temeraire! Temeraire!

    Now the sunset’s breezes shiver,
      And she’s fading down the river,
    But in England’s song for ever
      She’s the Fighting Temeraire.
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‘The Battle of Trafalgar, 1836’ by Clarkson Frederick Stanfield. The artist depicts the Temeraire bow on, with The Fougueux coming up on the Temeraire’s starboard side, having just received a broadside.
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‘The HMS Temeraire laid up at Beatson’s Yard, Rotherhithe’ by J. J. Williams, 1838


SHADE AND DARKNESS — THE EVENING OF THE DELUGE
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This highly experimental work was first exhibited in 1843, as a companion piece to Light and Colour, The Morning after the Deluge - Moses writing the Book of Genesis’. In both paintings, Turner juxtaposes cool and warm colours, taking into account their contrasting emotional associations, as described in the great German theorist Johann von Goethe’s Farbenlehre, a treatise on the Theory of Colours. Turner chose the Biblical theme of the Deluge, the Flood that Noah built an Arc to escape, to portray these ideas.  Aged 68 years old at the time of completing Shade and Darkness, Turner recaptures the historical sublime quality of some of his earliest exhibition works. Originally painted and framed as an octagon, it depicts a natural vortex, with the use of black creating a sinister impression, hovering over the confused flock of birds. The indistinct and unusual portrayal of the brown sea below adds to the confusion and horror of the Deluge.
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Detail
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‘Light and Colour, The Morning after the Deluge’, Turner’s companion piece to ‘Shade and Darkness - The Evening of the Deluge’
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THE SLAVE SHIP
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First exhibited in 1840, Turner was inspired to create this harrowing work after reading The History and Abolition of the Slave Trade by Thomas Clarkson.  In 1781 the captain of the slave ship Zong had ordered 133 slaves to be thrown overboard, in order to qualify for insurance payments. This event inspired Turner to produce The Slave Ship in time for an important meeting of the British Anti-Slavery Society. Although slavery was illegal in the British Empire since 1833, this gathering was called by abolitionists striving to outlaw slavery across the world. Therefore, Turner exhibited his painting during the anti-slavery conference, intending for the Crown Prince Albert, who was speaking at the event, to be encouraged to increase British anti-slavery efforts. To accompany the piece, Turner provided these words from his own untitled poem:

 

“Aloft all hands, strike the top-masts and belay;

Yon angry setting sun and fierce-edged clouds

Declare the Typhon’s coming.

Before it sweeps your decks, throw overboard

The dead and dying - ne’er heed their chains

Hope, Hope, fallacious Hope!

Where is thy market now?”

 

Two years after the meeting, a new law was passed in which the British Empire pledged to suppress slavery more effectively. Once that law had been enforced, a surge of anti-slavery laws from many other Atlantic countries followed, dramatically diminishing the slave trade worldwide.

The painting depicts a crimson sunset over a stormy sea, where a ship is sailing away. The ship’s masts are red, matching the colour of the sky, and the sails are unfurled, in preparation for an approaching typhoon. The sky itself is merged with sinister and unnatural colours, ranging from purple through to brown and black, as though censuring the actions of the ship’s captain. In the foreground, a number of bodies can be seen floating in the water, their dark skin and chained hands and feet signifying their identity as slaves, who have been thrown overboard. Turner also portrays what seem to be sea monsters and strange fish swimming in the water, adding to the sense of the slaves’ vulnerability, while gulls circle overhead, in seeming expectation of the terrible end.

The painting is now regarded as an open condemnation of the exploitation of slaves and highly regarded for its haunting and effective visual warning of the evils of man.  The Slave Ship serves as a powerful reminder of an artist’s ability to challenge and change the world around him.
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Thomas Clarkson (1760-1846), a leading campaigner against the slave trade


RAIN, STEAM AND SPEED — THE GREAT WESTERN RAILWAY
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First exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1844 and housed in London’s National Gallery, this oil painting concerns the Great Western Railway, which was one of a number of private British railway companies created in the early Victorian period. The company’s initial aim was to connect Bristol with London and its chief engineer was the now celebrated Isambard Kingdom Brunel.  The location of Turner’s painting is believed to be Maidenhead Railway Bridge, completed by Brunel in 1838, which spans across the River Thames between the village Taplow and the Berkshire town of Maidenhead. 

As with many of Turner’s works, the painting considers the achievements of man in the face of the powers of nature.  As the impressive and ominous black figure of the train comes hurtling towards the viewer, a tiny hare appears in the bottom left corner, running before the train.  Some critics have argued the work suggests that the hare’s being in front of the train signifies the limits of technology; while others have argued that the rabbit is running in fear of the train, stressing the danger of man’s new technology, which threatens the natural world.  
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Detail, with hare in the centre
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The Maidenhead Railway Bridge today


SNOWSTORM — STEAM-BOAT OFF A HARBOUR’S MOUTH
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Now on display at Tate Britain, this painting was completed in 1842 and boasts one of the longest titles in the history of art.  The full title is: Snow Storm — Steam Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth Making Signals in Shallow Water and Going by the Lead. The Author Was in the Storm on the Night the Ariel Left Harwich.  The canvas portrays the recurring theme of a vortex in nature. A steam-boat is embroiled in the heart of a wild storm at sea, suggesting the vessel is a symbol of mankind’s futile efforts to combat the forces of nature. It is believed by many that Turner conceived this painting when he was tied to the mast of a ship during an actual storm at sea, though others doubt that this is true.  The artist later recorded:

“I wished to show what such a scene was like, I got the sailors to lash me to the mast to observe it, I was lashed for four hours, and I did not expect to escape, but I felt bound to record it if I did.”

The composition of the painting, with the dark depiction of swirling wind and the wild waves of the sea, creates a circle around the doomed ship, encouraging the viewer’s gaze to swirl itself around the vortex. Turner’s use of light brushstrokes captures the effective impression of the moving sea, which would be later admired by Impressionist artists.
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Harwich Harbour, Essex, today


LANDSCAPE WITH DISTANT RIVER AND BAY
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This painting was completed at some point during the 1840s and is now housed in the Louvre, Paris.  The composition is particularly abstract, with no distinct object, except for part of a tree on the right hand edge of the canvas.  The important aspect of this work though is not the subject, but the harmony of the surrounding colours and the mood of tranquillity that they create. The sublime peace evoked in the idyllic scene is entirely unhindered by the presence of man.
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Detail


A DISASTER AT SEA
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This painting was never exhibited and was probably left unfinished by Turner, although it is now regarded as one of his most celebrated representations of a maritime disaster. The pyramidal composition was most likely inspired by French artist Théodore Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa, housed in the Louvre, which caused a sensation when it was exhibited in London in 1822. 

Turner’s painting depicts the wreck of the Amphitrite off Boulogne in 1833.  This event was an infamous tragedy, where the ship’s captain abandoned his cargo of female convicts, claiming he was only authorised to land them in New South Wales. Turner’s painting depicts the harrowing misfortune of the women’s deaths, as they huddle helplessly on the small raft, awaiting the wild sea. 
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‘The Raft of the Medusa’ by Théodore Géricault, 1819
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The 1833 newspaper report of the tragedy


NORHAM CASTLE SUNRISE
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This painting was created in 1845 and depicts a scene that Turner returned to many times in his life.  This version of the subject serves as an old man’s fond recollection of his youth, as Turner had visited Norham Castle, in Northumbria, in his early twenties. Now well into old age, Turner depicts the objects with less precision, opting for an abstract quality appearing many years before the achievements of the Impressionists. Instead of distinct objects, the atmosphere takes precedence, with the castle all but disappeared and the cows being the only definite hint of a subject.  The painting’s title stresses the word sunrise, indicating Turner’s wish to capture a particular moment in time. The artist is more interested in the atmosphere created at this moment, than the actual physical objects surrounding it.

Norham Castle provided a source of continual inspiration for Turner. The first time he had seen the castle was during one of his many trips to the countryside in the north of England in 1797. The setting was so endearing he could not forget it over the next forty years. He painted the scene four times and sketched it on many more occasions.  Although the following image was left incomplete, Turner felt that this final representation of a much loved theme finally achieved the result he most intended.

Norham Castle, Sunrise only received critical attention after Turner’s death, as it was not released to the public while the artist was alive. It received a notable amount of praise, especially from the famous critic John Ruskin, who was to become Turner’s staunchest supporter. During the early twentieth century the painting continued to attract praise, especially from the Impressionists, who admired its revolutionary handling of light.
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Norham Castle on the Tweed Sunrise, 1798 — one of Turner’s earlier portrayals of the castle
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Norham Castle on the Tweed — an 1822 watercolour
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Norham Castle, Northumbria, today
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John Ruskin, the celebrated art critic who championed Turner’s works


The Oil Paintings
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The Weir Pub, Brentford, where Turner lived from 1785-7 with his uncle, a local butcher.  It is believed it was while living here that Turner first aspired to become an artist.


THE OIL PAINTINGS
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The paintings are presented in chronological order and organised into the corresponding decades of Turner’s life. 
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1790s


Self Portrait at the Age of Sixteen

1791-2

520 x 420 mm

Indianapolis Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Kurt F. Pantzer
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Interior of a Romanesque Church

c. 1795-1800

660 x 553 x 57 mm

Tate Britain
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Fishermen at Sea

1796

1120 x 1425 x 105 mm

Tate Britain
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Moonlight, a Study at Millbank

1797

507 x 602 x 115 mm

Tate Britain
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Interior of a Gothic Church

c. 1797

330 x 458 x 35 mm

Tate Britain
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A Scene on the English Coast

c. 1798

250 x 303 mm

The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C.
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Aeneas and the Sibyl, Lake Avernus

c. 1798

765 x 984 mm

Tate Britain
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Morning amongst the Coniston Fells, Cumberland

1798

1229 x 899 mm

Tate Britain
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Caernarvon Castle

c. 1798

208 x 287 x 40 mm

Tate Britain
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Dunstanborough Castle

c. 1798

470 x 690 mm

Collection of the Dunedin Public Art Gallery. Purchased 1931 with funds from the Dunedin Public Art Gallery Society.
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Buttermere Lake, with Part of Cromackwater, Cumberland, a Shower

1798

1092 x 1400 x 85 mm

Tate Britain
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Plompton Rocks

c. 1798

1220 x 1375 mm

Harewood House Trust
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Plompton Rocks

c. 1798

1220 x 1375 mm

Harewood House Trust
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Shipping by a Breakwater

c. 1798

386 x 273 x 38 mm

Tate Britain
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View of a Town

c. 1798

241 x 324 mm

Tate Britain
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A Beech Wood with Gypsies round a Campfire

c. 1799-1801

270 x 190 mm

The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge
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A Beech Wood with Gypsies Seated in the Distance

c. 1799-1801

270 x 190 mm

The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge
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Cilgerran Castle

c. 1799-1800

603 x 742 mm

New Walk Museum and Art Gallery, Leicester
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Mountain Landscape with a Lake

c. 1799-1800

641 x 988 mm

The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge
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View in Wales: Mountain Scene with Village and Castle - Evening

c. 1799-1800

581 x 727 x 20 mm

Tate Britain
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Self Portrait

c. 1799

743 x 584 mm

Tate Britain
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1800s


Dolbadarn Castle - Study for Diploma Picture

c. 1800-2

465 x 340 mm

The National Library of Wales
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Dolbadern Castle, North Wales

1800

1194 x 902 mm

Royal Academy of Arts, London
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The Fifth Plague of Egypt

1800

1244 x 1830 mm

Indianapolis Museum of Art, Gift in memory of Evan F. Lilly
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Landscape with Lake and Fallen Tree

c. 1800

535 x 750 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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The Hero of a Hundred Fights

c. 1800-10, reworked and exhibited 1847

1275 x 1585 x 160 mm

Tate Britain
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View on Clapham Common

c. 1800-05

321 x 445 mm

Tate Britain
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Fishermen upon a Lee-Shore, in Squally Weather

1802

915 x 1220 mm

Southampton City Art Gallery
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Grenoble Seen from the River Drac with Mont Blanc in the Distance

c. 1802

585 x 863 x 78 mm

Tate Britain
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Jason

1802

902 x 1197 mm

Tate Britain
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Mountain Scene with Castle, Probably Martigny

c. 1802-3

438 x 540 mm

Tate Britain
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The Tenth Plague of Egypt

1802

1435 x 2362 mm

Tate Britain
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A Coast Scene with Fishermen Hauling a Boat Ashore

c. 1803-4

914 x 1220 mm

No information available
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Bonneville, Savoy, with Mont Blanc

1803

915 x 1220 mm

Dallas Museum of Art.
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Conway Castle

c. 1803

1035 x 1397 mm

Private collection
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Fishing Boats Entering Calais Harbour

c. 1803

737 x 984 mm

Purchased by The Frick Collection, 1904
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Holy Family

1803

1022 x 1416 mm

Tate Britain
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Seascape with a Squall Coming Up

c. 1803-4

457 x 610 mm

Tokyo Fuji Art Museum
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The Devil’s Bridge, St. Gothard

c. 1803-4

768 x 628 mm

Private collection
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The Festival upon the Opening of the Vintage of Macon

1803

1460 x 2375 mm

Sheffield Galleries & Museums Trust
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Boats Carrying out Anchors and Cables to Dutch Men of War, in 1665

1804

1015 x 1305 mm

In the Collection of The Corcoran Gallery of Art, William A Clark Collection
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Narcissus and Echo

1804

1245 x 1548 x 185 mm

Tate Britain
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Venus and Adonis

c. 1803-4

1490 x 1194 mm

Private collection
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A Thames Backwater with Windsor Castle in the Distance

1805

1140 x 1370 x 89 mm

Tate Britain
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Cattle in a Stream under a Bridge

c. 1805-7

380 x 467 x 35 mm

Tate Britain
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Cows in a Landscape with a Footbridge

c. 1805-7

692 x 917 x 65 mm

Tate Britain
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Godalming from the South

1805

377 x 521 x 74 mm

Tate Britain
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Guildford from the Banks of the Wey

c. 1805

349 x 292 x 38 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img216.jpg]


Sunset on the River

1805

328 x 360 x 59 mm

Tate Britain
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The Deluge

1805

1429 x 2356 mm

Tate Britain
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The Destruction of Sodom

1805

1460 x 2375 mm

Tate Britain
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The Shipwreck

1805

2085 x 2795 x 235 mm

Tate Britain
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The Thames at Weybridge

c. 1805-6

1265 x 1569 x 162 mm

Tate Britain
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The Thames near Walton Bridges

1805

555 x 916 x 72 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img222.jpg]


Venus and the Dead Adonis

c. 1805

345 x 480 x 35 mm

Tate Britain
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Walton Reach

1805

552 x 915 x 85 mm

Tate Britain
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Willows beside a Stream

1805

1130 x 1427 x 94 mm

Tate Britain
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Windsor Castle from the Meadows

1805

404 x 733 x 73 mm

Tate Britain
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Windsor Castle from the Thames

c. 1805

1280 x 1580 x 168 mm

Tate Britain
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Windsor from Lower Hope

1805

505 x 915 x 75 mm

Tate Britain
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Abingdon

1806?

1380 x 1670 x 160 mm

Tate Britain
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Barge on the River, Sunset

c. 1806-7

1150 x 1470 x 120 mm

Tate Britain
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Caversham Bridge with Cattle in the Water

c. 1806-7

1155 x 1460 x 128 mm

Tate Britain
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Coast Scene with Fishermen and Boats

c. 1806-7

1158 x 1464 x 115 mm

Tate Britain
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Goring Mill and Church

c. 1806-7

857 x 1162 mm

Tate Britain
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Hampton Court from the Thames

c. 1806-7

1144 x 1488 x 125 mm

Tate Britain
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House beside the River, with Trees and Sheep

c. 1806-7

1140 x 1460 x 140 mm

Tate Britain
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Margate

c. 1806-7

1155 x 1464 x 113 mm

Tate Britain
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Men with Horses Crossing a River

c. 1806-7

1110 x 1520 x 95 mm

Tate Britain
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River Scene with Weir in Middle Distance

c. 1806-7

1060 x 1368 x 90 mm

Tate Britain
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Shipping at the Mouth of the Thames

c. 1806-7

1160 x 1464 x 145 mm

Tate Britain
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Sketch for ‘Harvest Dinner, Kingston Bank’

c. 1806-7

880 x 1185 x 110 mm

Tate Britain
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The Battle of Trafalgar, as Seen from the Mizen Starboard Shrouds of the Victory

1806-8

1708 x 2388 mm

Tate Britain
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The Goddess of Discord Choosing the Apple of Contention in the Garden of the Hesperides

1806

1553 x 2184 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img242.jpg]


The Thames Glimpsed between Trees, possibly at Kew Bridge

c. 1806-7

911 x 1216 mm

Tate Britain
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Trees beside the River, with Bridge in the Middle Distance

c. 1806-7

1193 x 1550 x 140 mm

Tate Britain
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Washing Sheep

c. 1806-7

1140 x 1460 x 120 mm

Tate Britain
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Weir and Cattle

c. 1806-7

1165 x 1485 x 115 mm

Tate Britain
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A Country Blacksmith Disputing upon the Price of Iron, and the Price Charged to the Butcher for Shoeing his Poney

1807

930 x 1148 x 150 mm

Tate Britain
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A Narrow Valley

c. 1807

342 x 383 x 74 mm

Tate Britain
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An Artists’ Colourman’s Workshop

c. 1807

693 x 1020 x 65 mm

Tate Britain
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Cassiobury Park: Reaping

c. 1807

902 x 1219 mm

Tate Britain
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Cliveden on Thames

1807

512 x 710 x 65 mm

Tate Britain
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Eton, from the River

c. 1807

540 x 835 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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Gipsy Camp

c. 1807

1390 x 1080 x 117 mm

Tate Britain
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Newark Abbey

c. 1807

469 x 528 x 78 mm

Tate On the Thames (?)

Date circa 1807

470 x 527 x 85 mm

Tate Britain
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Spithead: Two Captured Danish Ships Entering Portsmouth Harbour

1807-9

2105 x 2745 x 183 mm

Tate Britain
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St. Catherine’s Hill, Guildford

c. 1807

545 x 915 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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The Thames near Windsor

c. 1807

361 x 439 x 69 mm

Tate Britain
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The Thames near Windsor

1807

1297 x 1607 x 182 mm

Tate Britain
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The Wreck Buoy

c. 1807, reworked 1849

927 x 1232 mm

Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Walker Art Gallery)
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Tree Tops and Sky, Guildford Castle(?), Evening

c. 1807

445 x 907 x 85 mm

Tate Britain
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Walton Bridges

1807

922 x 1224 mm

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia: Felton Bequest, 1920
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Windsor Castle from Salt Hill

c. 1807

455 x 908 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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Windsor Castle from the River

c. 1807

377 x 541 x 80 mm

Tate Britain
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A Subject from the Runic Superstitions ...

1808

1200 x 1490 x 133 mm

Tate Britain
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Margate

1808

1247 x 1551 x 175 mm

Tate Britain
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The Confluence of the Thames and the Medway

1808

1258 x 1752 x 150 mm

Tate Britain
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The Forest of Bere

1808

1308 x 1613 x 190 mm

Tate Britain
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The Thames at Eton

1808

895 x 1192 x 133 mm

Tate Britain
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Union of the Thames and Isis

1808

908 x 1213 mm

Tate Britain
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View of Richmond Hill and Bridge

1808

1200 x 1510 x 130 mm

Tate Britain
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Fishing upon the Blythe-Sand, Tide Setting In

1809

889 x 1194 mm

Tate Britain
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Harvest Dinner, Kingston Bank

1809

902 x 1210 mm

Tate Britain
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Harvest Home

c. 1809

1200 x 1490 mm

Tate Britain
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London from Greenwich Park

1809

902 x 1200 mm

Tate Britain
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Near the Thames’ Lock, Windsor

1809

1285 x 1577 x 183 mm

Tate Britain
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Ploughing Up Turnips, near Slough

1809

1019 x 1302 mm

Tate Britain
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Shoeburyness Fisherman Hailing a Whitstable Hoy

1809

915 x 1220 mm

National Gallery of Canada (Ottawa, Canada)
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Sketch of a Bank, with Gipsies

1809

613 x 838 mm

Tate Britain
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Tabley, Cheshire, the Seat of Sir J.F. Leicester, Bart.: Calm Morning

1809

1264 x 1573 x 170 mm

Tate Britain
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The Garreteer’s Petition

1809

552 x 791 mm

Tate Britain
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The Quiet Ruin, Cattle in Water; A Sketch, Evening

1809

612 x 765 mm

Tate Britain
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The Sun Rising through Vapour

1809

690 x 1020 mm

The Trustees of the Barber Institute of Fine Arts
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The Trout Stream

1809

915 x 1220 mm

Taft Museum of Art, Cincinnati, Ohio: Bequest of Mr. and Mrs. Charles P. Taft
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Thomson’s Aeolian Harp

1809

1667 x 3060 mm

Manchester City Galleries
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1810s


Calder Bridge, Cumberland

1810

915 x 1220 mm

DRAFT: Koriyama Municipal Art Museum
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Cockermouth Castle

1810

902 x 1209 x 155 mm

Tate Britain
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Fishmarket on the Sands - Hastings

1810

910 x 1206 mm

The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri; (Purchase: Nelson Trust) 31-74
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High Street, Oxford

1810

685 x 1003 mm

Private collection
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Linlithgow Palace, Scotland

1810

914 x 1220 mm

Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Walker Art Gallery)
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Petworth, Sussex, the Seat of the Earl of Egremont: Dewy Morning

1810

1267 x 1565 x 178 mm

Tate Britain
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River Scene with Cattle

c. 1810

1283 x 1740 mm

Tate Britain
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The Fall of an Avalanche in the Grisons

1810

1350 x 1660 x 100 mm

Tate Britain
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The Wreck of a Transport Ship

c. 1810

1727 x 2412 mm

Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon
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Apollo and Python

1811

1454 x 2375 mm

Tate Britain
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Somer-hill, near Tunbridge, the Seat of W.F. Woodgate, Esq.

1811

915 x 1223 mm

The National Gallery of Scotland
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A View of the Castle of St. Michael, near Bonneville, Savoy

1812

929 x 1238 mm

Philadelphia Museum of Art: John G. Johnson Collection, 1917
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Hulks on the Tamar

1812

131 x 162 x 17 mm

Tate Britain
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Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps

1812

1460 x 2375 mm

Tate Britain
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St. Mawes at the Pilchard Season

1812

1341 x 1640 x 195 mm
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Teignmouth

1812

1298 x 1612 x 170 mm
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A Valley in Devonshire

1813

194 x 263 mm

Leeds Museums and Galleries (City Art Gallery), UK
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Frosty Morning

1813

1137 x 1746 mm
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Apullia in Search of Appullus

1814

1485 x 2410 mm
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Dido and Aeneas

1814

1460 x 2372 mm
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Crossing the Brook

1815

2060 x 2350 x 180 mm
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The Eruption of the Souffrier Mountains, in the Island of St. Vincent, at Midnight

1815

794 x 1048 mm

University of Liverpool Art Gallery & Collections
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The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire ...

1817

2150 x 2840 x 200mm
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Raby Castle, the Seat of the Earl of Darlington

1818

1190 x 1806 mm

The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore

[image: img308.jpg]


The Field of Waterloo

1818

1473 x 2388 mm
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England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s Birthday

1819

2140 x 3700 x 190 mm
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Entrance of the Meuse: Orange-Merchant on the Bar, Going to Pieces; Brill Church bearing S. E. by S., Masensluys E. by S.

1819

1753 x 2464 mm
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Richmond Hill with Girls Carrying Corn

c. 1819

1480 x 2393 x 35 mm
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1820s


The Rialto, Venice

c. 1820

1775 x 3353 mm
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Tynemouth Priory

c. 1820-5

510 x 805 x 75 mm
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Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for the Decoration of the Loggia

1820

1990 x 3550 x 115 mm
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An Avenue of Trees

c. 1822

625 x 670 x 95 mm
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George IV at St. Giles’s, Edinburgh

c. 1822

746 x 918 mm
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George IV at the Provost’s Banquet in the Parliament House, Edinburgh

c. 1822

970 x 1210 x 115 mm
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George IV’s Departure from the ‘Royal George’, 1822

c. 1822

980 x 1145 x 95 mm
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Rouen: The Left Bank, with Shipping Beyond

c. 1827-8

600 x 848 mm
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First Sketch for ‘The Battle of Trafalgar’

c. 1823

902 x 1213 mm
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Second Sketch for ‘The Battle of Trafalgar’

c. 1823

1228 x 1536 x 138 mm
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The Battle of Trafalgar, 21 October 1805

1823-4

2615 x 3685 mm

National Maritime Museum, London, Greenwich Hospital Collection
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The Bay of Baiae, with Apollo and the Sibyl

1823

1718 x 2630 x 138 mm
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A Sandy Beach

c. 1825-30

693 x 992 x 45 mm
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Death on a Pale Horse

c. 1825-30

776 x 940 x 68 mm
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Harbour of Dieppe

1825

1737 x 2254 mm

Purchased by The Frick Collection, 1914
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Italian Landscape with a Tower

c. 1825-30

615 x 900 x 70 mm
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Lake or River with Trees on the Right

c. 1825-30

520 x 704 x 36 mm
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Landscape: Christ and the Woman of Samaria

c. 1825

1473 x 2388 mm
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Rocky Coast

c. 1825-30

591 x 743 x 52 mm
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Seascape with a Sailing Boat and a Ship

c. 1825-30

560 x 697 x 34 mm
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Seascape with a Yacht

c. 1825-30

568 x 722 x 48 mm
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Shipping

c. 1825-30?

975 x 1200 x 110 mm
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The Cobbler’s Home

c. 1825

840 x 1040 x 125 mm
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Two Compositions: A Claudian Seaport and an Open Landscape

c. 1825-30

490 x 680 x 40 mm
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Valley with a Distant Bridge and Tower

c. 1825

1040 x 1350 x 65 mm
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Cologne, the Arrival of a Packet Boat, Evening

1826

1686 x 2241 mm

Purchased by The Frick Collection, 1914
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Forum Romanum, for Mr Soane’s Museum

1826

1762 x 2740 x 156 mm
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The Harbour of Brest: The Quayside and Château

c. 1826-8

1877 x 2400 x 83 mm
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The Seat of William Moffatt Esq., at Mortlake. Early Morning

1826

930 x 1238 mm

Purchased by The Frick Collection, 1909
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A Sail Boat at Rouen

c. 1827-8

775 x 1070 x 70 mm
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A Ship Aground, Yarmouth; Sample Study

c. 1827-8

1003 x 1666 x 128 mm
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Archway with Trees by the Sea; Sketch for ‘The Parting of Hero and Leander’

c. 1827-8

775 x 1047 x 60 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img344.jpg]


Between Decks

1827

509 x 680 x 105 mm
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Brighton Beach, with the Chain Pier in the Distance, from the West

c. 1827, 1843

1070 x 1376 x 85 mm
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Classical Harbour Scene; possibly based on Le Havre

c. 1827-8

890 x 1312 x 115 mm
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Claudian Composition, possibly Arcueil at Dawn: Sunset’)

c. 1827-8

891 x 1080 x 105 mm
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Claudian Harbour Scene: Study for ‘Dido Directing the Equipment of the Fleet’

c. 1827-8

776 x 1091 x 66 mm
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Dieppe: The Port from the Quai Henri IV

c. 1827-8

775 x 1060 x 55 mm
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Italian Bay

c. 1827-8

890 x 1310 x 120 mm
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Italian Landscape with Bridge and Tower

c. 1827-8

770 x 1155 x 70 mm
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Lake Nemi

c. 1827-8

890 x 1310 x 120 mm
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Landscape with Tower, Trees and Figures; possibly Arcueil near Paris

c. 1827-8

885 x 1171 x 103 mm
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Now for the Painter’, Passengers Going on Board

1827

1743 x 2138 mm

Manchester City Galleries
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Overlooking the Coast, with Classical Building

c. 1827-8

890 x 1130 x 120 mm
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Rocky Bay

c. 1827-8

776 x 1089 x 62 mm
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Rocky Bay with Figures

c. 1827-30

1230 x 1562 x 135 mm
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Rouen: A View from the Left Bank in the Faubourg St-Sever

c. 1827-8

780 x 1155 x 67 mm
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Scene in Derbyshire [formerly ‘Near Northcourt in the Isle of Wight’]

c. 1827

437 x 613 mm

Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec
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Shipping off East Cowes Headland

1827

726 x 871 x 100 mm
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Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Beating to Windward’ No. 1

1827

490 x 690 x 78 mm
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Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Beating to Windward’ No. 2

1827

718 x 880 x 105 mm
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Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Beating to Windward’ No. 3

1827

724 x 995 x 100 mm
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Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Starting for Their Moorings’ No. 1

1827

740 x 885 x 90 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img365.jpg]


Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Starting for Their Moorings’ No. 2

1827

445 x 737 mm
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Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Starting for Their Moorings’ No. 3

1827

878 x 720 x 106 mm
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Sketch for ‘Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus’

c. 1827-8

883 x 1170 x 118 mm
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Study of Sea and Sky, Isle of Wight

1827

514 x 694 x 90 mm
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The Lake, Petworth, Sunrise

c. 1827-8

900 x 1512 x 89 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img370.jpg]


The Lake, Petworth, Sunset; Sample Study

c. 1827-8

948 x 1702 x 110 mm
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Three Seascapes

c. 1827

1010 x 701 x 55 mm
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Tivoli, the Cascatelle

c. 1827-8

889 x 1052 x 115 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img373.jpg]


A Seashore

c. 1828

416 x 521 mm
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Boccaccio Relating the Tale of the Bird-Cage

1828

1500 x 1180 x 140 mm
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Chichester Canal

c. 1828

932 x 1630 x 155 mm
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Coast Scene near Naples

c. 1828

610 x 800 x 62 mm
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East Cowes Castle, the Seat of J. Nash, Esq.; the Regatta Beating to Windward

1828

902 x 1207 mm

Indianapolis Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Nicholas Noyes
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East Cowes Castle, the Seat of J. Nash, Esq.; the Regatta Starting for their Moorings

1828

914 x 1232 mm

Victoria and Albert Museum (London, UK)
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Hill Town on the Edge of the Campagna

c. 1828

518 x 700 x 35 mm
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Hilly Landscape with Tower

c. 1828

422 x 524 mm
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Italian Landscape, probably Civita di Bagnoregio

1828

1499 x 2496 mm
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Landscape with a Tree on the Right

c. 1828

430 x 552 x 35 mm
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Landscape with Trees and a Castle

c. 1828

540 x 705 x 33 mm
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Mountainous Landscape

c. 1828

413 x 597 mm
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Outline of a Venus Pudica

1828

1455 x 1085 x 80 mm
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Palestrina - Composition

1828, exhibited 1830

1836 x 2918 x 170 mm
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Petworth Park: Tillington Church in the Distance

c. 1828

930 x 1707 x 155 mm
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Reclining Venus

1828

1753 x 2489 mm
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Regulus

1828, reworked 1837

1135 x 1460 x 93 mm
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Seacoast with Ruin, probably the Bay of Baiae

c. 1828

612 x 804 x 62 mm
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Seascape

c. 1828

419 x 521 mm
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Sketch for ‘The Banks of the Loire’

c. 1828-9

570 x 485 x 55 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img393.jpg]


Southern Landscape

1828

1765 x 2518 mm
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Southern Landscape with an Aqueduct and Waterfall

c. 1828

1502 x 2492 mm
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The Chain Pier, Brighton

c. 1828

1001 x 1662 x 124 mm
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The Procuress; Judith with the Head of Holofernes

c. 1828

1430 x 1130 x 90 mm
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The Rest on the Flight into Egypt

c. 1828

1603 x 1215 x 75 mm
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Two Recumbent Nude Figures

1828

1746 x 2492 mm
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View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome

1828, reworked 1830

1280 x 1580 x 160 mm
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Vision of Medea

1828

1737 x 2489 mm
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Brighton from the Sea

c. 1829

850 x 1535 x 75 mm
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Chichester Canal

c. 1829

855 x 1525 x 75 mm
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The Banks of the Loire

1829

710 x 532 mm

Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, Massachusetts.
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The Lake, Petworth: Sunset, a Stag Drinking

c. 1829

486 x 1534 x 75 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img405.jpg]


The Lake, Petworth: Sunset, Fighting Bucks

c. 1829

839 x 1672 x 76 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img406.jpg]


The Loretto Necklace

1829

1463 x 1891 x 75 mm
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1830s


Dinner in a Great Room with Figures in Costume

c. 1830-5

1090 x 1400 x 90 mm
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Extensive Landscape with River or Estuary and a Distant Mountain

c. 1830-40

1410 x 2515 mm
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A Lady in a Van Dyck Costume

c. 1830-5

1213 x 911 mm
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Figures in a Building

c. 1830-5

1310 x 1620 x 205 mm
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Interior of a Great House: The Drawing Room, East Cowes Castle

c. 1830

1239 x 1550 x 96 mm
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Jessica

1830

1423 x 1118 x 110 mm
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Pilate Washing his Hands

1830

1300 x 1610 x 210 mm
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Scene in a Church or Vaulted Hall

c. 1830

876 x 1119 x 80 mm
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Seaport in the Grand Style

c. 1830-40

1727 x 2432 mm
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Sunset

c. 1830-5

905 x 1067 x 120 mm
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The Thames above Waterloo Bridge

c. 1830-5

1138 x 1457 x 82 mm
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The Vision of Jacob’s Ladder

c. 1830

1292 x 1939 x 56 mm
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Two Women with a Letter

c. 1830

1430 x 1115 x 75 mm
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Admiral Van Tromp’s Barge at the Entrance of the Texel, 1645

1831

900 x 1220 mm

The Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum
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Caligula’s Palace and Bridge

1831

1372 x 2464 mm

Tate Britain
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Life-Boat and Manby Apparatus Going Off to a Stranded Vessel Making Signal Blue Lights of Distress

1831

914 x 1220 mm

Victoria and Albert Museum (London, UK)
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Lucy, Countess of Carlisle, and Dorothy Percy’s Visit to their Father Lord Percy

1831

744 x 1043 x 140 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img424.jpg]


Watteau Study by Fresnoy’s Rules

1831

745 x 1040 x 160 mm
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Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage - Italy

1832

1920 x 3000 x 190 mm
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Christ Driving the Traders from the Temple

c. 1832

1145 x 940 x 110 mm
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Helvoetsluys; - the City of Utrecht, 64, Going to Sea

1832

914 x 1220 mm

Tokyo Fuji Art Museum
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Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the Burning Fiery Furnace

1832

1230 x 1040 x 90 mm

Tate Britain
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The Prince of Orange, William III, Embarked from Holland, and Landed at Torbay, November 4th, 1688, after a Stormy Passage

1832

1200 x 1510 x 110 mm

Tate Britain
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Van Tromp’s Shallop at the Entrance of the Scheldt

1832

890 x 1195 mm

Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut
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Bridge of Sighs, Ducal Palace and Custom-House, Venice: Canaletti Painting

1833

511 x 816 mm

Tate Britain
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Mouth of the Seine, Quille-Boeuf

1833

915 x 1232 mm

Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon
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Van Goyen, Looking Out for a Subject

1833

918 x 1229 mm

Purchased by The Frick Collection, 1901
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Van Tromp Returning after the Battle off the Dogger Bank

1833

905 x 1206 mm

Tate Britain
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Abbotsford

c. 1834

508 x 635 mm

Indianapolis Museum of Art, Gift in memory of Evan F. Lilly
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St. Michael’s Mount, Cornwall

1834

610 x 774 mm

Victoria and Albert Museum (London, UK)

[image: img437.jpg]


The Fountain of Indolence

1834

1065 x 1664 mm

Beaverbrook Art Gallery, Fredericton
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The Golden Bough

1834

1455 x 2046 x 110 mm
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A Disaster at Sea

c. 1835

2190 x 2685 x 173 mm
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Head of a Person Asleep

c. 1835

289 x 342 x 37 mm
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Margate Harbour

c. 1835-40

458 x 610 mm

Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Walker Art Gallery)
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Music Party, East Cowes Castle

c. 1835

1420 x 1130 x 130 mm
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Stormy Sea with Dolphins

c. 1835-40

1120 x 1435 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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Line-Fishing, off Hastings

1835

584 x 762 mm

Victoria and Albert Museum (London, UK)
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Off Deal

c. 1835-45

228 x 303 mm

Nationalmuseum, Stockholm
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Seascape

c. 1835-40

1110 x 1405 x 90 mm
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Breakers on a Flat Beach

c. 1835-40

1040 x 1350 x 55 mm
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Stormy Sea with Blazing Wreck

c. 1835-40

1208 x 1635 x 65 mm
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The Arch of Constantine, Rome

c. 1835

1205 x 1503 x 120 mm

Tate Britain
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The Burning of the House of Lords and Commons, 16th October 1834

1835

921 x 1232 mm

Philadelphia Museum of Art.
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The Burning of the Houses of Lords and Commons, October 16, 1834

1835

925 x 1230 mm

The Cleveland Museum of Art.
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The Cave of Despair

c. 1835

608 x 908 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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The Long Cellar at Petworth

c. 1835

910 x 1075 x 65 mm
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Tivoli: Tobias and the Angel

c. 1835

1200 x 1510 x 120 mm

Tate Britain
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Venice, the Piazzetta with the Ceremony of the Doge Marrying the Sea

c. 1835

1290 x 1595 x 90 mm

Tate Britain
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Waves Breaking on a Shore

c. 1835

570 x 724 x 75 mm
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Mercury and Argus

1836

1500 x 1092 mm

National Gallery of Canada (Ottawa, Canada)
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Story of Apollo and Daphne

1837

1099 x 1988 mm

Tate Britain
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The Death of Actaeon, with a Distant View of Montjovet, Val d’Aosta

c. 1837

1492 x 1111 mm

Tate Britain
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The Grand Canal

1837

1480 x 1105 mm

The Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens, San Marino, California
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The Parting of Hero and Leander

1837

1461 x 2362 mm

Lent by the Trustees of the National Gallery 1988
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Modern Italy - the Pifferari

1838

925 x 1230 mm

Glasgow Museums
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Phryne Going to the Public Baths as Venus: Demosthenes Taunted by Aeschines

1838

1930 x 1651 mm

Tate Britain
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Steamer and Lightship; a study for ‘The Fighting Temeraire’

c. 1838-9

914 x 1197 mm

Tate Britain
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The Fighting Temeraire

c. 1839

Oil on canvas

90.7 x 121.6 cm

London National Gallery
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Ancient Rome; Agrippina Landing with the Ashes of Germanicus

1839

1230 x 1530 x 140 mm

Tate Britain
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Modern Rome - Campo Vaccino

1839

902 x 1220 mm

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles
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1840s


A River Seen from a Hill

c. 1840-5

950 x 950 x 60 mm

Tate Britain
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A Wreck, with Fishing Boats

c. 1840-5

914 x 1222 mm
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Bacchus and Ariadne

1840

1135 x 1120 x 105 mm
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Landscape with Water

c. 1840-5

1219 x 1822 mm
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Neapolitan Fisher Girls Surprised Bathing by Moonlight

1840

651 x 803 mm

The Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens, San Marino, California
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Rockets and Blue Lights to Warn Steam Boats of Shoal Water

1840

902 x 1194 mm

Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts
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Rough Sea

c. 1840-5

1068 x 1372 x 80 mm
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Rough Sea with Wreckage

c. 1840-5

1074 x 1380 x 80 mm
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Scene in Venice

c. 1840-5

900 x 1210 x 75 mm
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Seascape with Buoy

c. 1840

1069 x 1380 x 95 mm
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Seascape with Distant Coast

c. 1840

1083 x 1388 x 63 mm
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Seascape with Storm Coming On

c. 1840

1122 x 1448 x 82 mm
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Sun Setting over a Lake

c. 1840

1074 x 1377 x 145 mm
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Sunrise, a Castle on a Bay: ‘Solitude’

c. 1840-5

1071 x 1377 x 86 mm
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Sunrise, with a Boat between Headlands

c. 1840-5

1070 x 1375 x 87 mm

Tate Britain
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The New Moon; or, ‘I’ve lost My Boat, You shan’t have Your Hoop’

1840

960 x 1109 x 105 mm

Tate Britain
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The Ponte Delle Torri, Spoleto

c. 1840-5

1240 x 1540 x 125 mm

Tate Britain
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Venetian Scene

c. 1840-5

950 x 952 x 60 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img486.jpg]


Venice with the Salute

c. 1840-5

880 x 1190 x 80 mm

Tate Britain
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Venice, from the Canale della Giudecca, Chiesa di S. Maria della Salute, &c.

1840

610 x 914 mm

Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Venice, the Bridge of Sighs

1840

868 x 1171 x 129 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img489.jpg]


Waves Breaking against the Wind

c. 1840

885 x 1188 x 95 mm

Tate Britain
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Waves Breaking on a Lee Shore at Margate

c. 1840

884 x 1187 x 110 mm

Tate Britain
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Yacht Approaching the Coast

c. 1840-5

1250 x 1635 x 75 mm

Tate Britain
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Dawn of Christianity - Flight into Egypt

1841

785 x 785 mm

Trustees of the National Museums & Galleries of Northern Ireland; Ulster Museum
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Glaucus and Scylla

1841

790 x 775 mm

Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, Texas

[image: img494.jpg]


Schloss Rosenau, Seat of HRH Prince Albert of Coburg, near Coburg, Germany

1841

970 x 1248 mm

Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Walker Art Gallery)
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Studies for ‘Dawn of Christianity’

c. 1841

1357 x 671 x 40 mm

Tate Britain
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Peace - Burial at Sea

1842

1110 x 1109 x 115 mm

Tate Britain
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Snow Storm - Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth

1842

1233 x 1535 x 145 mm

Tate Britain
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The Dogano, San Giorgio, Citella, from the Steps of the Europa

1842

616 x 927 mm

Tate Britain
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War. The Exile and the Rock Limpet

1842

1175 x 1172 x 150 mm

Tate Britain
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Light and Colour - the Morning after the Deluge - Moses Writing the Book of Genesis

1843

787 x 787 mm

Tate Britain
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Shade and Darkness - the Evening of the Deluge

1843

1035 x 1035 x 115 mm

Tate Britain
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St. Benedetto, Looking towards Fusina

1843

872 x 1176 x 105 mm

Tate Britain
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The Opening of the Wallhalla, 1842

1843

1505 x 2362 x 110 mm

Tate Britain
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The Sun of Venice Going to Sea

1843

872 x 1178 x 115 mm

Tate Britain
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Fishing Boats Bringing a Disabled Ship into Port Ruysdael

1844

1187 x 1507 x 138 mm

Tate Britain
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Heidelberg

c. 1844-5

1540 x 2248 x 82 mm

Tate Britain
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Lake Lucerne: the Bay of Uri from above Brunnen

c. 1844

835 x 1095 x 60 mm

Tate Britain
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Ostend

1844

929 x 1232 mm

Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Neue Pinakothek, Munich
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Sunset From the Top of the Rigi

c. 1844

836 x 1096 x 57 mm

Tate Britain
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The Arrival of Louis-Philippe at Portsmouth, 8 October 1844

c. 1844-5

1284 x 1590 x 83 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img511.jpg]


The Disembarkation of Louis-Philippe at Portsmouth, 8 October 1844

c. 1844-5

1280 x 1585 x 90 mm

Tate Britain
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Venice - Maria della Salute

1844

895 x 1212 x 148 mm

Tate Britain
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Venice Quay, Ducal Palace

1844

880 x 1190 x 140 mm

Tate Britain
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Europa and the Bull

c. 1845

908 x 1216 mm

Taft Museum of Art, Cincinnati, Ohio: Bequest of Mr. and Mrs. Charles P. Taft
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Fall of the Clyde

c. 1845

890 x 1195 mm

Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Lady Lever Art Gallery)
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Falls of Schaffhausen ‘The Val d’Aosta’

c. 1845

914 x 1219 mm

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia
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Landscape / Castle from the Meadows

c. 1845

920 x 1225 mm

Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Walker Art Gallery)
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Landscape, with Woman with Tambourine

c. 1845

885 x 1180 mm

Tochigi Prefectural Museum of Fine Arts, Japan
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Norham Castle, Sunrise

c. 1845

1060 x 1370 x 70 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img520.jpg]


Riva degli Schiavone, Venice: Water Fête

c. 1845

886 x 1287 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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Sunrise with Sea Monsters

c. 1845

1066 x 1373 x 75 mm

Tate Britain
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Venetian Festival

c. 1845

1000 x 1410 x 75 mm

Tate Britain

[image: img523.jpg]


Venice - Noon

1845

877 x 1187 x 105 mm

Tate Britain
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Venice - Sunset, a Fisher

1845

878 x 1185 x 110 mm

Tate Britain
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Whalers

1845

1300 x 1610 x 180 mm

Tate Britain
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Going to the Ball

1846

900 x 1201 x 133 mm

Tate Britain
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Going to the Ball

1846

610 x 914 mm

Private collection

[image: img528.jpg]‘


Hurrah! for the Whaler Erebus! Another Fish!’

1846

1228 x 1528 x 160 mm

Tate Britain
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Queen Mab’s Cave

1846

1070 x 1374 x 70 mm

Tate Britain
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Returning from the Ball

1846

888 x 1195 x 120 mm

Tate Britain
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Returning from the Ball

1846

610 x 914 mm

Private collection
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The Angel Standing in the Sun

1846

942 x 942 x 73 mm

Tate Britain
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Undine Giving the Ring to Massaniello, Fisherman of Naples

1846

943 x 944 x 71 mm

Tate Britain
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Whalers Entangled in Flaw Ice, Endeavouring to Extricate Themselves

1846

1288 x 1593 x 160 mm

Tate Britain
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1850


Mercury Sent to Admonish Aeneas

1850

902 x 1206 mm

Tate Britain
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The Departure of the Fleet

1850

899 x 1203 mm

Tate Britain
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The Visit to the Tomb

1850

1230 x 1535 x 150 mm

Tate Britain
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ALPHABETICAL LIST OF OIL PAINTINGS
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Petworth House, West Sussex, where Turner was a frequent guest of George O’Brien Wyndham, 3rd Earl of Egremont.  The artist sketched and painted many parts of the surrounding area.


Index of Oil Paintings

A-D   E-H   I-L   M-O   P-S   T-V   W-Z

A Beech Wood with Gypsies round a Campfire

A Beech Wood with Gypsies Seated in the Distance

A Coast Scene with Fishermen Hauling a Boat Ashore

A Country Blacksmith Disputing upon the Price of Iron, and the Price Charged to the Butcher for Shoeing his Poney

A Disaster at Sea

A Lady in a Van Dyck Costume

A Narrow Valley

A River Seen from a Hill

A Sail Boat at Rouen

A Sandy Beach

A Scene on the English Coast

A Seashore

A Ship Aground, Yarmouth; Sample Study

A Subject from the Runic Superstitions ...

A Thames Backwater with Windsor Castle in the Distance

A Valley in Devonshire

A View of the Castle of St. Michael, near Bonneville, Savoy

A Wreck, with Fishing Boats

Abbotsford

Abingdon

Admiral Van Tromp’s Barge at the Entrance of the Texel, 1645

Aeneas and the Sibyl, Lake Avernus

An Artists’ Colourman’s Workshop

An Avenue of Trees

Ancient Rome; Agrippina Landing with the Ashes of Germanicus

Apollo and Python

Apullia in Search of Appullus

Archway with Trees by the Sea; Sketch for ‘The Parting of Hero and Leander’

Bacchus and Ariadne

Barge on the River, Sunset

Between Decks

Boats Carrying out Anchors and Cables to Dutch Men of War, in 1665

Boccaccio Relating the Tale of the Bird-Cage

Bonneville, Savoy, with Mont Blanc

Breakers on a Flat Beach

Bridge of Sighs, Ducal Palace and Custom-House, Venice: Canaletti Painting

Brighton Beach, with the Chain Pier in the Distance, from the West

Brighton from the Sea

Buttermere Lake, with Part of Cromackwater, Cumberland, a Shower

Caernarvon Castle

Calder Bridge, Cumberland

Caligula’s Palace and Bridge

Cassiobury Park: Reaping

Cattle in a Stream under a Bridge

Caversham Bridge with Cattle in the Water

Chichester Canal

Chichester Canal

Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage - Italy

Christ Driving the Traders from the Temple

Cilgerran Castle

Classical Harbour Scene; possibly based on Le Havre

Claudian Composition, possibly Arcueil at Dawn: Sunset’)

Claudian Harbour Scene: Study for ‘Dido Directing the Equipment of the Fleet’

Cliveden on Thames

Coast Scene near Naples

Coast Scene with Fishermen and Boats

Cockermouth Castle

Cologne, the Arrival of a Packet Boat, Evening

Conway Castle

Cows in a Landscape with a Footbridge

Crossing the Brook

Dawn of Christianity - Flight into Egypt

Death on a Pale Horse

Dido and Aeneas

Dieppe: The Port from the Quai Henri IV

Dinner in a Great Room with Figures in Costume

Dolbadarn Castle - Study for Diploma Picture

Dolbadern Castle, North Wales

Dunstanborough Castle

East Cowes Castle, the Seat of J. Nash, Esq.; the Regatta Beating to Windward

East Cowes Castle, the Seat of J. Nash, Esq.; the Regatta Starting for their Moorings

England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s Birthday

Entrance of the Meuse: Orange-Merchant on the Bar, Going to Pieces; Brill Church bearing S. E. by S., Masensluys E. by S.

Eton, from the River

Europa and the Bull

Extensive Landscape with River or Estuary and a Distant Mountain

Fall of the Clyde

Falls of Schaffhausen ‘The Val d’Aosta’

Figures in a Building

First Sketch for ‘The Battle of Trafalgar’

Fishermen at Sea

Fishermen upon a Lee-Shore, in Squally Weather

Fishing Boats Bringing a Disabled Ship into Port Ruysdael

Fishing Boats Entering Calais Harbour

Fishing upon the Blythe-Sand, Tide Setting In

Fishmarket on the Sands - Hastings

Forum Romanum, for Mr Soane’s Museum

Frosty Morning

George IV at St. Giles’s, Edinburgh

George IV at the Provost’s Banquet in the Parliament House, Edinburgh

George IV’s Departure from the ‘Royal George’, 1822

Gipsy Camp

Glaucus and Scylla

Godalming from the South

Going to the Ball

Going to the Ball

Goring Mill and Church

Grenoble Seen from the River Drac with Mont Blanc in the Distance

Guildford from the Banks of the Wey

Hampton Court from the Thames

Harbour of Dieppe

Harvest Dinner, Kingston Bank

Harvest Home

Head of a Person Asleep

Heidelberg

Helvoetsluys; - the City of Utrecht, 64, Going to Sea

High Street, Oxford

Hill Town on the Edge of the Campagna

Hilly Landscape with Tower

Holy Family

House beside the River, with Trees and Sheep

Hulks on the Tamar

Hurrah! for the Whaler Erebus! Another Fish!’

Interior of a Gothic Church

Interior of a Great House: The Drawing Room, East Cowes Castle

Interior of a Romanesque Church

Italian Bay

Italian Landscape with a Tower

Italian Landscape with Bridge and Tower

Italian Landscape, probably Civita di Bagnoregio

Jason

Jessica

Lake Lucerne: the Bay of Uri from above Brunnen

Lake Nemi

Lake or River with Trees on the Right

Landscape / Castle from the Meadows

Landscape with a Tree on the Right

Landscape with Lake and Fallen Tree

Landscape with Tower, Trees and Figures; possibly Arcueil near Paris

Landscape with Trees and a Castle

Landscape with Water

Landscape, with Woman with Tambourine

Landscape: Christ and the Woman of Samaria

Life-Boat and Manby Apparatus Going Off to a Stranded Vessel Making Signal Blue Lights of Distress

Light and Colour - the Morning after the Deluge - Moses Writing the Book of Genesis

Line-Fishing, off Hastings

Linlithgow Palace, Scotland

London from Greenwich Park

Lucy, Countess of Carlisle, and Dorothy Percy’s Visit to their Father Lord Percy

Margate

Margate

Margate Harbour

Men with Horses Crossing a River

Mercury and Argus

Mercury Sent to Admonish Aeneas

Modern Italy - the Pifferari

Modern Rome - Campo Vaccino

Moonlight, a Study at Millbank

Morning amongst the Coniston Fells, Cumberland

Mountain Landscape with a Lake

Mountain Scene with Castle, Probably Martigny

Mountainous Landscape

Mouth of the Seine, Quille-Boeuf

Music Party, East Cowes Castle

Narcissus and Echo

Neapolitan Fisher Girls Surprised Bathing by Moonlight

Near the Thames’ Lock, Windsor

Newark Abbey

Norham Castle, Sunrise

Now for the Painter’, Passengers Going on Board

Off Deal

Ostend

Outline of a Venus Pudica

Overlooking the Coast, with Classical Building

Palestrina - Composition

Peace - Burial at Sea

Petworth Park: Tillington Church in the Distance

Petworth, Sussex, the Seat of the Earl of Egremont: Dewy Morning

Phryne Going to the Public Baths as Venus: Demosthenes Taunted by Aeschines

Pilate Washing his Hands

Plompton Rocks

Plompton Rocks

Ploughing Up Turnips, near Slough

Queen Mab’s Cave

Raby Castle, the Seat of the Earl of Darlington

Reclining Venus

Regulus

Returning from the Ball

Returning from the Ball

Richmond Hill with Girls Carrying Corn

Riva degli Schiavone, Venice: Water Fête

River Scene with Cattle

River Scene with Weir in Middle Distance

Rockets and Blue Lights to Warn Steam Boats of Shoal Water

Rocky Bay

Rocky Bay with Figures

Rocky Coast

Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for the Decoration of the Loggia

Rouen: A View from the Left Bank in the Faubourg St-Sever

Rouen: The Left Bank, with Shipping Beyond

Rough Sea

Rough Sea with Wreckage

Scene in a Church or Vaulted Hall

Scene in Derbyshire [formerly ‘Near Northcourt in the Isle of Wight’]

Scene in Venice

Schloss Rosenau, Seat of HRH Prince Albert of Coburg, near Coburg, Germany

Seacoast with Ruin, probably the Bay of Baiae

Seaport in the Grand Style

Seascape

Seascape

Seascape with a Sailing Boat and a Ship

Seascape with a Squall Coming Up

Seascape with a Yacht

Seascape with Buoy

Seascape with Distant Coast

Seascape with Storm Coming On

Second Sketch for ‘The Battle of Trafalgar’

Self Portrait at the Age of Sixteen

Self Portrait

Shade and Darkness - the Evening of the Deluge

Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the Burning Fiery Furnace

Shipping

Shipping at the Mouth of the Thames

Shipping by a Breakwater

Shipping off East Cowes Headland

Shoeburyness Fisherman Hailing a Whitstable Hoy

Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Beating to Windward’ No. 1

Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Beating to Windward’ No. 2

Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Beating to Windward’ No. 3

Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Starting for Their Moorings’ No. 1

Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Starting for Their Moorings’ No. 2

Sketch for ‘East Cowes Castle, the Regatta Starting for Their Moorings’ No. 3

Sketch for ‘Harvest Dinner, Kingston Bank’

Sketch for ‘The Banks of the Loire’

Sketch for ‘Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus’

Sketch of a Bank, with Gipsies

Snow Storm - Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth

Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps

Somer-hill, near Tunbridge, the Seat of W.F. Woodgate, Esq.

Southern Landscape

Southern Landscape with an Aqueduct and Waterfall

Spithead: Two Captured Danish Ships Entering Portsmouth Harbour

St. Benedetto, Looking towards Fusina

St. Catherine’s Hill, Guildford

St. Mawes at the Pilchard Season

St. Michael’s Mount, Cornwall

Steamer and Lightship; a study for ‘The Fighting Temeraire’

Stormy Sea with Blazing Wreck

Stormy Sea with Dolphins

Story of Apollo and Daphne

Studies for ‘Dawn of Christianity’

Study of Sea and Sky, Isle of Wight

Sun Setting over a Lake

Sunrise with Sea Monsters

Sunrise, a Castle on a Bay: ‘Solitude’

Sunrise, with a Boat between Headlands

Sunset

Sunset From the Top of the Rigi

Sunset on the River

Tabley, Cheshire, the Seat of Sir J.F. Leicester, Bart.: Calm Morning

Teignmouth

The Angel Standing in the Sun

The Arch of Constantine, Rome

The Arrival of Louis-Philippe at Portsmouth, 8 October 1844

The Banks of the Loire

The Battle of Trafalgar, 21 October 1805

The Battle of Trafalgar, as Seen from the Mizen Starboard Shrouds of the Victory

The Bay of Baiae, with Apollo and the Sibyl

The Burning of the House of Lords and Commons, 16th October 1834

The Burning of the Houses of Lords and Commons, October 16, 1834

The Cave of Despair

The Chain Pier, Brighton

The Cobbler’s Home

The Confluence of the Thames and the Medway

The Death of Actaeon, with a Distant View of Montjovet, Val d’Aosta

The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire ...

The Deluge

The Departure of the Fleet

The Destruction of Sodom

The Devil’s Bridge, St. Gothard

The Disembarkation of Louis-Philippe at Portsmouth, 8 October 1844

The Dogano, San Giorgio, Citella, from the Steps of the Europa

The Eruption of the Souffrier Mountains, in the Island of St. Vincent, at Midnight

The Fall of an Avalanche in the Grisons

The Festival upon the Opening of the Vintage of Macon

The Field of Waterloo

The Fifth Plague of Egypt

The Fighting Temeraire

The Forest of Bere

The Fountain of Indolence

The Garreteer’s Petition

The Goddess of Discord Choosing the Apple of Contention in the Garden of the Hesperides

The Golden Bough

The Grand Canal

The Harbour of Brest: The Quayside and Château

The Hero of a Hundred Fights

The Lake, Petworth, Sunrise

The Lake, Petworth, Sunset; Sample Study

The Lake, Petworth: Sunset, a Stag Drinking

The Lake, Petworth: Sunset, Fighting Bucks

The Long Cellar at Petworth

The Loretto Necklace

The New Moon; or, ‘I’ve lost My Boat, You shan’t have Your Hoop’

The Opening of the Wallhalla, 1842

The Parting of Hero and Leander

The Ponte Delle Torri, Spoleto

The Prince of Orange, William III, Embarked from Holland, and Landed at Torbay, November 4th, 1688, after a Stormy Passage

The Procuress; Judith with the Head of Holofernes

The Quiet Ruin, Cattle in Water; A Sketch, Evening

The Rest on the Flight into Egypt

The Rialto, Venice

The Seat of William Moffatt Esq., at Mortlake. Early Morning

The Shipwreck

The Sun of Venice Going to Sea

The Sun Rising through Vapour

The Tenth Plague of Egypt

The Thames above Waterloo Bridge

The Thames at Eton

The Thames at Weybridge

The Thames Glimpsed between Trees, possibly at Kew Bridge

The Thames near Walton Bridges

The Thames near Windsor

The Thames near Windsor

The Trout Stream

The Vision of Jacob’s Ladder

The Visit to the Tomb

The Wreck Buoy

The Wreck of a Transport Ship

Thomson’s Aeolian Harp

Three Seascapes

Tivoli, the Cascatelle

Tivoli: Tobias and the Angel

Tree Tops and Sky, Guildford Castle(?), Evening

Trees beside the River, with Bridge in the Middle Distance

Two Compositions: A Claudian Seaport and an Open Landscape

Two Recumbent Nude Figures

Two Women with a Letter

Tynemouth Priory

Undine Giving the Ring to Massaniello, Fisherman of Naples

Union of the Thames and Isis

Valley with a Distant Bridge and Tower

Van Goyen, Looking Out for a Subject

Van Tromp Returning after the Battle off the Dogger Bank

Van Tromp’s Shallop at the Entrance of the Scheldt

Venetian Festival

Venetian Scene

Venice - Maria della Salute

Venice - Noon

Venice - Sunset, a Fisher

Venice Quay, Ducal Palace

Venice with the Salute

Venice, from the Canale della Giudecca, Chiesa di S. Maria della Salute, &c.

Venice, the Bridge of Sighs

Venice, the Piazzetta with the Ceremony of the Doge Marrying the Sea

Venus and Adonis

Venus and the Dead Adonis

View in Wales: Mountain Scene with Village and Castle - Evening

View of a Town

View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome

View of Richmond Hill and Bridge

View on Clapham Common

Vision of Medea

Walton Bridges

Walton Reach

War. The Exile and the Rock Limpet

Washing Sheep

Watteau Study by Fresnoy’s Rules

Waves Breaking against the Wind

Waves Breaking on a Lee Shore at Margate

Waves Breaking on a Shore

Weir and Cattle

Whalers

Whalers Entangled in Flaw Ice, Endeavouring to Extricate Themselves

Willows beside a Stream

Windsor Castle from Salt Hill

Windsor Castle from the Meadows

Windsor Castle from the River

Windsor Castle from the Thames

Windsor from Lower Hope

Yacht Approaching the Coast

 


The Watercolour Paintings
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Solus Lodge, Sandycoombe Road. In 1807 Turner purchased a plot of land at Twickenham on the Middlesex bank of the Thames, where he built this country villa to his own design for himself and his father.
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The villa in Turner’s time.  Local tradition has it that the artist captured some of the fiery sunsets characteristic of his work while working on the upstairs balcony at the front of the house. He sold the villa in 1826 to live in central London.


THE WATERCOLOUR PAINTINGS
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Early Paintings


St. John’s Church, Margate

1786

308 x 435 mm 

Tate Britain
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A View of the Archbishop’s Palace, Lambeth

1790

267 x 381 mm

Indianapolis Museum of Art

(This watercolour was Turner’s first to be accepted for the Royal Academy’s annual exhibition in April 1790, when he was aged fifteen.)
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1800s


Bridge and Cows

c. 1806

185 x 258 mm

Tate Britain
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Bridge and Goats

c. 1806-7

180 x 250 mm

Tate Britain
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Coast of Yorkshire

c. 1806-7

184 x 262 mm

Tate Britain
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Dunstanborough Castle

c. 1806-7

188 x 270 mm

Tate Britain
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Holy Island Cathedral

c. 1806-7

185 x 265 mm

Tate Britain
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Jason

c. 1806-7

185 x 264 mm

Tate Britain
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Drawing of the Clyde

c. 1806-7

185 x 260 mm

Tate Britain
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Dumblain Abbey, Scotland

c. 1806-7

184 x 260 mm

Tate Britain
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Lake of Thun

c. 1806-7

185 x 264 mm

Tate Britain
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Little Devil’s Bridge

c. 1806-7

184 x 260 mm

Tate Britain
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Morpeth

c. 1806-7

187 x 261 mm

Tate Britain
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Mt. St. Gothard

c. 1806-7

184 x 260 mm

Tate Britain
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Norham Castle on the Tweed

c. 1806-7

192 x 274 mm

Tate Britain
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Pembury Mill, Kent

c. 1806-7

183 x 254 mm

Tate Britain
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Rivaux Abbey

c. 1806-7

185 x 262 mm

Tate Britain
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River Wye

c. 1806-7

183 x 262 mm

Tate Britain
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Scene on the French Coast

c. 1806-7

332 x 420 mm

Tate Britain
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Scene on the French Coast

c. 1806-7

180 x 254 mm

Tate Britain
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Ships in a Breeze

c. 1806-7

184 x 262 mm

Tate Britain
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Tenth Plague of Egypt

c. 1806-7

188 x 257 mm

Tate Britain
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The Bridge in the Middle Distance

c. 1806-7

185 x 258 mm

Tate Britain
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The Castle above the Meadows

c. 1806

184 x 262 mm

Tate Britain
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The Crypt of Kirkstall Abbey

c. 1806-7

184 x 255 mm
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Self portrait of Turner in his London study
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Turner’s House, Cheyne Walk — the artist’s last home, where he passed away on 19th December, 1851. The exact time of his moving here is apparently unknown, during the 1840s.
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Cheyne Walk in Turner’s time. He was living here with his mistress and ‘landlady’, Sophia Caroline Booth.


TURNER by William Cosmo Monkhouse
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William Cosmo Monkhouse (1840-1901) was an English poet and art critic, who was born in London and the son of a solicitor.  He was educated at St. Paul’s School, leaving at seventeen to become a junior supplementary clerk, from which grade he progressed to be the assistant-secretary in the finance department.

A man of many talents, his first love was poetry and in 1865 he published A Dream of Idleness and Other Poems, a collection strongly influenced by his literary heroes Wordsworth and Tennyson. The collection has since been noted for its exceptional maturity, though it received little critical recognition at the time.  In 1868 Monkhouse completed the novel A Question of Honour, which also received little interest. 

Nevertheless, after writing the following biography on the life of Turner in 1879, as part of the successful Great Artists Series, Monkhouse devoted the majority of his time to art criticism. Besides many contributions to the Academy, the Saturday Review, the Magazine of Art and other periodicals, he also published volumes on The Italian Pre-Raphaelites (1887) and The Earlier English Water-Colour Painters (1890). As an art critic Monkhouse’s judgments were highly valued, possessing the rare gift of ‘differing without offending’, gaining respect for his honesty and devotion to the arts.
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William Cosmo Monkhouse by John McLure Hamilton, c. 1900
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TURNER

“The whole world without Art would be one great wilderness.”

BY W. COSMO MONKHOUSE


[image: img738.jpg]


PREFACE.

THE late Mr. Thornbury lost such an opportunity of writing a worthy biography of Turner as will never occur again. How he dealt with the valuable materials which he collected is well known to all who have had to test the accuracy of his statements; and unfortunately many of the channels from which he derived information have since been closed by death. Mr. Ruskin, who might have helped so much, has contributed little to the life of the artist but some brilliant passages of pathetic rhetoric. Overgrown by his luxuriant eloquence, and buried beneath the debris of Thornbury, the ruins of Turner’s Life lay hidden till last year.

Mr. Hamerton’s “Life of Turner” has done much to remove a very serious blot from English literature. Yery careful, but very frank, it presents a clear and consistent view of the great painter and his art, and is, moreover, penetrated with that intellectual insight and refined thought which illuminate all its author’s work.

He has, however, left much to be done, and this book will, I hope, help a little in clearing away long-standing errors, and reducing the known facts about Turner to something like order. To these facts I have been able to add a few hitherto unpublished; and it is a pleasant duty to return my thanks to the many kind friends and strangers for the pains which they have taken to supply me with information. To Mr. F. E. Trimmer, of Heston, the son of Turner’s old friend and executor; to Mr. John L. Roget; to Mr. Mayall, and to Mr. J. Beavington Atkinson, my thanks are especially due.

In so small a book upon so large a subject, I have often had much difficulty in deciding what to select and what to reject, and have always preferred those events and stories which seem to me to throw most light upon Turner’s character. On purely technical matters I have touched only when I thought it absolutely necessary. This part of the subject has been already so well and fully treated by Mr. Ruskin in numerous works, too well known to need mention; by Mr. Hamerton in his “Life of Turner,” and “Etching and Etchers;” by Messrs. Redgrave in their “Century of English Painters,” and by Mr. S. Redgrave in his introduction to the collection of water-colours at South Kensington, that I need only refer to these works such few among my readers as are not already acquainted with them. I would also refer them for similar reasons to Mr. Rawlinson’s recent work on the “Liber Studiorum.”

I should have liked to add to this volume accurate lists of Turner’s works and the engravings from them, with information of their possessors, and the extraordinary fluctuation in the prices which they have realized, but this would have entailed great labour and have swelled unduly the bulk of this volume, which is already greater than that of its fellows. Fortunately this information is likely to be soon supplied by Mr. Algernon Graves, whose accurate catalogue of Landseer’s works is sufficient guarantee of the manner in which he will perform this more difficult task.

The edition of Thornbury’s “Life of Turner” referred to throughout these pages, is that of 1877.

W. Cosmo Monkhouse.
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTORY.

THE task of writing a satisfactory life of Turner is one of more than usual difficulty. He hid himself, partly intentionally, partly because he could not express himself except by means of his brush. His secretiveness was so consistent, and commenced so early, that it seems to have been an instinct, or what used to be called by that name. Akin to the most divinely gifted poets by his supreme pictorial imagination, he also seems on the other side to have been related to beings whose reasoning faculty is less than human. When we look at such pictures as Grossing the Brook, The Fighting Temeraire, and Ulysses and Polyphemus, we feel that we are in the presence of a mind as sensitive as Keats’s, as tender as Goldsmith’s, and as penetrative as Shelley’s; when we read of the dirty discomfort of his home and of the difficulty with which his patrons, and even his relations, obtained access to his presence — how even his most intimate friends were not admitted to his confidence — we can only think of a hedgehog, whose offensive powers being limited, is warned by nature to live in a hole and roll itself up into a ball of spikes at the approach of strangers.

We are used to having our idols broken; but we still fashion them with a persistency which seems to argue it a necessity of our nature, that we should think of the life and character of gifted men as being the outward and visible sign of the inward and spiritual grace we perceive in their works. It is this habit which makes any attempt to write a life of Turner pre-eminently unsatisfactory, for his refined sense of the most ethereal of natural phenomena is not relieved by any refinement in his manners, his supreme feeling for the splendour of the sun is unmatched by any light or brilliance in his social life; his extreme sensibility, a sensibility not only artistic but human, to all the emotional influences of nature, stands for ever as a contrast to his self-absorbed, suspicious individuality. There is of course no reason why a landscape painter should be refined in manner or choice in his habits. There is no necessary connection between the subjects of such an artist and himself, except his hand and eye. He lives a life of visions that may come and go without affecting his life or even his thought, as we generally use that word. The most tremendous phenomena of nature may be seen and studied, and reproduced with such power as to strike terror into those who see the picture, and yet leave the artist unaltered in demeanour and taste. Even those men of genius who, instead of employing their imagination upon nature’s inanimate works, devote themselves to the study of man himself, socially and morally, do not by any means show that relation between themselves and their finest work that we appear naturally to expect.

But all this, though it may explain much, still leaves unsatisfactory the task of writing the life of a man of whom such passages as the following could be sincerely written: — 

“Glorious in conception — unfathomable in knowledge — solitary in power — with the elements waiting upon his will, and the night and morning obedient to his call, sent as a prophet of God to reveal to men the mysteries of the universe, standing, like the great angel of the Apocalypse, clothed with a cloud, and with a rainbow upon his head, and with the sun and stars given into his hand.” — Modern Painters (1843), p. 92.

“Towards the end of his career he would often, I am assured on the best authority, paint hard all the week till Saturday night; and he would then put by his work, slip a five-pound note into his pocket, button it securely up there, and set off to some low sailor’s house in Wapping or Rotherhithe, to wallow till Monday morning summoned him to mope through another week.” — Thornbuby’s Life of Turner (1877), pp. 313, 314.

The contrast is too great to make the picture pleasant, the facts are too few to make it perfect; to make it one or the other, it would be necessary to do as Turner did, and rightly did, with his perfect drawings — suppress facts that jarred with his scheme of form and colour, and insert figures or mountains or clouds that were necessary to complete it; but a biography is nothing if not real — it belongs to the other side of art. The task would be rendered lighter, if not more agreeable, if we were frankly to accept the principle of a dual nature, and cutting up our subject into halves, treat Turner the artist and Turner the man as two separate beings; and there would, at first sight, seem to be no more convincing proof of this duality than is afforded by Turner. He had an exquisitely sensitive apprehension of all physical phenomena, and was able to hoard away his impressions by the thousand in that wonderful brain-store of his, until they were wanted for pictures. He stored them with his eye, he reproduced them with his hand and memory. These three were all of the finest, and seemed to act without that process which is necessary to most of us before we can make use of our impressions, viz., the translation of them into words. This process is as necessary for the nourishment of most minds as digestion for the nourishment of the body, but to him it appears to have been almost entirely denied. He had grasp enough of his impressions without it, to enable him to analyze them and compose them pictorially; but he could not give any account of them or of his method of composition, and they had no sensible effect on his conversation.

He thus lived in two worlds — one the pictorial sight world, in which he was a profound scholar and a poet, the other the articulate, moral, social word-world in which he was a dunce and underbred. In the one he was great and happy, in the other he was small and miserable; for what philosophy he had was fatalist. The riddle of life was too hard for his uncultivated intellect and starved heart to contemplate with any hope; he was only at rest in his. dreamland. When he came down into this world of ours from his own clouds, he brought some of his glory with him, but without any cheerful effect; for it came but as a foil to ruined castles, the vice of mortals and the decay of nations.

Yet, while at a first view this distinction between Turner as a man and Turner as an artist seems complete, further study shows that the man had a great and often a fatal influence on the artist, and that this was not without reaction both serious and deep, and so we find that his art and himself are no more to be divided in any human view of him than were his body and his soul when he was yet alive. For these reasons we shall keep as close together as possible the histories of his life and his art, a task always difficult and sometimes impossible on account of the scantiness of trustworthy data for the one and the almost infinite material for the other.


CHAPTER II. EARLY DAYS.

1775 to 1789.

THE appearance of Turner’s genius in this world is  not to be accounted for by any known facts. Given his father and his mother, his grandfather and grandmother, on the father’s side, which is all we know of his ancestry, given the date of his birth, even though that was the 23rd April (St. George’s day, as has been so childishly insisted on), 1775, there seems to be positively no reason why “William Turner, barber, of 26, Maiden Lane, opposite the Cider Cellar, in the parish of St. Paul’s, Covent Garden, and Mary Turner, nee Marshall, his wife, should have produced an artist, still less, one of the greatest artists that the world has yet seen. There is only one fact, and that a very sad one, which might be held to have some connection with his genius.” Great wits are sure to madness near allied,” sang Dryden and poor Mrs. Turner became insane “towards the end of her days.” This, however, will in no way account for the special quality of Turner’s genius. He arose like many other great men in those days to help in opening the eyes of England to the beauties of nature, one of the large and illustrious constellation of men of genius that lit the end of the last and the beginning of the present century, and with that truth we must be content.

The earliest fact that we have on record which had any influence on Turner is that his paternal grandfather and grandmother spent all their lives at South Molton in Devonshire. Although he is not known to have visited Devonshire till he was thirty-seven years of age he appears to have been proud of his connection with the county, and to have asserted that he was a Devonshire man. This is, as far as we know, the solitary effect of Turner’s ancestry upon him. Of his father and mother the influence was necessarily great. From his father he undoubtedly obtained his extraordinary habits of economy, that spirit of a petty tradesman, which was one of his most unlovely characteristics, and, be it added, his honesty and industry also. Of his father we have several descriptions by persons who knew him; of his mother, one only, and that, unfortunately, not so authentic. We will give the lady the first place, and it must be remembered that this unfavourable picture is drawn by Mr. Thornbury from information derived from the Rev. Henry Syer Trimmer, the son of Turner’s old friend and executor, the Rev. Henry Scott Trimmer, of Heston, who obtained it from Hannah Danby, Turner’s housekeeper in Queen Anne Street, who got it from Turner’s father.

 

“In an unfinished portrait of her by her son, which was one of his first attempts, my informant perceived no mark of promise; and he extended the same remark to Turner’s first essays at landscape. The portrait was not wanting in force or decision of touch, but the drawing was defective. There was a strong likeness to Turner about the nose and eyes; her eyes being represented as blue, of a lighter hue than her son’s; her nose aquiline, and the nether lip having a slight fall. Her hair was well frizzed — for which she might have been indebted to her husband’s professional skill — and it was surmounted by a cap with large flappers. Her posture therein (sic) was erect, and her aspect masculine, not to say fierce; and this impression of her character was confirmed by report, which proclaimed her to have been a person of ungovernable temper, and to have led her husband a sad life. Like her son, her stature was below the average.”

This as the result of a painted portrait by her son, and verbal description by her husband, is not too flattering, and it is all we know of the character and appearance of poor Mary Turner. Of her belongings we know still less. She is said to have been sister to Mr. Marshall, a butcher, of Brentford, and first cousin to the grandmother of Dr. Shaw, author of “Gallops in the Antipodes,” and to have been related to the Marshalls, formerly of Shelford Manor House, near Nottingham. We are able to add to this scanty information that she was the younger sister of Mrs. Harpur, the wife of the curate of Islington, who was grandfather of Mr. Henry Harpur, one of  Turner’s executors. He (the grandfather) fell in love with his future wife when at Oxford, and their marriage brought her sister to London. We are also informed that the hard-featured woman crooning over the smoke, in an early drawing by Turner in the National Gallery (An Interior, No. 15), is Turner’s mother, and the kitchen in which she is sitting, the kitchen in Maiden Lane. We have also ascertained that one Mary Turner, from St. Paul’s, Covent Garden, was admitted into Bethlehem Hospital on Dec. 27th, 1800, one of whose sponsors for removal was “Richard Twenlow, Peruke Maker.” This unfortunate lady, whether Turner’s mother or not, was discharged uncured in the following year. Altogether what we know about Turner’s mother does not inspire curiosity, and we fear that she was never destined to figure in an edition of “The Mothers of Great Men.” The “sad life” which she is said to have led her husband could scarcely have been sadder than her own.

Of his father we have fuller information.

 

“Mr. Trimmer’s description of the painter’s parent, the result of close knowledge of him, is that he was about the height of his son, spare and muscular, with a head below the average standards” (whatever that may mean) “small blue eyes, parrot nose, projecting chin, and a fresh complexion indicative of health, which he apparently enjoyed to the full. He was a chatty old fellow, and talked fast, and his words acquired a peculiar transatlantic twang from his nasal enunciation. His cheerfulness was greater than that of his son, and a smile was always on his countenance.”

 

This description is of him when an old man, but he must have been not very different from this when about one year and eighteen months after his marriage, which took place on August 29th, 1773, the little William was born. He was not a man likely to alter much in habit or appearance. He was always stingy, if we may judge by the story of his following a customer down Maiden Lane to recover a halfpenny which he omitted to charge for soap, and from his son’s statement that his “Dad” never praised him for anything but saving a halfpenny. As barbers are proverbially talkative, and as persons do not generally develop cheerfulness in later life, we may consider Mr. Trimmer’s portrait of the old man to be essentially correct of him when young, especially as we find that Turner the younger was always “old looking,” a peculiarity which is generally hereditary.

The house (now pulled down) in which Turner was born, and in which, for at least some time after, father, mother, and son resided together, is thus described by Mr. Ruskin: “Near the south-west corner of Covent Garden, a square brick pit or well is formed by a close-set block of houses, to the back windows of which it admits a few rays of light. Access to the bottom of it is obtained out of Maiden Lane, through a low archway and an iron gate; and if you stand long enough under the archway to accustom your eyes to the darkness, you may see, on the left hand, a narrow door, which formerly gave access to a respectable barber’s shop, of which the front window, looking into Maiden Lane, is still extant.” Maiden Lane is not a very brilliant thoroughfare, and was still narrower and darker at this time, but still this picture, though doubtless accurate, seems to make it still darker, and in the engraving of the house in Thornbury’s life of Turner, even the front window that looked into Maiden Lane is rendered ominously black by the shadow of a watchman thrown up by his low-held lantern. To us it seems that there is plenty of dark in Turner’s life without thus unduly heightening the gloom of his first dwelling-place. A barber cannot do his work without light, and we have no doubt that whatever sorrow fell upon Turner in his life was in no way deepened by his having to pass through a low archway and an iron gate in order to get to his father’s shop.
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The house in Maiden Lane would have been a cheerful enough and a wholesome enough nest for little William if it had contained a happy family presided over by a sweetly smiling mother. This want is the real dark porch and iron gateway of his life, the want which could never be supplied. In that wonderful memory of his, so faithful, by all accounts, to all places where he had once been happy, there was no chamber stored with sweet pictures of the home of his youth; no exhaustless reservoir of tender, healthy sentiment, such as most of us have, however poor. Here is a note of pathos on which we might dwell long and strongly without fear of dispute or charge of false sentiment. Children, indeed, do not miss what they have not: present sorrows did not probably affect his appetite, future forebodings did not dim his hopes; but then, and for ever afterwards, he was terribly handicapped in the struggle for peace and happiness on earth, in his desire after right thinking and right doing, in his aims at self-development, in his chance of wholesome fellowship with his kind, in his capacity for understanding others and making himself understood, for all these things are more difficult of attainment to one who never has known by personal experience the charm of what we mean by “home.”

This want in his life runs through his art, full as it is of feeling for his fellow-creatures, their daily labour, their merry-makings, their fateful lives and deaths; there is at least one note missing in his gamut of human circumstance — that of domesticity. He shows us men at work in the fields, on the seas, in the mines, in the battle, bargaining in the market, and carousing at the fair, but never at home. This is one of the principal reasons why his art has never been truly popular in home-loving domestic England.

It is not good for man, still less for a boy, to be alone, and we do not think we can be wrong in thinking that he was a solitary boy. How soon he became so we do not know. We may hope that in his earliest years at least he was tenderly cared for by his mother, and petted by his father. There is no reason why we may not draw a bright picture of his childhood, and fancy him walking on Sundays with his father and mother in the Mall of St. James’s Park, wearing a short flat-crowned hat with a broad brim over his curly brown hair, with snowy ruffles round his neck and wrists, and a gay sash tied round his waist, concealing the junction between his jacket-waistcoat and his pantaloons; but this bright period cannot have lasted long. Soon he must have been driven upon himself for his amusement, and fortunate it was for him that nature provided him with one wholesome and endless.

It is known that one artist, Stothard, was a customer of his father, and it is probable that as there was an academy in St. Martin’s Lane, and the Society of Artists at the Lyceum, and many artists resided about Covent Garden, the little boy’s emulation may have been excited by hearing of them, and perhaps chatting with them and seeing their sketches.

He certainly began very early. We are told that he first showed his talent by drawing with his finger in milk spilt on the teatray, and the story of his sketching a coat-of-arms from a set of castors at Mr. Tomkison’s the jeweller, and father of the celebrated pianoforte maker, must belong to a very early age. The earliest known drawing by him of a building is one of Margate Church, when he was nine years old, shortly before he went to his uncle’s at New Brentford for change of air. There he went to his first school and drew cocks and hens on the walls, and birds, flowers, and trees from the school-room windows, and it is added that “his schoolfellows, sympathizing with his taste, often did his sums for him, while he pursued the bent of his compelling genius.” Very soon after this, if not before, he began to make drawings, some of these copies of engravings coloured, which were exhibited in his father’s shop window at the price of a few shillings, and he drew portraits of his father and mother, and of himself at an early age. It is said that his father intended him to be a barber at first, but struck with his talent for drawing soon determined that he should follow his bent and be a painter. He is said to have delighted in going into the fields and down the river to sketch, but all the very early drawings we have seen, including those purchased at his father’s shop, are drawings of buildings, mostly in London. Of these there is one of the interior of Westminster Abbey, in Mr. Crowle’s edition of “Pennant’s London,” now in the print room of the British Museum. There is nothing to distinguish these from the work of any clever boy, but this drawing and one in the National Gallery, of a scene near Oxford, both probably copied from prints, show a sense not only of light but colour. We have also seen a copy of Boswell’s “Antiquities of England and Wales,” with about seventy of the plates very cleverly coloured by him when a boy at Brentford.

Whatever defects Turner, the barber, may have had as a father, neglect of his son’s talents was not one of them, and, though very careful for the pence, he showed that he could make a pecuniary sacrifice when he had a chance of furthering his son’s prospects for he refused to allow him to become the apprentice of one architect who offered to take him for nothing, and paid the whole of a legacy he had been left to place him with another, and we may presume a better one.

The information given by Mr. Thornbury about his early training, scholastic and professional, is very meagre, inconsecutive, and puzzling. According to him it was in 1785 that Turner, having been previously taught reading, but not writing, by his father, went to his first school, which was kept by Mr. John White, at New Brentford; in 1786 or 1787, by which time at least his destination for an artist’s career appears to have been settled, he was sent to “Mr.Palice, a floral drawing-master,” at an Academy in Soho, and in 1788, to a school kept by a Mr. Coleman at Margate; at some time before 1789, to Mr. Thomas Malton, a perspective draughtsman, who kept a school in Long Acre, and in this year to Mr. Hard wick, the architect, and to the school of the Royal Academy. He also went to Paul Sandby’s drawing school in St. Martin’s Lane. During all, or nearly all this time, he was, according to Mr. Thornbury, employed: 1. In making drawings at home to sell. 2. In colouring prints for John Raphael Smith, the engraver, printseller, and miniature painter. 3. Out sketching with Girtin. 4. Making drawings of an evening at Dr. Monro’s in the Adelphi. 5. Washing in backgrounds for Mr. Porden. If he was really employed in this way from 1785 to 1789, and could only read and not write when he began this extraordinary course of training, it is no wonder that he remained illiterate all his life, or that his mind was utterly incapacitated for taking in and assimilating knowledge in the usual way. Spending a few months at a day school, and a few more at a “floral drawing master,” then a few more at school at Margate, making drawings for sale, colouring prints, fruitlessly studying perspective, bandied about from school master to drawing master, and from drawing master to architect — such a life for a young mind from ten to fourteen years of age is enough to spoil the finest intellectual digestion.

One fact, however, comes clear out of all this confusion, that of regular and ordinary schooling he had little or none, and there is no reason to suppose that it was because of the peculiar quality of his mind that he always spoke and wrote like a dunce. He never had a fair chance of acquiring in his youth more than a traveller’s knowledge of his own language, and so his mind had a very small outlet through the ordinary channels of speech. On the other hand, faculties of drawing and composition were trained to the utmost, and this compensated him in a measure. His mind had only one entrance, his eye, and only one exit, his hand; but they were both exceptional, and cultivated exceptionally.
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There was, however, much of pleasure in this life for a boy like Turner, for though he evidently worked hard, he liked work and the work he had to do was especially congenial to him. He met friends and encouragers on all sides; from his father to his school-fellows. However much reason he may have had for disappointment in later years, there was none in his early life.. He was “found out” in his childhood. Encouraged by his father, with his drawings finding a ready sale to such men as Mr. Henderson, Mr. Crowle, and Mr. Tomkison, with plenty of employment in no slavish mean work for such a youngster, such as colouring prints and putting in backgrounds to drawings, with Mr. Porden generously offering to take him as an apprentice for nothing, with a kind friend like Dr. Monro always willing to give him a supper and half-a-crown for sketches of the country near his residence at Bushey, or the result of an evening’s copying of the then best attainable water colours; his life was far more agreeable, far more tended to make him think well of the world and of the people in it than has been usually represented, and probably as good as he could have had for attaining early proficiency in his art. London at that time was not a bad place for a landscape artist. It was neither so clouded nor so sooty as it is now; there were healthier trees in it, and more of them, a more picturesque and a purer river, and within less than half an hour’s walk from Maiden Lane there were green fields, for north of the British Museum the country was still open.

But he was not entirely dependent upon his art and his employers for enjoyment, or for forming his opinion of the human race. There were houses at which he visited and where he was received warmly. When at school at Margate he got an “introduction to the pleasant family of a favourite school-fellow;” at Bristol there was Mr. Narraway, a fellmonger in Broadmead, and an old friend of his father, at whose house he drew two of the children and his own portrait; and at the house of Mr. William Frederick Wells, the artist, he was evidently one of the family, as is proved by the charmingly tender reminiscences of Mrs. Wheeler.

“In early life my father’s house was his second home, a haven of rest from many domestic trials too sacred to touch upon. Turner loved my father with a son’s affection; and to me he was as an elder brother. Many are the times I have gone out sketching with him. I remember his scrambling up a tree to obtain a better view, and then he made a coloured sketch, I handing up his colours as he wanted them. Of course, at that time, I was quite a young girl. He was a firm affectionate friend to the end of his life; his feelings were seldom seen on the surface, but they were deep and enduring. No one would have imagined, under that rather rough and cold exterior, how very strong were the affections which lay hidden beneath. I have more than once seen him weep bitterly, particularly at the death of my own dear father, which took him by surprise, for he was blind to the coming event, which he dreaded. He came immediately to my house in an agony of tears. Sobbing like a child, he said, ‘Oh, Clara, Clara! these are iron tears. I have lost the best friend I ever had in my life.’ Oh! what a different man would Turner have been if all the good and kindly feelings of his great mind had been called into action; but they lay dormant, and were known to so very few. He was by nature suspicious, and no tender hand had wiped away early prejudices, the inevitable consequence of a defective education. Of all the light-hearted merry creatures I ever knew, Turner was the most so; and the laughter and fun that abounded when he was an inmate of our cottage was inconceivable, particularly with the juvenile members of the family.” — Thornbury’s Life of Turner (1877), pp. 235, 236.

A man who knew this lady for sixty years, and about whom so kind a heart could have thus written, could not have been driven to a life of morbid seclusion because the world had treated him so badly in his youth. His home may have been, and probably was a cheerless one, and we may well pity him on that account. The rest of our pity we had better reserve for his want of education, and the secretive, suspicious disposition which nature gave him, and which he allowed to master his more genial propensities.


CHAPTER III. YOUTH.

1789 to 1796.

THE only rebuff with which the young artist appears to have met was from Tom Malton, the perspective draughtsman, who sent him back to his father as a boy to whom it was impossible to teach geometrical perspective. As Mr. Hamerton observes, “There is nothing in this which need surprise us in the least. Scientific perspective is a pursuit which may amuse or occupy a mathematician, but the stronger the artistic faculty in a painter the less he is likely to take to it, for it exercises other faculties than his. Besides this, he feels instinctively that he can do very well without it.” No doubt he did feel this, and the feeling very much lessened the disappointment at being “sent back,” and he did very well without it, so well that he was appointed Professor of Perspective to the Royal Academy without it, and not infrequently exhibited pictures on its walls, which showed how very much “without it” he was.

Otherwise he met with no rebuffs in his art. We have seen that he got plenty of employment, and have expressed an opinion that that employment — colouring engravings, and putting in backgrounds and foregrounds and skies for architectural drawings — was no mean employment for a youngster. He himself, when pitied in later years for this supposed degradation and slavery, replied, “Well, and what could be better practice!” and it was this and more. It not only taught him to work neatly, to lay flat washes smoothly and accurately, but it taught him to exercise his ingenuity and artistic taste. He probably succeeded so well, because it gave him an opportunity of displaying his artistic faculty. Every sketch that he had thus to beautify presented an artistic problem, how best to light and decorate and make a picture of the bare bones of an architectural design. It gave him a sense of power and importance thus to be the converter of topography into art; it taught him the value of light and shade, and the decorative capacities of trees and sky. His success gave him self-reliance. It also, and this was perhaps a more doubtful advantage, taught him to consider drawing as a skill in beautifying. He got the habit of treating buildings as objects less valuable as objects of art in themselves, than for the breaking of sunbeams, and as straight lines to contrast with the endless curves of nature; and also the habit of using trees as he wanted them, of bending their boughs and moulding their contours in harmony with the poem-picture of his imagination. To this early treatment of architectural drawings may be traced his great power of composition, and also much of his mannerism.

That he soon knew his power, and had his secrets of manipulation, may be one reason for his early secretiveness about his art; for though there is little in these early works of his to prefigure his coming greatness, he, when a youth, attained a proficiency equal to that of the best watercolour artists of his day, and, with his friend Girtin, soon surpassed all except Cozens; and he could not have done this without a sense of superiority and many private experiments; or, on the other hand, he may, like many men, have required complete solitude to work at all, though this’ was not the case in later life, as he often painted almost the whole of his pictures on the Academy walls. At all events, the degree of his secretiveness is extraordinary. “I knew him,” says an old architect, “when a boy, and have often paid him a guinea for putting backgrounds to my architectural drawings, calling upon him for this purpose at his father’s shop in Maiden Lane, Covent Garden. He never would suffer me to see him draw, but concealed, as I understood, all that he did in his bedroom.” When in this bedroom one morning, the door suddenly opened, and Mr. Britton entered. In an instant Turner covered up his drawings and ran to bar the crafty intruder’s progress. “I’ve come to see the drawings for the Earl.”

“You shan’t see ‘em,” was the reply. “Is that the answer I am to take back to his lordship?”

“Yes; and mind that next time you come through the shop, and not up the back way.” When Mr. Newby Lowson accompanied him on a tour on the continent he “did not show his companion a single sketch.” Similar stories could be added to show how this habit continued through his life.

The dates of these two early stories are not given by Mr. Thornbury, nor the name of the “old architect,” but they show that he was early employed by a nobleman, and that he got a guinea a piece for his backgrounds, not only “good practice,” but good pay for a youth; he was, in fact, better employed and better paid than any young artist whose history we can remember. Nor does it seem to have been the fault of Providence if he did not enjoy the crowning happiness of life, a friend of suitable tastes, for Girtin was sent to him, a youth of his own age endowed with similar gifts, and of a most sociable disposition; nor did he want a capable mentor, for he had Dr. Monro, “his true master,” as Mr. Ruskin calls him.

It was at Raphael Smith’s that he formed an intimacy with Girtin, says Mr. Alaric Watts.’ “His son, Mr. Calvert Girtin, described his father and young Turner as associated in a friendly rivalry, under the hospitable roof and superintendence of that lover of art, Dr. Monro (then residing in the Adelphi). Nor was Turner forgetful of the Doctor’s kindness, for on referring to that period of his career, in a conversation with Mr. David Roberts, he said, ‘There,’ pointing to Harrow, ‘Girtin and I have often walked to Bushey and back, to make drawings for good Dr. Monro, at half-a-crown apiece and a supper.’”

If a saying quoted by T. Miller in his “Memoirs of Turner and Girtin” may be trusted, Turner may have met Gainsborough and other eminent painters of the day at Dr. Monro’s. Speaking of Dr. Monro’s conversaziones, “Old Pine, of ‘Wine and Walnuts’ celebrity, used to say, ‘What a glorious coterie there was, when Wilson, Marlow, Gainsborough, Paul, and Tom Sandby, Rooker, Hearne, and Cozins (sic) used to meet, and you, old Jack,’ turning to Varley, ‘were a boy in a pinafore, with Turner, Girtin, and Edridge as bigwigs, on whom you used to look as something beyond the usual amount of clay.’” As Gainsborough died in 1788, when Turner was thirteen years old, and Turner was only two years the senior of John Yarley, this shows how early he began to have a reputation.

The acquaintance between Turner and Girtin is one of the most interesting facts in Turner’s Life. Being more than two years Turner’s senior (Girtin was born on February 18th, 1773) and having at least equal talent as a boy, it is probable that he was “ahead” of Turner at first, and that Turner learnt much from him. We may therefore accept as true his reputed sayings, “Had Tom Girtin lived, I should have starved;”  and (of one of Girtin’s “yellow” drawings), “I never in my whole life could make a drawing like that, I would at any time have given one of my little fingers to have made such a one.”  With regard to their mutual studies and their respective talents we have information in the studies and drawings themselves, but with regard to their human relationship we have very little. Turner always spoke of him as “Poor Tom,” and proposed to, and possibly did, put up a tablet to his memory; but there are no letters or anecdotes to show that what we all mean by “friendship” ever existed between them.

We are equally ignorant as to the amount of intimacy between him and Dr. Monro, for though the latter did not die till 1833, there is nothing to show that they ever met after Turner’s student days were over.

It may, however, be fairly assumed that we should have known more about his intimacy with his Achates and his Maecenas if it had been great and continuous. The absence of documents or rumours on the subject are all in favour of his having kept himself to himself, of his absorption in his art from an early date, neglecting the social advantages that were open to him, neglecting intellectual intercourse with his artistic peers, neglecting everything except the pursuit of his art, and the road to wealth and fame. This self-absorption, this concentration of all his time and power to this one but triple object, the trinity of his desire, may have arisen from a natural cause, the strength of impelling genius over which he had no control; it may have arisen from secretiveness, suspicion, selfishness, and ambition, which he could have controlled but would not; but whatever its cause, there is no doubt that it existed, and that with every external facility for becoming a social and cultivated being, he took the solitary path which led him to greatness (not perhaps greater than he might have otherwise attained), but a greatness accompanied with mental isolation and ignorance of all but what he could gather from unaided observation, and an uncultivated intellect.

The education of Turner may be summed up as follows: he learnt reading from his father, writing and probably little else at his schools at Brentford and Margate, perspective (imperfectly) from T. Malton, architecture (imperfectly and classical only) from Mr. Hardwick, watercolour drawing from Dr. Monro, and perhaps some hints as to painting in oils from Sir Joshua Reynolds, in whose house he studied for a while. The rest of his power he cultivated himself, being much helped by the early companionship of Girtin. Nearly all, if not all, this education except that mentioned in the last paragraph was over in 1789, when Sir Joshua laid down his brush, conscious of failing sight, and young Turner became a student of the Royal Academy.

These were his principal living instructors, but he learnt more from the dead — from Claude and Vandevelde, from Titian and Canaletto, from Cuyp and Wilson. He learnt most of all from nature, but in the beginning of his career his studies from art are more apparent in his works. There is scarcely one of his predecessors or contemporaries of any character in water-colour painting that he did not copy, whose style and method he did not study, and in part adopt. We have within the last few years only been able to study at ease the works of the early water-colour painters of England, and the result of the interesting collections now at South Kensington and the British Museum, bequests of Mr. and Mrs. Ellison, Mr. Towshend, Mr.William Smith, and Mr. Henderson, has been on the one hand to increase our opinion of their merit, and on the other to show how far Turner outstripped them. We can now see how true and delicate were the lightly-washed monochrome water scenes of Hearne; how robust the studies of Sandby; that Daniel and Dayes could not only draw architecture well, but could warm their buildings with sun, and surround them with space and air; that Cozens could conceive a landscape-poem, and execute it in delicate harmonies of green and silver; that Girtin could invest the simplest study with the feeling of the pathos of ruin and solemnity of evening; the first of water-colour painters to feel and paint the soft penetrative influence of sunlight, subduing all things with its golden charm. In looking at one of his drawings now at South Kensington, a View of the Wharfe, and comparing it with the works around, one cannot help being struck with this difference, that it is complete as far as it goes, the realization of one thought, the perfect rendering of an impression, harmonious to a touch. Broad and almost rough as it is, it is yet finished in the true sense as no English work of the kind ever was before. There are more elaborate drawings around, plenty of struggle after effects of brighter colour, much cleverness, much skill, but nowhere a picture so completely at peace with itself. In looking at it we can realize what Turner meant when he said that he could never make drawings like Girtin. Equal harmony of tone, far greater and more splendid harmonies of colour, miracles of delicate drawing, triumphs over the most difficult effects, dreams of ineffable loveliness, very many things unattempted by Girtin he could achieve, but never this simple sweet gravity, never this perfection of spiritual peace.

[image: img742.jpg]

But in spite of this, the great fact in comparing Turner with the other water-colour painters of his own time — and we are speaking now of his early works — is this, that whereas each of the best of the others is remarkable for one or two special beauties of style or effect, he is remarkable for all. He could reach near, if not quite, to the golden simplicity of Girtin, to the silver sweetness of Cozens; he could draw trees with the delicate dexterity of Edridge, and equal the beautiful distances of Glover; he could use the poor body-colours of the day, or the simple wash of sepia, with equal cleverness. He was not only technically the equal, if not master of them all, but he comprehended them, almost without exception.

Such mastery was not attained without extraordinary diligence in the study of pictures. At Dr. Monro’s he could study all the best modern men, including Gainsborough, Morland, Wilson, and De Loutherbourg, and he could also study Salvator Rosa, Rembrandt, Claude, and Vandevelde. One day looking over some prints with Mr. Trimmer, he took up a Yandevelde and said, “That made me a painter.” And Dayes (Girtin’s master) wrote in 1804:—” The way he acquired his professional powers was by borrowing where he could a drawing or a picture to copy from, or by making a sketch of any one in the Exhibition] early in the morning, and finishing it at home.” The character of his early works is sufficient of itself to prove the extent of his study of pictures, and we are inclined to think that most of his early practice was from works of art, and not from nature. The spirit of rivalry commenced in him very early; it was the only test of his powers, and he seems to have pitted himself in the beginning of his career against all his contemporaries, from Mr. Henderson to Girtin, and many of the old masters, and never to have entirely relinquished the habit. When we think of the number of years he spent in doing little but topographical drawings, a castle here, a town there, an abbey there, with appropriate figures in the foreground, using only sober browns and blues for colours, his progress seems to have been very slow; but when we see most of the artists of his time doing exactly the same, and that the old landscape painters whom he principally studied were almost as limited in the colours they employed, especially in their drawings, we do not see how he could well have progressed more quickly; and when we further consider the enormous distance which he travelled — from the very bottom to the very height of his art — that he should have accomplished it all in one short life appears miraculous. The milestones of his journey are not shown plainly in his early work, that is all.

That there was much conscious restraint on his part in the use of colours, that he of wise purpose devoted himself to perfection of his technical power before he endeavoured to show his strength to the world, we see no reason to believe. He could not well have done otherwise, and for such an original mind one marvels to observe how throughout his career he was led in the chains of circumstance. The poet-painter, the dumb-poet, as he has well been called, shows little eccentricity of genius in his youth. There was the strong inclination to draw, but no strong inclination to draw anything in particular, or anything very beautiful. On the contrary, he drew the most uninteresting and prosaic of things, copied bad topographical prints and ugly buildings. When it was proposed to make him an architect he did not rebel; when it was afterwards proposed to make him a portrait-painter he did not murmur. It was Mr. Hardwick, not himself, that insisted on his going to the Royal Academy. His first essay in oils was due to another’s instigation. Whatever work came to him, he did; that which he could do best, that which he had special genius for, the painting of pure landscape, he scarcely attempted at all for years. Almost every artist of that day went about England drawing abbeys, seats, and castles for topographical works. What others did, he did. What others did not do, he did not do. No doubt it was the only profitable employment he could get, and he very properly took it, and worked hard at it; he was borne along the stream of circumstance as everybody else is, but he, unlike most men of strong genius, seems never to have attempted to stem its tide, or get out of its way. His genius was a growth to which every event and accident of his life added its contribution of nourishment. Though stirred with unusual power, he was probably almost as unconscious as to what it tended as a seed in the ground; he had a dim perception of a light towards which he was growing; he was conscious that he put forth leaves, and that he should some day flower, but when, and with what special bloom he was destined to surprise the world, we doubt if he had any prophetic glimpse. His development was extraordinary, and could only have been produced by special careful training, but this training was mainly due to circumstances over which he had no control. Nature came to his assistance in a thousand different ways, and in nothing more than giving him a quiet temperament, like that of Coleridge’s child, “that always finds, and never seeks.” He was not fastidious, except with regard to his own work, and about that, more as to the arrangement and finish of it than the subject. He had an excellent constitution, early inured to rough it, and his comforts were very simple and easily obtained. He was not particular, even about his materials and tools; any scrap of paper would do for a sketch on an emergency. He was always able to work, and to work swiftly and well. No fidgeting about for hours and days because he was not in the mood; no sacrifice of sketch after sketch because they did not please him; none of that nervous restlessness which so often attends imaginative workers; and his work was imaginative from the first — if not in conception, in execution. Solitude seems to have been the only necessary condition for the free exercise of his powers, which were as happily employed in “making a picture” of one thing as of another, and when he wanted something to put in it to get it “right,” he never had much trouble in finding it. He said, “If when out sketching you felt a loss, you have only to turn round, or walk a few paces further, and you had what you wanted before you.” His physical powers were also great, and his mind was active in receiving impressions. Mr. Lovell Reeve, as quoted by Mr. Alaric “Watts, says:—” His religious study of nature was such that he would walk through portions of England, twenty to twenty-five miles a day, with his little modicum of baggage at the end of a stick, sketching rapidly on his way all striking pieces of composition, and marking effects with a power that dagnerreotyped them in his mind. There were few moving phenomena in clouds and shadows that he did not fix indelibly in his memory, though he might not call them into requisition for years afterwards.” He was not tied to any particular method, or bound to any particular habit; when he found that his way of sketching was too minute and slow to enable him to make his drawings pay their expenses, he changed his style to a broader, swifter one. So, without going quite to the length of Mr. Hamerton, who appears to think that everything in Turner’s youth (including ugliness and bandy legs) happened for the best in the best of possible worlds, we may safely affirm that he could scarcely have been gifted with a temperament better suited for steady progress, or one which was more calculated to make him happy, for it enabled him to exercise his body and mind at the same time, to earn his living and to lay up stores of pictorial beauty in his memory, to do whatever task was set him, and yet get artistic pleasure out of even the most commonplace study by embellishing it with his imagination.

In 1789 he became a student of the Royal Academy, and in the year after he exhibited a View of the Archbishop’s Palace at Lambeth. In 1791, 2, and 3 he exhibited - several topographical drawings, but down to this time he seems to have made no sketching tours of any length. He drew in the neighbourhood of London, and his journeys to stay with friends at Margate and Bristol will account for his drawings of Malmesbury, Canterbury, and Bristol. But about 1792 he received a commission from Mr. J. Walker, the engraver (who also afterwards employed Girtin), to make drawings for his “Copper-plate Magazine.” This was the beginning of the long series of engravings from his works, and it may have been one of the reasons which decided him to set up a studio for himself, which he did in Hand Court, Maiden Lane, close to his father, where he remained till he was elected an Associate of the Royal Academy in 1800, when he removed to 64, Harley Street. A year or so after his employment by Walker he got similar commissions from Mr. Harrison for his “Pocket Magazine.” These commissions sent him on his travels over England referred to by Mr. Lovell Reeve. The copper-plates of the sketches for Walker, including some after Girtin, were found about sixty years afterwards by Mr. T. Miller, who republished them in 1854, in a volume called “Turner and Girtin’s Picturesque Yiews, sixty years since.” These drawings mark his first tour to Wales, on which he set forth on a pony lent by Mr. Narraway. The first public results of this tour were the drawing of Chepstow in “Walker’s Magazine” for November, 1794, and three drawings in the’ Royal Academy for that year. By the next year’s engravings and. pictures we trace him to “Nottingham,” “Bridgnorth,” “Matlock,” “Birmingham,” “Cambridge,” “Lincoln,” “Wrexham,” “Peterborough,” and “Shrewsbury,” and by those of 1796 and 1797 to” Chester,” “Neath,” “Tunbridge,” “Bath,” “Staines,” “Wallingford,” “Windsor,” “Ely,” “Flint,” “Hampton Court, Herefordshire,” “Salisbury,” “Wolverhampton,” “Llandilo,” “The Isle of Wight,” “Llandaff,” “Waltham,” and “Ewenny (Glamorgan),” not including drawings of places he had been to before.

His furthest point north was Lincoln, his farthest west (in England) Bristol. The only parts in which he reached the coast were in Wales and the Isle of Wight. Lancashire and the Lakes, Yorkshire and its waterfalls, were yet to come, and nearly all coast scenery, except that of Kent.

The drawings for the Magazines were not remarkable for any poetry or originality of treatment perceptible in the engravings, the cathedrals being generally taken from an unpicturesque point of view, more with the object of showing their length and size than their beauty, to which he appears to have been somewhat insensible always; they show a great love of bridges and anglers — there is scarcely one without a bridge, and some have two; a desire to tell as much about the place as possible by the introduction of figures; they show his habit of taking his scenes from a distance, generally from very high ground, and his delight in putting as much in a small space as possible, and his power of drawing masses of houses, as in the Birmingham, and the Chester.

The result of these tours may be said to have been the perfection of his technical skill, the partial displacement of traditional notions of composition, and the storing of his memory with infinite effects of nature. It was’ as good and thorough discipline in the study of nature, as his former life had been in the study of art, and though his visit to Yorkshire in the next year (1797) seemed necessary to bring thoroughly to the surface all the knowledge and power he had acquired, it was not without present fruit. Rather of necessity than choice, we may observe, he confined his powers mainly to the drawing of views of places supposed to be of interest to the subscribers of the Magazines, but his individual inclinations in the choice of subject, and his tendency to purer landscape and sea-view, showed themselves now and then. First in his drawing of The Pantheon, the Morning after the Fire, exhibited in 1792; next in 1793, in his View on the River Avon, near St. Vincent’s Bocks, Bristol, and the Bising Squall, Hot Wells, from the same place; then in 1794, Second Fall of the River Monach, Devil’s Bridge; in 1795, View near the Devil’s Bridge, Cardiganshire, with the Biver Byddol; in 1796, Fishermen at Sea; and in 1797, Fishermen coming Ashore at Sunset, previous to a Gale, and Moonlight: a study in Milbank, now in the National Gallery.

That his genius was perceptible even in these early days is evident from the notice taken in a contemporary review of his drawings in 1794, when he was nineteen.

“388. Christchurch Gate, Canterbury. W. Turner. This deserving picture, with Nos. 333 and 336, are amongst the best in the present exhibition. They are the productions of a very young artist, and give strong indications of first-rate ability; the character of Gothic architecture is most happily preserved, and its profusion of minute parts massed with judgment and tinctured with truth and fidelity. This young artist should beware of contemporary imitations. His present effort evinces an eye for nature, which should scorn to look to any other source.”

Again in 1796, the “Companion to the Exhibition,” with regard to his first sea-piece contains this paradoxical sentence, attempting to express his peculiar power of giving a distinct impression of ill-defined objects, which was apparently evident even in this early work.

“Colouring natural, figures masterly, not too distinct — obscure perception of the objects distinctly seen — through the obscurity of the night — partially illumined.”

Again in 1797, we have this testimony as to the extraordinary (for that time) character of his work, from an entry in the diary of Thomas Greene, of Ipswich, about the Fishermen of 1797.

“June 2, 1797. Visited the Royal Academy Exhibition. Particularly struck with a sea-view by Turner; fishing vessels coming in, with a heavy swell, in apprehension of tempest gathering in the distance, and casting, as it advances, a night of shade, while a parting glow is spread with fine effect upon the shore. The whole composition bold in design and masterly in execution. I am entirely unacquainted with the artist; but if he proceeds, as he has begun, he cannot fail to become the first in his department.”

Here, then, before Turner’s visit to Yorkshire, we have evidence that not only was the superiority of his work apparent, but that one or two of the special qualities which were to mark it in the future were already perceived, and publicly praised.

After looking carefully at all the ascertainable facts of Turner’s youth, we can only come to the conclusion that it was not the fault of nature or mankind that he grew into, a solitary and disappointed man.

Secretiveness on his own part and want of trust in his fellow-creatures seem to have been bred in him, and to have resisted all the many proofs which the friends of his youth, and we may say of his life, afforded, that there were kind and unselfish persons in the world whom he could trust, and who would trust him. There is no proof that he ever had confidential relations with any human being, not even Girtin. That he should have willingly cut himself adrift from human fellowship we are loath to believe, in spite of the many facts which seem to support it. It seems more natural, and on the whole (sad as even this is) more pleasant, to believe that he met with a severe blow to his confidence; that, though naturally suspicious, the many kindnesses he received were not without a gracious effect, but that his budding trust was killed by a sudden unexpected frost. For these reasons we are inclined to believe in the story of his early love; although it, as told by Mr. Thornbury, is not without inconsistencies.

Turner is said to have plighted vows with the sister of his school friend at Margate; he left on a tour, giving her his portrait, the letters between them were intercepted, and after waiting two years she accepted another. When he reappeared she was on the eve of her marriage, and thinking her honour involved, refused to return to her old love.

Such in short is the story which we wish to believe, and as it came to Mr. Thornbury from one who heard it from relatives of the lady, to whom she told it, there is probably some truth in it. It is, however, almost impossible to believe that Turner, whose tours never extended to two years, and whose power of locomotion was extraordinary, should allow that time to elapse without going to see one whom he really loved. If he did not get any letters he would have been desperate; if he did get letters they would have shown him that she had not received his, which would have made him, if possible, more desperate still. As the name of the lady is not given, it is next to impossible to find out the truth. Our faith, however, as a balance of probability, still remains that Turner was jilted, and that the effect of it was to confirm for ever his want of confidence in his fellow-creatures.


CHAPTER IV. YORKSHIRE AND THE YOUNG ACADEMICIAN.

1797 TO 1807.

FROM the facts of the foregoing chapter it may be fairly presumed that although Turner’s election as Associate in 1799 followed quickly after his fine display of pictures from the northern counties in 1798, he was before this a marked man, whose superiority over all then living landscape painters was visible to critics and lovers of art, and could not have been disguised from the eyes of the artists of the Royal Academy. It did not require a genius like that of Turner to distance competitors on the Academy walls in those days. England was almost at its lowest point both in literature and art. The great men of the earlier part of the eighteenth century, Pope, Thomson, Gray, Collins, Swift, Fielding, Sterne and Richardson, had long been dead, and of the later brilliant, but small circle of artists and men of letters of which Dr. Johnson was the centre (Goldsmith and Burke, Garrick and Reynolds, Hume and Gibbon), Reynolds only was left, and he was moribund. Of other artists with any title to fame there was none left but De Loutherbourg and Morland; Hogarth had died in 1764, Wilson in 1782, Gainsborough in 1788. The new generation of men of genius were born; some were growing up, some in their cradles. A few had already shown signs. “Wordsworth and Coleridge had just put forth their” Lyrical Ballads “at Bristol, Burns was famous in Scotland, Charles Lamb had written” Rosamund Gray,” but Scott the “Great Unknown,” was as yet “unknown” only, though fire years older than Turner; Byron had not gone to Harrow, and the united ages of Keats and Shelley did not amount to ten years; the only living poets of deserved repute were Cowper and Crabbe. Delia Crusca in poetry, and West in art, were the bright particular stars of this gloomy period. The landscape painters who were Academicians were such men as Sir William Beechey, Sir Francis Bourgeois, Garvey, Farington, and Paul Sandby, and among the Associates, Turner had no more important rival than Philip Reinagle. Girtin and De Loutherbourg alone of all the then exhibitors were anything like a match for him, and Girtin spoilt (till 1801) any chance he might otherwise have had of Academic honours by not exhibiting pictures in oil; he died in 1802, leaving Turner undisputed master of the field. It is not greatly therefore to be wondered at that Turner was elected Associate in 1799, and a full Academician in 1802. It was, however, much to the credit of the Academy that they recognized his talent so soon and welcomed him as an honour to their body, instead of keeping him out from jealous motives. Turner never forgot what he owed to the Academy, and whether it taught him nothing, as Mr. Ruskin says, or a great deal, as Mr. Hamerton thinks, does not much matter — it taught him ail it knew, and gave him ungrudgingly every honour in its gift. But its claims on his gratitude did not stop here, for it was his school in more than one branch of learning; from its catalogues he derived the subjects of most of his pictures, they directed him to the poems which set flame to his imagination, and helped (unfortunately), with their queer spelling and grammar and truncated quotations, to form what literary style he had; but the greatest boon which the Academy afforded was the opportunity of fame, a field for that ambition which was one of the ruling powers of his nature.

But his tour in the North in 1797 was before his days of Academic rivalries and glories. He was only two-and-twenty, and seems to have been actuated by no motive but to paint as well and truly as he could the beautiful scenery through which he passed. The effect upon him of the fells and vales of Yorkshire and Cumberland seems to have been much the same as that of Scotland upon Landseer; it braced all his powers, developed manhood of art, turned him from a toilsome student into a triumphant master. Mr. Ruskin writes more eloquently than truly about this first visit. “For the first time the silence of nature around him, her freedom sealed to him, her glory opened to him. Peace at last, and freedom at last, and loveliness at last; it is here then, among the deserted vales — not among men; those pale, poverty-struck, or cruel faces — that multitudinous marred humanity — are not the only things which God has made.” These are fine words, but what a picture, if true! Can this young man who has travelled through all these many counties in England and Wales, which we have already enumerated, never have known the “silence of nature,” or “freedom,” or “peace,” or “loveliness?” Can his experience of mankind, of Dr. Monro, of Girtin, of Mr. Hardwick, of Sir Joshua Reynolds, of Mr. Henderson, have left upon him such an impression of the failure of God’s handiwork in making men, that a mountain seems to him in comparison as a revelation of unexpected success? If Turner had been cooped in a garret of the foulest alley in London since his birth, and had only escaped now and then from the hardest drudgery to read the works of Mr. Carlyle, this picture might be near the truth, but we doubt even then if it could escape the charge of being over-coloured.

Whether Turner had any special object in this journey to the North in 1797 is not clear, but it is at least probable that Girtin’s success at the Exhibition of this year with his drawings from Yorkshire and Scotland may have influenced him, and that he may have already received a commission from Dr. Whitaker to make drawings for the “Parish of Whalley,” published three years afterwards. He must at all events have had much leisure from other employment in order to produce the important pictures in oil and watercolour which he exhibited the next year. Of these we only know Morning on the Coniston Fells and Buttermere Lake, now in the National Gallery. Another, whether water or oils we do not know, was Norham Castle on the Tweed — Summer’s Morn, the first of several pictures of the same subject, which was a favourite of his for a good reason. Many years after (probably about 1824 or 1825), when making sketches for “Provincial Antiquities and Picturesque Scenery of Scotland, with descriptive illustrations by Sir Walter Scott, 1826,” he took off his hat to Norham Castle, and Cadell the publisher, who was with him, expressed surprise. “Oh,” was the reply, “I made a drawing or painting of Norham several years since. It took; and from that day to this I have had as much to do as my hands could execute.” If the Castle was treated in the same way in this first as in the subsequent pictures of Norham, with the hill and ruin in the middle distance set against a brightly illumined sky, the effect was sufficiently new and striking to make the reputation of any painter in those days. It was an effect which as far as we know had never been attempted before, this casting of the whole shadow of hill and castle straight at the spectator, so that, in spite of the bright reflections in the watery foreground, he seems to be within it, and to see through the soft shadowy air, the solemn bulk of mound and ruin, with their outlines blurred with light, grand and indistinct against the burning sky.
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The pictures of 1797-99 confirmed beyond any doubt that a great artist had arisen, who was not only a painter but a poet — a poet, not so much of the pathos of ruin, though so many of his pictures had ruins in them, nor of the chequered fate of mankind, though there is something of the “Fallacies of Hope” indicated in the quotations to his pictures — as of the mystery and beauty of light, of the power of nature, her inexhaustible variety and energy, her infinite complexity and fullness. No one can look upon his splendid drawing of Warkworth Castle, exhibited in 1799, and now at South Kensington, with its rich glow of sunset and transparent shadow, and its wonderful masses of clouds, without feeling that such work as this was a revelation in those days. Sparing and not very pleasant in colour, it is yet in this respect a great advance upon the former work of others and of his own; such colour as there is penetrates the shade and is complete in harmony and tone, while the sky has no blank space and is part of the picture, the vivifying uniting power of the composition, with more interest and feeling in one roll of its truly-studied masses of cloud-form than could be found in the whole of any sky of his contemporaries.

Altogether it is difficult to over-estimate the influence of this first journey to the North upon Turner’s mind and art, although he had almost perfected his skill and shown unmistakable signs of genius before. But these tours had other gifts not less important, though in a different way, for his introductions to Dr. Whitaker, the local historian, to Mr. Basire, the engraver, to Mr. Fawkes of Farnley, to Lord Harewood, and to Sir John Leicester (afterwards (1826) Lord de Tabley), through Mr. Lister-Parker of Browsholme Hall, his guardian, may all be said to have resulted from this tour.

Dr. Whitaker was the vicar of the parish of Whalley, and was writing a book upon it in the manner of those days, giving descriptions of the local antiquities, the churches, the ruins, the crosses, and an account of the county families, with their pedigrees and engravings of their ancestral seats. Not only each county, but almost every parish had such a historian in those days, and although the spirit of these works is archaeological rather than artistic, engaged with genealogy rather than history, and with pride of family and county rather than of the people and nation, they did a great deal of valuable work. Dr. Whitaker’s work is no exception to this rule, and he was in many ways a typical writer of the kind, for he himself, though he “chose” the Church as his profession, was a man of property and county importance. Valuable as artists were in those days to the writers of these works, they were yet considered of very secondary rank. They were indeed not called “artists” but “draftsmen,” and notwithstanding that Dr. Whitaker recognized Turner’s genius, he did not think it necessary in this “Parish of Whalley” to mention in the preface the existence of such a person, although the names of all the gentlemen of the county who had furnished him with drawings or information are carefully acknowledged therein; but nothing will show better the relations between the two men than an extract from a letter from the reverend bookmaker to one of his county friends, Mr. Wilson, of Clitheroe, dated Feb. 8th, 1800.

“I have just had a ludicrous dispute to settle between Mr. Townley” (Charles Townley, Esq. of Townley), “myself and Turner, the draftsman. Mr. Townley it seems has found out an old and very bad painting of Gawthorpe at Mr. Shuttleworth’s house in London, as it stood in the last century, with all its contemporary accompaniments of clipped yews, parterres, &c.: this he insisted would be more characteristic than Turner’s own sketch, which he desired him to lay aside, and copy the other. Turner, abhorring the landscape and contemning the execution, of it, refused to comply, and wrote to me very tragically on the subject. Next arrived a letter from Mr. Townley, recommending it to me to allow Turner to take his own way, but while he wrote, his mind (which is not infrequent) veered about, and he concluded with desiring me to urge Turner to the performance of his requisition, as from myself. I have, however, attempted something of a compromise, which I fear will not succeed, as Turner has all the irritability of youthful genius.”

The “compromise” was handing over the task of drawing from the objectionable picture to Mr. J. Basire the engraver.

We should like to see Turner’s “tragical” letter, and also his rejected drawing; we should also like to have seen Dr.Whitaker’s face if he had been told that not many years after a book would have been published of drawings by Turner, the draftsman, with “descriptions by the Rev. Dr. Whitaker.”

Of Mr. Fawkes, of whose hall at Farnley Turner made a drawing for the “Parish of Whalley,” but with whom he is said by Thornbury to have become acquainted about 1802, it may be said that he was one of Turner’s longest and staunchest friends. The number of drawings (still at Farnley) which he made when visiting Mr. Fawkes between 1803 and 1820 (including as they do studies of birds shot while he was there, of the outhouses, porches, and gateways on the property, of the old places in the vicinity, and of the rooms in Farnley Hall) attest the frequency of his visits and his affection for the place and its occupants, while the splendid series of drawings in England, Switzerland, Italy, and on the Rhine, and the few precious oil pictures purchased by Mr. Fawkes, show him to have been not only a true friend, but a warm and sympathizing admirer of his genius. He indeed was a friend such as few are permitted to know — one of a goodly number who in Turner’s youth and manhood should have made the world to him specially pleasant and sociable, frank and healthy. If he could not or would not have it so, it was not from insensibility, for his feeling was deep and his heart was sound. “He could not make up his mind to visit Farnley after his old friend’s death,” and he could not speak of the shore of the Wharfe (on which Farnley Hall looks down) “but his voice faltered.” Dayes wrote of him in 1804, “This man must be loved for his works, for his person is not striking, nor his conversation brilliant.” At Farnley, as at Mr. Wells’ cottage, Turner was made at home, but that he did not escape good-humoured ridicule even at Farnley is plain from a caricature by Mr. Fawkes, “which is thought by old friends to be very like. It shows us a little Jewish-nosed man in an ill-cut brown tail coat, striped waistcoat, and enormous frilled shirt, with feet and hands notably small, sketching on a small piece of paper, held down almost level with his waist.” It is evident that at this time, in spite of his clear little blue eyes, and his small hands and feet, his appearance was not one likely to prepossess women, or to inspire consideration among men, and that one of the ills from which his painting room afforded a refuge may have often been a wounded vanity. There can be nothing more constantly galling to a sensitive man of genius than to feel that his appearance does not inspire the respect he feels due to him. If he has eloquence sufficient to command attention, this will not matter so much; but if he has not even that (and Turner had not), his natural refuge is solitude, his one absorbing occupation is his art, his only worldly ambition is to show what is in him, and to compel respect to his genius through his works.

From the time that Turner became an Associate his struggles, if he can ever be said to have had any, were over, and many changes took place in his life and art. He ceased almost entirely from making topographical drawings for the engravers, limiting his efforts to a heading to the “Oxford Almanack,” and a few drawings for “Britannia Depicta,”

“Mawman’s Tour,” and some other books, until the commencement of the “Southern Coast” in 1814. He had in effect emancipated himself from “hackwork,” and could turn his attention to more congenial and ambitions labour. The “draftsman” had become the artist, and he showed the improvement in his position by moving from Hand Court, Maiden Lane, to 64, Harley Street.

In future his exhibited pictures show very few “castles” or “abbeys,” unless they are the seats of his distinguished patrons, Mr. Beckford of Fonthill (for whom in 1799 he painted several views of that ill-fated tower, which might have formed a subject for a canto of Turner’s “Fallacies of Hope”), Sir J. L. Leicester, and others. His other castles, Carnarvon, 1800, Pembroke, 1801 and 1806, St. Donat’s, 1801, and Kilchurn, 1802, were all probably compositions in which local fidelity was cared for little in comparison with effects of light and pictorial beauty. How completely he disregarded local fact in the case of Kilchurn has been very completely shown by Mr. Hamerton, and Mr. Ruskin says, “Observe generally, Turner never, after this time, 1800, drew from nature without composing. His lightest pencil sketch was the plan of a picture, his completest study on the spot a part of one.”

Of this period, 1800-1810, Mr. Ruskin says, “His manner is stern, reserved, quiet, grave in colour, forceful in hand. His mind tranquil; fixed in physical study, on mountain subject; in moral study, on the Mythology of Homer, and the Law of the Old Testament.” We wish he had given his reasons for this last astonishing statement. For those who only know the working of Turner’s mind through his pictures, it is bewildering in the extreme, for in these there is no trace that he ever at any time studied the Law of the Old Testament, and the only classical pictures of this period, including the plates in the “Liber,” were Jason and Narcissus and Echo. If we include the pictures of 1811, we get one Homeric subject, Chryses, but that has nothing to do with mythology.

The evidence of Turner’s pictures shows little tranquillity of mind during this period, but, on the contrary, all the restlessness of unsatisfied ambition. As he had already pitted himself against, and beaten all the water-colourists, he now commenced a course of rivalry against all the oil painters past and present, who came anywhere within the reach of his art, which he endeavoured to extend far beyond landscape limits.

His first tilt was probably against De Loutherbourg in 1799 with his Battle of the Nile, at ten o’clock, when the l’Orient blew up, from the station of the gunboats between the battery and Castle of Aboukir; and his Fifth Plague of Egypt (1S00), his Army of the Medes destroyed in the Desert by a Whirlwind, and The Tenth plague of 2Egypt (1802), probably owed more to De Loutherbourg’s grand but theatrical pictures and Eidophusicon, than to any meditation on the “Law of the Old Testament.”  Of Wilson, though dead, and neglected even when alive, he continued in active rivalry as late as 1822, when he proposed to Mr. J. Robinson, of the firm of Hurst and Robinson, to have four of his pictures (three of which were to be painted expressly for the venture) engraved in rivalry with Wilson and Woollett. “Whether we can in the present day,” he writes, “contend with such powerful antagonists as Wilson and Woollett would be at least tried by size, security against risk, and some remuneration for the time of painting. The pictures of ultimate sale I shall be content with; to succeed would perhaps form another epoch in the English school; and if we fall, we fall by contending with giant strength.” It is difficult to make out the meaning of even this short extract from this illiterate composition, but it is quite plain that the open rivalry with Wilson, which commenced about 1800, had not ceased in 1822.

But he did not confine his rivalries to English painters, or to the field of landscape art. His long rivalry with Claude commenced with the “Liber Studiorum” in 1807, that with Vandevelde earlier. His famous Shipwreck (painted 1805) now in the National Gallery, his perhaps finer Wreck of the Minotaur, painted for Lord Yarborough, and his Fishing Boats in a Squall, painted for the Marquis of Stafford, and now in the Ellesmere Gallery, besides a fine sea-piece, painted for the Earl of Egremont, are examples of the latter. The Ellesmere picture was painted in direct rivalry with one of Vandevelde’s on the same subject, and both hang together in the Ellesmere Gallery. Of them John Burnet wrote: — 

 

“The figures (in the Vandevelde) are made out and coloured without reference to the situation they are in; the sea is beautifully painted, and the’ foamy tops of the waves blown off by the wind with great observation of nature; nevertheless, the whole work looks little and defined compared with its great competitor. Turner’s boat is advancing towards the spectator with all sails set, and a similarity in both pictures is that the sails are prevented from being too cutting and harsh from their melting into and being softened by other sails of a similar shape and colour. A small boat is brought in contact in Turner’s, stowing away fish, which forms the principal light, if it may be so called, for there is no strong light in the picture; the lights are of a subdued grey tone even in the yeasty waves; the shape of the mass of light on the water is broad, and of a beautiful form; in Vandervelde’s (sic) picture it is spotty and devoid of union with the vessel. In Turner we see an obscure outlined form in everything, for though the warm tints of the masses of clouds serve to break down and diffuse the colour of the sails, their form is disturbed by the handling of his brush. In comparing the two pictures as works of art, Vandervelde’s must have the preference as far as priority of composition is concerned; but Turner has had the boldness to tell the same story, clothing it with all the grandeur and sublimity of natural representation. The light and shade is very excellent; the mass of dark sky, brought in contact with the sail of the advancing boat, is broad in the extreme.”
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Of his other rivalries at this period, those with the Poussins and Titian are the most notable. The one produced the famous, and, in spite of its poorness of colour and conventionality, the magnificent, Goddess of Discord choosing the Apple of Contention in the Garden of Hesperides, exhibited at the British Institution in 1806, and now in the National Gallery; the other, the Venus and Adonis, still more wonderful by reason of the beauty of its colour, its composition, and the audacity of the attempt. This was bought by Mr. Munro of Novar, and was lately sold at Christie’s, on the dispersion of the Novar collection, for £1,942. It is, as far as we know, the only picture in which he attempted with success to draw the human form on a large scale, and is certainly one of the best efforts of the English school to rival the “old masters;” the figures, the dogs, and the glorious vine-clad bower in which they are set are all worthy of the subject, and make a picture which reminds one of Titian, Sir Joshua Reynolds, and Etty in about equal proportions.

It is strange that the great sea-pieces we have mentioned were not exhibited (except perhaps that at Petworth), but the occupation of his time by these magnificent works of emulation accounts for his doing so little for the engravers in these years, for they were all probably, except the Wreck of the Minotaur, painted before 1807, when he turned his attention to his greatest, and perhaps most successful work of the kind, the “Liber Studiorum.” And here we may remark, that emulation with Turner, though it may have been a mark of jealousy, was always a token of respect. Feelings crossed each other in Turner’s mind as colours did in his works; it is often difficult to know whether his feeling is to be called noble or base, and the same complexity may be noticed in his “artistic” motives. When imitating other masters he brought his knowledge of nature to bear strongly on his work to make it more natural; when painting a natural scene, he employed all his traditional study to make it more “artistic.”

By this time, however, he had learnt nearly all that was to be learnt from art, ancient or modern, in the landscape way, but it was different with nature. That was a book which he could not exhaust, though he was never tired of turning over fresh pages. It was almost his only book, and he began a new chapter about 1801 or 1802, when he made his first tour on the Continent. Previous to this he must have paid a visit to Scotland, for the Exhibition of 1802 contained three Scotch views, one of which was the Kilchurn already mentioned. In 1803 he exhibited no less than six foreign subjects, of which one was the Calais Pier, now in the National Gallery, another the Festival upon the opening of the Vintage of Macon, in the possession of Lord Yarborough; the others were Bonneville, Savoy, with Mont Blanc; Chateaux de Michael, Bonneville, Savoy; St. Hugh denouncing vengeance on the Shepherd of Courmayeur in the Valley of d’Aoust; and Glacier and Source of the Arveron going up to the Mer de Glace, in the Valley of the Chamouni. After this burst of foreign subjects he did not exhibit another scene from abroad for twelve years, except the Fall of the Rhine at Schaffhausen (1806), and content this time with simpler, safer, English, a View of the Castle of St.Michael, near Bonneville, Savoy (1812). Daring the next few years the most important picture, and one of the most beautiful he ever painted, was the famous Sun Rising through vapour: Fishermen cleaning and selling Fish, exchanged with Sir J. F. Leicester for The Shipwreck, and now in the National Gallery, together with The Shipwreck and Spithead: Boat’s Crew recovering an Anchor, another fine picture of the Yandevelde class.

 

In all these years, during which he kept up this constant rivalry with so many artists, living and dead — and we have not exhausted the list of them — he was continuing his unresting severe study of nature. For many more years this was to continue, this double artistic life, the strife for fame by grand pictures, of which emulation was the motive, the patient development of his knowledge and power by the close study of nature. Few who watched his pictures from year to year could have guessed what a store of beautiful studies of the Alps, about Chamouni, Grenoble, and the Grande Chartreuse he had lying in his portfolios; few could imagine that with materials for landscapes of a truthfulness and an original power never before known, he should prefer to paint pictures in rivalry with the fames of dead men. Possibly he thought that it was the nearest way to fame to show the public that he could beat Vandevelde, Poussin, and the rest of them on their own ground; possibly he may have been diffident of his power to dispense with their aid in composition. However this may have been, he chose to ground his fame so. Even in his “Liber,” he in three years gave only three foreign subjects out of twenty plates: Basle, Mount St. Gothard, and the Lake of Thun.


CHAPTER V. THE LIBER STUDIOROM — HIS POETRY AND DRAGONS.

IN 1807 Turner commenced his most serious rivalry, “The Liber Studiorum,” a rivalry which not only exceeded in force but differed in quality from his others. Previously he had pitted his skill only against that of the artist rivalled, adopting the style of his rival, but in these engravings he pitted not only his skill, but also his style and range of art against Claude’s. There are indeed only a few of the “Liber” prints which are in Claude’s style, and most of the best are in his own. Lovely as are Woman Playing Tambourine, and Hindoo Devotions, they seem to us far lower in value than Mount St. Gothard and Hind Head Hill. There is the usual mixture of feeling in the motives with which Turner undertook this work, the same dependence on others for the starting impulse which we see throughout his art-life, the same originality, industry, and confusion of thought in carrying out his design. The idea of the “Liber” did not originate with him, but with his friend Mr. W. P. Wells. The idea was noble in so far as it attempted to extend the bounds of landscape art beyond previous limits, to break down the Claude worship which blinded the eyes of the public to the merit that existed in contemporary work, and prevented them, and artists also, from looking to nature as the source of landscape art.
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It is scarcely too much to say that in those days Claude stood between nature and the artist, and that he was as much the standard of landscape art as Pheidias of sculpture. To try to clear away this barrier of progress, as Hogarth had striven years before to abolish the “black masters,” was no ignoble effort, and it was done in a nobler spirit than that of Hogarth, for he did not attempt to depreciate his rival. Yet the nobility of the attempt was not unmixed, for if he did not disparage Claude, he attempted to make himself famous at Claude’s expense. He did not indeed say, as Hogarth would have done, “Claude is bad, I am good;” but he said, “Claude is good, but I am better.” His own experience even from very early days should have told him that, despite the cant of connoisseurs and the strength of old traditions, no purely original work of his had passed unnoticed, and that the truest and noblest way of educating the public taste was by following the bent of his original genius, and leaving the public to draw their own comparisons.

Mr. Wells’s daughter states that not only did the “Liber Studiorum” entirely owe its existence to her father’s persuasion, but the divisions into “Pastoral,”

“Elegant Pastoral,”

“Marine,” &c., were also suggested by him. Turner determined to print and publish and sell the “Liber” himself, but to employ an engraver. His first choice fell on “Mr. P. C. Lewis, the best aquatint engraver of the day, who at the very time was at work on facsimiles of Claude’s drawings.”  With him he soon quarrelled. The terms were, that Turner was to etch and Lewis to aquatint at five guineas a plate. The first plate, Bridge and Goats, was finished and accepted by Turner, though not published till April, 1812; but the second plate Turner gave Lewis the option of etching as well as aquatinting, and he etched it accordingly, and sent a proof to Turner, raising his charge from five guineas to eight, in consideration of the extra work. Turner praised it, but declined to have the plate engraved, on the ground that Lewis had raised his charges. This ended Mr. Lewis’s connection with the “Liber,” and Turner next employed Mr. Charles Turner, the mezzotint engraver, but he had to pay him eight guineas a plate. Charles Turner agreed to engrave fifty plates at this price, but after he had finished twenty, he wished to raise his charge to ten guineas, which led to a quarrel. With reference to these quarrels of Turner with his engravers, Mr. Thornbury says, “The painter who had never had quarter given to him when he was struggling, now in his turn, I grieve to say, gave no quarter,” and “inflexibly exacting as he was, Turner could not understand how an engraver who had contracted to do fifty engravings should try to get off his bargain at the twenty-first.” This, like most of Thornbury’s statements, is utterly untrustworthy. There is no evidence to show that a hard bargain was ever driven with him when he was struggling, there is no word of any dispute with engravers till he began to employ them himself, and as to his “not being able to understand” how any man should endeavour to obtain more than the price contracted for, it was exactly what he tried to do himself, when afterwards employed by Cooke.
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The fact is that in all business arrangements Turner’s worse nature, the mean, grasping spirit of the little tradesman, was brought into prominence. In the case of Lewis he was evidently in the wrong, in the case of Charles Turner he was only hard; but in all business transactions he was as a rule ungenerous, and sometimes dishonest. His action towards the public with regard to the “Liber” can be called by no other name. His prices at first were fifteen shillings for prints, and twenty-five shillings for proofs. “When the plates got worn (and mezzotint plates are subject to rapid deterioration in the light parts), Turner used to alter them, sometimes changing the effect greatly, as in the Mer de Glace, where he transformed the smooth, snow-covered glacier into spiky ridges of ice, or in the Aesacus and Hesperie, where the effect of sunbeams through the wood was effaced, and the direction in which the head of Hesperie was looking was changed, and the face afterwards concealed. The changes were not always for the worse; the very wear of the plate in some cases, as in that of the Calm, improved the effect, and what we have called his confusion of thought, and what Thornbury has called his” distorted logic,” may have led him to believe that he was not wrong in selling as he did these worn and altered plates as proofs. A kind casuistry may lend us a word less disagreeable than dishonest to such transactions, but when we know that he habitually from the first made no distinction between proofs and prints — that he sold the same things under different names at different prices — every plea breaks down, and we are forced to the conclusion that when he thought he could cheat safely “the pack of geese,”  as he thought the public, he did so.

Nor can we acquit Turner of unfairness in issuing the “Liber Studiorum” in competition with the French painter’s “Liber Yeritatis,” a book well-known to the public and to him, as the third edition of its plates, engraved by Earlom, was just issued, when the “Liber Studiorum” was begun. He must have known what the public did not probably know — that Claude’s rough sketches were mere memoranda of the effects of his pictures taken by him to identify them, and never meant for publication; whereas his were carefully-finished compositions, into which he threw his whole power. Not only was the publication unfair as regards Claude, but it was misleading to the public as regards himself. The title, “Liber Studiorum,” applies only to some of the prints. A few of the poorer plates, especially the architectural ones, and such simple designs as the Hedging and Ditching, might properly perhaps have been called studies, but even upon these he bestowed a care and a finish that would entitle them to be called pictures, monochrome as they are.

The want of a well-considered plan, and the capricious way in which they were published, contributed to the ill-success of the work; and though we are accustomed to look upon its failure as a severe judgment on the taste of the time, we are not at all sure that it would have succeeded if published in the present day, unless Mr. Ruskin had written the advertisement.

 

“The meaning of the entire book,” according to that eloquent writer, “was symbolized in the frontispiece, which he engraved with his own hand: Tyre at Sunset, with the Rape of Europa, indicating the symbolism of the decay of Europe by that of Tyre, its beauty passing away into terror and judgment (Europa being the Mother of Minos and Rhadamanthus).”

Turner’s advertisement thus describes the intention of the work: — 

“Intended as an illustration of Landscape Composition, classed as follows: Historical, Mountainous, Pastoral, Marine, and Architectural.”

We think Turner’s description the more correct, and that the intention of his frontispiece was to give all the “classes” in one composition, and we are extremely doubtful whether Turner knew or cared anything about either Minos or Rhadamanthus.

The most obvious intention of the work was to show his own power, and there never was, and perhaps never will be again, such an exhibition of genius in the same direction. No rhetoric can say for it as much as it says for itself in those ninety plates, twenty of which were never published. If. he did not exhaust art or nature, he may be fairly said to have exhausted all that was then known of landscape art, and to have gone further than any one else in the interpretation of nature. Notwithstanding, the merit of the plates is very unequal, some, as Solway Moss and the Little Devil’s Bridge, being more valuable as works of art than many of his large pictures; others, especially the architectural subjects, the Interior of a Church, and Pembury Mill, being almost devoid of interest. As to any one thought running through the series, we can see none, except desire to show the whole range of his power; and as to sentiment, it seems to us to be thoroughly impersonal, impartial, and artistic. He turns on the pastoral or historical stop as easily as if he were playing the organ, and his only concern with his figures is that they shall perform their parts adequately, which is as much as some of them do.

“We have spoken of the book as an attack on Claude, and of the” intention “of the work, but we are not sure that we are not using too definite ideas to express the variety of impulses in Turner’s mind that tended to the commencement of the” Liber.” We have seen that the first notion of it, and its divisions, were suggested by Mr. Wells, and the plates are nothing more nor less than a selection from his sketches and pictures, arranged under these heads. His early topographical drawings and studies in England provided him with the architectural and pastoral subjects, his studies of Claude and the Poussins and Wilson, with the elegant pastoral, Yandevelde and nature with the marine, and his one or two. visits to the Continent with the mountainous. The frontispiece, the first attempt to give a coherent signification to the whole, was not published till 1812, and it was not till 1816 that the advertisement to which we have called attention appeared when, after four years’ intermission, the issue of the “Liber” was recommenced; even then it is only described as “an illustration of Landscape Composition;” and it is quite probable that the desire to make money, to display his art, to rival Claude, and to educate the public, contributed to the production of the work, without any very vivid consciousness on his part as to his motives of action. It has, like all Turner’s work, the characteristics of a gradual growth rather than of the carrying out of a well-defined conception.

There is one way in which the title of the book may be considered as appropriate, and that is to take “studia” to mean “studies,” in the usual general sense of the word, for it is an index to his whole course of study (including books and excepting colour), down to the time of its publication. With the exception of his Venetian pictures and his later extravagances, it may be said to be an epitome of his art without colour. Poets and painters may change their style, and may develop their powers in after-life in an unexpected manner; but after the age at which Turner had arrived when he commenced to publish the “Liber,” viz., thirty-two, there are few, if any, mental germs which have not at least sprouted. Turner, though he never left off acquiring knowledge, or developing his style, is no exception to this rule, and this makes the “Liber” valuable, not only as a collection of works of art, but as a nearly complete summary of the great artist’s work and mind. Amongst his more obvious claims to the first place among landscape artists, are his power of rendering atmospherical effects, and the structure and growth of things. He not only knew how a tree looked, but he showed how it grew. Others may have drawn foliage with more habitual fidelity, but none ever drew trunks and branches with such knowledge of their inner life; if you look at the trunks in the drawing of Hornby Castle for instance (which we mention because it is easily seen at the South Kensington Museum), and compare them with any others in the same room, the superior indication of texture of bark, of truly varied swelling, of consistency, and all essential differences between living wood and other things, cannot fail to be apparent to the least observant. Although the trees of the “Liber” are not of equal merit (Mr. Ruskin says the firs are not good), this quality may be observed in many of the plates. Others have drawn the appearance of clouds, but Turner knew how they formed. Others have drawn rocks, but he could give their structure, consistency, and quality of surface, with a few deft lines and a wash; others could hide things in a mist, but he could reveal things through mist. Others could make something like a rainbow, but he, almost alone, and without colour, could show it standing out, a bow of light arrested by vapour in mid-air, not flat upon a mountain, or printed on a cloud. If all his power over atmospheric effects and all his knowledge of structure are not contained in the “Liber,” there is sufficient proof of them scattered through its plates to do as much justice to them as black and white will allow. If we want to know the result of his studies of architecture we see it here also, little knowledge or care of buildings for their own sakes, but perfect sense of their value pictorially for breaking of lights and casting of shadows; for contrast with the undefined beauty of natural forms, and for masses in composition; for the sentiment that ruins lend, and for the names which they give to pictures. If we seek the books from which his imagination took fire, we have the Bible and Ovid, the first of small, the latter of great and almost solitary power. Jason daring the huge glittering serpent, Syrinx fleeing from Pan, Cephalus and Procris, Aesacus and Hesperie, Glaucus and Scylla, Narcissus and Echo; if we want to know the artists he most admired and imitated, or the places to which he had been, we shall find easily nearly all the former, and sufficient of the latter to show the wide range of his travel. In a word, one who has carefully studied the “Liber” had indeed little to learn of the range and power of Turner’s art and mind, except his colour and his fatalism.
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The first quotation from the “Fallacies of Hope,” nevertheless, was published in the catalogue of 1812, as the motto of his picture of Snowstorm — Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps, and it is probable that the ill-success of the “Liber” contributed not a little to the gloomy habit of mind which breathes through the fragments of this unfinished composition. These were the lines appended to that grand picture: — 

“Craft, treachery, and fraud — Salassian force 
Hung on the fainting rear! then Plunder seiz’d 
The victor and the captive — Saguntum’s spoil, 
Alike became their prey; still the chief advanc’d, 
Look’d on the sun with hope; — low, broad, and wan.
 
While the fierce archer of the downward year 
Stains Italy’s blanch’d barrier with storms.
In vain each pass, ensanguin’d deep with dead, 
Or rocky fragments, wide destruction roll’d.
Still on Campania’s fertile plains — he thought 
But the loud breeze sob’d, Capua’s joys beware.”

This is nearer to poetry than Turner ever got again. The picture is well-known, and was suggested partly by a storm observed at Farnley, partly by a picture by J. Cozens, of the same subject, from which Turner is reported to have said that he learnt more than from any other.

Turner’s love of poetry was shown from the first possible moment. The first pictures to which he appended poetical mottoes were those of 1798, but he could not have used them before, as’ quotations were never published in the Academy Catalogue prior to that year. When his first original verses were published we cannot tell, but there is little doubt that the lines to his Apollo and the Python, in the Catalogue of 1811, were of his own fabrication. They are not from Callimachus, as asserted in the catalogue, but a jumble of the descriptions of two of Ovid’s dragons, the Python, and Cadmus’s tremendous worm, and are just the peculiar mixture of Ovid, Milton, Thomson, Pope, and the quotations in Royal Academy Catalogues, out of which he formed his poetical style. The Turneresque style of poetry is in fact formed very much in the same way as the Turneresque style of landscape, but the result is not so satisfactory. It required a totally different kind of brain machinery from that which Turner possessed. He may have had a good ear for the music of tones, for he used to play the flute, but he had none for the music of words.

Coleridge was an instance of how distinct these two faculties are, as he, whose verses exceed almost all other English verses in beauty of sound, could not tell one note of music from another. Turner lived in a world of light and colour, and beautiful changeful indefinite forms; his thought had visions in place of words; his mind communed with itself in sights and symbols; the procession of his ideas was a panorama. So, where a poet would jot down lines and thoughts, he would print off the impressions on his mental retina; his true poetry was drawn not written — 

the poetry of instant act, not of laboured thought. How sensible he himself was of the difference, is shown in his clumsy lines: — 

 

“Perception, reasoning, action’s slow ally, 

Thoughts that in the mind awakened lie — 

Kindly expand the monumental stone 

And as the.... continue power.”

 

This is Mr. Thornbury’s reading of part of the longest piece of poetry by Turner yet published, which he has printed without any care, making greater nonsense than even Turner ever wrote, which is saying a great deal. “Awakened” for instance is probably “unwakened,” and “monumental stone” is probably “mental store” with another word at the commencement, the word “power” is possibly “pours,” as the next line goes on, “a steady current, nor with headlong force,” &c. We quite agree with Mr. W. M. Rossetti, that these extracts are not made the best of, though it is doubtful whether the result of more careful editing would be worth the trouble.

There is no picture which better shows the greatness of Turner’s power of pictorial imagination than the Apollo and Python. We have said that nature was almost Turner’s only book. The only written book which there is evidence that he really studied — read through, probably, again and again — is Ovid’s “Metamorphoses.” That he was fond of poetry there is no doubt, but the sparks that lit his imagination for nearly all his best classical compositions came from this book. This is the only poem which he really illustrated, and an edition of Ovid, with engravings from all the scenes which he drew from this source, would make one of the best illustrated books in the world. It would contain Jason, Narcissus and Echo, Mercury and Herse, Apollo and Python, Apuleia in search of Apuleius (which is really the story of Appulns, who was turned into a wild olive-tree, Apuleia being a characteristic mistake of Turner’s for Apulia. He is sometimes called “a shepherd of Apulia,” in notes and translations, and Turner evidently took the name of the country for the name of a woman), Apollo and the Sibyl, The Vision of Medea, The Golden Bough, Mercury and Argus, Pluto and Proserpine, Glaucus and Scylla, Pan and Syrinx, Ulysses and Polyphemus. Of all these pictures and designs we have no doubt that, though he referred to other poets in the catalogues and got the idea of some part of the composition from other poets, the original germs are to be found in no other book than Ovid’s “Metamorphoses.” We have not exhausted the list of his debts to this poet, for it is probable that the first ideas of his Carthage pictures, and all that deal with the history of Aeneas, came from the same source, assisted by references to Vergil.

Of all these, excepting the Ulysses and Polyphemus, there is none greater than the Apollo and Python. Although the figure of Apollo is not satisfactory, it gives an adequate impression of the small size of the boy-god, the radiating glory of his presence, the keen enjoyment of his struggle with the monster, and the triumph of “mind over matter.” Of the landscape and the dragon it is difficult to exaggerate the grandeur of the conception; the rocks and trees convulsed with the dying struggles of the gigantic worm, the agony of the brute himself, expressed in the distorted jaws and the twisted tail, the awful dark pool of blood below, the seams in its terrible riven side, studded with a thousand little shafts from Apollo’s bow, and the fragments of rock flying in the air above the griffin-like head and noisome steam of breath, make a picture without any rival of its kind in ancient or modern art. It is, as we have said, taken from two dragons of Ovid. Turner seems to have been of the same opinion about books as about nature, and if he wanted anything to complete his picture, went on a few pages and found it. The idea of the god and his bow and arrows is taken from the account of the combat in the first book of the “Metamorphoses,” and the idea of the huge dragon with his “poyson-paunch,” comes from the same place; but the ruin of the woodland, the flying stones, and the earth blackened with the dragon’s gore, come from the description of the combat of Cadmus and his dragon in the third. 
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The larger stone is too huge indeed to be that which Cadmus flung, it has been either, as Mr. Ruskin thinks, lashed into the air by his tail, or, as we think, torn off the rock and vomited into the air; but there is the tree, which the “serpent’s weight” did make to bend, and which was “grieved his body of the serpent’s tail thus scourged for to be,” there is “the stinking breath that goth out from his black and hellish mouth,” there is the blood which “did die the green grass black,” an idea not in Callimachus nor in Ovid’s description of the Python, but which occurs both in the lines appended to the picture and in Ovid’s description of Cadmus’s serpent. If there were any doubt left as to the influence of this dragon on the picture, there is still another piece of evidence, viz., something very like a javelin, Cadmus’s weapon, which is sticking in the dragon, and has reappeared after being painted out, so that it is possible that Turner meant the hero of the picture, in the first instance, to be Cadmus and not Apollo.

The two great dragons of Turner, that which guards the Garden of the Hesperides, and the Python, are specially interesting as the greatest efforts made by Turner’s imagination in the creation of living forms, excepting, perhaps, the cloud figure of Polyphemus. They are perhaps the only monsters of the kind created by an artist’s fancy, which are credible even for a moment. They will not stand analysis any more than any other painters’ monsters, but you can enjoy the pictures without being disturbed by palpable impossibilities. The distance at which we see Ladon helps the illusion; with his fiery eyes and smoking jaws, his spiny back and terrible tail, no one could wish for a more probable reptile. The only objection that has been made to him is that his jaws are too thin and brittle, while Mr. Ruskin is extravagant in his praise. It is wonderful to him — 

 

“This anticipation, by Turner, of the grandest reaches of recent inquiry into the form of the dragons of the old earth — this saurian of Turner’s is very nearly an exact counterpart of the model of the iguanodon, now the guardian of the Hesperian Garden of the Crystal Palace, wings only excepted, which are, here, almost accurately, those of the pterodactyle. The instinctive grasp which a healthy imagination takes of possible truth, even in its wildest flights, was never more marvellously demonstrated.”

Mr. Ruskin then goes on to call attention to — 

 

“The mighty articulations of his body, rolling in great iron waves, a cataract of coiling strength and crashing armour, down amongst the mountain rents. Fancy him moving, and the roaring of the ground under his rings; the grinding down of the rocks by his toothed whorls; the skeleton glacier of him in thunderous march, and the ashes of the hills rising round him like smoke, and encompassing him like a curtain.”

 

The description, fine as it is, seems to us to destroy all belief in Turner’s dragon. The wings of a pterodactyle would never lift the body of an ignanodon, and Turner’s dragon could not even walk, his comparatively puny body could never even move his miles of tail let alone lift them. It is far better to leave him where he is; the fact that he is at the top of that rock is sufficient evidence that he got there somehow; how he got there, and how he will get down again, are questions which we had better not ask if we wish to keep our faith in him. Nor can anything be more confused than the notion of a “saurian” with “coiling strength and crashing armour,” making the ground “roar under his rings.” This might be well enough of a fabulous monster made of iron, but quite inappropriate when applied to a saurian, like the alligator, for instance, with its soft, slow movements, and its bony, skin-padded, noiseless armour.

The Python will stand still less an attempt to define in words what Turner has purposely left mysterious. Not even Mr. Ruskin, we fancy, would dare to pull him out straight from amongst his rocks and trees, and put his griffin’s head and talons on to that marvellous body, half worm, half caterpillar. But he is grand, and believable as he is. More simple than either of the other monsters is the single wave of Jason’s dragon in his den. This is a mere magnified coil of a simple snake; but its size, its glitter, its incompleteness, the terrible energy of it, its peculiar serpentine wiriness, that elasticity combined with stiffness which is so horrible to see and to feel, make it more awful even than the Python.

We do not believe in Turner’s power to evolve even as imperfect a saurian as his Ladon out of his imagination, however “healthy;” and have no doubt that he had seen the fossil remains of an ichthyosaurus. We have the testimony of Mrs. Wheeler that he was much interested in geology, and think it more than probable that the thinness of the monster’s jaws and, we may add, the emptiness of his eye socket are due to his drawing them from a fossil, which his knowledge was not great enough to pad with flesh.


CHAPTER VI. HARLEY STREET, DEVONSHIRE, HAMMERSMITH, AND TWICKENHAM.

1800 to 1820.

DURING the first ten years of this period we have very little intelligence respecting Turner’s life. He moved from Hand Court, Maiden Lane, to 64, Harley Street, in 1799 or 1800, and it is not improbable that he bought the house, as No. 64 and the house next to it in Harley Street, and the house in Queen Anne Street, all belonged to him at the time of his death. There was communication between the three houses at the back, although the corner house fronting both streets did not belong to him. In 1801, 1802, 1803, and 1804, his address in the Royal Academy Catalogue is 75, Norton Street, Portland Road; but in 1804 it is again 64, Harley Street. In 1808  it is 64, Harley Street, and West End, Upper Mall, Hammersmith; and this double address is given till 1811, when it is West End, Upper Mall, Hammersmith, only. In and after 1812 it is always Queen Anne Street West, with the addition, from 1814 to 1826, of his house at Twickenham, called Solus Lodge in 1814, and Sandycombe Lodge from 1815 to 1826. It is remarkable that in the Catalogue of the British Institution for 1814 his address is given as Harley Street, Cavendish Square, showing that he had not then given up his house in this street, and this is good evidence that it belonged to him.

The war which broke out with Bonaparte in 1803, and was not finally closed till 1815, prevented him from pursuing his studies of Continental scenery, and he seems during this time to have devoted himself principally to the composition of his great rival pictures, and the “Liber Studiorum,” about which we have already written: he stayed occasionally with his friends, Mr. Fawkes at Farnley, where he studied the storm for Hannibal Grossing the Alps, and Lord Egremont at Petworth, where he painted Apuleia and Apuleius. Almost the only glimpse that we get of his house in Harley Street, though it is very doubtful to what period it belongs, was sent to Mr. Thornbury by Mr. Rose of Jersey: — 

“Two ladies, Mrs. R — and Mrs. H — once paid him a visit in Harley Street, an extremely rare (in fact, if not the only) occasion of such an occurrence, for it must be known he was not fond of parties prying, as he fancied, into the secrets of his menage. On sending in their names, after having ascertained that he was at home, they were politely requested to walk in, and were shown into a large sitting room without a fire. This was in the depth of winter; and lying about in various places were several cats without tails. In a short time our talented friend made his appearance, asking the ladies if they felt cold. The youngest replied in the negative; her companion, more curious, wished she had stated otherwise, as she hoped they might have been shown into his sanctum or studio. After a little conversation he offered them wine and biscuits, which they partook of for the novelty, such an event being almost unprecedented in his house. One of the ladies bestowing some notice upon the cats, he was induced to remark that he had seven, and that they came from the Isle of Man.”

Whatever is the proper date of this story, it is to be feared that he had good reason for not wishing persons to pry into the secrets of his menage. We ourselves have no wish to pry into those secrets; but the fact that Turner had for the greater part of his life a home of which he was ashamed, is sufficient to explain a great deal of his want of hospitality, his churlishness to visitors, and his confirmed habits of secrecy and seclusion.

There is no doubt that he habitually lived with a mistress. Hannah Danby, who entered his service, a girl of sixteen, in the year 1801, and was his housekeeper in Queen Anne Street at his death, is generally considered to have been one; and Sophia Caroline Booth, with whom he spent his last years in an obscure lodging in Chelsea, another. There are many who have lived more immoral lives, and have done more harm to others by their immorality; but he chose a kind of illegal connection which was particularly destructive to himself. He made his home the scene of his irregularities, and, by entering into intimate relations with uneducated women, cut himself off from healthy social influences which would have given daily employment to his naturally warm heart, and prevented him from growing into a selfish, solitary man. Not to be able to enjoy habitually the society of pure educated women, not to be able to welcome your friend to your hearth, could not have been good for a man’s character, or his art, or his intellect.

His uninterrupted privacy possibly enabled him to produce more, and to develop his genius farther in one direction; but we could have well spared many of his pictures for a few works graced with a wider culture and a healthier sentiment. He could paint, and paint, perhaps, better for his isolation — 

 

“The light that never was on sea or land, 

The consecration and the Poet’s dream.”

 

But it would have been better for him, and, we think, for his art also, if he could have said: — 

 

“Farewell, farewell, the heart that lives alone 

Housed in a dream, at distance from the kind!

Such happiness, wherever it be known, 

Is to be pitied; for ’tis surely blind.”

 

It was not from any scorn of the conventions of society that he disregarded them, for there is no trace of any feeling of this sort in his pictures or his reported conversations, and in his will he required that the “Poor and Decayed Male Artists,” for whom he intended to found a charitable institution (“Turner’s Gift”), should be “of lawful issue.” One reason why he never married may have been his shyness and consciousness of his want of address and personal attraction. Mr. Cyrus Redding, from whom we have one of the brightest and best glimpses of Turner as a man, says: — 

 

“He was aware that he could not hope to gain credit in the world out of his profession. I believe that his own ordinary person was, in his clear-mindedness, somewhat considered in estimating his career in life. He was once at a party where there were several beautiful women. One of them struck him much with her charms and captivating appearance and he said to a friend, in a moment of unguarded admiration, ‘If she would marry me, I would give her a hundred thousand.’”

 

This, and the increasing absorption in his art of all of himself that could be so absorbed; his desire to economize both his time and his money; his inmate hatred of interference with his liberty; his aversion from undertaking any obligation, the consequences of which he could not calculate — all tended to keep him from matrimony, and to make him content with the most unromantic amours.

That he in 1811 or thereabouts could be hospitable and a good companion away from home, is shown by Mr. Redding in his pleasant volume, from which we have just quoted. He met Turner on what appears to have been his first visit to the county to which his family belonged — Devonshire. He met him first, Mr. Redding thinks, at the house of Mr. Collier (the father of Sir Robert Collier), an eminent merchant of Plymouth, and accompanied him on many excursions. On one of these Turner actually gave a picnic “in excellent taste” at a seat on the summit of the hill, overlooking the Sound and Cawsand Bay.

“Cold meats, shell fish, and good wines were provided on that delightful and unrivalled spot. Our host was agreeable, but terse, blunt, and almost epigrammatic at times. Never given to waste his words, nor remarkably choice in their arrangement, they were always in their right place, and admirably effective.”

This last sentence sounds somewhat paradoxical, but for that reason is probably all the more accurately descriptive of Turner’s art in words. Further on, when defending the great painter, we get a portrait of him as a “plain figure” with “somewhat bandy legs,” and “dingy complexion.” On another excursion, Redding spent a night at a small country inn with Turner, about three miles from Tavistock, as the artist had a great desire to see the country round at sunrise. The rest of the party, Mr. Collier and two friends, who had spent the day with them on the shores of the Tamar with a scanty supply of provisions, preferred to pass the night at Tavistock.

“Turner was content with bread and cheese and beer, tolerably good, for dinner and supper in one. I contrived to feast somewhat less simply on bacon and eggs, through an afterthought inspiration. In the little sanded room we conversed by the light of an attenuated candle, and some aid from the moon, until nearly midnight, when Turner laid his head upon the table, and was soon sound asleep. I placed two or three chairs in a line, and followed his example at full recumbency. In this way three or four hours’ rest were (sic) obtained, and we were both fresh enough to go out, as soon as the sun was up, to explore the scenery in the neighbourhood, and get a humble breakfast, before our friends rejoined us from Tavistock. It was in that early morning Turner made a sketch of the picture (Crossing the Brook) to which I have alluded, and which he invited me to his gallery to see.”’

 

Another of these excursions was to Burr or Borough Island, in Bigbury Bay, “To eat hot lobsters fresh from the sea.”

 

“The morning was squally, and the sea rolled boisterously into the Sound. As we ran out, the sea continued to rise, and off Stake’s point became stormy. Our Dutch boat rode bravely over the furrows, which in that low part of the Channel roll grandly in unbroken ridges from the Atlantic.”

 

Two of the party were ill; one, an officer in the army, wanted to throw himself overboard, and they “were obliged to keep him down among the rusty iron ballast, with a spar across him.”
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“Turner was all the while quiet, watching the troubled scene, and it was not unworthy his notice. The island, the solitary hut upon it, the bay in the bight of which it lay, and the long gloomy Bolt Head to seaward, against which the waves broke with fury, seemed to absorb the’ entire notice of the artist, who scarcely spoke a syllable. While the fish were getting ready, Turner mounted nearly to the highest point of the island rock, and seemed writing rather than drawing. The wind was almost too violent for either purpose; what he particularly noted he did not say.”

These reminiscences of Mr. Redding contain the most graphic picture of Turner we possess. His carelessness of comfort, his devotion to his art, his power of continuous observation in despite of tumult and discomfort, his love of the sun and the sea, his habit of sketching from a high point of view, his ability to take “pictorial memoranda” in a violent wind, are all striking and essential peculiarities.

It is interesting to learn also from Mr. Redding, that( “early in the morning before the rest were up, Turner and myself walked to Dodbrooke, hard by the town, to see the house that had belonged to Dr. Walcot (sic), Peter Pindar, and where he was born. Walcot sold it, and there had been a house erected there since; of this the artist took a sketch.” Turner probably appreciated Peter’s “Advice to Landscape Painters.”

One piece of Turner’s conversation is also worthy of record, if only on account of its rarity.

“He was looking at a seventy-four gun ship, which lay in the shadow under Saltash. The ship seemed one dark mass.

“‘I told you that would be the effect,’ said Turner, referring to some previous conversation. ‘Now, as you observe, it is all shade.’

“‘Yes, I perceive it; and yet the ports are there.’

“‘We can only take what is visible — no matter what may be there. There are people in the ship; we don’t see them through the planks.’”

This reads like a speech of Dr. Johnson.

We have another account of this same visit to Devonshire from Sir Charles Eastlake, which bears testimony to the hospitality which he received. Miss Pearce, an aunt of Sir Charles, appears to have been his hostess, and her cottage at Calstock the centre of his excursions. A landscape painter, Mr. Ambrose Johns, of great merit, according to Sir Charles, fitted up a small portable painting box, which was of much use to Turner in affording him ready appliances for sketching in oil.

“Turner seemed pleased when the rapidity with which these sketches were done was talked of; for departing from his habitual reserve in the instance of his pencil sketches, he made no difficulty in showing them. On one occasion, when, on his return after a sketching ramble to a country residence belonging to my father, near Plympton, the day’s work was shown, he himself remarked that one of the sketches (and perhaps the best) was done in less than half an hour..... On my inquiring what had become of these sketches, Turner replied that they were worthless, in consequence, as he supposed, of some defects in the preparation of the paper; all the grey tints, he observed, had nearly disappeared. Although I did not implicitly rely on that statement, I do not remember to have seen any of them afterwards.”

Mr. Johns’s devotion was not rewarded till long afterwards, when the great painter sent him a small oil sketch in a letter. Mr. Redding obtained at the time a rough sketch, and these seem to have been the only returns he made for the kindness that was shown to him at Plymouth, though many years afterwards he spoke to Mr. Redding “of the reception he met with on this tour, in a strain that exhibited his possession of a mind not unsusceptible or forgetful of kindness.”

The date of this tour is given by Mr. Redding as probably 1811, and by Eastlake — 1814. The principal pictorial results of it were Crossing the Brook (exhibited in 1815), and various drawings for Cooke’s Southern Coast, which commenced in 1814. It seems probable that his engagement on this work determined his visit to Cornwall and Devonshire, but this is uncertain, as is also whether he paid more than one visit to the locality.

This tour is also interesting from its being the only occasion on which Turner is known to have visited his kinsfolk. “We are enabled to state on the authority of one of his family that he went to Barnstaple and called upon his relations there, and a gentleman, late of the Chancery Bar, has kindly supplied us with the following extract of a memorandum made by him in 1853, from facts sworn to in suits instituted to administer Turner’s estate.

“Price Turner, an uncle of the painter’s, having some idea of educating his son, Thomas Price Turner (now (1853) living at North Street, in the parish of St. Kerrian, Exeter, Professor of Music) as a painter, T. P. T. made, at the request of William Turner, the great artist’s father, two drawings as specimens of his ability, one a view of the city of Exeter, taken from the south side, and the other a view of Rougemont Castle, and sent them by Wm. Turner to his son. Shortly after, he (T. P. T.) received a number of water colour drawings, sketches, &c. Some of these were afterwards sent for again, one of which, a water colour view of Redcliffe Church, Bristol, Thomas Price Turner previously copied, which copy, together with the residue of Turner’s drawings, are still in his cousin’s possession.

“J. M. W. Turner called at Price Turner’s house at Exeter about forty years ago (about 1813), and, saying that he called at his father’s request, had a conversation with Price Turner and his son and daughter. Thomas Price Turner went to London in 1834 to attend the Royal Musical Festival in commemoration of Handel, in which lie was engaged as a chorus singer. He called three times on his cousin, and the third time saw him, but though he (J. M. W. T.) immediately recognized him, the painter gave him a cool reception, never so much as asking him to sit down.”

It is probable that Turner’s father removed with him to Harley Street in 1800. The powder tax of 1795 is said to have destroyed his trade, and he lived with his son till he died in 1830. He used to strain his son’s canvasses and varnish his pictures, “which made Turner say that his father began and finished his pictures for him.” As early as 1809, Turner “was in the habit of privately exhibiting such pictures as he did not sell, and the small accumulation he had at Harley Street in 1809 was already dignified with the name of the” Turner Gallery.” This gallery Turner’s father attended to, showing in visitors &c., and when they stayed at Twickenham he came up to town every morning to open it. Thornbury says that the cost of this weighed upon his spirits until he made friends with a market-gardener, who for a glass of gin a-day, brought him up in his cart on the top of the vegetables. This is said to have been after Turner removed from Harley Street, and was very well off if not rich, for he had built his house in Queen Anne Street and his lodge at Twickenham, both of which belonged to him, as well as the land at Twickenham, and (probably) the house in Harley Street. Turner’s father made great exertions to add to his son’s estate at Sandycombe, by running out little earthworks in the road and then fencing them round. At one time there was a regular row of these fortifications, which used to be called “Turner’s Cribs.” One day, however, they were ruthlessly swept away by some local authority. If, however, both father and son were very “saving” and eccentric in their -ways, they were devoted to one another from the beginning to the end, to an extent very touching and beautiful, however strange in its manifestation.

Of Turner’s life at West End, Upper Mall, Hammersmith, we have only the following glimpse in a communication to Thornbury by “a friend.”

“The garden, which ran down to the river, terminated in a summer-house; and here, out in the open air, were painted some of his best pictures. It was there that my father, who then resided at Kew, became first acquainted with him and expressing his surprise that Turner could paint under such circumstances, he remarked that lights and room were absurdities, and that a picture could be painted anywhere. His eyes were remarkably strong. He would throw down his water-colour drawings on the floor of the summer-house, requesting my father not to touch them, as he could see them there, and they would be drying at the same time.”

It may have been when at Hammersmith that he became acquainted with Mr. Trimmer, for in a letter to Mr. Wyatt of Oxford respecting two pictures of that city, which is dated “West End, Upper Mall, Hammersmith, Feb. 4, 1810,” he says, “Pray tell me likewise of a gentleman of the name of Trimmer, who has written to you to be a subscriber for the print.” This gentleman was the Rev. Henry Scott Trimmer, Vicar of Heston, who was one of Turner’s best and most intimate friends till his death. It is said that he first went to Hammersmith to be near De Loutherbourg, and it is probable that one of his reasons for building on his freehold at Twickenham was to be nearer Mr. Trimmer. De Loutherbourg died in 1812.

Sandycombe Lodge, first called Solus Lodge, is on the road from Twickenham to Isleworth, and is built on low lying ground and damp. The original structure has been added to, but the additions being built of brick, it is easy to see how it looked in Turner’s time — a small semi-Italian villa covered with plaster and decorated with iron balustrades and steps. It is within walking distance (4 miles) of Heston. We are able by the kindness of Mr. F. E. Trimmer, the youngest son of Turner’s friend, to correct some false impressions conveyed by Thornbury’s garbled account of what he was told by the eldest son.

The Rev. Henry Scott Trimmer, the son of the celebrated Mrs. Trimmer, and father of the Rev. Henry Syer Trimmer, who gave Thornbury his information, was about the same age as Turner, and very much interested in art. As an amateur painter he attained considerable skill, having a wonderful faculty for catching the manner of other artists. His great knowledge of pictures, and his continual experiments in the way of mediums, colours, and devices for obtaining effects, made his acquaintance specially interesting and valuable to Turner, and Turner’s to him. No better proof of his ability can be found than the two following stories: — 

There is a picture at Heston before which Turner would frequently stand studying. It is a sea-piece with the sun behind a mist, and with a golden hazy effect not unlike Turner’s famous Sun rising in a Mist, but the sea washes up to the frame. One day Turner said to Mr. Trimmer, “I like that picture; there’s a good deal in it. Where did you get it?” (Or words to this effect.) “I painted it,” was the reply; upon which the artist turned away without a word, and never looked at the picture again.

The true story of the picture, supposed to be by Sir Joshua Reynolds, to which Mr. Trimmer added a background, is this. He purchased it in an unfinished condition of a dealer in Holborn, and finished it himself, and it remained in his possession till his death, when his son (Mr. F. E. Trimmer), knowing its history, kept it out of the sale at Christie’s of his father’s fine collection, and sold it, among other less valuable and genuine productions, at Heston. The dealer who bought it (for £6) thought he had made a great catch, and inquired of Mr. Trimmer’s son the history of the picture, which he considered a splendid Sir Joshua, speaking especially of the background as being a proof of its authenticity. When Mr. Trimmer told him that his father had bought it in his own shop and had finished it himself, he would not believe it for a long time.

Of the other stories of Turner’s connection with Heston, and of his power to assist others in the composition of their pictures, the following is perhaps the most interesting: — 

Once when Howard (R.A.) was staying at the vicarage, painting a portrait of Mr. Trimmer’s second son, the Rev. Barrington James Trimmer, Turner was always finding fault with the work in progress. It was a full-size and full-length portrait of a boy of three years old, dressed in a white frock and red morocco shoes. One day Howard, annoyed at Turner’s frequent objections, told him that he had better do it himself, on which Turner said, “This is what I should do,” and taking up the cat he wrapped its body in his red pocket handkerchief, and put it under the boy’s arm. The effect of this, as may still be seen in the picture at the house of Mr. Trimmer’s son at Heston, was excellent. The cat gave an interest to the figure which it wanted, the red morocco shoes were no longer isolated patches of bright colour at the bottom of the picture, the blank expanse of white frock was varied and lightened up by the red handkerchief and pussy’s tabby face, and the work, which was on the brink of failure, was a decided success. Parts of the cat, handkerchief, and landscape were put in by Turner.

Sketching with oils on a large canvas in a boat, driving out on little sketching excursions in his gig with his ill-tempered nag Crop Ear, said to have been immortalized in his picture of the Frosty Morning (which was, however, painted before he went to Twickenham), fishing for trout in the Old Brent, or for roach in the Thames, with Mr. Trimmer’s sons, digging his pond in his garden and planting it round with weeping willows and alders, the picture of Turner’s life at Twickenham is a pleasant and healthy one. At Heston he drew his Interior of a Church for the “Liber,” and actually gave away two of his drawings to Mrs. Trimmer, one of a Gainsborough, which they had seen together on an excursion to Osterley House, and one of a woman gathering watercresses, whom they had met on their way. But these gifts were asked for by the lady, and Turner would not let them go without making replicas. He once stood with a long rod two whole days in a pouring rain under an umbrella fishing in a small pond in the vicarage garden, without even a nibble.

In connection with the Trimmers we get other instances of his rare and bare hospitality, which showed that he never altered his manner of living after he left Maiden Lane. We must refer the reader *to Mr. Thornbury’s life for the remainder of these varied, interesting, and on the whole pleasant reminiscences.

Space, however, we must spare for a letter, very incorrectly given by Thornbury, the only record of his second attachment, the object of which was the sister of the Rev. H. Scott Trimmer, who was at that time being courted by her future husband: — 

 

“Tuesday. Aug. 1. 1815.

“Queen Anne St.

 

“Mr dear Sir,” I lament that all hope of the pleasure of seeing you or getting to Heston — must for the present wholly vanish. My father told me on Saturday last when I was as usual compelled to return to town the same day, that you and Mrs. Trimmer would leave Heston for Suffolk as tomorrow Wednesday, in the first place, I am glad to hear that her health is so far established as to be equal to the journey, and believe roe your utmost hope, for her benefitting by the sea air being fully realized will give me great pleasure to hear, and the earlier the better.

“After next Tuesday — if you have a moments time to spare, a line will reach me at Farnley Hall, near Otley Yorkshire, and for some time, as Mr. Fawkes talks of keeping me in the north by a trip to the Lakes &c. until November therefore I suspect I am not to see Sandycombe. Sandycombe sounds just now in my ears as an act of folly, when I reflect how little I have been able to be there this year, and less chance (perhaps) for the next in looking forward to a Continental excursion, & poor Daddy seems as much plagued with weeds as I am with disappointments, that if Miss — would but wave bashfulness, or — in other words — make an offer instead of expecting one — the same might change occupiers — but not to teaze you further, allow with most sincere respects to Mrs.” Trimmer and family, to consider myself 

“Your most truly (or sincerely) obliged 

“J. M. W. Turner.”

 

But for the assurance of the present Mr. Trimmer, of Heston, that this attachment of Turner to Miss Trimmer was undoubted, and that this letter has always been considered in the family as a declaration thereof, we should have thought that the offer he wanted was one for Sandycombe Lodge and not for his hand. It is, however, past doubt that Turner was violently smitten, and though forty years old, felt it much.

The above letter was the only one known to have been written by Turner to his friend the Vicar of Heston, and it is quite untrue, as asserted by Thornbury, that the Vicar’s letters were burnt in sackfuls by his son. His large correspondence was patiently gone through — a task which took some years. Thornbury was probably thinking of the destruction of the celebrated Mrs. Trimmer’s correspondence by her daughter, in which it is true that sackfuls of interesting letters perished.


CHAPTER VII. ITALY AND FRANCE.

1820 to 1840.

THE life of Turner the man, that is, what we know of it, during these twenty years, may be written almost in a page — the history of his art might be made to fill many volumes. During this period he exhibited nearly eighty pictures at the Royal Academy, and about five hundred engravings were published from his drawings. If he had been famous before, he was something else, if not something more than famous now; he was “the fashion.” It was on this ground that Sir Walter Scott, who would have preferred Thomson of Duddingstone to illustrate his ‘Provincial Antiquities’ (published in 1826), agreed to the employment of Turner, who afterwards (in 1834) furnished a beautiful series of sixty-five vignettes for Cadell’s edition of Sir Walter’s prose and poetical works.

In 1819 Turner paid his first visit to Italy, which had a marked influence on his style. From this time forward his works become remarkable for their colour. Down to this time he had painted principally in browns, blues, and greys, employing red and yellow very sparingly, but he had been gradually warming his scale almost from the beginning. From the wash of sepia and Prussian blue, he had slowly proceeded in the direction of golden and reddish brown, and had produced both drawings and pictures with wonderful effects of mist and sunlight, but he had scarcely gone beyond the sober colouring of Yandevelde and Ruysdael till he began his great pictures in rivalry with Claude. In them may be seen perhaps the dawn of the new power in his art. In the Exhibition of 1815 were two prophecies of his new style, in which he was to transcend all former efforts in the painting of distance and in colour. These were Grossing the Brook, with its magical distance, and Dido building Carthage, with its blazing sky and brilliant feathery clouds. The first is the purest and most beautiful of all his oil pictures of the loveliness of English scenery, the most simple in its motive, the most tranquil in its sentiment, the perfect expression of his enjoyment of the exquisite scenery in the neighbourhood of Plymouth. The latter with all its faults was the finest of the kind he ever painted, and his greatest effect in the way of colour before his visit to Italy. In his other Carthage picture of this period, The Decline (exhibited 1817), the “brown demon,” as Mr. Ruskin calls it, was in full force, and his pictures of Dido and Aeneas (1814), The Temple of Jupiter (1817), and Apuleia and Apuleius, are cold and heavy in comparison. Indeed, from 1815 to 1823 his power, judged by his exhibited pictures, seemed to be flagging. Whether his second disappointment in love had anything to do with this we have no means of judging, but if it disturbed for a time his power of painting for fame, it certainly had no ill effect either as to the quantity or quality of his water-colours for the engravers.

His most worthy and beautiful work of these years is to be found not in his oil pictures but in his drawings for Dr. Whitaker’s ‘History of Richmond shire’ (published 1823) and the ‘Rivers of England’ (1824). Both series were engraved in line in a manner worthy of the artist. One of the former, the Hornby Castle, a little faded perhaps, but still exquisite in its harmonies of blue and amber, is to be seen at South Kensington. Three more were lately exhibited by Mr. Ruskin — Heysliam Village, Egglestone Abbey, and Richmond. Of this series Mr. Ruskin says, “The foliage is rich and marvellous in composition, the effects of mist more varied and true” (than in the Hakewill drawings), “the rock and hill drawing insuperable, the skies exquisite in complex form.” The engravings probably owed much to Turner’s own supervision, and many of them, such as Egglestone  Abbey, by T. Higham, and Wycliffe, by John Pye, Middiman’s Moss Bale Fall, and Radcliffe’s Hornby Castle, were perfect translations of the originals, showing an advance in the art of engraving as great as that which Turner had made in water-colour drawing. Except in the heightened scale of colour there is little in this series to show the influence of Italy, their temper is that of Crossing the Brook, and the foliage and scenery that of England. Nor do we find anything but England in the ‘Rivers.’ Nothing can be more purely English than the exquisite drawing of Totnes on the Dart (of which we give a woodcut). The original is one of the treasures of the National Gallery, and is marvellous for the minuteness of its finish and the breadth and truth of its effect. The tiny group of poplars in the middle distance are painted with such dexterity that the impression of multitudinous leafage is perfectly conveyed, and the stillness of clear smooth water filled with innumerable variegated reflections, the beautiful distance with castle, church, and town, and the group of gulls in the foreground, make a picture of placid beauty in which there is no straining for effect, no mannerism, nothing to remind you of the artist. It is only in the touches of red in the fore of the river (touches unaccounted for by anything in the drawing) that you discern him at last, and find that you are looking not at nature but “a Turner.” If you are inclined to be angry with these touches, cover them with the hand and find out how much of the charm is lost.
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After the ‘Rivers of England,’ Turner produced work more magnificent in colour, more transcendent in imagination, indeed the work which singles him out individually from all landscape artists, in which the essences of the material world were revealed in a manner which was not only unrealized but unconceived before; but for perfect balance of power, for the mirroring of nature as it appears to ninety-nine out of every hundred, for fidelity of colour of both sky and earth, and form (especially of trees), for carefulness and accuracy of drawing, for work that neither startles you by its eccentricity nor puzzles you as to its meaning, which satisfies without cloying, and leaves no doubt as to the truth of its illusion, there is none to compare with these drawings of his of England after his first visit to Italy — and especially (though perhaps it is because we know them best that we say so) the drawings for the ‘Rivers of England.’ We are certain at least of this, that no one has a right to form an opinion about Turner’s power generally, either to go into ecstasies over or to deride his later work, till he has seen some of these matchless drawings. They form the true centre of his artistic life, the point at which his desire for the simple truth and the imperious demands of his imagination were most nearly balanced.

In 1821 and 1824 Turner exhibited no pictures at the Royal Academy, and it would have been no loss to his fame if his pictures of 1820 and 1822, Rome, from the Vatican, and What you will, had never left his studio; but in 1823 he astonished the world with the first of those magnificent dreams of landscape loveliness with which his name will always be specially associated; — The Bay of Baice with Apollo and the Sibyl (1823). The three supreme works of this class, The Bay of Bairn, Caligula’s Palace and Bridge (1831), and Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1832), are too well known to need description, and have been too much written about to need much comment. They were the realization of his impressions of Italy, with its sunny skies, its stone-pines, its ruins, its luxuriance of vegetation, its heritage of romance. How little the names given to these pictures really influence their effect, is shown by the frequency with which one of them is confused with another. “What verses of what poet, what episode of history may have been in the artist’s mind is of little consequence, when the thought is expressed in the same terms of infinite sunny distance, crumbling ruin and towering tree. The artist may have meant to embody the whole of Byron’s mind in the Childe Harold, the history of Italy in Caligula’s Palace and Bridge, the folly of life in Apollo and the Sibyl, but it does not matter now, the things are” Turners,” neither more nor less; we doubt very much whether Turner cared greatly for the particular stories attached to many of his pictures. Some of them remind us of a title of a picture in the Academy of 1808, A Temple and Portico, with the drowning of Aristobulus, vide Josephus, book 15, chap. 3. In some it was no doubt his ardent desire to proclaim his thoughts on history and fate, but the result is much the same, for the medium in which he attempted to convey them was that least suited for his purpose. It was, however, his only means of expression, and there is something very sad in the idea of a mind struggling in vain to give its most serious thoughts didactic force. If these thoughts had been profound, and the mind that of a prophet, the failure would have been tragical. The language employed was the highest of its kind, but it was as inadequate for its purpose as music. It has, however, like fine music, the power of starting vibrations of sentiment full of suggestion, giving birth to endless dreams of beauty and pleasure, of sadness and foreboding, according to the personality and humour of those who are sensitive to its charm.
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In 1825 were published his first illustrations to a modern poet — Byron; he contributed some more to the editions of 1833 and 1834, most of them being views of places which ho had never seen, and therefore compositions from the sketches of others, like his drawings for Hakewill’s “Picturesque Tour of Italy” and Finden’s “Illustrations of the Bible.” No doubt the experience of his youth in improving the sketches of amateurs and the liberty which such work gave to his imagination, made it easy and congenial to him. These drawings show the variety of his artistic power and the perfection of his technical skill. The Hakewill series is marvellous for minute accuracy (being taken from camera sketches) and for beautiful tree drawing, and the Bible series for imagination. They are, however, of less interest in a biography than those which were based upon his own impressions of the scenes depicted, such as his illustrations to Rogers and Scott.

In 1825 he exhibited only one picture, Harbour of Dieppe, and in 1826, the year when the publication of the “Southern Coast” terminated, three, of one of which there is told a story of unselfish generosity, which deserves special record. The picture was called Cologne — the arrival of a Packet-boat — Evening. Of this Mr. Hamerton writes: “There were such unity and serenity in the work, and such a glow of light and colour, that it seemed like a window opened upon the land of the ideal, where the harmonies of things are more perfect than they have ever been in the common world.” The picture was hung between two of Sir Thomas Lawrence’s portraits, and Turner covered its glowing glory with a wash of lampblack, so as not to spoil their effect. “Poor Lawrence was so unhappy,” he said. “It will all wash off after the Exhibition.” As Mr. Hamerton truly observes, “It is not as if Turner had been indifferent to fame.”

There are many stories of apparently contrary action on Turner’s part, namely, of heightening the colour of his pictures to “kill” those of his neighbours at the Academy, but they do not spoil this story. Daring those merry “varnishing days” which Turner enjoyed so much, attempts to outcolour one another were ordinary jokes — give-and-take sallies of skill, made in good humour. No one entered into such contests with more zest than Turner, and he was not always the victor. This story seems to us to prove that when Turner saw that any one was really hurt, his tenderness was greater than his spirit of emulation and jest.

Leslie tells the best of the “counter stories.”

“In 1832, when Constable exhibited his Opening of Waterloo Bridge, it was placed in the School of Painting — one of the small rooms at Somerset House. A sea piece, by Turner, was next to it — a grey picture, beautiful and true, but with no positive colour in any part of it — Constable’s Waterloo seemed as if painted with liquid gold and silver, and Turner came several times into the room while he was heightening with vermilion and lake the decorations and flags of the City barges. Turner stood behind him, looking from the Waterloo to his own picture, and at last brought his palette from the great room, where he was touching another picture, and putting a round daub of red lead, somewhat bigger than a shilling, on his grey sea, went away without saying a word. The intensity of the red lead, made more vivid by the coolness of the picture, caused even the vermilion and lake of Constable to look weak. I came into the room just as Turner left it. ‘He has been here,’ said Constable, ‘and fired a gun.’”

On the opposite wall was a picture, by Jones, of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the furnace. “A coal,” said Cooper, “has bounced across the room from Jones’s picture, and set fire to Turner’s sea.” The great man did not come into the room for a day and a half; and then in the last moments that were allowed for painting, he glazed the scarlet seal he had put on his picture, and shaped it into a buoy.”

This daub of red lead was rather defensive than offensive, and there is no story of Turner which shows any malice in his nature. To his brother artists he was always friendly and just; he never spoke in their disparagement, and often helped young artists with a kind word or a practical suggestion. Even Constable — between whom and Turner not much love was lost, according to Thornbury — he helped on one occasion by striking in a ripple in the foreground of his picture — the “something” just wanted to make the composition satisfactory. We think, then, that we may enjoy the beautiful story of self-sacrifice for Lawrence’s sake, without any disagreeable reflection that it is spoilt by others showing a contrary spirit towards his brother artists.

The year 1826 was his last at Sandycombe. As he had taken it for the sake of his father, so he gave it up, for “Dad” was always working in the garden and catching cold. He took this step much to his own sorrow, we believe, and much to our and his loss. Without the pleasant and wholesome neighbourhood of the Trimmers, with no home but the gloomy, dirty, disreputable Queen Anne Street, he became more solitary, more self-absorbed, or absorbed in his art (much the same thing with him), and lived only to follow unrestrained wherever his wayward genius led him, and to amass money for which he could find no use. How he still loved to grasp it, however, and how unscrupulous he was in doing so, is painfully shown in his dispute with Cooke about this time (1827), which prevented a proposed continuation of the “Southern Coast.” Mr. Cooke’s letter relating to it, though long, is too important to omit, and, though it may be said to be ex parte, carries sad conviction of its truth: — 

 

“January 1, 1827.

 

“Dear Sir,” I cannot help regretting that you persist in demanding twenty-five sets of India proofs before the letters of the continuation of the work of the ‘Coast,’ besides being paid for the drawings. It is like a film before your eyes, to prevent your obtaining upwards of two thousand pounds in a commission for drawings for that work.

“Upon mature reflection you must see I have done all in my power to satisfy you of the total impossibility of acquiescing in such a demand; it would be unjust both to my subscribers and to myself.

“The ‘Coast’ being my own original plan, which cost me some anxiety before I could bring it to maturity, and an immense expense before I applied to you, when I gave a commission for drawings to upwards of £400, at my own entire risk, in which the shareholders were not willing to take any part, I did all I could to persuade you to have one share, and which I did from a firm conviction that it would afford some remuneration for your exertions on the drawings, in addition to the amount of the contract. The share was, as it were, forced upon you by myself, with the best feelings in the world; and was, as you well know, repeatedly refused, under the idea that there was a possibility of losing money by it. You cannot deny the result: a constant dividend of profit has been made to you at various times, and will be so for some time to come.

“On Saturday last, to my utter astonishment, you declared in my print-rooms, before three persons, who distinctly heard it, as follows: ‘I will have my terms, or I will oppose the work by doing another Coast!’ These were the words you used, and every one must allow them to be a threat.

“And this morning (Monday), you show me a note of my own handwriting, with these words (or words to this immediate effect):’ The drawings for the future” Coast” shall be paid twelve guineas and a half each.’

“Now, in the name of common honesty, how can you apply the above note to any drawings for the first division of the work called the’ Southern Coast,’ and tell me I owe you two guineas on each of those drawings? Did you not agree to make the whole of the ‘South Coast’ drawings at £7 10s. each? and did I not continue to pay you that sum for the first four numbers? When a meeting of the partners took place, to take into consideration the great exertions that myself and my brother had made on the plates, to testify their entire satisfaction, and considering the difficulties I had placed myself in by such an agreement as I had made (dictated by my enthusiasm for the welfare of a work which had been planned and executed with so much zeal, and of my being paid the small sum only of twenty-five guineas for each plate, including the loan of the drawings, for which I received no return or consideration whatever on the part of the shareholders), they unanimously (excepting on your part) and very liberally increased the price of each plate to £40; and I agreed, on my part, to pay you ten guineas for each drawing after the fourth number. And have I not kept this agreement? Yes; you have received from me, and from Messrs. Arch on my account, the whole sum so agreed upon, and for which you have given me and them receipts. The work has now been finished upwards of six months, when you show me a note of my own handwriting, and which was written to you in reply to a part of your letter, where you say,’ Do you imagine I shall go to John O’Groat’s House for the same sum I receive for the Southern part?’ Is this fair conduct between man and man — to apply the note (so explicit in itself) to the former work, and to endeavour to make me believe I still owe you two guineas and a half on each drawing? Why, let me ask you, should I promise you such a sum? What possible motive could I have in heaping gold into your pockets, when you have always taken such especial care of your interests, even in the case of Neptune’s Trident, which I can declare you presented to me; and, in the spirit of this understanding, I presented it again to Mrs. Cooke. You may recollect afterwards charging me two guineas for the loan of it, and requesting me at the same time to return it to you, which has been done.

“The ungracious remarks I experienced this morning at your house, where I pointed out to you the meaning of my former note — that it referred to the future part of the work, and not to the ‘Southern Coast’ — were such as to convince me that you maintain a mistaken and most unaccountable idea of profit and advantage in the new work of the ‘Coast,’ and that no estimate or calculation will convince you to the contrary.

“Ask yourself if Hakewill’s Italy,’ ‘Scottish Scenery,’ or ‘Yorkshire’ works have either of them succeeded in the return of the capital laid out on them.

“These works have had in them as much of your individual talent as the ‘Southern Coast,’ being modelled on the principle of it; and although they have answered your purpose, by the commissions for drawings, yet there is considerable doubt remaining whether the shareholders and proprietors will ever be reinstated in the money laid out on them. So much for the profit of works. I assure you I must turn over an entirely new leaf to make them ever return their expenses.

“To conclude, I regret exceedingly the time I have bestowed in endeavouring to convince you in a calm and patient manner of a number of calculations made for your satisfaction; and I have met in return such hostile treatment that I am positively disgusted at the mere thought of the trouble I have given myself on such a useless occasion.

“I remain,” 

Your obedient servant, 

“W. B. Cooke.”

 

When we realise that this was the same man that closed his connection with Mr. Lewis, because he would not both etch and aquatint the plates of the Liber for the same terms as those agreed upon for aquatinting alone, we are able to understand why he was characterized as a “great Jew,” in a letter of introduction, which he brought from a publisher in London to one in Yorkshire, when he went to that county to illustrate Dr. Whitaker’s History of Richmondshire Mrs. Whitaker, who was his hostess at the time, hearing of this took the phrase literally, and, says Mr. Hamerton, “treated him as an Israelite indeed, possibly with reference to church attendance and the consumption of ham.”

In 1827 was published the first part of his largest series of prints, the “England and Wales,” which were engraved with matchless skill by that trained band of engravers who brought, with the artist’s assistance, the art of engraving landscapes in line to a point never before attained. The history of Turner and his engravers has yet to be fully written; the number of them from first to last is extraordinary, probably nearly one hundred. Of these, twenty, and nearly all the best, were employed on this work — Goodall, Wallis, Willmore, W. Miller, Brandard, Radcliffe, Jeavons, W. R. Smith, and others. Never before was so great an artist surrounded by such a skilled body of interpreters in black and white. The drawings were unequal in merit, but nearly all of them wonderful for power of colour and daring effect, with ever lessening regard for local accuracy. The artist threw aside all traditions and conventions, and proclaimed himself as “Turner,” the great composer of chromatic harmonies in forms of sea and sky, hills and plains, sunshine and storm, towns and shipping, castles and cathedrals. He could not do this without sacrificing much of truth, and much of what was essential truth in a work whose aim was professedly topographical. Imaginative art of all kinds has a code analogous to, but not identical with, the moral code: beauty takes the seat of virtue and harmony of truth, and when the work is purely imaginative, there is no conflict between fancy and fact which can make the strictest shake his head. But when known facts are dealt with by the imagination, the conflict arises immediately, and it would scarcely be possible to find a case in which it was more obvious than in Turner’s “England and Wales,” in which he made the familiar scenes of his own country conform to the authoritative conception of his pictorial fancy. Whether he was right or wrong in raising the cliffs of England to Alpine dignity, in saturating her verdant fields with yellow sun, in exaggerating this, in ignoring that, has been argued often, and will be argued over and over again; but all art is a compromise, and the precise justice of the compromise will ever be a matter of opinion. Art v. Nature is a cause which will last longer than any Chancery suit. Even artists cannot agree as to the amount of licence which it is proper to take, but they are all conscious that they at least keep on the right side; one thing only, all, or nearly all, are agreed upon, and that is that licence must be taken, or art becomes handicraft. About Turner almost the only thing which can be said with certainty is that he stretched his liberty to the extreme limits.

Yet to the pictorial code of morals he was the most faithful of artists, he almost always reached beauty, his harmonies were almost always perfect, and he strove after his own peculiar generalization of fact, and his own peculiar extract of truth with the greatest ardour. This extract was his impression of a place, made up generally (at least in his foreign scenes) of two or three sketches taken from different points of view, and he was very careful to study not only the principal features of the country, but the costume and employment of the inhabitants, and the description of local vehicle, on wheels or keel. From these studies would arise the conception of one scene, combining all that his mind retained as essential — a growth which, however false it might appear when compared with the actual facts of the place from one point of view, contained nothing but what had a germ of truth, and of local truth. That this applies to all his drawings we do not say, but we are confident that it does to most. Many of his drawings for the “England and Wales” were probably taken from sketches that had lain in his portfolios for years, and were dressed up by him. when wanted, with such accessories of storm and rainbow as occurred to his fancy, or to his memory and feelings as connected with the spot. There is, we think, no doubt that Turner strove to be conscientious; but his conscience was a “pictorial” conscience, and no man can judge him. We can only take his works as they are, and be thankful that all the strange confusions of his mind, and mingled accidents of his life, have produced so unique and beautiful a result as the “England and Wales.” It is no use now regretting that his vast powers in their prime were used wastefully in what will appear to many as the falsification of English landscape; it is far better to rejoice that the genius and knowledge of the man were so transcendent that, in spite of all the worst that can be said, each separate drawing is precious in itself as a record of natural phenomena, and a masterly arrangement of indefinite forms and beautiful colour.

Mr. Ruskin affirms that, “howsoever it came to pass, a strange, and in many respects grievous metamorphosis takes place upon him about the year 1825. Thenceforth he shows clearly the sense of a terrific wrongness, and sadness, mingled in the beautiful order of the earth; his work becomes partly satirical, partly reckless, partly — and in its greatest and noblest features — tragic.” We are not prepared to assent to this entirely, especially as Mr. Ruskin states immediately afterwards that one at least of the manifestations of “this new phase of temper” can be traced unmistakably in the “Liber,” which was concluded six years before; but there is no doubt that his work for some of these years was distinguished by recklessness and caprice in an unusual degree, and we have little doubt that his removal from Sandycombe, and the consequent loss of healthy companionship, had something to do with it. During three years he exhibited no pictures of special interest, except the Cologne of 1826, and the Ulysses deriding Polyphemus of 1829. This latter picture we take to be a sure sign of recovery, as it shows perhaps the most complete balance of power of any of his large works, being not less wonderful for happy choice of subject than for grandeur of conception and splendour of colour — the first picture in which, since the Apollo and Python of 1811, the union between the literary subject and the landscape, or (if we must use that horrid word) seascape, wa3 perfect. This picture was no Temple and Portico, with the drowning of Aristobulus. The grand indefinite figure of the agonized giant, the crowded ship of Ulysses, the water-nymphs and the dying sun, are all parts of one conception, and show what Turner could do when his imagination was thoroughly inflamed. Whence the inspiration was derived it is difficult to say. Like most of his inspirations, it probably had more than one source. Homer’s Odyssey is the source given in the catalogue; but it is probable, as we before have hinted, that the figure of Polyphemus was suggested by the splendid description in the fourteenth book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Many years had lapsed since he had shown the full force of his imagination under the influence of classical story, and he was never to do so again. Subjects of the kind suited to his peculiar genius were difficult to find, and he had no such habitual intercourse with his intellectual peers as enabled him to gather suggestions for his works. He was thrown entirely on his own uneducated resources, and the result was, with his imperfect knowledge of his own strength and the limits of his art, partial failure of most, and total failure of many of his most strenuous efforts. This is one of the saddest facts of his art-life, the frequent waste, or partial waste, of unique power.

His increasing isolation of mind was mitigated no doubt by constant visits to Petworth, Farnley, and other houses of his friends and patrons, by the chaff of “varnishing days,” by social meetings of the Academy Club, and by frequent travel; but it increased notwithstanding. Not Mr. Trimmer, nor Lord Egremont, nor even his friends and fellow Academicians, Chantrey and Jones, could break through his barrier of reserve and see the man Turner face to face. From the beginning he had his secrets, and he kept them to the end. He could be merry and social in a gathering where the talk never became confidential, and with children (whom he could not distrust); but his living-rooms in Queen Anne Street, his painting-room wherever he was, and his heart, were, with scarcely an exception, opened to none. At Petworth, Lord Egremont indeed was allowed to enter his studio; but he had to give a peculiar knock agreed upon between them before he would open the door.

In 1828 he was at Rome again, from which place he wrote the following letters  to Chan trey and Jones of unusual length and interest.

 

“TO GEORGE JONES, R.A.

“Rome, 

“Oct. 13, 1828.

 

“Dear Jones,” Two months nearly in getting to this terra pictura, and at work; but the length of time is my own fault. I must see the South of France, which almost knocked me up, the heat was so intense, particularly at Nismes and Avignon; and until I got a plunge into the sea at Marseilles, I felt so weak that nothing but the change of scene kept me onwards to my distant point. Genoa, and all the sea-coast from Nice to Spezzia, is remarkably rugged and fine; so is Massa. Tell that fat fellow Chantrey that I did think of him, then (but not the first or the last time) of the thousands he had made out of those marble craigs which only afforded me a sour bottle of wine and a sketch; but he deserves everything which is good, though he did give me a fit of the spleen at Carrara.

“Sorry to hear your friend, Sir Henry Bunbury, has lost his lady. How did you know this? You will answer, of Captain Napier, at Siena. The letter announcing the sad event arrived the next day after I got there. They were on the wing — Mrs. W. Light to Leghorn, to meet Colonel Light, and Captain and Mrs. Napier for Naples; so, all things considered, I determined to quit instanter, instead of adding to the trouble.

“Hope that you have been better than usual, and that the pictures go on well. If you should be passing Queen Anne Street, just say I am well, and in Rome, for I fear young Hakewell has written to his father of my being unwell: and may I trouble you to drop a line into the twopenny post to Mr. C. Heath, 6, Seymour Place, New Pancras Church, or send my people to tell him that, if he has anything to send me, to put it up in a letter (it is the most sure way of its reaching me), directed for me, No. 12, Piazza Mignanelli, Rome, and to which place I hope you will send me a line? Excuse my troubling you with my requests of business. Remember me to all friends. So God bless you. 

Adieu.

“J. M. W. Turner.”

 

“TO FRANCIS CHANTREY, R.A.

 

“No. 12, Piazza Mignanelli, Rome,” Nov. 6, 1828.

 

“My dear Chantrey,” I intended long before this (but you will say, ‘Fudge!’) to have written; but even now very little information have I to give you in matters of Art, for I have confined myself to the painting department at Corso; and having finished me, am about the second, and getting on with Lord E.’s, which I began the very first touch at Rome; but as the folk here talked that I would show them not, I finished a small three feet four to stop their gabbling. So now to business. Sculpture, of course, first; for it carries away all the patronage, so it is said, in Rome; but all seem to share in the good-will of the patrons of the day. Gott’s studio is full. Wyatt and Rennie, Ewing, Buxton, all employed. Gibson has two groups in hand, Venus and Cupid; and The Rape of Hylas, three figures, very forward, though I doubt much if it will be in time (taking the long voyage into the scale) for the Exhibition, though it is for England. Its style is something like The Psyche, being two standing figures of nymphs leaning, enamoured, over the youthful Hylas, with his pitcher. The Venus is a sitting figure, with the Cupid in attendance; and if it had wings like a dove, to flee away and be at rest, the rest would not be the worse for the change. Thorwaldsten is closely engaged on the late Pope’s (Pins VII.) monument. Portraits of the superior animal, man, is to be found in all. In some, the inferior — viz. greyhounds and poodles, cats and monkeys, &c., &c.

“Pray give my remembrances to Jones and Stokes, and tell him I have not seen a bit of coal stratum for months. My love to Mrs. Chantrey, and take the same and good wishes of” 

Yours must truly, 

“J. M. W. Turner.”

 

This method of communicating with “his people” is peculiar, and shows that he was not in the habit of corresponding with them when away on his numerous visits and tours. Perhaps they could not read, perhaps he wished to save postage — whatever hypothesis we may adopt, the fact is singular. The pictures of The Banks of the Loire; The Loretto Necklace; Messieurs les Voyageurs on their return from, Italy (par la Diligence) in a snowdrift upon Mount Tarra, 22nd of January, 1829 — all exhibited in 1829 — were the results of this tour, besides some of the pictures of 1830, one of which, View of Orvieto, is, according to Mr. Hamerton, the identical “small three feet four” which he painted to “stop the gabbling” of the folk at Rome.

In this year (1830, he being then fifty-five years old) died Sir Thomas Lawrence, whose loss he probably felt much, and of whose funeral he painted a picture (from memory); but the year had a greater sorrow for him than this — the loss of his “poor old Dad.” The removal from Twickenham did not avail to preserve the old man’s life for long. We have the testimony of the Trimmers, with whom after the event he stayed for a few days for change of scene, that “he was fearfully out of spirits, and felt his loss, he said, like that of an only child,” and that he “never appeared the same man after his father’s death.” To men like Turner, who are not accustomed to express their feelings much, or even to realize them, such blows come with all their natural violence unchecked, unforeseen, unprovided against. It had probably never occurred to him how much his father was to him, how blank a space his loss would make in his narrow garden of human affection. From this time he was to know many losses of old friends, each of which fell heavily upon him, leaving him more lonely than ever. His friends were few, and they dropped one by one, nor is there any evidence to show that their loss was ever lightened by any hope of meeting them again; the lights of his life went out one by one, and left him alone and in the dark. In 1833 Dr. Monro died, in 1836 Mr. Wells, in 1837 Lord Egremont, in 1841 Chantrey, and he was to feel the loss of Mr. Fawkes and Wilkie, and many more before his own time came.

In February, 1830, he wrote to Jones: — 

 

“Dear Jones — 

I delayed answering yours until the chance of this finding you in Rome, to give you some account of the dismal prospect of Academic affairs, and of the last sad ceremonies paid yesterday to departed talent gone to that bourn from whence no traveller returns. Alas! only two short months Sir Thomas followed the coffin of Dawe to the same place. We then were his pall-bearers. Who will do the like for me, or when, God only knows how soon! However, it is something to feel that gifted talent can be acknowledged by the many who yesterday waded up to their knees in snow and muck to see the funeral pomp swelled up by carriages of the great, without the persons themselves.”

 

No doubt these deaths set him thinking of his own, and the disposition of his wealth so useless to him, and he probably brooded long over the will that he signed on the 10th of June in the next year (1831). Many excuses have been made for his niggardly habits on the score of the nobleness of mind shown in this document; he screwed and denied himself (we are told) when living, to make old artists comfortable after his death. We are afraid that there is no ground for this charitable view, nor any evidence that he ever denied himself anything that he preferred to hard cash, or that he ever thought of giving it, or any farthing of it, away to anybody, till he had more than he could spend, and was brought by the deaths of his friends to realize that he could not take it with him when he died. Then indeed he disposed of it; but where was the bulk to go? Not to his nearest of kin, whom he had neglected all his life — fifty pounds was enough for uncles, and twenty-five for their eldest sons; not to his mistress or mistresses, who had been devoted to him all his life, or to his children — annuities of ten and fifty pounds were enough for them; but for the perpetuation of his name and fame, as the founder of “Turner’s Gift” and the eclipser of Claude.

We do not know when Turner became acquainted with Samuel Rogers; but probably some years before this, as he is named as one of the executors in the will, and the famous illustrated edition of “Italy” was published in 1830, followed by the Poems in 1834. These contain the most exquisite of all the engravings from Turner’s vignettes. Exquisite also are most of the drawings, but some of them are spoilt by the capriciousness of their colour, which seems in many cases to have been employed as an indication to the engraver rather than for the purpose of imitating the hues of nature. The most beautiful perhaps of all, Tomato’s misty brow, seems to us far too blue and the yellow of the sky in others is too strong to be probable or even in harmony with the rest of the drawing. It would, however, be difficult to find in the whole range of his works two really greater (though so small in size) than the Alps at Daybreak, and Datur hora quieti, of which we give woodcuts, losing of course much of the light refinement of the steel plates, but wonderfully true in general effect. The former is as perfect an illustration as possible of the sentiment of Rogers’s pretty verses, but it far transcends them in beauty and imagination; the latter is not in illustration of any of the poet’s verses, but is a more beautiful poem than ever Rogers wrote.

The illustration from “Jacqueline” which we give, though not so transcendent in imagination, is a scene of extraordinary beauty of rock and torrent, and castle-crowned steep, such as no hand but Turner’s could have drawn, while the Vision from “The Voyage of Columbus” is equally characteristic, showing how he could make an impressive picture out of the vaguest notions by his extraordinary mastery of light and shade.

In 1833 Turner exhibited his first pictures of Venice, the last home of his imagination. The date of his first visit to the “floating city” is uncertain. There are two series of Venetian sketches in the National Gallery, which mark two distinct impressions. In the first the colour is comparatively sober; the sky is noted as, before all things, a marvellously blue sky; the interest of the painter is in the watery streets, the picturesqueness of corners here and there, in narrow canals and the different-coloured marbles of the buildings; he takes the city in bits from the inside in broad daylight, and they are studies as realistic as he could make them at the time. In the other series the interest of the painter is colour, not of the buildings, but of the sunsets and sunrises, the clouds of crimson and yellow, the water of green, in which the sapphire and the emerald and the beryl seem to blend their hues. The substantial marble, the solid blue sky, the strong light and sharp shadows have melted into visions of ethereal palaces and gemlike colour, like those in the Apocalypse. As he began painting the sea from Vandevelde and nature, so he began painting Venice from Canaletto and nature; but the transition from the studious beginning to the imaginative end was very swift in the latter case. Venice soon became to him the paradise of colour, and he rose to heights of chromatic daring which exceeded anything which even he had scaled before.
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The time at which we have now arrived was that of his earlier sketches, and he could turn away from Venice and draw with unabated zest the quieter but still lovely scenery of the Seine and the Loire. To 1833-4 and 1835 belong his beautiful series called The Rivers of France. Opinions are divided, as usual, as to the truthfulness of his art to the spirit of French scenery, and a comparison between The Light-towers of the Heve in our woodcut, and the drawing which he made on the spot (now in the National Gallery) will show how greatly his imagination altered the literal facts of a scene. One who has patiently followed his footsteps in many parts of England and on the Continent testifies to the puzzling effects of Turner’s imaginative records. He seeks in vain on the face of the earth the original of Turner’s later drawings, but he can never see these drawings without finding all that he has seen. Indeed, to understand them rightly, they must be considered as poems in colour suggested by pictorial recollections of certain scenes on the rivers of France. Most of them are arrangements of blue, red, and yellow, some of yellow and grey, all exquisitely beautiful in arrangement of line and atmospheric effect. Nor has he in any other drawings introduced figures and animals with more skill and beauty of suggestion. The whole series palpitates with living light, although the pigments employed are opaque, and each view charms the sense of colour-harmony, although the colours are crude and disagreeable. It has always appeared wonderful to us that, with his power over watercolours and delight in clear tones, he should have been content to work with such chalky material and impure tints; it is as though he preferred to combat difficulties; but they were drawn to be engraved, and as long as he got his harmonies and his light and shade true we suppose he was content. The great skill with which he could utilize the grey paper on which these drawings were made, leaving it uncovered in the sky and other places where it Would serve his purpose, conduced to swiftness of work, and may have been one of his motives. The drawing of Jumieges, of which we give a woodcut, is one of the loveliest of the series, with its mouldering ruin standing out for a moment like a skeleton against the steely cloud, before the fierce storm covers it with gloom.

In these yearly visits to France, Turner was accompanied by Mr. Leitch Ritchie, who supplied the work with some description of the places. They travelled, however, very little together; their tastes in everything but art being exceedingly dissimilar. “I was curious,” says his companion, “in observing what he made of the objects he selected for his sketches, and was frequently surprised to find what a forcible idea he conveyed of a place with scarcely a correct detail. His exaggerations, when it suited his purpose to exaggerate, were wonderful — lifting up, for instance, by two or three stories, the steeple, or rather, stunted cone, of a village church — and when I returned to London I never failed to roast him on this habit. He took my remarks in good part, sometimes, indeed, in great glee, never attempting to defend himself otherwise than by rolling back the war into the enemy’s camp. In my account of the famous Grilles de Retz, I had attempted to identify that prototype of ‘Blue Beard’ with the hero of the nursery story, by absurdly insisting that his beard was so intensely black that it seemed to have a shade of blue. This tickled the great painter hugely, and his only reply to my bantering was — his little sharp eyes glistening the while—’ Blue Beard! Blue Beard! Black Beard!’”
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We do not know when Turner became first acquainted with Mr. Munro of Novar, one of the greatest admirers of the artist and collectors of his later works, but it was in 1836 that we first hear of them as travelling together, when, it is said, “a serious depression of spirits having fallen on Mr. Munro,” Turner proposed to divert his mind into fresh channels by travel. They went to Switzerland and Italy, and Mr. Munro found that Turner enjoyed himself in his way — a “sort of honest Diogenes way” — and that it was easy to get on very pleasantly with him “if you bore with his way,” a description which, meant to be kind, does not say much for his sociability at this period.

Indeed, he had been all his life, and especially, we expect, since he left Twickenham, developing as an artist and shrivelling as a man, and after this year (1836), though he still developed in power of colour and painted some of his finest and most distinctive works, the signs of change, if not of decline, were also visible. He was also getting out of the favour of the public, who could not see any beauty in such works as the Burning of the Houses of Lords and Commons, of 1835, or Juliet and her Nurse, of 1836.

His fame began to oscillate, tottering with one picture and set upright by another. As long, however, as he could paint such pictures as Mercury and Argus, 1836, and the Fighting Temeraire, of 1839, it was in a measure safe. He was still a great genius to whom eccentricities were natural, but the Fighting Temeraire was the last picture of his at which no stone was thrown. This is in many ways the finest of all his pictures. Light and brilliant yet solemn in colour; penetrated with a sentiment which finds an echo in every heart; appealing to national feeling and to that larger sympathy with the fate of all created things; symbolic, by its contrast between the old three-decker and the little steam-tug, of the “old order,” which “changeth, yielding place to new” — the picture was and always will be as popular as it deserves. It is characteristic of Turner that the idea of the picture did not originate with him, but with Stanfield. Would that Turner had always had some friend at his elbow to hold the torch to his imagination.
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CHAPTER VIII. LIGHT AND DARKNESS.

1840 TO 1851.

TURNER was now sixty-five years old, and his decline as an artist was to be expected from failing health and stress of years. For little less than half a century he had worked harder and produced more than any other artist of whom we have any record. Nor would he rest now, although his failing powers of body and mind required stimulants to support their energy.

Mr. Wilkie Collins informed Mr. Thornbury that, when a boy — 

 

“He used to attend his father on varnishing days, and remembers seeing Turner (not the more perfect in his balance for the brown sherry at the Academy lunch) seated on the top of a flight of steps, astride a box. There he sat, a shabby Bacchus, nodding like a Mandarin at his picture, which he, with a pendulum motion, now touched with his brush and now receded from. Yet, in spite of sherry, precarious seat, and old age, he went on shaping in some wonderful dream of colour; every touch meaning something, every pin’s head of colour being a note in the chromatic scale.”

 

We have spoken of Turner as declining as an artist, but we are not sure that he did so till about 1845, when, Mr. Ruskin says, “his health, and with it in great degree his mind, failed suddenly.” Down to this time his decay seems to us to have been more physical than artistic, but with the physical weakness there had been, we think, for some time a deterioration of the non-artistic part of his mind. His decay, though so unlike the decay of others, appears to us to have nothing inexplicable about it if we consider him as a man who had never had any sympathy with the current opinions and culture of his fellows, and who, by some strange defect in his organization, was unable to think without the use of his eyes. That his eyesight failed there is no doubt, but that it did not fail in the one most essential point for a painter, viz., perception of colour, is, we think, proved by his latest sketches in watercolour, which show none of that apparently morbid love of yellow which appears in his later oil pictures, and testify to that perfect perception of the relations and harmonies of different hues which can only belong to a healthy sight. Instead of declining, this faculty of colour seems to have increased in perfection almost to the last. If we compare the sketch in the National Gallery of a scene on the Lake of Zug, done between 1840 and 1845, with one of the ‘Rivers of England’ Dartmouth, two drawings wonderfully alike in composition and in general scheme of colour, no difference in this faculty can be observed; the later drawing is only a few notes higher in the scale. As Mr. Ruskin says, “The work of the first five years of this decade is in many respects supremely and with reviving power, beautiful.”

But still the decline of his non-artistic mind, never very powerful, had been going on for years, or at least such reasoning power as he possessed had exercised less and less control over the imperious will of his genius, which impelled him to pursue his efforts to paint the unpaintable. He had begun by imitation, he had gone on by rivalry, he had achieved a style of his own by which he had upset all preconceived notions of landscape painting, and had triumphed in establishing the superiority of pictures painted in a light key, but he was not content. His progress had always been towards light even from the earliest days, when he worked in monochrome. Sunlight was his discovery, he had found its presence in shadow, he had studied its complicated reflections, before he commenced to work in colour. From monochrome he had adopted the low scale of the old masters, but into it he carried his light; the brown clouds, and shadows, and mists, had the sun behind them as it were in veiled splendour. Then it came out and flooded his drawings and his canvasses with a glory unseen before in art. But he must go on — refine upon this — having eclipsed all others, he must now eclipse himself. His gold must turn to yellow, and yellow almost into white, before his genius could be satisfied with its efforts to express pure sunlight.

So he went on to his goal, becoming less “understanded of the people” each year, painting pictures more near to the truth of nature in sun and clouds, and less true in everything else. But it was about the everything else that the people most cared. They did not care for sunlight which blinded them, and to which the truth of figure, and sea, and grass, and stone, had to be sacrificed. They liked pictures which could give them calm enjoyment, records of what they had seen or could imagine, not of what Turner only had seen, and what seemed to them extravagant falsity.

Such, roughly put, was the condition of things when a champion arose to scatter Turner’s enemies to the four winds. He, Mr. Ruskin (1836), an undergraduate at Oxford, of the age of seventeen, was one not of “the people,” but of those comparatively few lovers of art and colour who saw and appreciated the artistic motives of Turner, and who reverenced, as a revelation of hitherto unrecorded, if not undiscovered, beauties of nature, those pictures at which the world scoffed. We cannot here enter further into the discussion involved, but the attitude of the two parties, the one represented by “Blackwood’s Magazine,” and the other by “Modern Painters,” can be judged by the following extracts. The noble enthusiasm aroused by the treatment of Juliet and her Nurse by the critics, had suggested a letter in 1836, which gradually increased into a volume, not published till 1843, and in the meantime the undergraduate had gained the Newdegate, and earned the right to call himself “A Graduate of Oxford” on his title-page.

This is what Maga said in August, 1835, of Turner’s picture of Venice, from the porch of Madonna della Salute, a picture in his earlier Venetian style: — 

 

“Venice, well I have seen Venice. Venice the magnificent, glorious, queenly, even in her decay — with her rich coloured buildings, speaking of days gone by, reflected in the green water. What is Venice in this picture? A flimsy, whitewashed meagre assemblage of architecture, starting off ghostlike into unnatural perspective, as if frightened at the affected blaze of some dogger vessels (the only attempt at richness in the picture). Not Venice, but the boat is the attractive object, and what is to make this rich? Nothing but some green and red, and yellow tinsel, which is so flimsy that it is now cracking — The greater part of the picture is white, disagreeable white, without light or transparency, and the boats, with their red worsted masts, are as gewgaw as a child’s toy, which he may have cracked to see what it was made of. As to Venice, nothing can be more unlike its character.”
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This is what the Graduate of Oxford says, after stating his dissatisfaction with the Venices of Canaletto, Pront, and Stanfield: — 

 

“But let us take with Turner, the last and greatest step of all; thank Heaven we are in sunshine again — and what sunshine! Not the lurid, gloomy, plagnelike oppression of Canaletto, but white flushing fulness of dazzling light, which the waves drink and the clouds breathe, bounding and burning in intensity of joy. That sky — it is a very visible infinity — liquid, measureless, unfathomable, panting and melting through the chasms in the long fields of snow-white flaked, slow-moving vapour, that guide the eye along the multitudinous waves down to the islanded rest of the Euganean hills. Do we dream, or does the white forked sail drift nearer, and nearer yet, diminishing the blue sea between us with the fulness of its wings? It pauses now; but the quivering of its bright reflection troubles the shadows of the sea, those azure fathomless depths of crystal mystery, on which the swiftness of the poised gondola floats double, its black beak lifted like the crest of a dark ocean bird, its scarlet draperies flashed back from the kindling surface, and its bent oar breaking the radiant water into a dust of gold. Dreamlike and dim, but glorious, the unnumbered palaces lift their shafts out of the hollow sea — pale ranks of motionless flame — their mighty towers sent up to heaven like tongues of more eager fire — their grey domes looming vast and dark, like eclipsed worlds — their sculptured arabesques and purple marble fading farther and fainter, league beyond league, lost in the light of distance. Detail after detail, thought beyond thought, yon find and feel them through the radiant mystery, inexhaustible as indistinct, beautiful, but never all revealed; secret in fulness, confused in symmetry, as nature herself is to the bewildered and foiled glance, giving out of that indistinctness, and through that confusion, the perpetual newness of the infinite and the beautiful.

“Yes, Mr. Turner, we are in Venice now.”

 

Unfortunately the brave young champion was too late, the eloquent voice that could translate into such glowing words the dumb poetry of Turner’s pictures had scarcely made the air of England thrill with its musical enthusiasm when black night fell upon the artist. The sudden snapping of some vital chord, of which that same Graduate of Oxford only last year pathetically wrote, took place, and the glorious sun of his genius disappeared without any twilight; he was dead as an artist, and dying as a man. Neither his work nor his life could be defended any more. But the voice that was raised so late in his honour did not die, its vibrations have lasted from that day to this; and if the champion himself seems to be in some need of a defender now, if mouths that once were full of his praise are silent or raised only for the most part to depreciate, it is only what came to Turner and what comes to all who use their imagination too freely to enforce their convictions. A time must come when the spirit of analysis will eat into the most brilliant rhetoric; the false and true, which combine to make the most beautiful fabric of words, cannot wear equally well. To us it is always painful to differ from Mr. Ruskin, to whom we owe the grasp of so many noble truths, the memories of so many delightful hours; and if a time has come when our faith in his dogmas is not absolute, and we feel that he has misled us and others now and again, we cannot close reference to him and his works in this little book without testifying to the great and noble spirit which pervades his work, and recording our admiration of a life devoted to the service of art and man and God with a passionate purity as rare as it is beautiful.
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But before night fell, in the interval between 1840 and 1845, Turner painted a few pictures of remarkable beauty both in colour and sentiment — pictures which no other artist could have painted, and which we doubt if he could himself have painted before — pictures generally attempting to realize his later ideal of Venice, which even now, in their wrecked beauty, fascinate all who have patience to look at them, and watch the apparent chaos of yellow and white and purple and grey gradually clear into a vision of ghost-like palaces rising like a dream from the golden sea. Besides these he painted at least three others of unique power: one a record of what few other men could have had the courage to study or the power to paint; one showing the passion of despair at the loss of an old comrade; and another the boldest attempt to represent abstract ideas in landscape that was ever made. We allude to the Snowstorm; Peace, Burial at Sea; and Bain, Steam, mid Speed.

Mr. Hamerton says, in connection with the first of these: — 

“Let it not be supposed that these works of Turner’s decline, however they may have exercised the wit of critics, and excited the amusement of visitors to the Exhibition, were ever anything less than serious performances for him. The Snowstorm, for example (1842), afforded the critics a precious opportunity for the exercise of their art. They called it soapsuds and whitewash, the real subject being a steamer in a storm off a harbour’s mouth making signals, and going by the lead. In this instance, nothing could be more serious than Turner’s intention, which was to render a storm as he had himself seen it one night when the ‘Ariel’ left Harwich. Like Joseph Vernet, who, when in a tempest off the island of Sardinia, had himself fastened to the mast to watch the effects, Turner on this occasion,’ got the sailors to lash himself to the mast to observe it,’ and remained in that position for four hours. He did not expect to escape, but had a curious sort of conscientious feeling, that it was his duty to record his impression if he survived.”

 

Of the second, which was painted to commemorate Wilkie’s funeral, it is related that Stanfield complained of the blackness of the sails, and that Turner answered, “If I could find anything blacker than black I’d use it.”

The history of his late Swiss sketches and the drawings he made from them has been recently told by Mr. Ruskin in his valuable and interesting notes to his collection of Turner’s drawings exhibited last year (1878), and these notes and the almost equally interesting notes of the Rev. W. Kingsley, contained between the same covers, testify not only to the supreme beauty of his later work, but also to the nobler motive which inspired its production, viz. the desire to “record” as far as he could what he had seen after “fifty years’ observation.” The days of strife and emulation were over, and a humbler, sweeter spirit made him “put forth his full strength to depict nature as he saw it with all his knowledge and experience.” Characteristically, as all through his life, this better spirit showed itself rather in his water-colours made for private persons, than in those oils which he exhibited for the judgment of the public.

We wish we had space here for Mr. Ruskin’s splendid description of Turner’s picture of Slavers throwing overboard the Dead and Dying — a work which seems to us to illustrate what we have said of his manner of decline in a remarkable way. There is no doubt about its splendour of colour, the grandeur of its sea, and the force with which its sentiment of horror and wrong and death is conveyed; but it shows a childishness, a want of mental faculties of the simplest kind, which is all the more extraordinary when brought in contrast with such gigantic pictorial power. The sharks are quite unnecessary, the bodies in the water are too many, the absurdity of the chains appearing above it is too gross; the horror is overdone and melodramatic, or, in a word, one of his finest pictorial conceptions is spoilt for want of a little common sense, of a little power to place himself in relation to his fellows and see how it would appear to them. Again, we cannot help wishing that he had had a friend at his elbow like Stanfield, who would have saved him from the laughter of small critics. He was not fit to manage such a work on such a subject by himself.

In his picture of War — the Exile and the Mock-limpet, with its extract from the “Fallacies of Hope” — 

 

“Ah! thy tent-formed shell is like 

A soldier’s nightly bivouac, alone 

Amidst a sea of blood.......

But can you join your comrades?”

 

we see the same mental helplessness. It verges on the sublime, it verges on the ridiculous. We should be sorry to call it either; but it is childish — not with the grand simplicity of Blake, but with the confused complicity of Turner. Mr. Ruskin says that Turner tried in vain to make him understand the full meaning of this work, and we are not surprised.

Such pictures as these had occurred now and then all through his career — pictures in which the means employed were utterly inadequate to express the sentiment duly, such as the Waterloo, — pictures in which the accumulation of ideas was confused and excessive, as the Phryne going to the Bath as Venus, Demosthenes taunted by Aeschines; and he had shown some hazy symbolism in connection with shell-fish in these verses: — 

 

“Roused from his long contented cot he went 

Where oft he laboured, and the.... bent, 

To form the snares for lobsters armed in mail; 

But men, more cunning, over this prevail, 

Lured by a few sea-snail and whelks, a prey 

That they could gather on their watery way, 

Caught in a wicker cage not two feet wide, 

While the whole ocean’s open to their pride.” 
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But now these “failures,” for failures they were, however fine the art qualities they possessed, became chronic, and the rule rather than the exception; and this is to us the greatest tragedy in the whole of his career — the spectacle of a great painter, the very slave of his genius, compelled to paint this and paint that at its bidding without being able to distinguish between what was great and what was little, what sublime and what ridiculous, almost as mighty as Milton and Shelley one moment, and as poor as Blackmore or Robert Montgomery the next. He appears to us in these last days like a great ship, rudderless, but still grand and with all sails set, at the mercy of the wind, which played with it a little while and then cast it on the rocks.

Rudderless, masterless, was he also as a man. We are very loth to believe the terrible picture of moral degradation supplied by the “best authority” to Mr. Thornbury, and quoted in the first chapter of this volume; but there is no doubt that he lived by no means a reputable life in his old age. As to how he met with Mrs. Booth, at whose little house by the side of the Thames, near Cremorne, he lived for some time before his death, we have not cared to inquire, nor do we intend to repeat the usual stories about it; nor will we venture an opinion as to how often he took too much to drink or what was his favourite stimulant, or what other excesses he committed. His whole faculties had been absorbed in his art; and when this failed him — when he became broken in health and failing in sight — he had no store of wise reflection to employ his mind, no harmless pursuits to follow, no refined tastes to amuse him, nor, as far as we know, had he any hope of any future rectification of the unevennesses of this world. Some of his friends he had lost by death, many were still living and ready to cheer his last years if he would have had them, but he would not. His secretiveness and love of solitude clung to him to the last.

He did not, however, lose his love of art and his desire of acquiring knowledge relating to it. It was in these last years, 1847-49, that he paid several visits to the studio of Mr. May all, the celebrated photographic artist, passing himself off as a Master in Chancery, and taking very great interest in the development of the new process which had not then got beyond the daguerreotype. To the interesting account of these visits printed by Mr. Thornbury, we are enabled by Mr. Mayall’s kindness to add that at a time when his finances were at a very low ebb in consequence of litigation about patent rights, Turner unasked, brought him a roll of bank-notes, to the amount of £300, and gave it him on the understanding that he was to repay him if he could. This, Mr. Mayall was able to do very soon, but that does not lessen the generosity of Turner’s act.

Notwithstanding, however, such bright glimpses as this, his last years must have been sad and dull, and his greatest source of happiness was probably the knowledge that whatever critics might say of his later works, there were a few men like Mr. Munro, Mr. Griffiths, the Ruskins, father and son, who appreciated them, and that his earlier pictures not only kept up their fame but rose in price. Though in decline, his fame was as great as almost he could have wished. Two offers of £100,000 he is said to have refused for the contents of Queen Anne Street; £5,000 for his two Cartilages. The greatest of all his triumphs was perhaps when he was waited upon by Mr. Griffiths, with an offer from a distinguished Committee, among whom were Sir Robert Peel, Lord Hardinge, and others, to buy these pictures for the nation. This is the greatest instance of his self-sacrifice, which is well attested; for he refused to part with them because he had willed them to the nation. He might have got the money and his wish also, but he refused. The recollection of this, though it occurred some years before he died, should have afforded him some pleasant reflections.

It had been long known that Turner had another home than that in Queen Anne Street, and he had shown considerable ingenuity in concealing it, for he used to go out of an evening to dinner with his friends when he so willed, and met them at the Academy and other places. Almost to the last he could be merry and sociable at such gatherings, and there is a very pleasant account of a dinner in 1850 at David Roberts’ house, given in a note to Ballantyne’s life of that artist, at which Turner was. It is a memorandum by an artist from the country, and describes Turner’s manner as — 

“Very agreeable, his quick bright eye sparkled, and his whole countenance showed a desire to please. He was constantly making or trying to make jokes; his dress, though rather old-fashioned, was far from being shabby.” Turner’s health was proposed by an Irish gentleman who had attended his lectures on perspective, on which he complimented the artist. “Turner made a short reply in a jocular way, and concluded by saying, rather sarcastically, that he was glad this honourable gentleman had profited so much by his lectures as thoroughly to understand perspective, for it was more than he did.” Turner afterwards, in Roberts’ absence, took the chair, and, at Stanfield’s request, proposed Roberts’ health, which he did, speaking hurriedly, “but soon ran short of words and breath, and dropped down on his chair with a hearty laugh, starting up again and finishing with a ‘hip, hip, hurrah!’.... Turner was the last who left, and Roberts accompanied him along the street to hail a cab — At this time Turner was indulging in the singular freak of living, under the name of Mr. Booth, in a small lodging on the banks of the Thames — This, though now cleared up, was a mystery to his friends then, and Roberts was anxious to unravel it. When the cab drove up he assisted Turner to his seat, shut the door, and asked where he should tell cabby to take him; but Turner was not to be caught, and, with a knowing wink, replied,’ Tell him to drive to Oxford Street, and then I’ll direct him where to go.’”

Turner not only kept his secret from his friends, but from Mrs. Danby, who, says Mr. Thornbury — 

“One day, as she was brushing an old coat of Turner’s, in turning out a pocket, she found and pounced on a letter directed to him, and written by a friend who lived at Chelsea. Mrs. Danby, it appears, came to the conclusion that Turner himself was probably at Chelsea, and went there to seek for him, in company with another infirm old woman. From inquiries in a place by the river-side, where gingerbread was sold, they came to the conclusion that Turner was living in a certain small house close by, and informed a Mr. Harpur, whom she and Turner knew. He went to the place and found the painter sinking. This was on the 18th of December, 1851, and on the following day Turner died.”

So died the great solitary genius, Turner, the first of all men to endeavour to paint the full power of the sun, the greatest imagination that ever sought expression in landscape, the greatest pictorial interpreter of the elemental forces of nature, that ever lived. His life, and character, and art, complex as they were in their manifestation, were as simple in motive as those of the most ordinary man. Art, fame, and money were what he strived for from the beginning to the end of his days, and those days were embittered at the end by fallacies of hope with regard to all three. Critics laughed at him, he was given no social honour, (neither knighted nor made President of the Royal Academy), and his money was useless. For the meanness and isolation of his existence he had no one to thank but himself, but this was also, as we hope we have shown in the course of these pages, the natural result of the motives of his life.

[image: img758.jpg]

The nobleness of his life consisted in his devotion to landscape art, and this should cover many sins. He found it sunk very low: he left it raised to a height which it had never attained before. That he could have done this by painting falsely is absurd. The falsity of his works is just of that kind which comes from almost infinite knowledge of truth. He knew little else but art and nature, and he knew these by heart. He could make nature, and this confidence in his creative power led him sometimes into strange errors, which no one else could have made, such as putting the sun and moon in impossible positions in the same picture, and making boats sail in opposite directions before the wind; but how much more truth of natural phenomena has he not given even in such pictures than can be found in any literal transcript of nature! His colour appears to many to be untrue; but this is greatly due to his clinging from first to last to one central truth — the sun. It was that which gave the pitch to his light, and his colour too, as in nature. To that great light all must be subservient; it is not the local colour of an object in the foreground, or the strength of shade of a particular cave, that controls the chiaroscuro and colouring of nature, but the sun. So all things were sacrificed to this; the green must go from the grass, and the shadows must become scarlet, rather than this truth should be lost. His preference for harmonies of blue, red, and yellow, to the exclusion of green, never giving, as Mr. Leslie pointed out, the “verdure” of England, is remarkable; he is the only artist we know who, instead of the usual “bit of red,” to correct the green of a landscape, introduces a bit of “green” (generally harsh crude green), to correct its too great redness. (See, for instance, the apron of the woman in the left-hand corner of his drawing of Rouen Cathedral for the “Rivers of France.”) His constant fault, and, as we think, an inexcusable one, is the careless drawing of his figures. It is not an excuse to say that they must not be painted so as to draw attention from the landscape; first, because Turner in his earlier pictures showed that he could introduce well-finished figures without doing this; and secondly, because Turner’s figures in his later pictures do this by their badness. This carelessness gradually grew on him, because he would not take pains with them. He could draw very small figures very well, giving more spirit and essence than any other artist, in a touch. He could indicate a shamble, a strut, a march, lassitude, confidence, any physical or mental quality of a figure as easily as he could a bough or a cloud; but when he had to draw a figure to which time must be given, to perfect a definite, complex, organized form, he scamped it. His indication of the spirit of animals is often wonderful, as in the deer in Arundel Park, and the dogs in Troyes.

Of Turner’s mind and character apart from his art not much can be said in praise. The former we have already said so much about that we need only say here that although not of a very high order, except in sensibility and perception, he showed now and then capacities which might have been turned to good account by more generous training. Although his jokes were mainly practical, or of that kind which is understood by the term “waggery;” a few good things which he said have been reported, such for instance as that “indistinctness was his forte;” and though his poetry is generally miserable, it here and there contains a fine expression. It is remarkable, however, how both his wit, and what is good in his poetry, are connected with his art. He never said a thing worth recording about anything else, and the few good bits in his poetry are all reflections of a pictorial image. The utter helplessness of his mind, when he tried to put his reasoning into words, is shown by Mr. Hamerton, in one wonderful extract. (See his “Life of Turner,” p. 143.) We do not wonder that his attempts at teaching (though he is said at one time in his youth to have got as much as a guinea a lesson) and his lectures as a professor of perspective were failures.

As to his character, it was mainly negative, on all points except art and money. The best part of it was the tenderness of his heart; but though we have no doubt about this fact, or that he could occasionally in his later years be generous even in money, this docs not raise our opinion of him much, for he had more than he wished to spend.

If he was remarkable for kind and generous impulses, he was still more remarkable for the success with which he, in general, controlled them. We cannot dispute Mr. Ruskin’s assertion that he never “failed in an undertaken trust,” but we have yet to learn that he ever undertook one.

If it be really true that, unasked and without any question of repayment, he gave a sum of many thousand pounds on more than one occasion to the son of one of his friends and patrons, such an act deserves more accurate record and complete proof. The money was repaid in both cases, it is said.

He showed his best disposition in his kindness to children and animals, and his fellow-artists. Of the last he always spoke kindly, and to young or old was ever just and kind and patient. Poor Haydon said that he “did him justice;” he assisted many a young man with a useful hint, and once took down one of his pictures at the Academy to find a place for one of an unknown man. He took great interest in the founding of the Artists’ Benevolent Fund, and meant his accumulated wealth to be spent in a home for decayed artists.

There is no doubt that long before he died he felt the uselessness of wealth and a desire to dispose of his own in a good way. The only proof we have of his notions of a good way is his will, and that, as we have already said, is not an unselfish document, and the codicils which he added to it from 1831 to 1849 do not show any increase of unselfishness. On the contrary, he revoked his legacies to his uncles and cousins, and left his finished pictures to form a Turner Gallery, and money to found a Turner medal and a monument to himself in St. Paul’s Cathedral.

The will and its codicils were so confused that all the legal ability of England was unable to decide what Turner really wanted to be done with his money, and after years of miserable litigation, during which a large portion of it was wasted in legal expenses, a compromise was effected, in which the wishes of the parties to the suits and others concerned, including the nation and the Royal Academy, were consulted rather than the wishes of the testator: his desire to found a charity for decayed artists, the only thing upon which his mind seems to have been fixed from first to last in these puzzled documents, was overthrown, and his next of kin, the only persons mentioned in his will whom he certainly did not mean to get a farthing, got the bulk of the property (excepting the pictures). We have no doubt it was quite right; we are very glad the nation got all the pictures and drawings, finished and unfinished, and the Royal Academy £20,000; that there are a Turner medal and a Turner Gallery, and we think that the next of kin should have had a great deal of his money: but surely the greatest fallacy of all Turner’s hope was that his will would be construed according to his intentions.
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Two of his wishes with regard to himself were, however, fully carried out — his desire to be buried in St. Paul’s and the expenditure of £1,000 on his monument. His funeral was conducted with considerable pomp and ceremony, his “gifted talents,” to use his own words, “acknowledged by the many,” and many of his fellow-artists and admirers followed him to the grave; nor amongst the crowd were wanting a few old friends who in their hearts still cherished him as “dear old Turner.”

In a letter from Andrew Caldwell to Bishop Perey, dated 14th June, 1802, printed by Nicholls in his “Illustrations of the Literary History of the Eighteenth Century,” vol. viii. p. 43, Turner is spoken of as beating “Loutherbourg and every other artist all to nothing.”

“A painter of my acquaintance, and a good judge, declares his pencil is magic; that it is worth every landscape-painter’s while to make a pilgrimage to see and study his works. Loutherbourg, he used to think of so highly, appears now mediocre.”

THE END


JOSEPH MALLORD WILLIAM TURNER by George Reid
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From ‘1911 Encyclopædia Britannica, Volume 27’

JOSEPH MALLORD WILLIAM TURNER (1775-1851), English painter, was born in London on the 23rd of April 1775. His father, William Turner, a native of Devonshire, kept a barber's shop at 26 Maiden Lane, in the parish of St Paul's, Covent Garden. Of the painter's mother, Mary Marshall or Turner, little is known; she is said to have been a person of ungovernable temper and towards the end of her life became insane. Apparently the home in which Turner spent his childhood was not a happy one, and this may account for much that was unsociable and eccentric in his character. The earliest known drawing by Turner, a view of Margate Church, dates from his ninth year. It was also about this time that he was sent to his first school at New Brentford. Of education, as the term is generally understood, he received but little. His father taught him to read, and this and a few months at New Brentford and afterwards at Margate were all the schooling he ever had; he never mastered his native tongue, nor was he able in after life to learn any foreign language. Notwithstanding this lack of scholarship, one of his strongest characteristics was a taste for associating his works with personages and places of legendary and historical interest, and certain stories of antiquity seem to have taken root in his mind very strongly.

By the time Turner had completed his thirteenth year his schooldays were over and his choice of an artist's career settled. In 1788-1789 he was receiving lessons from Palice, “a floral drawing master;” from T. Malton, a perspective draughtsman; [ 475 ] and from Hardwick, an architect. He also attended Paul Sandby's drawing school in St Martin's Lane. Part of his time was employed in making drawings at home, which he exhibited for sale in his father's shop window, two or three shillings being the usual price. He coloured prints for engravers, washed in backgrounds for architects, went out sketching with Girtin, and made drawings in the evenings for Dr Munro “for half a crown and his supper.” When pitied in after life for the miscellaneous character of his early work, his reply was “Well! and what could be better practice?” In 1789 Turner became a student of the Royal Academy. He also worked for a short time in the house of Sir Joshua Reynolds, with the idea, apparently, of becoming a portrait painter; but, the death of Reynolds occurring shortly afterwards, this intention was abandoned. In 1790 Turner's name appears for the first time in the catalogue of the Royal Academy, the title of his solitary contribution being “View of the Archbishop's Palace, Lambeth.” About 1792 he received a commission from Walker, the engraver, to make drawings for his Copper-Plate Magazine, and this topographical work took him to many interesting places. The natural vigour of his constitution enabled him to cover much of the ground on foot. He could walk from 20 to 25 m. a day with ease, his baggage at the end of a stick, making notes and memoranda as he went. He rose early, worked hard all day, wasted no time over his simple meals, and his homely way of living made him easily contented with such rude accommodation as he chanced to find on the road. A year or two after he accepted a similar commission to make drawings for the Pocket Magazine, and before his twentieth year he had travelled over many parts of England and Wales. None of these magazine drawings is remarkable for originality of treatment or for artistic feeling.

Up to this time Turner had worked in the back room above his father's shop. His love of secretiveness and solitude had already begun to show itself. An architect who often employed him to put in backgrounds to his drawings says, “he would never suffer me to see him draw, but concealed all that he did in his bedroom.” On another occasion, a visitor entering unannounced, Turner instantly covered up his drawings, and, in reply to the intimation, “I've come to see the drawings for —,” the answer was, “You shan't see 'em, and mind that next time you come through the shop, and not up the back way.” Probably the increase in the number of his engagements induced Turner about this time to set up a studio for himself in Hand Court, not far from his father's shop, and there he continued to work till he was elected an associate of the Royal Academy (1799).

Until 1792 Turner's practice had been almost exclusively confined to water colours, and his early works show how much he was indebted to some of his contemporaries. There are few of any note whose style he did not copy or adopt. His first exhibited oil picture appeared in the Academy in 1793. In 1794-1795 Canterbury Cathedral, Malvern Abbey, Tintern Abbey, Lincoln and Peterborough Cathedrals, Shrewsbury, and King's College Chapel, Cambridge, were among the subjects exhibited, and during the next four years he contributed no less than thirty-nine works to the Academy. In the catalogue of 1798 he first began to add poetic quotations to the titles of his pictures; one of the very first of these — a passage from Milton's Paradise Lost — is in some respects curiously prophetic of one of the future characteristics of his art: —

 

“Ye mists and exhalations that now rise
From hill or steaming lake, dusky or grey
Till the sun paints your fleecy skirts with gold,
In honour of the world's great author rise.”


This and several other quotations in the following years show that Turner's mind was now occupied with something more than the merely topographical element of landscape, Milton's Paradise Lost and Thomson's Seasons being laid under frequent contribution for descriptions of sunrise, sunset, twilight or thunderstorm. Turner's first visit to Yorkshire took place in 1797. It seems to have braced his powers and possibly helped to change the student into the painter. Until then his work had shown very little of the artist in the higher sense of the term: he was little more than a painstaking and tolerably accurate topographer; but even under these conditions he had begun to attract the notice of his brother artists and of the critics. England was, at the time, at a low point both in literature and art. Among the artists De Loutherbourg and Morland were almost the only men of note left. Hogarth, Wilson, Gainsborough and Reynolds had passed away. Beechey, Bourgeois, Garvey, Farington — names well-nigh forgotten now — were the Academicians who painted landscape. The only formidable rivals Turner had to contend with were De Loutherbourg and Girtin, and after the death of the latter in 1802 he was left undisputed master of the field.

It is not, therefore, surprising that the exhibition of his works in 1798 was followed by his election to the associateship of the Royal Academy. That he should have attained to this position before completing his twenty-fourth year says much for the wisdom and discernment of that body, which further showed its recognition of his talent by electing him an Academician four years later. Turner owed much to the Academy. Ruskin says, “It taught him nothing.” Possibly it had little to teach that he had not already been able to learn for himself; at all events it was quick to see his genius and to confer its honours, and Turner, naturally generous and grateful, never forgot this. He enjoyed the dignity of Academician for nearly half a century, and during nearly the whole of that period he took an active share in the direction of the Academy's affairs. His speeches are described as “confused, tedious, obscure, and extremely difficult to follow”; but at council meetings he was ever anxious to allay anger and bitter controversy. His opinions on art were always listened to with respect; but on matters of business it was often difficult to know what he meant. His friend Chantrey used to say, “He has great thoughts, if only he could express them.” When appointed professor of perspective to the Royal Academy in 1808, this painful lack of expression stood greatly in the way of his usefulness. Ruskin says, “The zealous care with which Turner endeavoured to do his duty is proved by a series of large drawings, exquisitely tinted, and often completely coloured, all by his own hand, of the most difficult perspective subjects, illustrating not only directions of line, but effects of light, with a care and completion which would put the work of any ordinary teacher to utter shame.” In teaching he would neither waste time nor spare it. With his election to the associateship of the Academy in 1799 Turner's early struggles may be considered to have ended. He had emancipated himself from hack work, had given up making topographical drawings of castles and abbeys for the engravers — drawings in which mere local fidelity was the principal object — and had taken to composing as he drew. Local facts had become of secondary importance compared with effects of light and colour. He had reached manhood, and with it he abandoned topographical fidelity and began to paint his dreams, the visionary faculty — the true foundation of his art — asserting itself, nature being used to supply suggestions and materials.

His pictures of 1797-1799 had shown that he was a painter of no ordinary power, one having much of the poet in him, and able to give expression to the mystery, beauty and inexhaustible fullness of nature. His work at this period is described by Ruskin as “stern in manner, reserved, quiet, grave in colour, forceful in hand.”

Turner's visit to Yorkshire in 1797 was followed a year or two later by a second, and it was on this occasion that he made the acquaintance, which afterwards ripened into a long and staunch friendship, of Fawkes of Farnley Hall. From 1803 till 1820 Turner was a frequent visitor at Farnley. The large number of his drawings still preserved there — English, Swiss, German and Italian, the studies of rooms, outhouses, porches, gateways, of birds shot while he was there, and of old places in the neighbourhood — prove the frequency of his visits and his affection for the place and for its hospitable master. A caricature, made by Fawkes, and “thought by old friends to be very like,” shows Turner as “a little Jewish-nosed man, in an ill-cut brown tail-coat, striped waistcoat, and enormous frilled shirt, with feet and hands notably small, sketching on a small piece of paper, held down almost level with his waist.” It is evident from all the accounts [ 476 ] given that Turner's personal appearance was not of a kind to command much attention or respect. This may have pained his sensitive nature, and led him to seek refuge in the solitude of his painting room. Had he been inclined he had abundant opportunity for social and friendly intercourse with his fellow men, but he gradually came to live more and more in a state of mental isolation. Turner could never make up his mind to visit Farnley again after his old friend's death, and his voice would falter when he spoke of the shores of the Wharfe.

Turner visited Scotland in 1800, and in 1801 or 1802 he made his first tour on the Continent. In the following year, of the seven pictures he exhibited, six were of foreign subjects, among them “Bonneville,” “The Festival upon the Opening of the Vintage of Macon,” and the well-known “Calais Pier” in the National Gallery. The last-named picture, although heavily painted and somewhat opaque in colour, is magnificently composed and full of energy.

In 1802, the year in which Turner became a Royal Academician, he took his father, who still carried on the barber business in Maiden Lane, to live with him. The old man lived in his son's house for nearly thirty years, making himself useful in various ways. It is said that he used to prepare and strain his son's canvases and varnish them when finished, which may explain a saying of Turner's that “his father used to begin and finish his pictures for him.” He also attended to the gallery in Queen Anne Street, showed in visitors, and took care of the dinner, if he did not himself cook it. Turner was never the same man after his father's death in 1830, living a life of almost complete isolation.

In 1804 Turner made a second tour on the Continent, and in the following year painted the “Shipwreck” and “Fishing Boats in a Squall” (in the Ellesmere collection), seemingly in direct rivalry of Vandervelde, in 1806 the “Goddess of Discord in the Garden of the Hesperides” (in rivalry of Poussin), and in 1807 the “Sun rising through Vapour” (in rivalry of Claude). The last two are notable works, especially the “Sun.” In after years it was one of the works he left to the nation, on the special condition of its being hung beside the Claudes in the National Gallery. In this same year (1807) Turner commenced his most serious rivalry. Possibly it arose out of a desire to break down Claude worship the then prevailing fashion and to show the public that there was a living artist not unworthy of taking rank beside him. That the Liber studiorum was suggested by the Liber veritatis of Claude, and was intended as a direct challenge to that master, is beyond doubt. There is, however, a certain degree of unfairness to Claude in the way in which the challenge was given. Claude made drawings in brown of his pictures as they left the easel, not for publication, but merely to serve as private memoranda. Turner's Liber drawings had no such purpose, but were intended as a direct appeal to the public to judge between the two artists. The first of the Liber drawings was made in the autumn of 1806, the others at intervals till about 1815. They are of the same size as the plates and carefully finished in sepia. He left over fifty of these to the National Gallery. The issue of the Liber began in 1807 and continued at irregular intervals till 1819, when it stopped at the fourteenth number. Turner had resolved to manage the publishing business himself, but in this he was not very successful. He soon quarrelled with his engraver, F. C. Lewis, on the ground that he had raised his charges from five guineas a plate to eight. He then employed Charles Turner, who agreed to do fifty plates at the latter sum, but, after finishing twenty, he too wished to raise his price, and, as a matter of course, this led to another quarrel. Reynolds, Dunkarton, Lupton, Say, Dawe and other engravers were afterwards employed — Turner himself etching and mezzotinting some of the plates. Each part of the Liber contained five plates, the subjects, divided into “historical,” “pastoral,” “marine,” &c., embracing the whole range of landscape art. Seventy-one plates in all were published (including one as a gift of the artist to his subscribers); ten other plates — more or less completed — intended for the fifteenth and sixteenth numbers were never published, the work being stopped for want of encouragement. Absence of method and business habits may account for this. Turner is said to have got up the numbers in his own house with the help of a female servant. The plates, which cost the subscribers only five shillings apiece, were so little esteemed that in the early quarter of the 19th century they were sometimes used for lighting fires. So much has fashion, or public taste, changed since then that a fine proof of a single plate has sold for £210. The merit of the plates is unequal; some — for example, “Solway Moss,” “Inverary Pier,” “Hind Head Hill,” “Ben Arthur,” “Rizpah,” “Junction of the Severn and Wye” and “Peat Bog” — are of great beauty, while a few are comparatively tame and uninteresting. Among the unpublished plates “Stonehenge at Daybreak,” “The Stork and Aqueduct,” “The Via Mala,” “Crowhurst,” and “Moonlight off the Needles” take a high place. The Liber shows strong traces of the influence of Cozens and Girtin, and, as a matter of course, of Claude. In most of the designs the predominant feeling is serious; in not a few, gloomy, or even tragic. A good deal has been written about Turner's intention, and the “lessons” of the Liber studiorum. Probably his only intention in the beginning was to show what he could do, to display his art, to rival Claude, perhaps to educate public taste, and at the same time make money. If lessons were intended they might have been better conveyed by words. “Silent always with a bitter silence, disdaining to tell his meaning” — such is Ruskin's explanation; but surely Turner had little reason for either silence or contempt because the public failed to see in landscape art the means of teaching it great moral lessons. The plates of the Liber contain an almost complete epitome of Turner's art. It is supposed that his original intention had been that the Liber should consist of one hundred plates, and drawings for that number exist, but there was no public demand for them. Already in this work are seen strong indications of one of his most remarkable characteristics — a knowledge of the principles of structure in natural objects; mountains and rocks are drawn, not with topographical accuracy, but with what appears like an intuitive feeling for geological formation; and trees have also the same expression of life and growth in the drawing of stems and branches. This instinctive feeling in Turner for the principles of organic structure is treated of at considerable length in the fourth volume of Modern Painters, and Turner is there contrasted with Claude, Poussin, and some of the Dutch masters, greatly to their disadvantage.

After 1797 Turner was little concerned with mere topographical facts: his pictures might be like the places represented or not; much depended on the mental impression produced by the scene. He preferred to deal with the spirit, rather than with the local details of places. A curious example of the reasonableness accompanying his exercise of the imaginative faculty is to be found in his creations of creatures he had never seen, as, for example, the dragon in the “Garden of the Hesperides” and the python in the “Apollo,” exhibited in 1811. Both these monsters are imagined with such vividness and reality, and the sense of power and movement is so completely expressed, that the spectator never once thinks of them as otherwise than representations of actual facts in natural history. It needs but a little comparison to discover how far Turner surpassed all his contemporaries, as well as all who preceded him, in these respects. The imaginative faculty he possessed was of the highest order, and it was further aided by a memory of the most retentive [ 477 ] and unerring kind. A good illustration of this may be seen at Farnley Hall in a drawing of a “Man-of-War taking in Stores.” Some one, who had never seen a first-rate, expressed a wish to know what it looked like. Turner took a blank sheet of paper one morning after breakfast, outlined the ship, and finished the drawing in three hours, young Fawkes, a son of the house, sitting beside him from the first stroke to the last. The size of this drawing is about 16 in. by 11 in. Ruskin thus describes it: —

“The hull of a first-rate occupies nearly one half of the picture to the right, her bows toward the spectator, seen in sharp perspective from stem to stern, with all her port-holes, guns, anchors and lower rigging elaborately detailed, two other ships of the line in the middle distance drawn with equal precision, a noble breezy sea, full of delicate drawing in its waves, a store ship beneath the hull of the larger vessel and several other boats, and a complicated cloudy sky, all drawn from memory, down to the smallest rope, in a drawing-room of a mansion in the middle of Yorkshire.”

About the year 1811 Turner paid his first visit to Devonshire, the county to which his family belonged, and a curious glimpse of his simple manner of life is given by Redding, who accompanied him on some of his excursions. On one occasion they spent a night together in a small road-side inn, Turner having a great desire to see the country around at sunrise.

“Turner was content with bread and cheese and beer, tolerably good, for dinner and supper in one. In the little sanded room we conversed by the light of an attenuated candle and some aid from the moon until nearly midnight, when Turner laid his head upon the table and was soon fast asleep. Three or four hours' rest was thus obtained, and we went out as soon as the sun was up to explore the surrounding neighbourhood. It was in that early morning Turner made a sketch of the picture ‘Crossing the Brook.’” In another excursion to Borough Island, “the morning was squally and the sea rolled boisterously into the Sound. Off Stakes Point it became stormy; our Dutch boat rode bravely over the furrows. Two of the party were ill. Turner was all the while quiet, watching the troubled scene. Bolt Head, to seaward, against which the waves broke with fury, seemed to absorb his entire notice, and he scarcely spoke a syllable. While the fish were getting ready Turner mounted nearly to the highest point of the island rock, and seemed writing rather than drawing. The wind was almost too violent for either purpose.”

This and similar incidents show how careless of comfort Turner was, and how devoted to his art. The tumult and discomfort by which he was surrounded could not distract his powers of observation; and some thirty years later there is still evidence of the same kind. In the catalogue of the exhibition of 1842 one of his pictures bears the following title, “Snow-Storm: steam-boat off a harbour's mouth making signals in shallow water, and going by the lead. The author was in that storm the night the ‘Ariel’ left Harwich.”

From 1813 till 1826, in addition to his Harley Street residence, Turner had a country house at Twickenham. He kept a boat on the river, also a pony and gig, in which he used to drive about the neighbouring country on sketching expeditions. The pony, for which Turner had a great love, appears in his well-known “Frosty Morning” in the National Gallery. He appears to have had a great affection for animals, and one instance of his tenderness of heart is given by one who often joined him in the amusement of fishing, of which Turner was very fond. “I was often with him when fishing at Petworth, and also on the banks of the Thames. His success as an angler was great, although with the worst tackle in the world. Every fish he caught he showed to me, and appealed to me to decide whether the size justified him to keep it for the table or to return it to the river; his hesitation was often almost touching, and he always gave the prisoner at the bar the benefit of the doubt.”

In 1813 Turner commenced the series of drawings, forty in number, for Cooke's Southern Coast. This work was not completed till 1826. The price he at first received for these drawings was £7, 10s. each, afterwards raised to £13, 2s. 6d.

“Crossing the Brook” appeared in the Academy of 1815. It may be regarded as a typical example of Turner's art at this period, and marks the transition from his earlier style to that of his maturity. It represents a piece of Devonshire scenery, a view on the river Tamar. On the left is a group of tall pinetrees, beautifully designed and drawn with great skill and knowledge of structure; in the foreground a couple of children, with a dog carrying a bundle in its mouth across the brook; and beyond, a vast expanse of richly-wooded country, with glimpses of a winding river, an old bridge, a mill, and other buildings, and, in the far distance, the sea. Both in design and execution this work is founded upon Claude. Some critics consider it one of Turner's greatest works; but this is open to question. It can hardly be called a work in full colour: it is limited to greys and quiet greens for the earth and pale blues for the sky. It is a sober but very admirable picture, full of diffused daylight, and in the painting of its distance better than any master who had preceded him. The fascination of the remote, afterwards so distinctive an element in Turner's pictures, shows itself here. Perhaps nothing tests the powers or tries the skill of the landscape painter more severely than the representation of distant effects. They come and go so rapidly, are often in a high key of light and colour, and so full of mystery and delicacy, that anything approaching to real imitation is impossible. Only the most retentive memory and the most sensitive and tender feeling will avail. These qualities Turner possessed to a remarkable degree, and as his powers matured there was an ever-increasing tendency in his art to desert the foreground, where things were definite and clear, in order to dream in the infinite suggestiveness and space of distances. “Dido Building Carthage” also belongs to this period. It hangs beside the Claudes in the National Gallery. It pertains to the old erroneous school of historical painting. Towering masses of Claudesque architecture piled up on either side, porticoes, vestibules, and stone pines, with the sun in a yellow sky, represent the Carthage of Turner's imagination. With all its faults it is still the finest work of the class he ever painted. Carthage and its fate had a strange fascination for him. It is said that he regarded it as a moral example to England in its agricultural decline, its increase of luxury, and its blindness to the insatiable ambition of a powerful rival. He returned again to this theme in 1817, when he exhibited his “Decline of the Carthaginian Empire: Hostages Leaving Carthage for Rome” — a picture which Ruskin describes as “little more than an accumulation of academy student's outlines coloured brown.”

In 1818 Turner was in Scotland making drawings for the Provincial Antiquities, for which Sir Walter Scott supplied the letterpress, and in 1819 he visited Italy for the first time. One of the results of this visit was a great change in his style, and from this time his works became remarkable for their colour. Hitherto he had painted in browns, greys and blues, using red and yellow sparingly. He had gradually been advancing from the sober grey colouring of Vandervelde and Ruysdael to the mellow and richer tones of Claude. His works now begin to show a heightened scale of colour, gradually increasing in richness and splendour and reaching its culminating point in such works as the “Ulysses,” “Childe Harold's Pilgrimage,” “The Golden Bough,” and “The Fighting Téméraire.” All these works belong to the middle period of Turner's art (1820-1839), when his powers were entirely developed and entirely unabated. Much of his most beautiful work at this period is to be found in his water-colour drawings: those executed for Whitaker's History of Richmondshire (1819-1821), for Cooke's Southern Coast (1814-1826), for The Rivers of England (1824), for England and Wales (1829-1838), Provincial Antiquities (1826), Rogers's Italy (1830), Scott's Works (1834), and The Rivers of France (1833-1835) are in many instances of the greatest beauty. Of the Richmondshire drawings Ruskin says, “The foliage is rich and marvellous in composition, the rock and hill drawing insuperable, the skies exquisite in complex form.”

But perhaps one of the greatest services Turner rendered to the art of England was the education of a whole school of [ 478 ] engravers. His best qualities as a teacher came from the union of strength and delicacy in his work; subtle and delicate tonality was almost a new element for the engraver to deal with, but with Turner's teaching and careful supervision his engravers by degrees mastered it more or less successfully, and something like a new development of the art of engraving was the result. No better proof can be found of the immense advance made than by comparing the work of the landscape engravers of the pre-Turnerian period with the work of Miller, Goodall, Willmore, Cooke, Wallis, Lupton, C. Turner, Brandard, Cousen, and others who worked under his guidance. The art of steel engraving reached its highest development in England at this time. Rogers's Italy (1830) and his Poems (1834) contain perhaps the most beautiful and delicate of the many engravings executed after Turner's drawings. They are vignettes, a form of art which Turner understood better than any artist ever did before — perhaps, we might add, since. “The Alps at Daybreak,” “Columbus Discovering Land,” and “Datur Hora Quieti” may be given as examples of the finest.

In 1828 Turner paid a second visit to Italy, this time of considerable duration, on the way visiting Nimes, Avignon, Marseilles, Genoa, Spezzia and Siena, and in the following year he exhibited the “Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus,” now in the National Gallery. It marks the beginning of the central and best period of Turner's power. This work is so well known that description is hardly needed. The galley of Ulysses occupies the centre of the picture; the oars are being thrust out and the sailors flocking up the masts to unfurl sail, while Ulysses waves the blazing olive tree in defiance of the giant, whose huge form is seen high on the cliffs above; and the shadowy horses of Phoebus are traced in the slanting rays of the rising sun. The impression this picture leaves is one of great power and splendour. The painting throughout is magnificent, especially in the sky. Leslie speaks of it as “a poem of matchless splendour and beauty.” From this period onward till about 1840 Turner's life was one of unceasing activity. Nothing is more astonishing than his prodigious fertility; he rose early, worked from morning till night, entirely absorbed in his art, and gradually became more and more solitary and isolated. Between 1829 and 1839 he sent fifty-five pictures to the Royal Academy, painted many others on private commission, made over four hundred drawings for engravers, besides thousands of studies and sketches from nature. His industry accounts for the immense quantity of work he left behind him. There is not the slightest evidence to show that it arose from a desire to make money, which he never cared for in comparison with his art. He has been accused, perhaps not without some cause, of avarice and meanness in his business dealings, and many stories are told to his discredit. But in private he often did generous things, although owing to his reserved disposition his virtues were known only to a few. His faults on the other hand thanks to the malice, or jealousy, of one or two individuals were freely talked about and, as a matter of course, greatly exaggerated. “Keep it, and send your children to school and to church,” were the words with which he declined repayment of a considerable loan to a poor drawing-master's widow. On another occasion, when interrupted in his work, he roughly chid and dismissed the applicant, a poor woman; but she had hardly left his door before he followed her and slipped a £5 note into her hand. His tenants in Harley Street were in arrears for years, but he would never allow his lawyer to distrain; and if further proof of his generosity were needed his great scheme for bettering the condition of the unfortunate in his own profession should suffice. On one occasion he is known to have taken down a picture of his own from the walls of the Academy to make room for that of an unknown artist.

The first of Turner's Venetian pictures (“Bridge of Sighs, Ducal Palace and Custom House, Venice, Canaletti Painting ”) appeared in the Academy in 1833. Compared with the sober, prosaic work of Canaletti, Turner's pictures of Venice appear like poetic dreams. Splendour of colour and carelessness of form generally characterize them. Venice appeared to him “a city of rose and white, rising out of an emerald sea against a sky of sapphire blue.” Many of these Venetian pictures belong to his later manner, and some of them, “The State Procession bearing Giovanni Bellini's Pictures to the Church of the Redeemer” (exhibited in the Royal Academy, 1841), “The Sun of Venice Going to Sea” (1843), “Approach to Venice” (1844), and “Venice, Evening, Going to the Ball” (1845), to his latest. As Turner grew older his love of brilliant colour and light became more and more a characteristic. In trying to obtain these qualities he gradually fell into an unsound method of work, treating oil as if it had been water-colour, using both indiscriminately on the same canvas, utterly regardless of the result. Many of his finest pictures are already in a ruined state, mere wrecks of what they once were.

“The Fighting Téméraire Tugged to her Last Berth to be Broken Up” was exhibited in the Academy of 1839. By many it is considered one of his finest works. Turner had all his life been half a sailor at heart: he loved the sea, and shipping, and sailors and their ways; many of his best pictures are sea pieces; and the old ships of Collingwood and Nelson were dear to him. Hence the pathetic feeling he throws around “The Fighting Téméraire.” The old three-decker, looking ghostly and wan in the evening light, is slowly towed along by a black, fiery little steam tug — a contrast suggesting the passing away of the old order of things and the advent of the new; and behind the sun sets red in a thick bank of smoke or mist. “The Slave Ship,” another important sea picture, was exhibited in the following year, and in 1842 “Peace: Burial at Sea,” commemorative of Wilkie.

Turner had now reached his sixty-seventh year, but no very marked traces of declining power are to be seen in his work. Many of the water-colour drawings belonging to this period are of great beauty, and, although a year or two later his other powers began to fail, his faculty for colour remained unimpaired almost to the end. He paid his last visit to the Continent in 1843, wandering about from one place to another, and avoiding his own countrymen, an old and solitary man. At his house in Queen Anne Street they were often ignorant of his whereabouts for months, as he seldom took the trouble to write to any one. Two years later (1845) his health gave way and with it both mind and sight began to fail. The works of his declining period exercised the wit of the critics. Turner felt these attacks keenly. He was naturally kind-hearted and acutely sensitive to censure. “A man may be weak in his age,” he once remarked, “but you should not tell him so.”

After 1845 all the pictures shown by Turner belong to the period of decay — mere ghosts and shadows of what once had been. In 1850 he exhibited for the last time. He had given up attending the meetings of the Academicians; none of his friends had seen him for months; and even his old housekeeper had no idea of his whereabouts. Turner's mind had evidently given way for some time, and with that love of secrecy which in later years had grown into a passion he had gone away to hide himself in a corner of London. He had settled as a lodger in a small house in Chelsea, overlooking the river, kept by his old Margate landlady, Mrs Booth. To the children in the neighbourhood he was known as “Admiral Booth.” His short, sailor-like figure may account for the idea that he was an impoverished old naval officer. He had been ill for some weeks, and when his Queen Anne Street housekeeper at last discovered his hiding-place she found him sinking, and on the following day, the 19th of December 1851, he died. He was buried in St Paul's Cathedral, in deference to a wish he had himself expressed. He left the large fortune he had amassed (about £140,000) to found a charity for the “maintenance and support of male decayed artists, being born in England, and of English parents only, and of lawful issue.” His pictures he [ 479 ] bequeathed to the nation, on condition that they were exhibited in rooms of their own, and that these rooms were to be called “Turner's Gallery.” The will and its codicils were so confused that after years of litigation, during which a large part of the money was wasted in legal expenses, it was found impossible to decide what Turner really wanted. A compromise was effected in which the wishes of everybody, save those of the testator, were consulted, his next-of-kin, whom he did not mean to get a single farthing, inheriting the bulk of his property. The nation got all the pictures and drawings, and the Royal Academy £20,000.

If Turner had died early his reputation as an artist would have been very different from what it ultimately became. He would not have been recognized as a colourist. It was only after the year 1820 that colour began to assert itself strongly in his work. He painted for many a year in greys and greens and browns, went steadily through “the subdued golden chord,” and painted yellow mists and suns rising through vapour; but as time went on that was no longer enough, and he tried to paint the sun in his strength and the full glories of sunshine. The means at the painter's disposal are, however, limited, and Turner, in his efforts after brilliancy, began to indulge in reckless experiments in colour. He could not endure even the slightest restraints which technical limitations impose, but went on trying to paint the unpaintable. As a water-colour painter Turner stands pre-eminent; he is unquestionably the greatest master in that branch of art that ever lived. If his work is compared with that of Barrett, or Varley, or Cozens, or Sandby, or any of the earlier masters, so great is Turner's superiority that the art in his hands seems to be lifted altogether into a higher region.

In 1843 a champion, in the person of John Ruskin, arose to defend Turner against the unjust and ignorant attacks of the press, and what at first was intended as a “short pamphlet, reprobating the manner and style of these critics,” grew into the five volumes of Modern Painters. Ruskin employed all his eloquence and his great critical faculty to prove how immeasurably superior Turner was to all who had ever gone before, hardly restricting his supremacy to landscape art, and placing him among the “seven supreme colourists of the world.”

Like most men of note, Turner had his enemies and detractors, and it is to be regretted that so many of the stories they set in circulation against his moral character should have been repeated by one of his biographers, who candidly admits having “spared none of his faults,” and excuses himself for so doing by “what he hopes” is his “undeviating love of truth.” The immense quantity of work accomplished by Turner during his lifetime, work full of the utmost delicacy and refinement, proves the singularly fine condition of his nervous system, and is perhaps the best answer that can be given to the charge of being excessively addicted to sensual gratification. In his declining years he possibly had recourse to stimulants to help his failing powers, but it by no means follows that he went habitually to excess in their use. He never lost an opportunity of doing a kindness, and under a rough and cold exterior there was more good and worth hidden than the world imagined. “During the ten years I knew him,” says Ruskin, “years in which he was suffering most from the evil-speaking of the world, I never heard him say one depreciating word of any living man or man's work; I never saw him look an unkind or blameful look; I never knew him let pass, without sorrowful remonstrance, or endeavour at mitigation, a blameful word spoken by another. Of no man, but Turner, whom I have ever known could I say this.” Twice during his earlier days there are circumstances leading to the belief that he had the hope of marriage, but on both occasions it ended in disappointment, and his home after his father died was cheerless and solitary.

Two biographies of Turner have been written, one by Thornbury, the other by P. G. Hamerton. The work of the latter deserves the highest commendation; it gives a clear and consistent history of the great artist, and is characterized by refined thought and critical insight. An excellent little book by W. Cosmo Monkhouse may also be noticed. Books upon Turner continue to appear, although it is scarcely to be expected that they can add t9 the facts already known about him. Turner and Ruskin, an exposition of the work of Turner from the writings of Ruskin, edited with a biographical note on Turner by Frederick Wedmore, in two volumes, with ninety-one illustrations, was published by George Allen in 1900. Perhaps the most important recent work upon his art is Sir Walter Armstrong's Turner (1901), which deals at considerable length with the events of his life, and with his pictures in oil and his drawings in water-colour. It also gives so far as possible a list of his oil pictures, and for the first time a pretty full list of his water colours, although the great painter's works in both media are so numerous that it would be impossible to say that either is complete. See also J. M. W. Turner, by W. L. Wyllie, A.R.A. (1905). The great authority on the Liber Studiorum is W. G. Rawlinson (Turner's Liber Studiorum, 2nd ed., 1906).

(G. Re.)
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