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Guidelines
Above all it must be entertaining, engaging and informative. To achieve this the language must be
accessible, jargon free and fluent. It must be presented audibly and clearly in a confident and professional
manner. Make sure you are positioned correctly and always face the audience and maintain eye contact.
Encourage discussion and questions if possible. Keep pathways clear and encourage the audience to come
closer. Always keep exactly to the time by adjusting the time spent on each work and keep flexible by
extending, cutting short or changing works as necessary but do this in such a way that the audience is not
aware of the changes.
Start each work by mentioning the title, artist and (sometimes) date followed by a description of the work,
any relevant anecdotes and a description of how it relates to other works and illustrates a theme or
general point such as ‘the development of Turner’s style’. When finishing each work provide a link to the
next work and describe the route you are about to take. The complete talk for each work should last about
3 to 5 minutes so a maximum of 10 can be covered in the 45 minutes and typically only about eight are
covered. More works are provided in these notes in case some works are unavailable either because they
are not on display or in case another group is in front of them. The notes section for each work is provided
to answer background questions.
The section ‘Visual Aids’ towards the end contains additional images that may be used to make a point or
show related works or ideas. I print these as A4 sheets and laminate them. The summary can be printed as
a crib and laminated. Optional points are shown in square brackets, quotations are in bold and names are
underlined. In general, avoid dates, movements and ‘isms’ unless directly relevant and only refer to other
artists, works or historic events if it is essential to help explain the work being presented or the theme. Do
not take any knowledge of history, the artist or an art movement for granted.
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Introduction
1. Welcome to Tate Britain. My name is Laurence and I am your guide for the next 45 minutes.
2. I have a hearing loop for anyone that requires it and if you need a seat there are folding stools over
there.
3. The Tate is a charity that depends on donations and volunteers such as myself. It was founded in the
nineteenth century by Henry Tate (see below) and this is his bust. It was produced by Thomas Brock,
perhaps best known for the Queen Victoria Memorial in front of Buckingham Palace. Henry Tate was a
wealthy nineteenth-century entrepreneur who started life working in a grocery store. He grew the
business until he owned six stores and then sold out to build a sugar refinery in Silvertown, East
London. Previously sugar was brown and came in large blocks and he made a fortune by refining white
sugar and selling it as sugar cubes. In later life, he gave a great deal to charity including libraries and
hospitals. He decided to donate his collection of 65 paintings to the nation on the condition they would
be displayed. The National Gallery said it did not have the space and so Tate donated a further £80,000
to build this building on a marshy site called Millbank that previously was the site of a prison. There are
now three associated galleries in London. The National Gallery houses international art prior to 1900.
This building, Tate Britain, houses all British art to the present day and Tate Modern houses
international art since 1900. There are, of course, many exceptions. [The original front part of this
building was designed by Sidney Smith and opened on 21 July 1897].
Thomas Brock (1847-1922), Henry Tate (1819-1899), 1898.
4.
Tate Britain was originally called the National Gallery of
British Art and that is a good description of what it is today. It
contains British art from 1545 to the present day and has large
collections of key British artists such as William Blake, John
Constable and J. M. W. Turner. We have managed to keep our
permanent collection free by charging for temporary
exhibitions, some Government funding and the use of
volunteers like me. Please help us remain free by having lunch
here, buying a book or giving a small donation.
5.
This tour is called ‘The Paintings of J.M.W. Turner’ and I
will be taking you through the development Turner’s art from
his self-portrait to his final works. We are pleased to have the
largest collection of Turner’s work in the world.
6.
I am happy to take questions as we go around so let’s
get started. We are going to the Clore Gallery which is the other
side of the building so please follow me closely.
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Notes
•

•

•

•

The Founder. Henry Tate (1819-1899) was the son of a clergyman and set up his own grocery shop
when he was 20. He expanded this to a chain of six shops which he sold and became the owner of a
sugar refinery in 1859. This was 26 years after slavery had been abolished in the British Empire
(1833) and 52 years after Britain had abolished the slave trade (1807). In 1872, Tate bought a
German patent for making sugar cubes from Eugen Langen and it was this that made his fortune.
The same year he opened a refinery in Liverpool. Towards the end of his life he gave money to
many colleges, hospitals and founded Streatham, Balham, South Lambeth and Brixton libraries. In
1897, he spent £150,000 (some say £80,000) on building the National Gallery of British Art (‘Tate
Gallery’ in 1932), endowed it with his personal art collection of 65 contemporary paintings and gave
it all to the nation. The famous portico was designed by the architect Sidney Smith. It was
separated from the National Gallery in 1954. Tate Britain was extended twice by Joseph Duveen, an
art dealer who also paid for an extension at the British Museum, and in 1987 Charles Clore funded
the Turner wing.
Attendance. According to Wikipedia Tate Modern is the eighth most visited art museum with 5.8
million visitors in 2016. The top eight are the Palace Museum China (16m), National Museum of
China (7.6m), Louvre (7.3m), British Museum (6.8m), Metropolitan Museum of Art (6.7m), National
Gallery (6.2m) and Vatican Museum (6m) making Tate Modern the most visited gallery of modern
and contemporary art in the world.
Management. The Director of the Tate is Maria Balshaw who was previously Director of the
Whitworth (University of Manchester) and Manchester City Galleries, and Director of Culture for
Manchester City Council. The previous Director, since 1988, was Sir Nicholas Serota (b. 1946). The
Director of Tate Britain is Alex Farquharson and of Tate Modern is Frances Morris.
Women artists. According to the Tate Report 2015/16 36% of the works on display in the Blavatnik
Building, Tate Modern are by women and half the rooms devoted to individual artists are by
women such as Rebecca Horn, Ana Lupas, Louise Nevelson and Phyllida Barlow. There are few
women artists in Tate Britain, the problem, as Tate Modern Director, Frances Morris said, is that
“You can rewrite history but you can’t reinvent it. We are highlighting the great contributions of
women but there is an imbalance in the history.”
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Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851) in the Clore Gallery
There are six rooms containing 91 oil paintings and sketches. The sequence of the tour is:
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

•

Turner Exhibited: Ambition and Reputation
o Self-Portrait, c.1799
o England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s Birthday, exhibited 1819
o Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps, exhibited 1812
o The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire ..., exhibited 1817
In the corridor
o The Angel Standing in the Sun, exhibited 1846
Turner as a British Artist
o Crossing the Brook, exhibited 1815
o Ploughing Up Turnips, near Slough (‘Windsor’), exhibited 1809
Travelling Light
o The Sun of Venice Going to Sea, exhibited 1843
Found in Turner’s Study: Landscape and History
o Norham Castle, Sunrise, c.1845
Found in Turner’s Study: Seascapes
o A Disaster at Sea, ?c.1835
o The Chain Pier, Brighton, c.1828
Room at the end of the corridor
o View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome, 1828, reworked 1830
o Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for
the Decoration of the Loggia, exhibited 1820
Turner’s Urban Landscapes

And in an adjacent room:
•

John Constable: Nature and Nostalgia
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‘Self-Portrait’, c. 1799

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), Self-Portrait, c.1799, 74.3 x 58.4 cm
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‘Self-Portrait’, c. 1799
•

•

•

•

This is Joseph Mallord William Turner’s self-portrait which he painted when he was twenty-four. He
is one of our greatest painters and influenced many other artists over the years, including the
French Impressionists. We are going to see a lot more of this image as it was chosen to be printed
on the next £20 bank note which will be issued before 2020. I think Turner would have been
pleased as he was very business-like about money. Sir Walter Scott wrote, “He will do nothing
without cash, and anything for it. He is the only man of genius I ever knew who is sordid in these
matters.”
Turner was a Londoner, born round the back of Covent Garden and his father was a barber and wigmaker. He was an artistic prodigy and his father started selling his work from his shop window
when he was still a child. He entered the Royal Academy school when he was 14 and his first work
was exhibited in the Royal Academy summer exhibition then following year. The year he painted
this self-portrait he became an Associate of the Royal Academy at the youngest age possible and
three years later he became a full Academician. So, when he was young, his work was fully
accepted by the most conservative art establishment.
He was an unusual character, very strong-willed and he retained his cockney accent throughout his
life. He was very hard-working and maintained his workload would kill any other artist. As I said, he
was very careful with money and would always charge the maximum for his work and then charge
extra for the frame. He was well known for his meanness and would often leave others to pay for
an evening meal or for his hotel bill. Unlike many artists, he took a great interest in science and was
friends with Humphry Davy, Michael Faraday, Richard Owen and Mary Somerville. Despite being
the Professor of Perspective at the Royal Academy for thirty years he was a very poor presenter.
One biographer wrote “He was short, stumpy, and vulgar, without one redeeming personal
qualification, slovenly in dress, not over cleanly, and devoid of all signs of the habits of a
gentleman, or a man moving in good society.”
You may have wondered about his name ‘Mallord’ as it is an unusual name. In fact, he was baptised
‘Mallad’ or ‘Mallard’ which was a name in his mother’s family and he announced it was ‘Mallord’
when he was made an Academician. There were many other Turners at the time so he started to
use the initials JMW from then on. He had a sense of humour and made fun of his name. In a letter
to a fellow artist he drew a wild duck, a mallard, instead of his signature.
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Notes on ‘Self-Portrait’, c. 1799
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Turner was born in 1775, according to his own account on St. George’s Day, 23 April. He was the
son of William Turner (1745–1829), barber and wig-maker, of 21 Maiden Lane, Covent Garden, and
his wife, Mary Marshall (1739–1804). He was baptised ‘Joseph Mallad William’ on 14 May, a
mistake for ‘Mallord’. He started to use the initials ‘J.M.W.’ about 1802 as there were many other
artists called Turner. It was about this time that he made it clear that his middle name was ‘Mallord’
not ‘Mallard’ (or ‘Mallad’). His mother’s family name had originally been ‘Mallard’.
Turners mother was sectioned to Bedlam when he could have arranged private treatment and she
died in Bedlam in 1804, the same year he moved to impressive new premises in Harley Street. His
father came to live with him and he never married. His partner was Sarah Danby who had two
daughters but they lived apart and he rarely saw them.
He was cold and had a hard demeanour although he had a sense of humour. He would always
squeeze the maximum amount for every painting and then charge extra for the frame. He would
always arrange his affairs so that others had to pay, for example, by leaving a hotel early in the
morning and telling the hotel his companion would settle the bill. Sir Walter Scott wrote, “He will
do nothing without cash, and anything for it. He is the only man of genius I ever knew who is
sordid in these matters.” Of course, Scott was well off and never knew what it was like to be short
of money. Turner was extremely hard working and claimed he could kill any painter alive who tried
to keep up with his efforts.
He first exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1790 (aged just 15) and continued to exhibit there
throughout his life. In 1799, at the youngest permitted age (24), Turner was elected an Associate of
the Royal Academy, and in 1802 he became a full Royal Academician. Turner also lectured at the
Royal Academy, and served as the Professor of Perspective from 1807 until 1837. Turner was a
prolific artist and produced more than 550 oil paintings, 2,000 watercolours, and 30,000 sketches
and drawings. He travelled widely across the UK and Europe in search of inspiration for his
paintings.
Later in life Margate became his second home and he settled there with Mrs Booth although he
lived under a false name and had carriages drop him a few streets away from his house.
A series of articles by Edward Rippingille (c. 1790-1859) entitled ‘Personal reflections of artists’ was
published, mostly posthumously, in the Art Journal. Among them is the famous description of J. M.
W. Turner on varnishing day at the Royal Academy. Rippingille saw him painting but they could not
understand how he did it as it looked like magic. He wrote, “He was short, stumpy, and vulgar,
without one redeeming personal qualification, slovenly in dress, not over cleanly, and devoid of
all signs of the habits of a gentleman, or a man moving in good society.”
In the 1880s a letter from painters including Claude Monet (1840-1926), Edgar Degas (1834-1917),
and Auguste Renoir (1841-1919) acknowledged their debt to Turner - “A group of French painters
united by the same aesthetic tendencies, struggling for ten years against convention and routine
to bring art back to the scrupulously exact observation of nature … as well as to the fugitive
phenomenon of light, cannot forget that it has been preceded in this path by a great master of
the English School, the illustrious Turner.” (Andrew Graham-Dixon, A History of British Art, p. 158)

References
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-self-portrait-n00458
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‘England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s Birthday’, exhibited
1819

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s
Birthday, exhibited 1819, 180 x 334.5 cm
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‘England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s Birthday’, exhibited 1819
•

•

•

•

•

This is one of the great English landscapes painted in the grand, classical style of seventeenthcentury French artists [such as Claude Lorrain]. It shows the view from Richmond Hill, looking west
towards Twickenham. It combines two messages, one personal and the other patriotic. The Prince
Regent's official birthday was on 23 April, which was also St George's Day, the patron saint of
England, and it was also Turner's own birthday.
On Tuesday, 12 August 1817 the Dowager Countess of Cardigan gave a garden party in her property
on Richmond Hill to celebrate the Prince Regent’s birthday. Turner was not present as he had sailed
for the Continent two days earlier but he would have known of the party as it was widely reported
in the press. Turner knew this view since childhood and he painted watercolours of it before and
after this oil painting. On the personal side, a few years before [in 1813] he designed and built a
house called Sandycombe Lodge which is just to the right of centre in this painting. The tall cypress
tree which touches the horizon indicates were his lodge is situated. Incidentally, the view from
Richmond Hill is very similar today and Heathrow airport main runway is also where the cypress
tree touches the horizon.
It was painted two years after the Battle of Waterloo when British high society saw the victory as a
vindication of the excellence of all things British such as our monarchy and our class system. High
society in Regency England ignored the fact that eighteen months after Waterloo 300,000
servicemen were dismissed without pensions, the harvests were terrible and many people were
hungry and without work. In the year this painting was exhibited, 1819, there was the Peterloo
Massacre when cavalry charged into a crowd of 60,000-80,000 men, women and children injuring
400-700 people and killing 15.
Returning to the patriotic. The Prince Regent attended the garden party with the Mayor of London
whose barge can be seen on the Thames below. In the centre, a woman stares out at us while other
women seem to be talking about her and she could represent the popular Princess Caroline, the
estranged wife of the Regent. Actually, Princess Caroline was touring the Mediterranean at the time
of the party with her servant and alleged lover Bartolomeo Pergami, but Turner could have been
symbolising Caroline. On the right, a man in military uniform with small canon near him who could
be the Duke of Wellington. The canons were fired at the party to salute the Regent’s birthday. The
final patriotic not is the game of cricket being played below on Petersham meadows.
Let us now look at a slightly earlier painting.
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Notes on ‘England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s Birthday, exhibited 1819
•
•

•
•
•

•

The Prince Regent rode to Richmond Hill in 1818 from Kew Palace on 10 August, two days before
his actual birthday.
The poets Alexander Pope and James Thomson, whose ‘Summer’ he quoted with the picture, and
the painter Joshua Reynolds had lived at Richmond or nearby at Twickenham where Turner had his
own property, Sandycombe Lodge. It was built by 1813 as a quiet retreat in a fashionable area. It
was also a home for his aging father, William, who had retired by this time. Turner sold the house in
1826 and it is now a museum.
Some reviews were critical, The Annals of Fine Art recommended Turner pumice it down, coat it
with priming and paint another picture like that of Carthage.
It may have been painted specifically to procure Royal patronage.
In August 1817, Princess Caroline was in Pesaro, Italy and was seen riding in an open carriage with
Pergami with ‘her hand in an indecent position’. However, this evidence is from Rastelli on whose
testimony ‘no reliance can be placed’. Caroline was not allowed to see her daughter Charlotte who
lived at Claremont, Esher with her husband Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg. In October Charlotte
died giving birth to a stillborn son and George refused to write and tell Caroline who only found out
from a courier passing through with the news for the Pope.
It was exhibited with the verse (which was hung upon a tree at the top of the hill),
‘Which way, Amanda, shall we bend our course?
The choice perplexes. Wherefore should we chuse?
All is the same with thee. Say, shall we wind
Along the streams? or walk the smiling mead?
Or court the forest-glades? or wander wild
Among the waving harvests? or ascend,
While radiant Summer opens all its pride,
Thy Hill, delightful Shene?’
‘The Four Season: Summer’ by James Thomson (1700-1748) who wrote the lyrics of ‘Rule
Britannia!’ and died in Richmond.

References
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-england-richmond-hill-on-the-prince-regents-birthdayn00502
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‘Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Men crossing the Alps’, exhibited 1812

J. M. W. Turner (1775–1851), ‘Snow-Storm: Hannibal and his Men crossing the Alps’, exhibited 1812, 146 ×
237 cm
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‘Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Men crossing the Alps’, exhibited 1812
•

•

•

•

This is ‘Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Men crossing the Alps’. A swirling black storm cloud
dominates the sky and threatens to swamp the soldiers while an avalanche descends on the right.
We are looking from the Alps down into the sunlit plains of Italy and at the front of the army it
might be Hannibal riding an elephant although that is pure speculation. The rear of the army is
fighting Salassian tribesmen who were Italian Celts as described in Roman histories of the period.
The Salassian’s are rolling rocks down on the army and stealing the loot that Hannibal’s army has
just stolen from the Spanish town they had just sacked. We know a lot about the painting as in the
Royal Academy Catalogue Turner attached eleven lines from his alleged epic poem ‘Fallacies of
Hope’. Turner often appended lines from this poem but after his death no such manuscript was
ever found.
As it was painted during the Napoleonic Wars every viewer would seek parallels between Napoleon
crossing the Alps in 1799 and Hannibal’s journey. Identifying Napoleon and France with Hannibal
and Carthage was unusual because as a land power with a relatively weak navy, France was more
usually identified with Rome, and the naval power of Britain drew parallels with
Carthage. However, on this campaign Hannibal won many land battles against Rome until he was
finally defeated after returning to Carthage. The painting was prescient as that winter [of 1812]
Napoleon’s troops were decimated during his Russian campaign in conditions as bad as Turner’s
vision.
During a brief period of peace during the Napoleonic Wars Turner had travelled to Paris where he
saw Jacques-Louis David’s Napoleon Crossing the Alps in which Napoleon was shown as the modern
Hannibal (see Visual Aids). David’s painting is a typical history painting showing a heroic moment
during a campaign. Turner instead shows us a struggling army. Hannibal was a military commander
from Carthage in Northern Africa and is generally considered one of the greatest military
commanders in history, a Romantic ‘hero’, but he is not shown in the painting except perhaps as an
insignificant figure in the distance. Although Turner shows us one of Hannibal’s most famous
achievements when he marched an army, which included elephants, from Spain, over the Pyrenees
and then the Alps into Italy Turner shows us the dangers from both nature and the local tribesmen
rather than the heroism.
This painting of a Carthaginian army leads us to another painting of Carthage.
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Notes on ‘Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Men crossing the Alps’, exhibited 1812
•

•

•

Possible influences are Jacques-Louis David's (1748-1825) portrait of Napoleon Crossing the Alps, of
Napoleon leading his army over the Great St Bernard Pass in May 1800, which Turner had seen
during a visit to Paris in 1802. Also, possibly an oil painting of Hannibal's army descending the Alps
into northern Italy by watercolourist John Robert Cozens, A Landscape with Hannibal in His March
over the Alps, Showing to His Army the Fertile Plains of Italy, the only oil painting that Cozens
exhibited at the Royal Academy. Thomas Gray speculated that Salvator Rosa could have painted
Hannibal passing the Alps and another spur could have been the visit of a delegation from the Tyrol
to London in 1809, seeking support to oppose Napoleon.
The Second Punic War, also referred to as The Hannibalic War and (by the Romans) the War Against
Hannibal, lasted from 218 to 201 BC. Hannibal won three dramatic victories after crossing the Alps
and occupied much of Italy for 15 years but the Romans attacked his home city of Carthage and he
had to return to defend it where he was defeated.
The lines he added to the catalogue from his ‘Fallacies of Hope’ where,
Craft, treachery, and fraud—Salassian force,
Hung on the fainting rear! Then Plunder seiz'd
The victor and the 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
Stain Italy's blanch'd barrier with storms.
In vain each pass, ensanguin'd deep with dead,
Or rock fragments, wide destruction roll'd.
Still on Campania's fertile plans—he thought,
But the loud breeze sob'd, "Capua's joys

References
•
•

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-snow-storm-hannibal-and-his-army-crossing-the-alpsn00490
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=npcTumuFkFIC
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‘The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire’, exhibited 1817

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851), The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire, exhibited 1817, 170.2
x 238.8 cm
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‘The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire’, exhibited 1817, 170.2 x 238.8 cm
•

•

•

•

This is The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire painted a few years after the previous picture. He
painted a companion piece called Dido building Carthage; or the Rise of the Carthaginian Empire
which hangs alongside a painting by Claude Lorrain in the National Gallery (see Visual Aids).
Turner was both demonstrating his ability to out-Claude Claude, then regarded as one of the great
Old Masters, and making a comment on the fate of empires. Turner, following Gibbon’s The History
of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, saw the rise and fall of empires as inevitable as shown
by the recent fall of Napoleon. The painting could be seen, and Turner would have intended it as, a
warning about the inevitable fall of the British Empire.
What we see here are children being loaded onto ships. Let me explain. It was fifty years since they
lost the Second Punic War, the one that involved Hannibal, and the Romans were increasingly
worried about its growing wealth. Carthage had to ask Rome to resolve all disputes so when it was
attacked by a neighbour and defended itself Rome imposed increasingly severe punishments such
as the surrender of three hundred children of the nobility as hostages, which is what we see here.
Finally, Rome asked the Carthaginians to destroy their city and rebuild it inland. When the
Carthaginians refused Rome declared the Third Punic War and at the end of a three-year siege
Rome won and burned the city to the ground, salted and ploughed the soil and sold the
Carthaginians into slavery.
The brilliant sunset has become a hallmark of Turner’s painting and it has been suggested it has a
natural cause. In April 1815 Mount Tambora erupted in Indonesia. It was the biggest volcanic
eruption in recorded history and darkened the skies all over the world to the extent that the
following year was called ‘The Year without a Summer’ and the dust gave rise to brilliant sunsets for
many years afterwards.
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Notes on The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire, exhibited 1817
•

•

•

•

•

Claude Lorrain was Turner's favourite old master painter. This is one of his greatest essays in
Claude's style. It is part of a pair of paintings showing the rise and fall of a great empire; here,
Carthage's decline is symbolised by the setting sun. Claude Lorrain (c. 1600-1682, born Claude
Gellée), traditionally just Claude in English and le Lorrain in French, was a French painter,
draughtsman and engraver of the Baroque period who spent most of his life in Italy and, apart from
the Dutch Golden Age painters, was one of the earliest artists to concentrate on landscape painting.
Turner saw the rise and fall of once-great empires as a historical inevitability, confirmed by the fall
of Napoleon, but threatening to overtake the victorious British. Today, the other half of the pair
Dido building Carthage; or the Rise of the Carthaginian Empire hangs, at Turner's request, alongside
a painting by Claude in the National Gallery.
In Dido building Carthage; or the Rise of the Carthaginian Empire (National Gallery) the figure in
blue on the left is Dido, and on the right is the tomb erected for her dead husband, Sichaeus. In
front of Dido is a figure who may be Aeneas: Virgil tells of their love affair, and of Dido's suicide
following his departure. Turner was attracted by the human contrast to the theme of empire
building. Hints of doom contrast with the serene effects of sunlight.
In Turner’s first draft of his 1829 will he asked if his body could be buried in the canvas of Dido
Building Carthage but he changed his mind and specified that this painting and The Decline of the
Carthaginian Empire should be donated to the National Gallery and always hung alongside Claude’s
Seaport with the Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba. In his 1831 will he changed this to Dido
Building Carthage and his Sun Rising through Vapour should be exhibited alongside Claude’s
Seaport with the Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba and Landscape with the Marriage of Isaac and
Rebecca. In a 1848 codicil to his will he donated the remainder of his completed works to the
National Gallery. This is known as the Turner Bequest and it was contested by his relatives but
resolved in 1856. Most of turner’s work was moved to Tate Britain but Dido Building Carthage and
Sun Rising through Vapour remained in the National Gallery with Claude’s two paintings to comply
with his will.
Edward Gibbon’s (1737-1794) The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire traces the
history of Western civilization from the height of the Roman Empire to the fall of Byzantium. It was
published in six volumes and Volume I was published in 1776.

References
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-the-decline-of-the-carthaginian-empire-n00499
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‘The Angel Standing in the Sun’, exhibited 1846

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), The Angel Standing in the Sun, exhibited 1846, 78.7 x 78.7 cm
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‘The Angel Standing in the Sun’, exhibited 1846
•

•

•

•

•

•

We have just jumped forward about thirty years. This is The Angel Standing in the Sun and was
painted a few years before Turner died [in 1851]. He included two quotations in the catalogue
when it was exhibited. The first was taken from the Bible’s Book of Revelations, and includes the
line ‘And I saw an angel standing in the sun’. The second is from a poem by Samuel Rogers [Voyage
of Columbus]: ‘The morning march that flashes to the sun; The feast of vultures when the day is
done’. The poem contrasts the glory of our life when young with the vultures, in Turner’s case the
critics, that circle us near the end of our life. The overall image is bathed or rather swamped by the
light from the sun and some say Turner’s last words were ‘The sun is God’.
In the centre of the painting we see the Archangel Michael appearing on the Day of Judgement with
his flaming sword. The sun behind represents God and in the foreground are Old Testament scenes
of murder and betrayal: on the left Adam and Eve weeps over the body of their son Abel killed by
their other son Cain, and on the right Judith holds the head of Holofernes and Samson and Delilah
are shown behind her.
There have been many interpretations. It shows death and judgement and he may be concerned
that his own life and art would be judged. The second quotation refers to a ‘feast of vultures’
referring to the critics and so Turner may be having his revenge. He was right to be concerned as
one critic called it ‘an aberration of talent’, another said, ‘Turner seems to have taken leave of
form altogether’ and even his supporter John Ruskin wrote that it had been painted in a ‘period of
decline’ and the style was ‘indicative of mental disease’.
Ruskin is referring to the accepted model which was that artists rise in ability, peak and then
decline. The idea began to arise later in the century that an artist’s late work could be a summation
of their life’s work. Beethoven’s late string quartets, Goethe late works, such as Faust, had been
seen as evidence of their senility but were re-evaluated as their greatest works and a stark final
vision.
From about 1835 onwards Turner’s work was increasingly what we would now call impressionistic.
In his later paintings, such as this one, he challenged the basic conventions of the landscape—the
horizon disappears, perspective is distorted, he does not use techniques used to shown depth and
the scenery itself disappears in a swirling mist of paint in which light and colour become the objects
to be represented.
Towards the end of his life Turner grew increasingly pessimistic and there is the possibility that, in
declining health, he saw it as a summing up of his career. He had been disappointed at not
becoming President of the Royal Academy the previous summer and he might have seen himself as
the archangel Michael standing for truth and justice while the Old Testament scenes reflect the way
in which critics, the Royal Academy and even his mother attacked him. His mother had outbursts of
extreme violence and was sectioned to Bedlam where she died in 1804 when he was 29. By this age
Turner was wealthy and could have arranged private treatment. When he died his estate was
estimated to be £140,000 difficult to convert to today but in terms of the average wage it would be
over £100 million.
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Notes on ‘The Angel Standing in the Sun’, exhibited 1846
•

•

•

•

In the Royal Academy catalogue Turner added, ‘And I saw an angel standing in the sun; and he
cried with a loud voice, saying to all the fowls that fly in the midst of heaven, Come and gather
yourselves together unto the supper of the great God; That ye may eat the flesh of kings, and the
flesh of captains and the flesh of mighty men, and the flesh of horses, and of them that sit on
them, both free and bond, both small and great’.—Revelation, xix., 17, 18 and ‘The morning march
that flashes to the sun; The feast of vultures when the day is done’-Samuel Rogers' (1763-1855)
Voyage of Columbus. In the context ‘vultures’ refers to the critics.
Unlike many artists Turner was very interested in all the latest scientific developments. Herschel
1801 lecture on the imperfections of the sun’s surface may have changed how Turner portrayed the
sun (see did-herschel-change-how-turner-painted-the-sun and turner-science-sun). Luke Howard
developed the nomenclature of clouds in 1802. Sir Francis Beaufort created the Beaufort scale of
wind force in 1805. Bell Rock lighthouse was designed by Stephenson who requested Turner to
paint it who shows it defying nature. Turner’s painting Life-Boat and Manby Apparatus Going Off to
a Stranded Vessel Making Signal (Blue Lights) of Distress in 1831. Captain George Manby invented
the Manby mortar in 1808 to fire a rescue line to a sinking ship off shore. He also invented the
portable fire extinguisher. Turner discussed pigments with Faraday who encouraged him to
experiment but putting his pigments in the sun and covering half. Turner gave lectures on
perspective but his lecturing style meant they were poorly attended. Mary Sommerville was any
early populariser of science and explained Faraday's ideas. She knew Faraday and Turner well.
This work is almost certainly painted as the companion to Undine Giving the Ring to Massaniello,
Fisherman of Naples, exhibited 1846. This picture and Undine provoked the usual criticism from the
Athenaeum for 9 May 1846: ‘That there is art in them, consummate art, in reconciling to the eye
such effusions of all the strongest and most opposing colours of the palette, we freely admit: but
we as freely declare our regret, that over such aberrations of talent no controlling influence
exerts its genial restraint’. The Spectator for the same date had more, though qualified, praise,
calling them ‘tours de force that show how nearly the gross materials of the palette can be made
to emulate the source of light-of the figures we can only say that Turner seems to have taken
leave of form altogether’. For The Times of 6 May ‘The “Angel standing in the Sun” is a truly
gorgeous creation... It is all very well to treat Turner's pictures as jests; but things like these are
too magnificent for jokes; and the readers of the Oxford Graduate know that many of these
obscurities are not altogether unaccountable’—the reference is to the first volume of Ruskin's
Modern Painters, published anonymously in 1843. Ruskin, however, writing some twelve years
later, passed over the two pictures as ‘painted in the period of decline’, with ‘the distinctive
characters in the execution, indicative of mental disease; though in reality these characters are so
trenchant that the time of fatal change may be brought within a limit of three or four months,
towards the close of the year 1845’.
My comparative wealth calculation uses https://www.measuringworth.com/
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‘Crossing the Brook’, exhibited 1815

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), Crossing the Brook, exhibited 1815, 193 x 165.1 cm
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‘Crossing the Brook’, exhibited 1815
•

•

•

•

This is called ‘Crossing the Brook’ and it looks like an Italy landscape by one of the Old Masters
[such as Claude]. It is, in fact, the culmination of his studies in Devon in 1813 and according to the
president of the Royal Academy ‘The bridge ... is Calstock Bridge [over the Tamar]; some mining
works are indicated in the middle distance. The extreme distance extends to the mouth of the
Tamar, … and those on the opposite side of Plymouth Sound. The whole scene is extremely
faithful’.
Most of the critics were full of praise, one said, ‘Never have we seen a more elegant landscape
than this’ however one influential critic [Sir George Beaumont] thought it weak and it failed to sell
and was still for sale in his gallery twenty years later. This is surprising as it is now considered one of
his finest early landscapes in the tradition of the Old Masters. There may be another explanation as
his engraver claimed that Turner had refused £1,500 for the painting so it is possible he did not
want to part with it.
In the composition, he followed in the tradition of the Old Masters. First, we can see carefully
delineated planes that lead the eye back gradually. The distance landscape is enclosed by trees
either side, a technique known as repoussoir which means ‘pushing back’ as by framing the edge
the eye is pushed back into the distant landscape. The trees act like the wings of a stage setting the
scene within a frame. The foreground has been stage managed to capture our immediate attention
by lighting the centre as if with a spotlight. The eye is taken between the two girls through the
angle of the dog.
It has been suggested that there is a personal story behind the painting. Turner never married but
had a relationship with Sarah Danby, a musician's widow, who bore him two daughters, Evelina and
Georgina, although some writers claim there were his father’s children and therefore his halfsisters. The painting has been interpreted as symbolic of life as Turner claimed that life is like
crossing a brook. At the time, it was claimed that the girl on the left looked like Evelina and so the
girl on the right could be Georgina, although she was only four at the time, or a younger Evelina.
The crossing the brook then represents puberty and her coming to womanhood. Various other
parts of the painting have been picked out to support this idea of which I will only mention the
womb-like grotto on the right [and the bottle containing a red liquid which some claim is blood].
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Notes on ‘Crossing the Brook’, exhibited 1815
•

•

Tate display caption ‘This painting is the culmination of Turner’s studies of Devon, which he visited
in 1811 and 1813. His watercolours and drawings of the area were remarkably fresh and informal.
Here, however, he creates a more monumental and self-consciously artful image in the mould of
the seventeenth-century classical landscape painter, Claude Lorrain. Even so, contemporaries
recognised that the scene was intended to show a particular place: the Tamar valley. This painting
was exhibited in the year of the battle of Waterloo. It would have been hard to avoid the patriotic
subtext of such a grandly ambitious depiction of the national landscape.’
Evelina was born in 1800 or 1801 and so would have been about 12 or 13 in 1813. Georgiana was
born ‘some ten years later’. Sarah Dandy was of independent means as she had a pension from the
Royal Society of Musicians. Her relationship with Turner ended about 1813. Her niece Hannah
Derby became a Turner’s servant in 1809 and it was Hannah that received a significant pension and
custody of his paintings in his will.
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‘Ploughing up Turnips near Slough’, exhibited 1809

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1776-1851), Ploughing up Turnips near Slough (‘Windsor’), exhibited at
Turner’s Gallery in 1809
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‘Ploughing up Turnips near Slough’, exhibited at Turner’s Gallery in 1809
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•

•

•

•

This is Ploughing up Turnips near Slough. We are looking at Windsor Castle to the west of London
from a hill near Slough. At first glance, an uncontroversial piece of work and it was praised at the
time for its ‘poetically heightened atmospheric effects’ of the early sun reflecting off the morning
mist.
In 1980 an art historian pointed out that this was painted during the Napoleonic Wars at a time
when European ports had been blockaded by the French navy and the country was short of food. In
this light, we see the Royal Palace at Windsor, representing monarchy, part of Eton school
representing education and the aristocracy and in the foreground the labourers working to produce
the food needed by everyone during the war. It was the beginning of the agricultural revolution
which went hand-in-hand with the Industrial Revolution and English agriculture was amongst the
most advanced in the world.
However, more recently, in 2004, another art historian looked at the painting more closely and
found a number of puzzles. The central part of the picture shows three men standing by a broken
plough. If this represents agricultural productivity why does Turner show a broken plough?
Secondly, why turnips? Turnips had become a key crop supporting four-crop rotation which
dramatically increases the productivity of the land by using it all the time rather than letting it lie
fallow for a year. Although turnips were the latest scientific wonder crop that had other
associations. The king, George III was known as ‘Farmer George’ and as we see in this cartoon (see
Visual Aids) was associated with turnips. He was known for his miserliness and no one would eat
turnips unless they were starving, they were regarded as cattle fodder. Turnips could not be grown
well in the boggy soil shown here. We know the soil is boggy as the plough needs four horses to pull
it and it has broken down. In the centre of the lit area is a patch of weeds and a bottle. At this time
drunkenness was a major problem and it reduced productivity.
The other part of the title of interest is ‘Slough’. Today, Slough is a well-known commuter town but
in 1809 it was not even a town, it was a tiny hamlet of a few cottages. No one referred to Slough
and this view of Windsor Castle was a very well-known and was from Salt Hill on the road from
London to Bristol. It was so well-known that so well known that a few years later the Prince Regent
hosted a breakfast in the inn on Salt Hill for the King of Prussia and his three sons. So why Slough?
Perhaps, because in the most popular book at the time John Bunyan’s, The Pilgrim’s Progress [of
1678] the Slough of Despond is a boggy place made from the filth of sin.
If we then consider the broken plough, the weeds, the bottle, and the Slough of Despond we get a
different reading. Rather than patriotic it suggests the terrible conditions and the plight of the rural
worker. My view is that Turner has cleverly incorporate all both reading in what at first looks like an
idyllic scene of early morning sun with the mists rising and Windsor Castle in the background.
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Notes on ‘Ploughing up Turnips near Slough’, exhibited 1809
•

•
•

•
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The view is from Salt Hill near Slough. In modern terms, it is looking towards the M4 motorway
towards the Thames, Eton College and Windsor Castle. Turner would have known the view and
there was a famous inn, called Castle Inn, at Salt Hill a mile from Slough. It was named for its view
of Windsor Castle and the Inn and its view were so well known that in 1814 the Prince Regent
hosted a breakfast there for the King of Prussia and his three sons.
Interpretations. Turner's painting supports many levels of analysis. It will limit this to three levels as
I slowly unravel this intriguing painting.
Pastoral. The painting was first exhibited April 1809 in Turner’s gallery. For many years it was
simply seen as an example of the pastoral or more specifically the Georgic. However, most
descriptions of the painting were formal and stylistic, for example, focusing on Turner's success in
representing sunlight seen through haze and the 'poetically heightened atmospheric effects'. It is
known as Georgic based on Virgil’s (70 BCE-19 BCE, an ancient Roman poet of the Augustan period)
Georgics, a poem about agriculture and animal husbandry which was very popular in the eighteenth
century. The poem describes man's struggle against a hostile natural world and how hard work and
animal husbandry can overcome setbacks (published 29BCE). It was related to the Greek Hesiod's
Works and Days regarding man's relationship to the land and the importance of hard work.
Patriotic. The art historian John Barrell in The Dark Side of the Landscape: The Rural Poor in English
Painting 1730-1840 (1980) was the first to point out its celebration of progressive English
agriculture. It was during the Napoleonic Wars and the French had blockaded our ports so we
depended on farmers to produce our food. In this light, we see the Royal Palace at Windsor,
representing monarchy, part of Eton school representing education and the aristocracy and in the
foreground the labourers working to produce the food needed by everyone during the war. The
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were a period of increased agricultural productivity resulting
from new scientific agricultural practices. The academic John Barrell was the first to draw attention
to the labourers and subsequently is was seen as supporting progressive English agriculture that
was helping us win the war against France. This needs some explanation. The painting was first
exhibited in 1809 at the height of the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815, started when Napoleon seized
power in 1799 apart from the one-year Peace of Amiens in 1802). In 1805 Nelson beat the French
fleet at Trafalgar and in response the French blockaded European ports to stop food being
imported into England. It therefore became critical for England to grow all its own food and
agricultural productivity became critical for the war effort. The painting would therefore have been
seen as patriotically supporting the war. The Tate says, ‘As well as its distant view of Windsor
Castle, this picture of a turnip harvest depicts current efforts to maximise yields and increase the
food supply to serve the needs of a wartime economy’. There is a lot of history that was very
significance at the time tied up in this sentence.
Political. The third level of meaning was suggested by the art historian Michele Miller in 2004. She
found anomalies in the work that suggested a different interpretation. Let us examine these
anomalies one by one.
o Enclosure. First it is necessary to understand the importance of the turnip. The most
significant agricultural advance made in the eighteenth century was crop rotation. This was
first practiced 8,000 years ago in the Middle East but ancient practice involved letting a field
lie fallow for part of the year. The big advance was four-field rotation which was first used in
England in the 18th century and was promoted by Turnip Townsend, Viscount Charles
Townshend. It consists of growing wheat, then turnips or swedes (winter fodder), then
barley and then clover or ryegrass (gazed) each year. Using four fields each one could be at
a different stage of the rotation. This enabled the land to be used all the time to grow a
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useful crop. Turnips leaves would feed the crops in the autumn and the turnip could be
stored over winter to feed the livestock. This in turn meant that livestock did not need to be
slaughtered in the autumn but could over winter. Turnips enabled four crop rotation but
only if the land was enclosed so that livestock could be prevented from eating other
farmer's turnips. In the Middle Ages, all land was owned by the lord but the tenants had
certain rights over part of the land. One such right was the right to pasture cattle, horses
and sheep (another was turbary – the right to take turfs for fuel and estovers – the right to
take sufficient wood for the commoner’s house). Over a period of hundreds of years
common land had slowly been taken away by enclosing it. It was a major issue in the Tudor
period and enclosures were constructed by the lord of the manor to create large fields to
graze more sheep as our main export was wool. The final and most contentious wave of
enclosures was later, between 1750 and 1850 and was justified by improving productivity.
In this period one sixth of England was enclosed and this took the ability to grow food away
from a large part of the population. The smallholders and commoners became dependent
on poor relief and had to buy food. The main food of the poor was bread and in 1815 the
Government passed Corn Laws that fixed a high price for wheat which increased the price of
a bread. At the same time land was being enclosed in the name of improved agricultural
productivity. Four crop rotation enabled fields to be productive all they time, they no longer
needed to lie fallow. However, the poor needed the common land to eke out their
existence. It enabled them to grow crops and even keep a cow for milk and cheese. The last
wave of enclosures was mostly in the South East - Kent and Sussex and later Essex - and it
led to what became known as the Swing Riots. That was still in the future when this was
painted but unrest was growing because of bad harvests and the enclosure of common land.
Despite the new agriculture wheat production fell during the war, mostly because of bad
weather and in Buckinghamshire it fell after enclosure because enclosed fields were used to
pasture livestock an inefficient way to use the land. Bread shortages for the poor were
caused by using enclosed fields to produce grain-fed cattle for the monied classes.
o Broken Plough. In the distance we see Windsor Castle, a palace of George III, known as
'Farmer George'. During the late 1780s he had converted large parts of Windsor and
Richmond into farms that used the latest agricultural techniques. The women are sitting on
part of a harrow and a man is carrying a seedlip, both indicators of progressive agriculture
and that the field will be replanted with another crop as soon as the turnips have been
gathered. But the group of men directly below Windsor Castle are looking at a broken
plough. The King promoted the new intensive agriculture which was particularly important
as food supplies had been cut off by the French blockage. This was painted at the height of
the Napoleonic Wars. By 1808 all foreign food had been cut off and for the previous nine
years the harvest had been poor to terrible. For this reason, it has been interpreted as a
patriotic painting showing a symbol of the King and the agriculture workers working hard to
save the nature. But if this were true, why is the work so disorderly, why is the plough
broken and the workers dispirited. The open fields of common land did not allow turnip
growing as your neighbour’s livestock would eat all your turnips. Turnips therefore called to
mind enclosure. Lord Winchilsea had noted a few years previously that farmers pressed for
enclosure to keep labourers dependent. Class differences are indicated by the lone figure in
the white coat on the raised ground who has just dismounted from the white horse at the
left. This juxtaposition of workers with a higher social class is unusual.
o Slough. Turner has made the castle more prominent that it would be from the site and for a
while it was known as 'Windsor' but Turner explicitly named it as 'near Slough' even though
the site is nearer Eton than Slough. Slough was a very small hamlet until the railway came in
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1836 when it was known as the station nearest to Windsor. The site was known at the time
as offering a fine vantage point to view Windsor. The word 'slough' means a muddy or
boggy place. The most famous slough is the Slough of Despond in John Bunyan's Pilgrim's
Progress (1678), which was the most popular book after the Bible. In the book, the slough is
a place that cannot be mended. Help explains to Christian that the King's labourers have
been working on it for 16 hundred years but it remains the Slough of Despond. The area
around Windsor was boggy and not fully drained. We can see a four horse Berkshire plough
which in 1808 was considered old-fashioned and inefficient. Yet even this heavy plough has
broken down. Like the Slough of Despond this turnip field resists the efforts of the King's
labourers.
o Boggy Soil. Turnips were not a miracle crop and prefer light sandy soils and do not grow well
in boggy soils. They also have low nutritional value. In the right soil they are an excellent
preparation but in the wrong soil they 'will do more injury to the land than the turnips are
worth' (1794, Board of Agriculture, Arthur Young).
o Weeds. The harvest we can see consists of a small wheelbarrow of turnips alongside a large
area of weeds. Notice the weeds vertically align with the broken plough and the palace.
Turner tends to link important connected details using vertical alignment.
o Bottle. At this time, the poor were often blamed for their circumstances and one thing that
distinguished the deserving from the undeserving poor was idleness and drunkenness. It is
significant that a bottle is located in the middle of the brightest patch of land.
o Women Workers. During the war, the shortage of men meant that women worked the
fields, known as the 'petticoat harvests'. It has even been suggested that the development
of farm machinery was a result of farmers' dissatisfaction with the productivity of the
women compared with the men (Women, Work, and Wages in England, 1600-1850, Michael
Roberts, ed. Penelope Lane). We see one of the women is nursing showing the farmer is
desperate for labour and the women for work.
o Turnips = Extreme Poverty. Viewers at the time would have understood everything I have
been telling you. They would also have known that turnips were associated with hunger.
They were used to feed livestock and as human food they implied extreme desperation.
Many writers at the time use turnips as the example of extreme poverty in The History of
Tom Jones, a Foundling (Henry Fielding, 1749) Squire Western says, 'the Hanover rats have
eat up all our corn, and left us nothing but turneps to feed upon'. There was not
widespread starvation but the following year, 1809, the harvest was even worse driving up
bread prices further and there were demonstrations in Cookham.
Summary. The third level of meaning is therefore that Turner was surreptitiously suggesting all is
not right with the farming world. I do not mean this was a revolutionary painting and that Turner
was calling for riots. I mean that for those who look carefully there is a whole world of levels of
meaning, of ambiguity and uncertainty. Like the real world there is no simple answer, no single
interpretation, it is neither patriotic nor unpatriotic, it is shows beauty and ugliness, power
confronting poverty, agricultural advances and their negative impact, hard work and idleness,
patriotism and the causes of revolution. I believe it is these levels of meaning and this ambiguity
that makes it a masterpiece.
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‘The Sun of Venice Going to Sea’, exhibited 1843

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), The Sun of Venice Going to Sea, exhibited 1843, 61.6 x 91.1 cm
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‘The Sun of Venice Going to Sea’, exhibited 1843
•

•

•

•

This is ‘The Sun of Venice Going to Sea’. The ‘Sun of Venice’ is the name of the fishing boat and it is
going out fishing early one morning. On the canvas sail of the ship is a painted sun which stands in
front of the real sun of the painting. So Turner is cleverly drawing our attention to the process of
painting by showing how his canvases include a representation of the of the sun on canvas here
hidden by his representation of a canvas sail with a painted sun on it. The buildings in the distance
are the ducal palace, the dome of St Mark's, and on the extreme left, the tower of San Giorgio
Maggiore.
Many critics at the time saw it as simply a jolly fishing boat going out to sea but this idyllic scene of
Venice is more pessimistic than it looks. Turner added four lines of a poem in the Royal Academy
catalogue, ‘Fair Shines the morn, and soft the zephyrs blow, | Venezia's fisher spreads his painted
sail so gay, | Nor heeds the demon that in grim repose | expects his evening prey’. These lines
refer to the fall of Venice, once a great power it is now a shadow of its former self. This could be
seen as a self-portrait of turner, who loved fishing, aware that as he gets older the grim reaper
waits.
This painting was one of the favourites of Turner’s great supporter the pre-eminent Victorian art
critic John Ruskin. Ruskin was thrown out of the Royal Academy for making a pencil sketch of this
painting, a practice which was strictly forbidden. He was taken aback when a year later when he
went out on the lagoon a year later and saw in the early sunlight a fishing boat in full sail that
looked exactly like the ‘Sun of Venice’.
Other critics were less full of praise. One commented on the wretched verses and their effect on
Turner’s mind and wished he would ‘go back to nature’. He went on to make an interesting
comment. He said that most celebrated artists are ahead of their time but in time the world catches
up with them but Turner was so ‘far out of sight … he cannot hope to be even overtaken by
distant posterity’. How astute the observation but how wrong the conclusion.
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Notes on ‘The Sun of Venice Going to Sea’, exhibited 1843
•

•

Tate display caption, ‘Steering through the glassy waters in this picture is a ‘bragozzo’, a
characteristic Venetian fishing boat. The name emblazoned on the sail is the ‘Sol di Venezia’, or
‘Sun of Venice’ and, laid out in a shimmering haze of colour in the distance beyond, is the city itself.
Those who read Turner’s accompanying poem in the Royal Academy catalogue of 1843 would have
found an unexpected premonition of doom contained therein. According to his verses a ‘demon in
grim repose’ lay in wait for the boat. Even the temperate waters of the lagoon contained dangers
for those who ventured afloat.’
The verse in the catalogue was changed by Turner but one version was,
Fair Shines the morn, and soft the zephyrs blow,
Venezia's fisher spreads his painted sail so gay,
Nor heeds the demon that in grim repose
Expects his evening prey.
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‘Norham Castle, Sunrise’, c.1845

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), Norham Castle, Sunrise, c.1845, 90.8 x 121.9 cm
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‘Norham Castle, Sunrise’, c.1845
•
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•

•

•

•

This is ‘Norham Castle, Sunrise’ and it is an archetypical example of late Turner. This is the style he
painted in from about 1835 to his last exhibition in 1850.
Over the years Turner produced more than fifteen version of Norham Castle and this is the last and
greatest. It is said that on his final visit he bowed to the castle. Over the years he radically simplified
his composition. This is an example, ‘Norham Castle, on the River Tweed’ that he painted over
twenty years previously (see Visual Aids). He had painted his first picture of Norham Castle nearly
fifty years before, in 1797 when he was just 22.
It is possible this work was never finished and never intended for exhibition, we shall never know.
Some see it is the earliest example of a modernist work years ahead of its time and others as simply
an unfinished painting. Another explanation is that it was part of an experiment to see if he could
sell this idyllic, sketchy landscape paintings that he called ‘elevated pastoral’. The cold, ghostly blue
of the castle contrasts with the fireball of the glowing sun and the soft browns of the river banks.
An umber cow appears ethereal and suspended between air and water until we realise that we are
looking at its reflection in the river.
The work was never seen by the public. It was first shown in 1906 at an exhibition at the Tate the
marked the rediscovery of Turner. The Spectator commented that Turner was an artist who, more
than any other before him, painted light rather than the objects themselves. In the twentieth
century, many people saw this painting as the forerunner of the whole of modern art but more
recently cynical historians have said that that is imposing too much on Turner and it is simply an
unfinished painting. What do I think? I am reminded of a story told by the great abstract
impressionist mark Rothko. When he first saw this painting in New York in 1966 he joked, “This
man Turner, he learnt a lot from me.”
This beautiful scene suggests that towards the end of his life not all his paintings had a bleak
message. However, some would disagree. Today we look at the countryside as a place where
nothing much happens full of beautiful scenery. Turner though always saw the bloody background,
the hungry workers and the bloody battles. Norham Castle was the scene of more bloody battles
than any other on the Scottish border and it changed hands many times. It is an imposing, dark
medieval castle that dates back to 1121 to protect Northumberland from the Scots. The light has
been described as corpse-like and that Turner saw the sun as a cruel and terrible God.
The interesting thing is that Turner leaves it up to us how we interpret it. You can see it either way,
as an idyllic sunrise in a beautiful setting or as the scene of many terrible and bloody battles.
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Notes on ‘Norham Castle, Sunrise’, c.1845
•

•

Tate display caption, ‘Turner first saw Norham, bordering Scotland on the river Tweed in
Northumberland, in 1797. He was at the limits of his trip to northern England, when he also visited
Buttermere, seen in the painting of nearly fifty years earlier shown nearby. After that first visit he
made watercolours showing the ruin at sunrise, and visits in 1801 and 1831 resulted in further
views. Here, finally, is one of a series of unfinished, unexhibited paintings reworking his
monochrome Liber Studiorum landscape prints. Pure colours rather than contrasting tones express
the blazing light as the historic building and landscape merge.’
Turner first visited Norham Castle in 1797 at the age of 22 and he liked to explain that his first
picture of the castle was the work that launched his career. Norham Castle was to become a
favourite subject always from the Scottish side of the river looking towards England across the
Tweed.
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‘A Disaster at Sea’, ?c.1835

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), A Disaster at Sea, ?c.1835, 171.4 x 220.3 cm

35

‘A Disaster at Sea’, ?c.1835
•

•

•

•

This work is ‘A Disaster at Sea’ and was never exhibited. It can be dismissed as unfinished or as one
of the most powerful representation of a disaster at sea. Its pyramidal composition reminds us of
Théodore Géricault (1791–1824) The Raft of the Medusa (1818-19) (see Visual Aids). Turner's own
subject is the wreck of the Amphitrite off Boulogne in 1833. The ship's captain abandoned his cargo
of female convicts, claiming that he was only authorised to land them in New South Wales.
The convict ship was bound for Botany Bay when it was hit by a tremendous storm that drove it
towards Boulogne. On board were 108 female prisoners, 12 children and 16 crew. On 31 August
1833, the ship ran aground off Boulogne and was about to be swamped by the incoming tide. A
brave Frenchman, Pierre Henin, swam out to the ship with a line to rescue everyone but the captain
against all common sense did not think he had the authority to release the prisoners on French soil
so he refused the help. The women were trapped below decks and the captain refused to free them
but they managed to break free. They remained on deck for an hour ‘uttering the most piteous
cries’ until the ship broke apart and all but three crew members died. An average of six merchant
ships a week were being lost due to poor seamanship, corruption in awarding contracts and civil
service disinterest but following this disaster received there was an immense public outcry.
It seems two disastrous decisions sealed the fate of the prisoners and crew. First the captain had
driven the ship onto the shore intentionally believing that the high tide would float it free again.
The crew actually went below deck for supper. The second circumstance was even stranger. On
board was a surgeon and his wife and the surgeon planned to saw all the prisoners. He launched
the longboat to take the prisoners ashore but his wife was too proud to sit in the same boat as the
prisoners. The surgeon tried to insist but in the end he decided to try again the next morning but it
was too late as the ship was destroyed during the night.
You might know that Tate Britain was built on the site of Millbank prison which was used to hold
prisoners prior to their transportation to Australia. The prisoners might therefore have been picked
up from this location. However, after some research I found they set sail from Woolwich and
although Millbank prison was open it was not used as a holding prison for transportation for
another ten years [1843].
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Notes on ‘A Disaster at Sea’, ?c.1835
•

•

•
•

Tate display caption, ‘This canvas was never exhibited and is probably unfinished, but remains one
of Turner's most powerful statements on the Romantic theme of maritime disaster. Its pyramidal
composition leaves little doubt that Turner had seen Géricault's Raft of the Medusa (now in the
Louvre, Paris) described by one critic as ‘this tremendous picture of human sufferings’, when it was
exhibited in London in 1822. Turner's own subject is the wreck of the Amphitrite off Boulogne in
1833. The ship's captain abandoned his cargo of female convicts, claiming that he was only
authorised to land them in New South Wales.’
In ancient Greek mythology, Amphitrite was a sea goddess and wife of Poseidon and the queen of
the sea. Under the influence of the Olympian pantheon, she became merely the consort of
Poseidon and was further diminished by poets to a symbolic representation of the sea.
The Amphritrite disaster was the subject of ballads and paintings for the rest of the nineteenth
century.
Millbank prison was opened in 1816 but because it was built on marshy land many died from
disease and it was decided to close it in 1843 and use it as a holding prison for convicts sentenced
to transportation. This was scaled down in 1853 and it became a local prison and then a military
prison until it finally closed in 1890. It was gradually demolished as the National Gallery of British
Art, the Royal Army Medical School (now the Chelsea College of Art & Design) and the Millbank
Estate were built.
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‘The Chain Pier, Brighton’, c.1828

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), The Chain Pier, Brighton, c.1828, 71.1 x 136.5 cm
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‘The Chain Pier, Brighton’, c.1828
•

•

•

This is Chain Pier, Brighton. Originally Brighton was a tiny fishing hamlet until the Prince Regent
made it his summer residence. From then on it grew in prestige and popularity every year. The
chain pier opened in 1823 and was one of the wonders of the age. It was built to enable the crosschannel ferry to berth easily and Brighton became the most popular location for crossing the
channel particularly after the railway opened in 1841. People would pay 2d to walk along the pier
to get the benefits of sea air without the need to hire a boat and in 1828 up to 4,000 people a day
would walk along the pier. It is reported that during one storm thirty or forty people stood at the
end and were covered by waves breaking over the tower.
Turner shows us the pier on a calm day. He has painted the pier from the sea although he has
shown the water as shallow when at this point it is deep. This was done to vary the form of the
waves for the sake of the composition. In the distance we can see the shoreline of Hove and the
sun is setting in the west in a beautiful golden sky.
It was also painted by John Constable about two years before Turner (see Visual Aids) and Turner
would have seen the painting when it was exhibited at the Royal Academy. Constable has painted
the pier from the shore with an interesting collection of boats and people. However, like most of his
paintings Constable’s it was criticised for its bold colours and it never sold.
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on ‘The Chain Pier, Brighton’, c.1828
•

•

•

Tate display caption, ‘The Chain Pier shown here had only recently been completed. Both Turner
and John Constable painted pictures of this pier, which was the most visible sign of Brighton’s
status as a centre for modern trade and tourism. This is a version of one of the four compositions
Turner painted for the Carved Room at Petworth in Sussex, the great house belonging to the Earl of
Egremont. The unusually long format was used so that the pictures would fit under full-length
portraits. The subjects of these pictures reflected Egremont’s interests in local agriculture and
commerce’
This is one of what are known as the Petworth landscapes, c. 1828-30. There is a more finished
version of the chain-pier at the Tate painted in 1829 but it is not on display. The owner of Petworth,
Lord Egremont commissioned the landscapes and was also one of the sponsors of the pier.
The Royal Suspension Chain Pier was the first major pier built in Brighton and was built in 1823, it
was destroyed during a storm in 1896. It was 350 yards long and was used as a landing stage for
packet boats from Dieppe but also had other attractions, such as a camera obscura. It was painted
by John Constable in about 1826-27. Brighton became the busiest cross-channel port although in
bad weather Newhaven’s sheltered port was more attractive. The pier consisted of four enormous
towers and two chains with ten-foot links were hung between them. One end of the chain was
fixed in the cliff and the other embedded in the sea bed. In 1828 the pier was at the height of its
popularity and up to 4,000 people a day paid 2d to walk along the pier. It was reported that during
one storm thirty of forty people were covered by the sea breaking over the outer towers. It
declined in popularity in the 1860s after the West Pier was opened in 1866 and the Palace Pier in
1891.
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‘View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome’, 1828, reworked 1830

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851), ‘View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome’, 1828, reworked 1830,
91.4 x 123.2 cm
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‘View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome’, 1828, reworked 1830
•

•

This is View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome. It was painted when he visited Italy, the same year as he
painted the chain pier Brighton. Orvieto is a town between Rome and Florence famous for its Fra
Angelico paintings and we see the sun on a distant hill and women washing in the foreground.
Turner combined several sketches he made of Orvieto with the composition of a painting by Claude
Lorrain, an artist he greatly admired.
He exhibited the painting with two others in Rome and the critics and other artists ‘could make
nothing of them’. However, when exhibited in London two years later there was a more mixed
reaction, more than a thousand people went to see the works and were astonished, enraged or
delighted because of the daring style. Many critics were angry but some confessed it was a style
they ‘dared not imitate’. The painting was never sold.
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Notes on Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851), ‘View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome’,
1828, reworked 1830
•

‘Turner painted this picture during his stay in Rome in 1828. More than most of his Italian
landscapes, it describes the actual appearance of a particular place: Turner made several sketches
of Orvieto on his journey to Rome. However, the final painting blends this description with the
compositions Turner admired in the work of the seventeenth-century classical landscape painter,
Claude Lorrain. This is one of a small group of paintings which Turner showed in an exhibition he
held at his lodgings in Rome in 1828, though he re-worked it before showing it in London two years
later.‘ (Tate display caption)
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‘Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina,
Preparing his Pictures for the Decoration of the Loggia’, exhibited 1820

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851), Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La
Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for the Decoration of the Loggia, exhibited 1820, 177.2 x 335.3 cm
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‘Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for
the Decoration of the Loggia’, exhibited 1820, 177.2 x 335.3 cm
•

•

•

This is Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for
the Decoration of the Loggia. We can see Raphael in the Loggia of the Vatican looking down on the
square outside. He is selecting paintings to display. The central painting is Madonna with the Child
and Young St. John, also known as The Madonna of the Chair. Standing next to Raphael is his
Roman lover, La Fornarina, ‘the baker’.
Turner was forty-two years old and at the height of his powers when he first visited Rome. The city
was filled with associations with the subjects from classical mythology which Turner dramatised in
his work. On his return home, Turner painted this sweeping view from the Vatican loggia, across St
Peter’s Square towards the Abruzzi hills. It embraces all that Rome meant to him as the historic
centre, first of the Roman Empire, then of its successor, the Christian Church, and then of the great
artists of the Renaissance - crowned by Raphael, who stands in the foreground
The painting was exhibited on the 300th anniversary of Raphael’s death. Turner makes no attempt
to set the scene in Raphael’s time and shows us a view of Rome in 1819 complete with Bernini’s
Baroque sweeping colonnade was built after Raphael had died. Turner may be playing with time
and we are looking at his ghost. Raphael had traditionally thought to have died after a night of
passion with his mistress who is shown alongside him. Turner is commenting on the dangers of
love, the nature of time, the grandeur of Rome, fame and on art itself. However, although it was
admired by some critics many complained of its ‘excessive yellowness’ and how it was seen
‘without experiencing the slightest sensation of pleasure’ and it was described as a ‘brilliant but
outré and unsuccessful experiment’.
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Notes on ‘Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his
Pictures for the Decoration of the Loggia’, exhibited 1820
•

•

•

Tate display caption, ‘Turner was forty-two years old, and at the height of his powers, when he first
visited Rome. The city was filled with associations with the subjects from classical mythology which
Turner dramatised in his work. On his return home, Turner painted this sweeping view from the
Vatican loggia, across St Peter’s Square towards the Abruzzi hills. It embraces all that Rome meant
to him as the historic centre, first of the Roman Empire, then of its successor, the Christian Church,
and then of the great artists of the Renaissance - crowned by Raphael, who stands in the
foreground. ‘
The central painting is Madonna della seggiola (Madonna with the Child and Young St. John), also
known as The Madonna of the Chair (1514-15, Palazzo Pitti, Florence). This may symbolize modern,
Christian Rome while the statue of the Tiber to its left is placed next to a picture representing the
biblical Expulsion (see Angel in the Sun: Turner's Vision of History by Gerald Finley).
The Portrait of a Young Woman (also known as La fornarina, ‘the baker’) is a painting by the Italian
High Renaissance master Raphael, made between 1518 and 1519. It is in the Galleria Nazionale
d'Arte Antica in Palazzo Barberini, Rome. The woman is traditionally identified with the fornarina
(baker) Margherita Luti, Raphael's Roman lover, though this has been questioned. The woman is
pictured with an oriental style hat and bare breasts.
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Visual Aids
•
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Jacques-Louis David’s (1748-1825) Napoleon on the St Bernard Pass
J.M.W. Turner, Dido Building Carthage, 1815, National Gallery
Claude Lorrain, Seaport with the Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba, 1648, National Gallery
George III, “Going to Market”, 1786
Joseph Mallord William Turner, Norham Castle, on the River Tweed, c.1822–3
Théodore Géricault (1791–1824) The Raft of the Medusa, 1818-19, Louvre, Paris
John Constable, Chain Pier, Brighton, 1826-27
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Jacques-Louis David’s (1748-1825) Napoleon Crossing the Alps, 1802, 273 x 234 cm, Palace of Versailles
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Summary of ‘The Paintings of J.M.W. Turner’ (1775-1851) (15:00-15:45)
Self-portrait, c. 1799. Sir Walter Scott wrote, “He
will do nothing without cash, and anything for it.
He is the only man of genius I ever knew who is
sordid in these matters.”. Maiden Lane, Covent
Garden, father wig-maker and barber. 14 when
he entered the Royal Academy School. Strongwilled cockney with an interest in science.
Christened ‘Mallad’ or ‘Mallard’. One biographer
wrote “He was short, stumpy, and vulgar,
without one redeeming personal qualification,
slovenly in dress, not over cleanly, and devoid of
all signs of the habits of a gentleman, or a man
moving in good society.”

The Angel Standing in the Sun, 1846. Bible’s Book
of Revelations, and includes the line ‘And I saw
an angel standing in the sun’. The second is from
a poem by Samuel Rogers [Voyage of Columbus]:
‘The morning march that flashes to the sun; The
feast of vultures when the day is done’. one
critic called it ‘an aberration of talent’, another
said, ‘Turner seems to have taken leave of form
altogether’ and even his supporter John Ruskin
wrote that it had been painted in a ‘period of
decline’ and the style was ‘indicative of mental
disease’. Pessimistic towards the end of his life.
Mother entered Bedlam died 1804. Never apid
for private treatment. Worth £140,000 when he
died (today over £100 million).

England: Richmond Hill, on the Prince Regent’s
Birthday, 1819. On Tuesday, 12 August 1817 the
Dowager Countess of Cardigan gave a garden
party. 300,000 service men dismissed without a
pension. Peterloo Massacre, 60-80,000, 15 killed
400-700 injured. Princess Caroline, estranged
wife. Touring Italy with Bartolomeo Pergami.
Daughter Charlotte died in October but she was
not told. Duke of Wellington on right.

Crossing the Brook, 1815. Devon trip 1813, ‘The
bridge ... is Calstock Bridge [over the Tamar];
some mining works are indicated in the middle
distance. The extreme distance extends to the
mouth of the Tamar, … and those on the
opposite side of Plymouth Sound. The whole
scene is extremely faithful’. , ‘Never have we
seen a more elegant landscape than this’ but Sir
George Beaumont thought it weak and it failed to
sell. Had it 20 years later but his engraver said he
refused £1,500. Sarah Danby, two daughters
Evelina and Georgina. Evelina would have been
about 12-13.

Snow-Storm: Hannibal and his Men crossing the
Alps, 1812. Second Punic War, Hannibal attacked
by Italian Celts, Salassian tribes. Parallel with
Napoleon and his 1799 crossing of the Alps.
Prescient of his disaster in Russia in October.
Turner saw Jacques-Louis David’s Napoleon
Crossing the Alps in Paris.

Ploughing up Turnips near Slough, 1809. Critics
wrote about its ‘poetically heightened
atmospheric effects’. 1980 pointed out it was
during the Napoleonic Wars when food was
short. We see Windsor Castle and agricultural
productivity. However, 2004, pointed out broken
plough, turnips, four-crop rotation and
productivity but turnips were a joke about the
George III, Farmer George and his meanness,
weeds, bottle, ‘Slough’, John Bunyan’s ‘Slough of
Despond’ in The Pilgrim’s Progress.

The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire, 1817.
Companion to Dido building Carthage; or the Rise
of the Carthaginian Empire in the National
Gallery. Out-Claude Claude. Rise and fall of
empires, following Edward Gibbon’s The History
of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
(1776). Brilliant sunset, Mount Tambora,
Indonesia 1815.

The Sun of Venice Going to Sea, 1843. Turner
added four lines of a poem in the Royal Academy
catalogue, ‘Fair Shines the morn, and soft the
zephyrs blow, | Venezia's fisher spreads his
painted sail so gay, | Nor heeds the demon that
in grim repose | expects his evening prey’. One
critic wrote celebrated artists are ahead of their
time but in time the world catches up with them
but Turner was so ‘far out of sight … he cannot
hope to be even overtaken by distant posterity’.
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Norham Castle, Sunrise, c. 1845. See Norham
Castle, on the River Tweed, 1822-23. Unfinished
or ultra-modern. first saw this painting in New
York in 1966 he joked, “This man Turner, he
learnt a lot from me.” Norham Castle dates from
1121 and has been the scene of many bloody
battles.
A Disaster at Sea, c. 1835. Théodore Géricault
(1791–1824) The Raft of the Medusa (1818-19)
(see Visual Aids). Turner's own subject is the
wreck of the Amphitrite off Boulogne in 1833. On
board 108 female prisoners and 12 children and
16 crew. Pierre Henin swam out with a rope but
the captain refused to let the prisoners ashore.
Surgeons wife refused to get in the long boat with
the prisoners. Tate built on site Millbank prison.
The Chain Pier, Brighton, c. 1828. Brighton and
Prince Regent. Chain pier opened in 1823, 2d to
walk along the pier. 4,000 people a day. See Hove
in the distance. Sea is not as shallow as turner
shows. Constable painted the pier from the beach
two years before but never sold the painting.
View of Orvieto, Painted in Rome, 1828. Exhibited
in Rome with two other paintings but critics
‘could make nothing of them’. In London two
years later more of a mixed reception but many
critics were angry although some admitted it was
a style they ‘dared not imitate’.
Rome, from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied
by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for the
Decoration of the Loggia, exhibited 1820. The
central painting is Madonna with the Child and
Young St. John, also known as The Madonna of
the Chair. Standing next to Raphael is his Roman
lover, La Fornarina, ‘the baker’. Turner was fortytwo years old and at the height of his powers
when he first visited Rome. Vatican loggia, across
St Peter’s Square towards the Abruzzi hills. It
embraces all that Rome meant to him as the
historic centre, first of the Roman Empire, then of
its successor, the Christian Church, and then of
the great artists of the Renaissance - crowned by
RaphaelMany critics complained of its ‘excessive
yellowness’ and how it was seen ‘without
experiencing the slightest sensation of pleasure’
and it was described as a ‘brilliant but outré and
unsuccessful experiment’.
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