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London-born Joseph Mallord 

William Turner was the most 

versatile, successful, and 

controversial landscape painter 

of nineteenth-century England. 

Demonstrating mastery of 

watercolor, oil painting, and 

etching, his voluminous output 

ranges from depictions of local 

topography to atmospheric 

renderings of fearsome storms 

and awe-inspiring terrain.  

 

Though profoundly influenced by 

landscapists and history painters 

of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, Turner was an 

innovator who has been hailed 

as a forerunner of modernist 

abstraction. 



His first exhibited paintings were 

carefully delineated watercolors of 

recognizable English monuments and 

landscapes. Although Turner would 

later develop an extensive visual 

vocabulary that ranged far beyond 

precise renderings, first-hand 

observations remained crucial to his 

working method.  

 

Over the course of five decades, he filled 

hundreds of sketchbooks with visual 

records of scores of tours through 

England, Scotland, and Wales, and 

around the Continent to Belgium, 

France, Holland, Italy, the Rhineland, 

Switzerland, and elsewhere. Turner 

relied on these on-site sketches to 

inform even his most highly 

imaginative paintings. For instance, 

The Grand Canal, Venice, exhibited at 

the RA in 1835 (shown here), combines 

multiple viewpoints to present an 

impossible view of several Venetian 

landmarks.  



 

 

James Mallord William Turner. Scarborough Town and Castle: Morning: Boys 

Catching Crabs, c. 1810, watercolor 

 

Watercolors inspired by these tours provided fertile ground for Turner's technical 

experimentation and, when used as the bases of print series, helped Turner to 

disseminate his principles and earn a sizable income. In the 1810s and 1820s, he 

produced series of small-scale topographical watercolors in which he evoked forms by 

layering blocks of color according to a classification system of "light" and "dark" colors 

that challenged many assumptions of contemporary color theory. The watercolors' 

light-filled, expressionistic appearance reflects this innovative technique. To create 

details, Turner scraped, blotted, and wiped the paint while it was still wet, and 

scratched into or drew on dry surfaces.  





Turner's printmaking centered on his Liber Studiorum (1807-19), a book of a 

projected 100 plates to demonstrate the expressive power of landscape (Constable 

grumpily and jealously referred to it as the "Liber Stupidorum"); the title was 

inspired by Claude's similar project, the Liber Veritatis. He divided his plates into 

categories such as "Historical", "Pastoral" and "Marine" and micromanaged his 

engravers to such an extent that when dissatisfied with their work he both engraved 

and mezzotinted some of the plates himself. During the course of this and subsequent 

projects, he trained a cadre of British printmakers skilled in representing the effects 

of paint and watercolor in line and tone that was the envy of Europe. 



Joseph Mallord William Turner. Snowstorm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps. 

1812, oil on canvas 

 

By the late 1790s, Turner was exhibiting large-scale paintings of grand natural scenes 

and historical subjects, in which he sought to capture the sublime, a concept defined by 

philosopher Edmund Burke (1729-1797). According to Burke, when we witness 

something that instills fascination mixed with fear, or when we stand in the presence of 

something far larger than ourselves, our feelings transcend those we encounter in normal 

life. Because the sublime is experienced vicariously, it is thrilling and exciting rather 

than threatening, and it often evokes the transcendent power of God. 



 

This work of 1812 epitomizes Romanticism’s view of the awesomeness of nature. An 

enormous vortex of wind, mist, and snow masks the sun and threatens to annihilate 

the soldiers marching below it. Barely discernible in the distance is the figure of 

Hannibal, mounted on an elephant to lead his troops through the Alps toward their 

encounter with the Roman army in 218 BCE. Turner probably meant his painting as 

an allegory of the Napoleonic Wars. 



 

Napoleon himself had crossed the Alps, an event celebrated by Jacques Louis David 

in his laudatory portrait. But while David’s painting, which Turner saw in Paris in 

1802, conceived Napoleon as a powerful figure, commanding not only his troops but 

nature itself, Turner reduced Hannibal to a speck on the horizon, threatened with his 

troops by natural disaster, as if foretelling their eventual defeat.  



James Mallord William Turner. The Burning of the Houses of Lords and Commons, 

16th October 1834, oil on canvas 

 

Closer to home, Turner based another dramatic and thrilling work on the tragic fire 

that severely damaged London’s historic Parliament building. Blazing color and light 

dominate this painting and we are not the only ones transfixed by the sight of a 

magnificent conflagration here. The foreground of the painting shows the south bank 

of the Thames packed with spectators. 



The fire was a national tragedy; these buildings had witnessed some of the most 

important events in English history. Turner himself was witness to the scene and 

hurriedly made watercolor sketches on site; within a few months he had the large 

painting ready for exhibition. The painting’s true theme is the brilliant light and color 

that spirals across the canvas in the explosive energy of loose brushwork, explaining 

why Turner was called “the painter of light”.  



J.M.W. Turner. The Burning of the Houses of Parliament, 1834, watercolor 



Joseph Mallord William Turner. The Fighting Temeraire. 1839, oil on canvas 

 



The 98-gun ship “Temeraire” played a distinguished role in Nelson's victory at the 

Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, after which she was known as the “Fighting Temeraire”. 

The ship remained in service until 1838 when she was decommissioned and towed 

from Sheerness to Rotherhithe to be broken up.  The painting was thought to 

represent the decline of Britain's naval power. The “Temeraire” is shown travelling 

east, away from the sunset, even though Rotherhithe is west of Sheerness, but 

Turner's main concern was to evoke a sense of loss, rather than to give an exact 

recording of the event.  



The spectacularly colorful setting of the sun draws a parallel with the passing of the 

old warship. By contrast the new steam-powered tug is smaller and more 

prosaic.  Turner was in his sixties when he painted The Fighting Temeraire. It 

shows his mastery of painting techniques to suggest sea and sky. Paint laid on 

thickly is used to render the sun's rays striking the clouds. By contrast, the ship's 

rigging is meticulously painted. 



J. M. W. Turner. Scarborough, c. 1825, watercolor and graphite on paper 

 

Turner was fascinated by every kind of ship and boat, and prided himself on his 

nautical knowledge. No sooner had HMS Victory limped into port after the Battle of 

Trafalgar, than Turner was on board, interviewing the crew and making numerous 

sketches.  Despite his mastery of oils, Turner never lost his interest in watercolors, 

which he used both as an aid to his memory in sketches and as a serious medium in its 

own right.  In fact, his technique in oils was indebted to his experiments in watercolors, 

for he devised a way of floating a beautifully subtle film of mother-of-pearl over his 

canvases, which gave them a unique delicacy.  



Joseph Mallord William Turner. Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and 

Dying, Typhoon Coming On), 1840, oil on canvas 



 

Like Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa, which had been exhibited in England in 

1820, it has to do, in part, with a specific incident that Turner had read about. When 

an epidemic broke out on a slave ship, the captain threw his human cargo overboard 

because he was insured against the loss of slaves at sea, but not by disease.   

 

Turner also though of a relevant passage from James Thomson’s poem The Seasons 

that describes how sharks follow a slave ship during a typhoon, “lured by the scent 

of steaming crowds, or rank disease, and death.” 



 

At the end of his life, just before exhibiting his nearly abstract paintings, Turner 

painted in people and added titles to make them more comprehensible to the public.  

Violently attached, these canvases were considered unfinished and indistinguishable 

from each other.  

 

One critic accused Turner of thinking “that in order to be poetical it is necessary to 

be almost unintelligible.”  Although Turner never considered himself an abstract 

painter, paintings discovered after his death contain no recognizable subject 

whatsoever, just swirling masses of radiant color.  



 

By 1805, Turner was applying paint boldly and freely, and later began to compose 

his paintings around circular or winding shapes, allowing the eye to be drawn into 

his receding whorls of color.  This proved especially effective when he came to paint 

seascapes.  Another typical feature is that Turner’s viewpoint nearly always looks 

directly into the sun.   

 

In his later masterpieces, the immaterial vehicles of color- steam, smoke, mist, 

clouds and so on- envelop the forms, which are seen to merge, dissolve and lose 

themselves in the general blaze of light.  Indeed, in some of his most personal works, 

he dispensed with form altogether, relying entirely on the power of color.  He 

realized that one color had a greater power than two, and two greater than three. 

Color now acquired an almost symbolic significance.  Jotting down colors in one of 

his sketchbooks, he wrote “fire and blood” instead of “red”.  



While the bulk of Britain’s maritime business in the late 18th century was conducted 

with many other European countries, many greedy merchants were engaged in the 

‘Triangular Trade’ which connected Britain with the Guinea Coast in Africa and the 

British West Indies across the Atlantic.  Slaves were purchased in Africa, in 

exchange for metal goods, woven materials, guns and trinkets, then sold to plantation 

owners in the West Indies, where the boats were loaded with sugar and molasses for 

the return trip to England.   

 

The slaves were manacled for the journey and stowed tightly on shelves only 30 

inches apart. Three out of eight either committed suicide or died of ‘the white flux’ 

and had to be thrown overboard.  While seamen in this lucrative but monstrous 

business tended to be, as one captain wrote in 1830, ‘the very dregs of community’, 

those engaged in commerce with India and China enjoyed a more respectable and 

exotic reputation.  



On the eve of rising British commercialism, Turner seems to suggest that the human 

capacity for evil rivals nature’s cruelest powers. The aesthetic orchestration of the 

glowing sunset, turbulent seas, impending storm, and fantastic fish (that appear to 

devour the remains of the shackled body in the right foreground) distract the viewer 

from the complex social issue boldly described in the original title: Slavers Throwing 

Overboard and Dying: Typhoon Coming On.  

 

While Britain had finally abolished slavery throughout the British colonies in 1838, 

popular literature on the history of the slave trade published in 1839 described in some 

detail the notorious activity that inspired Turner’s painting. The painting was sold to an 

abolitionist from Boston, where it has remained at the MFA Boston since 1899. 



When Turner exhibited this 

picture at the Royal Academy in 

1840 he paired it with the 

following extract from his 

unfinished and unpublished poem 

"Fallacies of Hope" (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?" 



 

 

Joseph Mallord William Turner. Rain, Steam, and Speed: The Great Western 

Railway, before 1844, oil on canvas 

 

Turner had a restless temperament; he traveled constantly, and his style of painting 

changed radically as he grew older. Always a loner, who had little time for anything 

other than his art and travels, he never married. Nevertheless, he was deeply 

excited by the turbulent political and social changes of his day, such as the 

Napoleonic Wars and the Industrial Revolution. But above all, he was excited by 

nature: the thrill of overwhelming natural forces, delight in nature’s delicate 

sweetness, and the crowning magnificence of sunlight.  



J.M.W. Turner. Norham Castle, Sunrise, c. 1848-50, oil on canvas 



John Constable (1776-1837), the 

son of a successful miller, claimed 

that the quiet domestic landscape 

of his youth in southern England 

had made him a painter before he 

ever picked up a paintbrush. 

Although he was trained at the 

Royal Academy, he was equally 

influenced by the seventeenth-

century Dutch landscape painting 

tradition.  

 

He was not a successful painter in 

his lifetime. He lived all his life in 

a very small geographical area. He 

never traveled outside England 

and never wanted to. His lifestyle 

and social views were very 

conservative. He married late in 

life and fathered seven children, 

and he was heartbroken when his 

wife died at the age of 40. Yet in 

artistic matters he was a genuine 

revolutionary.  



John Constable. Flatford Mill. 1816, oil on canvas 

 



Flatford Mill is Constable's largest exhibition canvas to be painted mainly outdoors, the 

first of his large "six-foot" paintings. It depicts a working rural scene from Suffolk, as two 

lighter barges and their crew progress up the River Stour in Suffolk from Dedham Lock. 

Lighter barges were towed along the river by ropes attached to a horse, which had to be 

disconnected to allow the barges to be poled under Flatford bridge, which the barges are 

approaching. In the picture, a boy is disconnecting a rope and another sits astride a tow-

horse. As a child, Constable played here, just like the boy he depicts. 



Constable has written his signature in the foreground as if he had scratched it into the 

earth with a stick. The gesture symbolizes his deep attachment to his native countryside. 

The details in the painting illustrate the artist’s heartfelt vision of harmony between 

man and nature in a working agricultural landscape. Constable’s revolutionary notion 

was to suggest that “God’s Almighty Daylight” was as moral and uplifting as any scene 

from the Bible or ancient history. At the time, however, most critics still saw landscape 

as an inferior subject- decorative, but not worthy of the attention of a serious artist. 





John Constable. The Hay Wain. 1821, oil on canvas 



To many people, Constable’s picture represents a nostalgic image of the English 

countryside, with mankind working the land in perfect harmony with bounteous nature, 

a golden age before the industrial problems of modern times. Although it is perfectly 

legitimate to read the picture in this way, Constable was in fact trying to create a new 

subject matter for painting, but few of his fellow artists or collectors could accept it as 

serious art.  



The painting has the fresh color and sense of visual exactitude that persuades viewers to 

believe that it must have been painted directly from nature. As with all of the paintings 

in this series Constable produced a full-scale oil sketch for the work; this is now in the 

Victoria and Albert Museum in London. Constable originally exhibited the finished work 

with the title Landscape: Noon, suggesting that he envisaged it as belonging to the 

classical landscape tradition of representing the cycles of nature. 



Flatford Mill was owned by Constable's father. The house on the left side of the painting 

belonged to a neighbor, Willy Lott, a tenant farmer, who was said to have been born in 

the house and never to have left it for more than four days in his lifetime. Willy Lott's 

Cottage has survived to this day practically unaltered, but none of the trees in the 

painting exist today. The water level is higher, as that area of East Anglia has sunk by 

one foot (30cm) relative to sea level since Constable's time. 





While his smaller paintings could be developed easily from sketches painted from nature, 

Constable realized that the six-footers presented a new and complex set of technical 

challenges with regard to composition and level of finish, especially as he was unable to 

paint them outdoors directly before his subject. Rethinking the demands of his art, he 

undertook the remarkable step of creating full-scale sketches to try out his ideas. 

Although artists traditionally had used full-sized drawings on paper to help prepare their 

canvases, composing a preliminary full-scale sketch in oil on canvas for a large exhibition 

work was unprecedented. The sketches are powerful works in their own right and are 

widely admired today for their immediacy and vigorous brushwork.  



To Constable, however, they were considered to be simply the means to an end, and he 

kept them in his studio, never displaying or selling them. He in effect painted each 

composition twice — with all the commitment of time, effort, and expense (for materials) 

which that entailed — but he received critical attention and payment for only the 

finished work. Constable seemed to tackle each full-scale sketch anew, never settling on a 

compositional formula. None of the sketches corresponds exactly with the resultant 

finished work; Constable added, removed, and rearranged elements in both sketches and 

final versions, continually rethinking and perfecting along the way.   



 

 

John Constable. The Leaping Horse. 1825, oil on canvas 

 

Over time Constable built up his sketches more elaborately with impastoed 

pigment, often using a palette knife to define forms; at the same time, the handling 

of finished works started to approach more closely the dynamic freedom of sketches. 

To capture the sparkle of sunlight, he applied flecks of white and yellow to the 

surface of paintings, an idiosyncratic touch that puzzled observers and eventually 

came to be derided as resembling snow or soapsuds.  



 

 

John Constable. Salisbury Cathedral from the Meadows. 1831, oil on canvas 

 

This work was painted in 1831, one year after the death of Constable’s wife, Maria. 

He later added nine lines from “The Seasons” by the eighteenth-century poet James 

Thomson that reveal the painting's meaning: That the rainbow is a symbol of hope 

after a storm that follows on the death of the young Amelia in the arms of her lover 

Celadon. Constable exhibited this painting at the Royal Academy in 1831, but 

continued working on it during 1833 and 1834. 



This painting was a personal statement of his turbulent emotions and his changing 

states of mind. The sky reflects this turbulence and shows his emotional state of 

being. Possible political meanings have been attributed to it, one of which being the 

clash of industrialization and nature represented through the clash of elements. 

Some symbolism in this painting includes a grave marker as a symbol of death, an 

ash tree as a symbol of life, a church as a symbol of faith and resurrection, and a 

rainbow as a symbol of renewed optimism. 



For Constable “Truth (in all things)” 

was what mattered. Not for him 

Turner’s clash of elemental forces – 

land, sea, sun and sky – creating those 

highly dramatic, almost abstract fields 

of colour. Constable instead pursued an 

art that was, in his own words, 

“legitimate, scientific, mechanical.” 

 

That the same artist could declare, 

without fear of contradiction, that 

“painting is but another word for 

feeling” should not surprise us. For 

what we might see as a conflict 

between the scientific and the 

emotional was for the Romantics 

nothing of the kind. For them reason 

and emotion informed and enhanced 

each other, so that truth gained 

through the filter of personal 

experience was considered of a higher 

order than that got by slavish reference 

to universal laws. 



Left: Two Cloud Studies by 

Constable 

 

In this sense, Constable was a great 

empiricist, scrupulous in his 

recordings of natural phenomena but 

artistically aware enough to 

appreciate that these recordings 

were deeply informed by his own 

emotional being. 

 

 Nowhere is this more apparent than 

in his treatment of the sky. "The sky 

is the source of light in Nature,” he 

wrote, “and it governs everything."  

 

Certainly it is one of the most 

intriguing features in Salisbury 

Cathedral from the Meadows. Before 

getting on to that, though, the first 

question to ask is why Salisbury? 



John Constable. Salisbury Cathedral from the Bishop’s Garden, 1826, Oil on canvas 

 

It was in Salisbury, too, that the painter formed his closest friendship with the Bishop’s 

nephew John Fisher:  “we loved each other,” Constable wrote towards the end of his 

life, “and confided in each other entirely."  



It was to Fisher that he turned after the great shock of losing his wife in the 

autumn of 1828, making the trip west in the spring of 1829. It was Fisher, too, who 

suggested the title for his next painting: “Church under a cloud,” a title which, 

though in the end was rejected, is still helpful in understanding Constable’s 

motivations.  

 

That the base of the rainbow is situated at Leadenhall where John Fisher lived and 

Constable had stayed, reveals also something of its personal significance, made all 

the more poignant in that a year after the painting was exhibited Fisher died at the 

age of forty-four. 





MAN and the NATURAL WORLD: 
ROMANTICISM 

(Turner and Constable) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Turners’s Slave Ship, devise a question to 

present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-

minute response might be formally assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these paintings by Constable, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. Your question may 

address only one or both of the paintings.  



One of these works was painted by Turner and the other by 

Constable. Which is which? Justify your attribution by 

citing specific visual evidence in each work.  



These two works were painted by John Constable. Which one was created 

first? Citing these two works as examples, explain how and why has 

Constable’s changed his painting style throughout his career.  


