
111.  Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon 
Coming On) 
Joseph Mallord William Turner. 1840 C.E. Oil on canvas 

 
 Video at Khan Academy 
 Parenthetic name was original title of artwork 
 35.75 x 48.25 inches 
 Romantic maritime painting 

o By placing the emphasis on nature rather than on figures or objects, Turner evokes the 
concept of the “sublime”, coined by Edmund Burke. The idea of the sublime is of the utter 
powerlessness and terror of humanity in the face of nature 

 Context: inspired to paint The Slave Ship in 1840 after reading The 
History and Abolition of the Slave Trade[2] by Thomas Clarkson 

o In 1781, the captain of the slave ship Zong had ordered 133 slaves to be thrown overboard 
so that insurance payments could be collected. This event probably inspired Turner to 
create his landscape and to choose to coincide its exhibition with a meeting of the British 
Anti-Slavery Society. Although slavery had been outlawed in the British Empire since 1833, 
Turner and many other abolitionists believed that slavery should be outlawed around the 
world. Turner thus exhibited his painting during the anti-slavery conference, intending for 
Prince Albert, who was speaking at the event, to see it and be moved to increase British 
anti-slavery efforts.

[citation needed]
 Placed next to the painting were lines from Turner's own 

untitled poem, written in 1812: 
 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?" 

 Content: The first impression that the painting creates is of an enormous deep-red sunset over a 

stormy sea, an indication of an approaching typhoon.
[3]

 Upon closer inspection one can discern a 
ship sailing off into the distance. The masts of the ship are red, matching the blood-red colour of the 
sky and the sickly copper colour of the water, which serves to blur the lines between various objects 
in the painting.

[2]
 The ship's sails are also not unfurled, revealing that the ship is preparing for the 

typhoon. In the foreground can be seen a number of bodies floating in the water; their dark skin and 
chained hands and feet indicate that they are slaves, thrown overboard from the ship. Looking even 
more carefully, one can see fish and sea monsters swimming in the water, possibly preparing to eat 

the slaves, and sea gulls circling overhead above the chaos. 
 Form: the painting's central focus is on the interactions of various colours. Few defined brush 

strokes appear in the painting, and objects, colours, and figures become indistinct. Rather, objects 
are defined by their colours in the painting, and some objects (like the bodies of the slaves and the 
incoming storm) have no real border at all, being solely defined by the contrast with the pigments 
around them 

 Turner was the subject of a recent movie: “Mr. Turner” (2014) 
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