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“The only secret I have got is damned hard work.”


– J. M. W. Turner to Miss Fawkes
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Introduction


 


The young man makes deep unwavering contact with his audience and with the world. He has a fashionable white linen stock wrapped two or three times around his neck, and tied with a knot. His pale waistcoat and dark shirt are generously cut, and over all he wears a brown woollen coat with a pronounced collar. These are stout but stylish outdoor clothes, the habit of a gentleman traveller. He has generous lips and his hair is trim, powdered and ruffled into shape for the purpose of the portrait.


Quite as interesting as the facts the portrait gives us are insights it chooses to conceal. Being full face, we are shown nothing of the profile or mass of the sitter’s nose or chin, nor of his height, nor any clue about who he is, where or how he lives, or what he does. All we can say for certain is that gazing straight at us is a good-looking young man, evidently well provided for, with rare poise and enviable confidence. This is a self-portrait, painted by Turner around 1798 when he was twenty-three or twenty-four years old.


Turner was highly self-conscious from an early age about his physical appearance. As other portraits show, he had a prominent and fleshy nose and a jutting chin. None of this is revealed in the self-portrait. He was short, and as the son of a barber came from a class expected to dress and pamper the rich, rather than to parade good looks and breeding itself. At the time that this portrait was made, Turner’s surroundings were a cramped painting room in a dark, narrow, noisy street below Covent Garden Piazza in London.


The self-portrait also restricts our access to the subject’s eyes, which are cast behind a deep shadow that lies across his face like a highwayman’s mask. Very few portraits catch Turner’s eyes; those which are not in profile tend to show him looking down, or away, his eyes shy of direct contact. The examining gaze of the portrait painter Turner found hard to bear. Avoiding people, his eyes were for the landscape and for the sea. Landscape did not stare back. To look out most clearly on landscape, the painter has best to shade his eyes, and through eyes shaded by a strong overhead light is precisely how Turner looks out on us in the Self-Portrait.


Turner was propelled by a fierce desire, fuelled by overwhelming talent and physical resilience, to reveal to himself and to others the personality of the British and European landscape and the moods of the surrounding seas. He kept no diary, but the many sketchbooks he used at home and on his travels are intensely autobiographical. He jotted in them names and dates, materials and prices, methods and intentions among the countless thousands of landscape and marine studies that were the sketchbooks’ primary purpose. Open any page and, though the order may be random and the reception sometimes poor, Turner the man and painter broadcasts on wavelengths that we can pick up if we try. The sketchbooks give clues to his techniques through colour recipes and paint dabs; to his itineraries in the lists of places written out in advance of a journey; to his income and expenditure; to his struggles to master the theory of perspective well enough to teach it to students; and to his further struggles to improve his public speaking technique. They show his obsessions not only as a painter of landscape, but as a poet fighting for a line and throwing his pencil away in frustration when the line eludes him. And they show his state of body and mind – recipes for medical treatments and studies of genitalia and copulation jostle for space alongside harbour views, ships in full sail and other subjects.


Before the sketchbooks were available to study at the beginning of the twentieth century, a seedbed of colourful legends grew up around Turner. These were watered by the potent mixture of his precocious talent, his popular acclaim and his extreme ambition as a young man, his determination to exhibit paintings grandly but to be correspondingly guarded about himself and his private life. As a result there grew a temptation to map his life by anecdote, which is about as useful as mapping the ocean floor by the evidence of the islands that rise to the surface. Modern scholarship is rapidly weeding the seedbed, but nevertheless there are instances where Turner’s tendency to mystify has been aided and abetted by later generations. In one case, Turner hides behind the mask of a precise portrait of an unknown man drawn probably in the 1820s by Cornelius Varley using a patent graphic telescope. The portrait has appeared on book covers, frontispieces and in exhibitions as a likeness of Turner, but comparison of the bone structure of the head with accepted portraits and with Turner’s own death mask reveals it to be of somebody else altogether. Using it so widely is like writing a book about Orson Welles and putting Marlon Brando’s picture on the cover.


Two examples of the special biographical insights that the sketchbooks bring will suffice for now. The first reflects their importance to Turner as sources for his paintings. Most probably in 1820, when he had just returned from six months in Italy, he made numbered labels for the sketchbooks and stuck one of these, with a title indicating the contents, on the spine of each book. Many of these labels are still in place. The only reason for labelling them on the spine was so that Turner could put them in order on shelves in his studio. This innate tendency for tidiness, which reveals itself also in other parts of his life, is a quality which has never been properly recognised. Instead, our attitude towards Turner’s domestic arrangements have been coloured by anecdotal and partisan reports of the squalor at his house in Queen Anne Street in the five or so years before his death, when he was already an old and sick man and not really living there anyway.


The second insight concerns the intensity at which Turner worked on his travels. Sitting in a public coach waiting at some Italian pass or French village, he would take out his sketchbook and start to draw the church on the hill; then, without apparent warning, the coachman cracks his whip and the party sets off; Turner’s pencil slips and the view of the church on the hill breaks up in a skittering of uncontrollable pencil marks. Trying nevertheless to draw as the coach trundles off, Turner makes one or two pages of zigzaggy drawings of goodness knows what until he has to give up for the time being.


Over more than sixty years, Turner travelled thousands of miles to seek the landscape out. He was drawn overwhelmingly to coasts – at Margate, Folkestone, the Cornish peninsula, the north-east of England. The rub of the land with the sea electrified him, and he observed their union from the cliff, the beach, the pier or from a small boat. On longer sea journeys he would draw coastal horizon after horizon as his ship sailed slowly by. In some sketchbooks he would make perhaps five or six horizons one above another on a page. When one looks at them one breathes the ozone that energised him.


Between the years 1790 to 1817 Turner came to know Britain as few others of his period; only the Wesleys or the agriculturalist Arthur Young rival him, and Turner was as concerned as they with the people who had created the landscape and who lived by it. There are few paintings and drawings by Turner that have no human figures or other traces of the passing presence of people. He gave voice to the collective memory of the form and shape of Britain through extended series of watercolours painted expressly to be engraved and widely circulated. These series of more than two hundred works, made over a thirty-year span, are the heart of his purpose. From 1817, Turner’s eyes moved also to Europe, where he travelled nearly every year until 1845 when he could manage it no longer.


The fashions of the day, and conflicts within him and without, led Turner also to historical and literary landscape, echoes of the Grand Manner that had preoccupied the preceding generation of painters. He was born in 1775 and so lived at a time of profound change, when revolutions in America and France were throwing doubt in Britain on the rule of kings. Painters responded to such extensive social turbulence with the swagger and heroic gesture of the Grand Manner. When Turner died in 1851, the expanding railway network and the Great Exhibition reflected an unquestioned certainty in trade, science and enterprise. Painting had moved into detail – the well-trimmed interior, the social anecdote, the high local colour. In the seventy-six years of Turner’s life, the western world moved from anxiety to certainty, and became modern.


Turner himself, however, moved the other way. The confident, arrogant young man of the 1800s became in the late 1840s a shuffling, muttering outsider who took increasingly to drink. Though known in every household as a great artist, Turner in his last years was written off by his public as a sad shadow of the genius who had once painted the Shipwreck and The Fighting Téméraire. To the world he had died before his time.










Prologue


27th April 1775


Between one and three in the afternoon, a remarkable phenomenon, representing in a most beautiful manner three suns, was distinctly seen.


 


Thus, the Annual Register described the two hours of spectacular solar effects that had been seen on 27th April 1775 from Chatham Barracks and Bexley in Kent to Flamstead Hill fifty miles to the north-west in Hertfordshire.[1] About halfway between Flamstead and Chatham, in Maiden Lane Covent Garden, J. M. W. Turner had, probably, just been born. The exact date of Turner’s birth is unknown, but it was a strange, auspicious moment when, around the likely date, his countrymen experienced a spectacular solar halo strong enough to warrant a full-page engraved diagram in the Gentleman’s Magazine.[2] Solar haloes are reasonably common; but this one appeared at the time of birth of the greatest painter of sunlight that the world has ever known.


Nearly three weeks later, despite “blighting fogs and frosty nights; and scarce any rain for 30 days,”[3] William and Mary Turner wrapped their baby up and took him out of Maiden Lane to be christened at St  Paul’s Church in Covent Garden Piazza.










ONE


Maiden Lane and Brentford


1775–1790


William Turner, the baby’s father, had rural, distant roots. He had come, no more than ten years earlier, from the deep west of England, from the small country town of South Molton at the foot of Exmoor in Devon. His own father, John Turner, had been a wig-maker and barber in South Molton, and one of sufficient status to be entrusted with the care and teaching of boy apprentices by the Church Wardens and the Justices of the Peace of the parish.[1] When John Turner died in 1762 he left tidy provision for his wife and seven children.[2] Two sons at least, John and William, were grown up by this time. The eldest son, John the younger, was bequeathed all of his father’s working tools, his best suit, hat and wig, and a guinea, with the expectation that he would follow in his father’s footsteps. In the event it appears that John Turner the younger became a saddler and later a wool-comber and poor-house guardian.[3] William, who had been born in 1745, received only “my white coat” and a guinea payable when he became twenty-one. The five other children, Eleanor, Price, Mary, Joshua and Jonathan, were also bequeathed a guinea each, payment to be delayed until their twenty-first birthdays. South Molton was suffering a serious population decline in the late 1760s and early 1770s through the gradual weakening of the market for the heavy cloths such as serges and felts that were a speciality of the town.[4] This may have been the spur which prompted William to take his white coat with the guinea in its pocket and make for London. He settled just off Covent Garden and following his father’s example set up in business as a barber and wig-maker.


Mary Marshall, J. M. W. Turner’s mother, came from a family of London butchers. They can be traced as far back as her maternal great-great-grandfather, John Mallard, a skinner from St Botolph-extra-Bishopsgate. His son, Joseph Mallard (d. 1688), lived at St Leonard’s, Eastcheap on the edge of the highway down which the cattle from Essex and beyond were driven for slaughter and sale at Smithfield. Joseph Mallard’s son, Mary’s grandfather, another Joseph Mallard (d. 1741),[5] gained his freedom from apprenticeship in 1697, and was described when he died as a “Citizen and Butcher”. At the same time, according to the spelling in his will, he and his family became Mallord, and this form generally, though not consistently, applied from then on. Joseph Mallord moved with his family north and west out of the City to the clearer air of the salubrious parish of St  Mary’s, Islington, and diversified his wealth and invested in property. At his death he owned four houses in Wapping and four acres of marsh land at Barkingside, north of Redbridge. His only surviving child, Sarah, who married William Marshall, an Islington salesman, stood to inherit all this, and to pass it on in turn to her four children, Joseph Mallord William, Sarah, Mary (b.1738 or 1739) and Ann.[6]


When William Turner and Mary Marshall met around 1770, William, slim, healthy, chatty and eager with an engaging Devon brogue, was in his mid-twenties. Mary has been described as a housekeeper, a sufficiently vague, meaningless but polite term for a single woman in her thirties.[7] Both were well over the normal age for first marriage in the late eighteenth century, and for Mary the end of her marriageable and child-bearing years was approaching. Her elder sister Sarah had already married, and her elder brother had moved away from Islington to follow his grandfather’s trade of butcher in the prosperous community of New Brentford.


William and Mary, as proudly named an English coupling as any might be, married at St  Paul’s Church, Covent Garden on 29th August 1773. In applying at Lambeth Palace for a licence to marry without banns, William swore that he was a twenty-eight-year-old bachelor, Mary a thirty-four-year-old spinster, and that he had lived for the “four weeks last past” in the Parish of St  Paul, Covent Garden. Although this was a marriage between property-owning citizenry and the deracinated working trades, it was a marriage of free choice and optimism. William the barber had landed Mary the solid London citizen’s granddaughter; Mary, the older woman with little hope of inheriting any share of her grandfather’s estates, and rapidly receding chances of marriage, had found William the plucky, hard-working young man from a far county.


According to the only surviving physical description of him, written after William Turner’s death:


 


he was … spare and muscular, with a head below the average standard, small blue eyes, parrot nose, projecting chin, and a fresh complexion indicative of health, which he apparently enjoyed to the full. He was a chatty old fellow and talked fast; and his words acquired a peculiar transatlantic twang from his nasal enunciation. His cheerfulness was greater than that of his son, and a smile was always on his countenance.[8]


 


If we can rely on the fact that William Turner was a cheerful, smiling gossip, he would have been the right stuff for the barber’s trade, which has always required cheerfulness, flattery, and the ability to engage customers’ interest for as long as it takes to cut their hair.


Knowledge of the character and appearence of Turner’s mother is even thinner, and heavily embellished by hearsay. Turner’s first biographer, Walter Thornbury, built his picture of Mary Turner around the sometime existence of an unfinished portrait of her by her son, “one of his first attempts”. Thornbury writes:


 


The portrait was not wanting in force or decision of touch, but the drawing was defective. There was a strong likeness to Turner about the nose and eyes; her eyes being represented as blue, of a lighter hue than her son’s; her nose aquiline, and the nether lip having a slight fall. Her hair was well frizzed … and it was surmounted by a cap with large flappers. Her posture therein was erect, and her aspect masculine, not to say fierce.[9]


 


This portrait has not been traced – and Thornbury had not seen it – so we can only take his uncorroborated account at face value. To his description of this fierce, masculine, erect figure, Thornbury adds that Mary Turner had been “a person of ungovernable temper”. This was a trait that, in part, her son inherited.


William took Mary to live in rooms at the south-west end of Maiden Lane, number 21, where he had been a tenant since Lady Day, 25th March. The house was part of a line of dwellings built on the edge of the site of Bedford House, demolished in 1707. Maiden Lane is about halfway between the Strand and Covent Garden Piazza, and runs parallel to both. Unlike their wide, light-filled expanses, it was then narrow, noisy and dark. Running east–west it was pretty much in shadow, and quite apart from the rubbish its inhabitants threw out, it collected muck from the market when it rained and backwash from the rudimentary sewers. Its name derived from the fact that it was the place where prostitutes lingered.[10]


The Turners’ rooms were rented from the auctioneer Joseph Mooring, who had used the building for sales and exhibitions. In 1765 and 1766, Mooring had let them to the Free Society of Artists,[11] and from 1769 the Incorporated Society of Artists had used it as a school of painting, drawing and modelling. In the basement was William Wootten’s Cider Cellar, a drinking place described in 1750 as a “midnight concert room,”[12] “to which you descended by ladder to the concert-room, which, in another house, would have been the kitchen, or the cellar; and the fittings of the place were rude and rough.”[13]


This rowdy house in Maiden Lane was, nevertheless, a sensible place for a barber and wig-maker to be. One hundred yards to the north, around London’s flower and vegetable market, was a community of shops, stalls, coffee houses and other businesses selling all the human frame required in the hinterland of two of London’s great theatres. These, the Theatre Royal Covent Garden and the Theatre Royal Drury Lane, each attracted two thousand or more people nightly in the season, from the rich and noble to the pecking poor, a great pulsating unremitting throng in search of entertainment, glittering lights, laughter, company, active oblivion and barbering.


The theatres had their essential and their satellite trades – the managers, the actors and actresses, the scene painters and shifters, sellers of food and drink, porters, drivers, sedan chairmen, sweepers and ostlers all adding to the vivacious street life. Another hundred yards to the north was Long Acre, a road rattling then with the workshops of coach and trunk makers, the centre of Britain’s mechanical transport industry and its dependants, forges, ironmongers, coach painters, colourmen and print dealers. The same distance to the east, in Bow Street, magistrates sat to hand sentence down to murderers and swindlers who came to court with small armies of chanting supporters. Minor felons such as Filch, the boy pickpocket in The Beggar’s Opera of 1728, were dealt with: “Where was your post last night, my boy?” asks Mrs  Peachum. “I ply’d at the Opera, madam; and considering ’twas neither dark nor rainy, so that there was no great hurry in getting chairs and coaches, made a tolerable hand on’t. These seven handkerchiefs, Madam.”[14]


Frightening and potentially violent though it was, London west of Temple Bar was tightly knit and its people interconnected. Though the Incorporated Society of Artists had left Maiden Lane in the early 1770s, having been swallowed up by the new Royal Academy of Arts, artists and architects lived and worked in considerable numbers in the area bounded by Long Acre in the north and the Strand in the south. The area remained the focus of their livelihoods, the place where they met, talked, made friends, fell out and had their hair dressed.


In Maiden Lane and the parallel Henrietta Street alone, artists were a significant element of the population. Between 1763 and 1777 artists who lived at various addresses in Maiden Lane included William Burgess, James Butler, Thomas Hearne, William James, Henry Jouret, James Nixon ARA and the engraver Benjamin Thomas Pouncey. George Burgess had a Drawing Academy at number 33. In Henrietta Street lived the engraver William Dickenson and the painter Samuel Hieronymus Grimm. Even if only Hearne, Nixon and Grimm are remembered today, the others all had their ambitions and contributed to the atmosphere of the area. Others in neighbouring streets at this time were Edward Dayes, John Flaxman and Thomas Hudson.


 


[image: ]


 


Turner’s birthplace. From The Illustrated London News, 10th Jan 1852. This may depict 26 Maiden Lane, where the family later moved.


 


On 14th May 1775 William and Mary Turner’s child was baptised with his maternal uncle’s names: Joseph Mallord William.[15] The tradition begun and maintained later in his life by J. M. W. Turner himself, puts his birth date exactly three weeks before the christening, 23rd April, St George’s Day – a good day for a true patriot to choose, after some reflection, to be born upon. If the traditional birthdate is correct the very cold weather might explain the unusually long gap between the child’s birth and his baptism. But there is no good reason why we should accept it, for high infant mortality rates prompted god-fearing parents to have their children christened promptly. The baby’s three strong names suggest that his parents had ambitions for the child, and wished to signal his firm connection above all to his mother’s family. A Devon-born barber’s son he may have been, but he was also descended from a line of London citizens and property owners.


From Lady Day 1776, when the baby would have been barely crawling, the Turners ceased to pay Poor Rates in Maiden Lane. This has been taken to suggest that they had moved out of the parish, but it is equally possible that they remained where they were and the rate was paid by their landlord. William Turner’s name reappears in the Maiden Lane Poor Rate register at Lady Day 1795, where he is listed as living on the north side of the lane, at number 26, directly opposite his former address. We know from other sources that by 1795 the family had been living in Maiden Lane for at least five years, and at number 26 for at least four, without having been listed in the Poor Rate books.[16] This narrows down their putative absence from Maiden Lane to between September 1778 and April 1790.[17] There is also circumstantial evidence, below, that the family was already living at 26 Maiden Lane by 1782 or 1783, so there are no firm grounds to suggest that the Turners ever left.


William Turner could never have been short of customers if he was any good at cutting and dressing hair. Periwigs, the full-bottomed wigs whose tails flowed over the shoulders of the rich and noble in the early eighteenth century, had long gone out of fashion. Hogarth’s satirical engraving The Five Orders of Periwig (1761) had signalled the killing off of the full-bottomed wig by making it and its wearers into a laughing stock. Although the first layer of Hogarth’s joke likens the periwigs to architectural orders, his visual subtext compares them to unarousable genitalia. In their place, a fashion for smaller wigs and natural male hairstyles developed. In Sheridan’s The Rivals, first performed in 1775, Fag the elegant servant advised strongly against his master wearing a wig. “None of the London whips of any degree of ton wear wigs now,” he said.[18]


The return to natural hair in men and the fashionable loathing of the hairy chin must have brought plenty of work for William Turner. Barbers shaved their customers, trimmed and curled their hair and wigs and sold perfumes and wig powder. William Turner may also have been a puller of teeth and a low-grade surgeon, for the trades went together. Serving leaders of fashion in London’s centre of artistic gathering and display, law-giving and gossip, his customers included a heavy proportion of artists, theatrical people and men of influence and connection.


Hairdressing was, when Turner was a boy, an item for news and jokey chit-chat. New hair fashions brought an influx of foreign hairdressers to London. The Times reported in January 1785: “The friseurs of Paris are pouring in daily; a post coach, with six inside, and ten outside, arrived at Charing Cross a few days ago – without luggage.”[19] The trade supplied its most plentiful by-product to a fringe of the art world. Exhibiting both at the Society of Artists and the Free Society of Artists in the 1770s, regularly enough to make it a significant activity, were a dozen people who made embroideries and pictures out of hair and called themselves “Workers in Hair”. Mary Lane, for example, exhibited thirty various works in hair, including landscapes after Hollar and Claude, at the Society of Artists from 1770 to 1777. Other practitioners were Mr  Nodder of Panton Street, Mrs  Putland, John Turmeau and the industrious Passavant family.


There is no reason to doubt that William Turner was a successful part of this busy world of service, and it is possible to make a guess at what he earned. James Boswell gives a clue to this in his “Scheme of Living”, written out on his arrival in London in November 1762. He planned to have his “hair dressed every day, or pretty often, which may come to £6 [for the year].”[20] This suggests that Boswell budgeted fourpence to fivepence a day for the service, perhaps more when trimming was required. The figure is corroborated by Charlotte Burney who, in a letter to her sister Fanny in April 1780, reports that for a night out at the Pantheon an acquaintance had paid her hairdresser 9d, “and yet thought it 3d too dear!”[21]


If these figures represent, as they must, a standard charge, William Turner, serving say four customers an hour, might expect to take between eleven and sixteen shillings a day; much more if he employed assistants. If he worked on his own for six days a week, this suggests his weekly income might have been around £4 or £5, or £240–£280 per year. Given extra profits of sales of scents and preparations, dentistry and surgery, and bags of trimmings for the “Workers in Hair”, he might take home at least £300 a year. This makes a tidy income, something like £15,000 in late 1990s money, and suggests that there is no case whatsoever for believing that William Turner was poor, as has traditionally been assumed. In a near contemporary text, Edward Dayes remarked significantly that as a barber William Turner “conducted a decent trade”.[22]


One regular customer whom William Turner visited at home was Humphrey Tomkison, a jeweller and goldsmith who practised in Maiden Lane from 1768 to 1777 and then from 1779 to 1784 one hundred yards away in Southampton Street at the eastern end of Maiden Lane.[23] Tomkison’s son, the Soho piano-maker Thomas Tomkison (?1764–1853), approved in 1850 what was effectively an affidavit claiming that his father was the first to discover that young William Turner had an unusual talent:


 


On one occasion, Turner brought his child with him; and while the father was dressing my father, the little boy was occupied with copying something he saw on the table … On being shown the [boy’s] copy, my father said, “your son never could have done it.” He had copied a coat of arms from a handsome set of castors, which happened at that time to be on the table.[24]


 


The boy might have been no more than eight or nine – suggesting that this may be 1782 or 1783 – and if Tomkison’s memory was accurate his preceding remark that the Turner family “lived in Maiden Lane, a corner house in a little court”, suggests that they had already moved to number 26, which was on the corner of Maiden Lane and by a little enclave within the buildings on the north side, Hand Court.


In 1785 William and Mary Turner sent William their son, then aged ten, away to live in New Brentford. Thornbury, quoting from now lost but probably genuine manuscript recollections of the engraver Edward Bell who had known Turner, says that this was “in consequence of a fit of illness”. Whose illness it was is not clear. It has generally been assumed that the family’s putative youngest child Mary Ann was mortally ill, but this idea has the weakness of being one assumption built upon another.[25]


Old Brentford, down towards Kew Bridge, had been described in 1765 as “the ugliest and filthiest place in England” on account of the ramshackle huts on the riverbank opposite the new gothick Kew Palace then being built for the Prince of Wales.[26] New Brentford, however, built in the mid-eighteenth century a mile or so away to the west, was on the edge of an area of market gardens and orchards interspersed with fine houses. Walking the distance of about two miles from New Brentford north to Ealing, John Yeoman, a farmer and potter from Somerset who travelled to London in the 1770s, passed


 


five Esquires’ seats, one Bishop, one Duke’s and the Princess Amelia House [i.e. Gunnersbury House]. So I leave the reader to judge the pleasantness of our walk and, where there was no gentleman’s seat, it was gardeners’ gardens with fruit trees all in full bloom, which make it like the seat of paradise.[27]


 


Turner’s uncle and namesake, Joseph Mallord William Marshall, was by now established as a butcher in New Brentford. His house and shop were on the north side of the Market Place, next to the White Horse Inn, backing on to the River Brent, and it is likely that the boy lived there for about a year. Thornbury tells us that he went to a school run by John White in Brentford Butts, just beyond the Market Place.


In the mid-1780s, Old and New Brentford happened to be the place where a new revolutionary movement in education was just beginning. Mrs  Sarah Trimmer (1741–1810), a writer for children and a passionate believer in the availability of education for all classes of young people, was a Brentford woman who set up Sunday schools at St  George’s Chapel, Old Brentford, in 1786. Within two years, these schools were attracting 300 boys and girls.[28] In 1787 Mrs  Trimmer founded the Brentford School of Industry for girls, teaching reading, writing and home crafts such as embroidery and dress-making. There was nowhere better in all England in 1785 than Brentford for the education of young people.


This extraordinary and energetic woman lived with her large family on the north of Kew Bridge, Old Brentford. Her two younger sons, John and Henry, went to John White’s day school.[29] Her husband, James Trimmer, was the owner of successful brick kilns on the bank of the river at Kew Bridge. He was well known in the town; his bricks had built most of New Brentford. Among his professional contacts was the Brentford mason and builder, Thomas Hardwick, who, with the Trimmers, was among the subscribers to the building of St  George’s Chapel, Old Brentford in 1766.[30]


Sarah Trimmer came from an intellectual background, having grown up amongst artists and writers. Her father, Joshua Kirby (1716–74), had been an Ipswich artist who became one of Gainsborough’s closest friends and patrons. The early landscapes and portraits by Gainsborough that Kirby owned at his death descended to Sarah, and hung in her Brentford house. When she was thirteen, her father wrote and published Dr  Brook Taylor’s Method of Perspective Made Easy (1754), a highly influential attempt to render a complicated system of perspective into manageable form for a thrusting generation of literate artists. Shortly after this book appeared, the Kirbys moved to London, where Joshua taught perspective in the St  Martin’s Lane Academy. He was close friends with Hogarth and Reynolds, knew Dr  Johnson, and rose to be President of the Incorporated Society of Artists (of Maiden Lane). He came to know Lord Bute, who introduced him to the Prince of Wales, later George III, to whom he taught perspective, and in due course the Prince of Wales made Kirby Clerk of Works for his new palace at Kew.


In this influential role, Joshua Kirby was closely in touch with building development opportunities over the river in Brentford. He was the architect of St  George’s Chapel, to which James Trimmer and Thomas Hardwick subscribed, and using his connections with the Incorporated Society of Artists must have been involved in commissioning or at least obtaining for the church Zoffany’s painting of The Last Supper.[31]


Within the limited confines of Covent Garden, Strand and Soho, an area of about half a square mile, everybody in the artistic, literary and theatrical worlds knew everybody else, or knew of them. Indeed, it was devilish difficult to get away. During one party at Joshua Reynolds’s house in Leicester Square, at which Joshua Kirby and Sarah were present with Samuel Johnson, an argument arose about a certain passage in Paradise Lost. Young, ambitious and scholarly, Sarah Kirby whipped a Milton from her pocket and there and then located the passage in question, settling the argument.


This anecdote comes from the introduction written by Rev. Henry Scott Trimmer to his mother’s Life and Writings. It will naturally have been enlarged and buffed up by the passage of time and family pride, but nonetheless, as Henry Scott Trimmer continues:


 


Doctor Johnson was so struck with a girl of that age making this work her pocket companion, and likewise with the modesty of her behaviour upon this occasion, that he invited her next day to his house, presented her with a copy of his Rambler, and afterwards treated her with great consideration.


 


Henry Scott Trimmer goes on to record that his mother competed for a Premium at the Society of Arts (later the Royal Society of Arts), and obtained a prize for the second best drawing.


 


This knowledge of drawing which she had acquired when young, became very useful to her when she was a mother, as it enabled her to amuse her children in their infancy, and likewise to direct them afterwards in the exercise of this talent in that way.[32]


 


While having the courage and character to set up Sunday schools in Brentford, Sarah Trimmer wrote educational texts for children which explained the natural world, and the central place of God in creation. She also wrote reading primers and a series of volumes of stories from the Bible. This strong literary circumstance gave an intellectual backbone to the teaching of children in Brentford. Although she had moved to Brentford on her marriage in 1762, Sarah Trimmer remained in touch with London art circles, and was in a position to help a bright child in a family stricken by “a fit of illness”. She knew, for example, the painter Henry Howard (1769–1847) who painted her portrait in 1798, and who became a close friend both of Turner and Henry Scott Trimmer.


Sarah Trimmer published her own philosophy of education in 1792, which includes the observation:


 


And if there be other [poor children] whose bright genius breaks through the thick clouds of ignorance and poverty, reason and humanity plead in their behalf, that they should be indulged with such tuition as may enable them to advance themselves, by the exertion of their abilities, to a higher station, and fill it with propriety.[33]


 


Turner’s father was not a man to shy away from telling anybody who might be interested that he had a very bright boy who already showed talent in drawing. As a busy barber, he had every opportunity to regale his captive audiences with accounts of his family life, and he is known to have told Thomas Stothard “My son, sir, is going to be a painter.”[34] He displayed his son’s drawings round the shop, and sold them for one to three shillings each, so it could not be long before news of the Covent Garden barber’s clever boy who painted, and who might do very well, would reach the ear of people who were of a mind to help him. A busy barber’s shop is the perfect information exchange.


Turner’s earliest surviving exercise as an artist is in the copy of Picturesque Views of the Antiquities of England and Wales by Henry Boswell, now in Hounslow Libraries. He was encouraged to colour in the plates in this album by a friend of his uncle, a Brentford brewer, John Lees, who paid him twopence a time.[35] This is the boy’s first known encounter with such an extended series of landscape views, and colouring seventy of them opened his eyes and imagination, and filled his pocket. They also encouraged him to look at the sky, a habit which, he recalled as an old man, continued to earn him good money:


 


When I was a boy I used to lie for hours on my back watching the skies, and then go home and paint them; and there was a stall in Soho Bazaar where they sold drawing materials, and they used to buy my skies. They gave me 1s 6d for the small ones and 3s 6d for the larger ones. There’s many a young lady who’s got my sky to her drawing.[36]


 


His examination of the plates in Picturesque Views was soon followed by a long journey in which he was able to see new landscapes unfolding slowly in front of him. Sarah Trimmer had ten surviving children when Turner was in Brentford. Of her two youngest, John was Turner’s age and Henry Scott three years their junior. But John Trimmer was a consumptive, and Henry and an older sister Elizabeth showed signs of the condition as children. To speed their convalescence, Sarah Trimmer took Elizabeth, John and Henry to attend doctors in Margate and to benefit from the sea air.[37] A handful of drawings of Margate town and surroundings by Turner survive from around 1786, and we should consider the possibility that the Trimmers encouraged Turner to travel to Margate with them. The traditional explanation for the existence of these drawings is that Turner’s father sent his son to school in Margate, “moved by I know not what reason”.[38] John Trimmer died of his consumption in 1791, but Elizabeth and Henry survived, the latter remaining Turner’s lifelong friend and becoming, ultimately, one of his executors. Though it remains circumstantial, a Trimmer connection gives a base of reason, and a motive force, to the nature of Turner’s formative months in Brentford and Margate.


After his Brentford and early Margate period there were other ways by which Turner’s talent was fostered. Thornbury reported that the printseller and engraver J. R. Smith of Long Acre employed him with another promising boy of his age, Thomas Girtin, to put watercolour washes onto prints. Ruskin, however, understood Turner’s first drawing master to be the inebriate, wayward history painter Mauritius Lowe (1746–93), who lived in squalor with his family in Westminister, and who had been befriended by Dr  Johnson. Lowe’s chaotic life, in “a room all dirt and filth, brats squalling and wrangling, up two pairs of stairs, and a closet … the repository of all the nastiness and stench and filth, and food, and drink, and – …” led to his early death. Though a promising painter, Lowe was in no state to give Turner consistent drawing lessons.[39] What neither Lowe, nor Girtin nor other younger artists had was the special lucky London vantage point in which to show their work, William Turner’s barber’s shop. Here, collectors such as Humphrey Tomkison, F. J. Du Roveray, a stockbroker and picture dealer, and the influential physician Thomas Monro bought the boy’s drawings and remembered his name.


Turner was well aware of his talent by the time he was twelve or thirteen, and was already becoming practised in the art of making money out of it. He learned how to look by observing the quotidian in Covent Garden market, the Long Acre carriage works, the colour grinders, the print shops and the life of the street. The River Thames, with its traffic and the opportunities this brought for Turner to study and handle rigging and experience boats and ships at work, was only 400 yards south of Maiden Lane. He began to learn all he knew about ships and the sea during his boyhood, and learned too about picture-making by copying engravings and the work of established artists including Edward Dayes, Michael Angelo Rooker and Paul Sandby.


Many of the drawings he made at this time show that Turner was rapidly becoming competent at perspective. Architecture was a recurring subject in his earliest surviving sketchbooks of 1787 and 1789, where there are studies of Radley Hall, Lambeth Palace and other buildings with the perspective lines ruled in. On one page there are notes reminding himself of the names of the architectural orders “Tuscan/Doric/Corinth”.[40] These studies continued to the end of the 1780s, when Turner was fifteen years old, and living with his Uncle Joseph and his wife Mary who by 1789 had moved from Brentford to Sunningwell near Abingdon. This relationship, which evidently remained warm for more than thirty years, introduced Turner to the architecture of Oxford, a lifelong source of inspiration and subject matter for him.


The skill of his perspective exercises, and Turner’s conscientious attitude to them, reflects the hard practical experience that he was beginning to receive in architects’ offices. The first architect we know he worked with is Thomas Hardwick (1752–1829), the man commissioned in 1788 to repair Inigo Jones’s church of St  Paul, Covent Garden. Hardwick was the son of the Brentford mason builder of the same name. This independent link with the Trimmers of Brentford, and Hardwick’s Covent Garden connection, adds yet more vigour to the integrated network of contacts and friendships for the astute and ambitious young Turner which the Covent Garden barber’s shop catalysed and Brentford confirmed.


Thomas Hardwick the Younger was by the late 1780s a fully fledged architect with a silver medal in architecture from the Royal Academy and two years’ experience studying in Rome and other continental cities. He had been a pupil of Sir William Chambers when the latter was working on the construction of Somerset House. The exact details of Turner’s involvement with Hardwick are not known, though he did make a squared-up drawing of the church of St  Mary the Virgin, Wanstead, Essex, which was completed to Hardwick’s designs in 1790. Thornbury notes that Turner made a watercolour of the church for the architect which, with other early work, Hardwick kept.[41] Other architects who employed and taught Turner included James Wyatt (1746–1813) and Joseph Bonomi the Elder (1737–1808).[42]


Thomas Hardwick’s son Philip (1792–1870), who became another of Turner’s long-standing friends and an executor, followed his father into architecture. He told Thornbury:


 


Mr  [Thomas] Hardwick … not desiring to enslave the boy for seven years … went to Hand Court, and informed the barber … that the boy was too clever and too imaginative to be tied down to a severe science. He recommended him to be sent as a student to the Royal Academy, for the purpose of qualifying himself for the profession of an artist.[43]


 


William Turner’s barbering may not have provided enough money to pay for an apprenticeship, but there are two independent reports that suggest that he came into a bequest in the 1780s. Thomas Tomkison recalled in 1850 that:


 


a gentleman died who had been long under Turner’s razor, and left him a legacy of £100. The moment my father [Humphrey Tomkison] heard of this he begged Turner to allow him to dispose of the £100 for the benefit of the boy by articling him to Malton, the distinguished architectural draughtsman of that day – this was done accordingly.[44]


 


According to Thornbury, quoting Henry Scott Trimmer’s son Frederick, the bequest amounted to £200, “with which sum he placed out his son with an architectural draughtsman, who, seeing some of his productions subsequently, said, ‘He is not indebted to me for this.’ ”[45]


The evidence of William Turner’s relative prosperity as a barber makes the existence of the legacy more credible. Money follows energy; it always has. Visible hard work against heavy odds opens the way for constructive and surprising generosity. It also sets a very potent example for a child, and was probably the most valuable legacy that William Turner the elder left his son.


So the small world of architectural and perspective studies in London recognised young William Turner’s talent and took him under its wing. Hardwick taught the subject, so did Thomas Malton the Younger (1748–1804) who held an evening class in Conduit Street from 1783 to 1789 as did the brothers Thomas and Paul Sandby. Thomas Sandby was Professor of Architecture at the Royal Academy during Turner’s youth, and as a student of architecture the boy would have been expected to attend his course of six lectures on the rise of architecture, the classical orders and so on.[46] That Turner was an unusual pupil is evident from the story that he insisted on putting reflected light into the windows he drew onto an architect’s study. The architect told him to paint the panes an unvarying grey, and the bars white. “But it will spoil my drawing …” the boy riposted.[47] All of these teachers lived and worked within fifteen minutes’ walk of Maiden Lane. In later life, Turner himself “used to say”, according to Thornbury, when reference was made to a school where Sandby taught, “But my real master, you know, was Tom Malton of Long Acre.”[48]


There is the clear inference in this emphasis on Malton that the Sandbys taught him too.


These advances did not happen one after another, but in parallel, with an increasing momentum as Turner’s potential became recognised. Among the barber’s other customers who took a particular interest in the boy’s progress was the Rev. Robert Nixon (1759–1837), curate of Foot’s Cray near Sidcup. Nixon was an amateur who exhibited watercolours at the Royal Academy from 1790. With young Turner’s watercolours pinned up round the shop, and the boy himself working in the background, Nixon urged him to come to meet John Francis Rigaud RA, a painter of historical pictures and portraits. Rigaud was Visitor of the Academy Schools at the time, the equivalent of the Admissions Tutor.[49]


To be received as a student at the Royal Academy Schools at Somerset House, a young artist had to enrol for a term as a probationer and satisfy the members of the Academy Council that he could draw satisfactorily from the plaster casts of antique sculpture kept in the Academy. Six drawings, one only by each of the six applicants including William Turner, were shown to the Academy Council by the Keeper, Agostino Carlini, on 11th December 1789. Sir Joshua Reynolds, the President, was in the chair, and around him were Sir William Chambers and the painters William Hodges, James Barry and John Opie.


This was the last intake of students which Reynolds approved before he resigned on 23rd February 1790. It was also the first step that took Turner towards his career as an Academician. For the rest of his life, the Academy was to be his work place, meeting place, market place and club; the place where he learnt his art and where he taught it; where he made friends, admirers and enemies; where he diverted, impressed and shocked his public; and which he filled, year in, year out, with canvases that would be increasingly incandescent with light. The Royal Academy was twenty-one years old to the day, and Turner fourteen. They began, now, to grow up together.










TWO


“… an eye for nature …”


1790–1798


At fifteen and sixteen, William Turner was a taut, mumchance lad who preferred drawing to people. He spoke little in adult company, and was self-conscious about his height: he grew to be about 5 feet 4 inches. What stands out in a sensitive self-portrait miniature painted in 1791 is the boy’s enormous wide eyes, his fringe and luxuriant shoulder-length hair, well kept and elegantly curled by his father.


Turner had to be persuaded to paint the miniature. He said it was “no use taking such a little figure as mine, it will do my drawings an injury, people will say such a little fellow as this can never draw.”[1] Such early professional concern for his reputation shows a self-awareness which echoes and re-echoes during Turner’s life. It is yet more evidence of his determination to excel in drawing – by which here he meant watercolour – at a precociously early age. Having slipped into the Royal Academy on Reynolds’s final intake of students, he just caught Sir Joshua’s last days as an effective teacher and leader of artists. The President was rapidly losing his sight, and was as deaf as a post, but nevertheless he was revered as the personification of their studies by artists of Turner’s generation, and blessed for his generosity and even-handedness. The attitude that he offered by example to students was “an implicit obedience to the Rules of Art, as established by the practice of the great masters”.[2] Hard work and humility in front of great art of the past was a prerequisite, and as he preached, so he practised.


His stern but sensible attitude underpinned the studies of William Turner and his generation, whatever their ultimate ambitions might have been. Potential history painters, portraitists and landscape artists all went through the same course of instruction in drawing; no one was taught to paint. Turner’s signature first appears in the incomplete registers of the Plaster Academy on 21st July 1790, though he had spent a probationary year there in 1789, drawing from the plaster casts and working towards his full admission as a student. Thereafter, until 10th October 1793, Turner signed in 137 times.[3] He was evidently a highly diligent and conscientious student who took to heart Reynolds’s observation that


 


a facility of drawing, like that of playing upon a musical instrument, cannot be acquired but by an infinite number of acts … And be assured, that if this power is not acquired when you are young, there will be not time for it afterwards: at least the attempt will be attended with as much difficulty as those experience who learn to read and write after they have arrived at the age of maturity.[4]


 


Turner had been an enrolled student at the Royal Academy Schools for exactly a year when Reynolds delivered his fifteenth and final Discourse on 10th December 1790, urging his students above all to study the works of Michelangelo. Among his many gifts, Reynolds was a great, if often inaudible, teacher who subtly paced the ideas and advice he wished to offer. He expressed satisfaction in his final Discourse that he had not attempted to foster in students “newly-hatched unfledged opinions … I have pursued a plain and honest method; I have taken up the art simply as I found it exemplified in the practice of the most approved painters.” This solid warning to young artists against following whim, fashion and novelty was the artfully-laid prelude to what must be his central sentence to his audience, and perhaps the central idea of the Discourses. With the fifteen-year-old William Turner sitting in front of him, Reynolds then said: “Eh? …” The audience suddenly lost the thread of the Discourse. The speaker probably carried on oblivious for a sentence or two, but there had been a terrific crash, probably owing to a weakness in the building, and the floor of the lecture room began to move. Reynolds’s audience was rapidly leaving, some shrieking that the building was going to collapse. No collapse took place, so gingerly at first, the members of the audience returned to their seats.[5] Reynolds dusted himself down, cleared his voice, and resumed:


 


The great, I may say the sole, use of an academy is, to put, and for some time to keep, the students in that course, that too much indulgence may not be given to peculiarity, and that a young man may not be taught to believe that what is generally good for others is not good for him.


 


These sober words, underlined by the drama of the evening, were to underpin Turner’s lifelong relationship with the Royal Academy, the place where he later recalled he had spent “the happiest perhaps of my days”.[6]


The painter and illustrator Thomas Stothard (1755–1834), a man who had himself passed through the Royal Academy Schools in the late 1770s, recalled that as students both he and Turner had in their time taken advantage of Reynolds’s invitation for them to work in his studio in Leicester Fields (now Square) copying paintings there.[7] Reynolds’s own collection of Old Masters included Rubens’s Moonlit Landscape, Poussin’s Landscape with Orion and Rembrandt’s Susannah. There were paintings and drawings by artists from the Venetian, Bolognese, Roman and Florentine schools, and Dutch and French paintings and drawings. These and Reynolds’s own finished and unfinished portraits, plaster casts, and prints picked up on his travels, filled the walls and cupboards of his house. It was a rich conglomeration of rare and wonderful relics of a great life, and an enthralling place for any young artist to be at the threshold of his own.


Reynolds’s career as a portrait painter was over by the time Turner was of an age to benefit from his studio presence. So if the boy did visit Reynolds’s studio, the house in Leicester Fields will have been a dusty echoing shell which he could explore without the blind and deaf old man seeing or hearing him, and where he could run his eyes and hands at will over the machinery and rigging of the portrait painter’s art. There was an exhibition gallery and an octagonal painting room, designed to Reynolds’s specifications, lit from above by a single high window. In the centre was a raised throne set on castors so its position could be adjusted, and sitters posed with red or yellow cloth-covered screens beside them to throw reflected light back onto their faces.[8] All this tangible, evocative paraphernalia may have raised Turner’s enthusiasm for portrait painting, but it will certainly have shown him the value to a professional artist of his own private gallery, his own art collection, and the importance of being self-sufficient and socially aware.


That Turner had had some kind of youthful association with Reynolds is suggested by the presence in Turner’s studio of a small watercolour view of the Thames from Richmond Hill, c. 1790.[9] This was Reynolds’s view, the scene from the back windows of his country house, The Wick, painted perhaps by the young Turner, or by a contemporary. The graceful bend of the river with extensive wooded landscape beyond was to become a leitmotif in Turner’s art, and for twenty years or more a developing symbol for a host of poetic and visual allusions. As Reynolds’s view, the one that the old man loved but could no longer see, it stands as a symbol of the young William Turner’s reverence and affection for the Past President of the Royal Academy.


In April 1790, Turner’s watercolour Archbishop’s Palace, Lambeth was accepted for exhibition at the Royal Academy. That the work of a student, particularly a fifteen-year-old, should be selected was rare enough; but that the same picture should show the titular subject being part obscured by a shadowy foreground inn was risky. Clearly, however, Turner’s observation of townscape had showed him how buildings overlap and butt up against one another, rather than standing in misleading isolation as they did in architects’ presentation drawings. Turner’s Archbishop’s Palace, Lambeth is a naughty little picture, maddeningly well painted, and nothing to do with what he was being taught at the Academy. The light tonality and detailed attention to all the nuances of the buildings – the chimneys, the coping stones, the brickwork, the curiously observed porch on the right – all go to demonstrate, on the other hand, Turner’s attentiveness to his architectural training, and to Sandby and Malton’s teaching. There is no clue given in the Royal Academy catalogue for 1790 that exhibit no. 644 was painted by a juvenile, and by his reported remarks on his self-portrait evidently Turner preferred to keep the fact that he was short, plain and youthful to as limited a circle as possible.


Turner had personal connections with the Archbishop’s Palace at Lambeth, and with St  Mary’s Church, whose tower pokes up above the middleground building in the watercolour. A good friend and neighbour, the musician John Danby of Henrietta Street, Covent Garden, had married Sarah Goose at St  Mary’s only two years earlier. We might also add that his own father, perhaps accompanied by his mother, had gone to the Palace in 1773 to apply for a licence to marry. The delicate anecdotal human narrative that the pair of lovers walking out together in the foreground gives to the picture is of a kind that would recur again and again in future watercolours; and if there are any further personal inferences to be drawn from the picture, they are of the kind that would have amused family and friends. It may be no coincidence, then, that Turner gave this early watercolour to John Narraway, a leather dresser and gluemaker of Bristol, who was an old friend of his father.


Turner’s education as an artist was running on a number of fronts in the early 1790s. He followed the standard Academy tuition of drawing from casts of antique sculpture, in preparation for the Life Class, which he entered on 25th June 1792. In addition, he made imaginative illustrations to literature, continued to copy prints and drawings of landscape by his elders, and drew in the manner of Gainsborough, Richard Wilson and Dutch seventeenth-century landscape painters. His knowledge of Gainsborough was particularly striking, and may be connected to his suggested access to Mrs  Trimmer’s collection in Brentford. He learnt how to make engravings, showed great diligence in improving his technique of drawing architecture, and listened to the advice of his elders. Through the evidence of two self-portraits made at the beginning and end of the decade, Turner had more than a passing interest in becoming competent in portraiture, and must have taken lessons in it. All this was available to every other ambitious artist of his generation; but what stands out in Turner’s case is the breadth of his interest, and his dogged refusal to specialise. At all times he kept a weather eye open for opportunities to make money out of his art.


Turner also had access to some of the most extraordinary impromptu performances of classical literature of the day. The great scholar Richard Porson (1759–1808), who like Mauritius Lowe wasted his life in drink, enthralled audiences in the Cider Cellar in Maiden Lane in the 1790s with long recitations from Shakespeare, Homer and Pope.[10] Only a step away from his home, and free, these recitations may have been – we cannot say they were – an early oral source for the deep knowledge of the classical world that Turner gathered throughout his life, and for his enthusiasm for it.


In September 1791 Turner travelled from London to Bristol for his first recorded visit to the city. He stayed with the Narraway family in Broadmead, a wide, straight street running due east from the north-east corner of Bristol city walls. Narraway is a deep-rooted north Devon name; many are listed in births, marriages and deaths in Barnstaple in this period.[11] If the friendship between William Turner and John Narraway had been of long standing, as it must for Turner to have entrusted his only son to him, then it is likely that they had come to know one another in north Devon, and that they were both part of the Barnstaple and South Molton diaspora of the 1760s and 1770s.


Broadmead was one of the points of arrival for travellers from London. Climbing down from their coaches they found themselves in a place more like a long square than a street, surrounded by rambling one- and two-storey houses, some tiled, some thatched, most built about two hundred years earlier. By the 1790s, two centuries of weather and rain, hard knocks and shoddy repair had worn the buildings of Broadmead into a ramshackle decrepitude. There were seven inns in the 200-yard-long street and over forty other businesses of such variety that the arriving or departing traveller could find pretty well all he needed for his immediate aid and welfare on the coach-step.


William Matthews, printer and editor of the New Bristol Guides for travellers was enterprisingly located in Broadmead. But beside him and the butcher, baker and umbrella-maker, the emphasis was on ancillaries of the livestock trade – John Anthony the Saddler and Bristlecutter; Perrin & Bence the Curriers; Thomas Tucker the Hay Weigher; and John Narraway the Leather Dresser. With the making of glue, soap and leather goods, Broadmead had particular smells of its own, which mixed mischievously with the stink from the city’s twenty odd glasshouses: “From the continual smoke arising from them, [these kept Bristol] constantly darkened and in dirt, while the inhabitants are almost suffocated with noxious effluvia.”[12] On Tuesdays and Fridays a hay market was held in Broadmead, adding to the din and vitality.


Coming into all this urban activity, Turner will have felt quite at home. We shall never know whether he was sent to the Narraways by his father or he went to stay with them of his own accord, but Turner’s own inner drive and singleness of purpose makes it likely that the combination of bed and board with family friends, and some of the most dramatic scenery in Britain, made it an expedition that he could eagerly propose, and his father not readily refuse him. Though he did so reluctantly, it was for the Narraways that Turner drew his Self-Portrait miniature.


From the surviving sketches and finished watercolours it is clear that Turner was as energetic as he was opportunist. He listed “12 views of the River Avon” in a surviving sketchbook, and made some of them, as if he thought that he might be able to sell the idea to a publisher of engravings, or sell some to local gentry.[13] He scrabbled up and down the rocks in the clear air on either side of the Avon Gorge, half an hour’s walk from Broadmead, to such an extent that the Narraways nicknamed him “The Prince of the Rocks”.[14] His viewpoints take the extremes. They are either vertiginously high or dramatically low. He spirals down to the River Avon in a view east from the high tower of Cook’s Folly, and then, looking the other way from the Folly, he transports the viewer through a screen of trees to the Welsh coast as far as the eye can see. Hot Wells is taken from below at an acute angle; and even the south porch of St  Mary Redcliffe, in a watercolour worked up later at home, is shown as a clattering geometry of piers, porches and flying buttresses. The adventure of these youthful views is staggering, and his enjoyment in making them immediately infectious.


Nothing can adequately prepare a traveller for a first sight of the Avon Gorge, then or now. At any state of the tide in the summer or autumn it is a most exotic landscape, with lush forest, precipices and a narrow track clinging to the side of the winding river. It is comparable in dramatic effect to riverscapes in northern India, Africa or the virgin rain forests of South America. The clear air, curves and diagonals of the Avon Gorge had a cleansing effect on Turner. He could see for miles from the eyrie he discovered at Cook’s Folly, but by getting him out of the sinks of Covent Garden and Bristol it can only have given him time to think, to examine his opportunities and to look out into the distance.


Despite being short in stature, Turner had a slim, lithe build, masses of energy and an enviable physical fitness. He could walk for miles without flinching, and did so.[15] Later in the 1790s he would walk the forty-mile round trip from Covent Garden to Bushey, Hertfordshire, and back “to make drawings at half-a-crown a piece, and the money for our supper when we got back home.”[16] Turner’s obituarist in the Annual Register of 1851 remarked that the artist could cover


 


20 to 25 miles a day, with his baggage at the end of a stick, sketching rapidly on his way all good pieces of composition, and marking effects with a power that fixed them in his mind with unerring truth at the happiest moment.[17]


 


His physical energy was mixed with an extraordinary degree of inquisitiveness as to what things looked like and why, whether they were in the open country or part and parcel of urban squalor. The same Annual Register obituarist wrote also that Turner was


 


always on the alert for any remarkable phenomenon of nature. He could not walk London streets without seeing effects of light and shade and composition, whether in the smoke issuing from a chimney-pot, or in the shadows upon the brick wall, and storing them in his memory for future use.


 


Turner was chronically optimistic and opportunist. Grubby, damp and noisy surroundings in Covent Garden and Bristol, full of the “litter” which fascinated him, were an opportunity for him to understand local colour, and provided a basis for the expression of his later experiences of industrial Warwickshire, Yorkshire, Shropshire and South Wales. Living with a mother and her alleged “ungovernable temper”, he learnt how to merge silently into the background. As it is also for birdwatchers and spies, invisibility is a primary requirement for the painter of landscape and everyday life. Being the only son of a thrifty, financially cautious but entrepreneurial father, Turner quickly learned the value of money and how to make it, save it and spend it without drawing too much attention to himself.


Sitting at the top of Cook’s Folly, aged sixteen, Turner was looking out at the most dramatic view he had yet experienced. Though Brentford may have been a kind of paradise, and the sea in the bay at Margate might have been whipped up into good fulsome storms while he was there, only the Avon Gorge in the September light gave him height, depth, distance and crystal clarity all at once. He had coloured miscellaneous engravings of picturesque views in an antiquarian volume while he was living at Brentford, but his 1791 Bristol drawings were his first expression of the experience from a high point of the motion of the engine of the air.


 


Early in his student career, Turner began to make friends among young artists of his own age. He had already met Thomas Girtin (1775–1802), who was developing into another ambitious and talented watercolour painter, and at the Academy his friends included Henry Aston Barker (1774–1856) and Robert Ker Porter (1775–1842). These boys were “great companions and confederates in boyish mischief” in the Schools.[18]


Henry Barker had just arrived in London with his father from Edinburgh. The pair came to the capital with a big idea: Robert Barker (1739–1806), who had coined the word “panorama” to describe the 180- or 360-degree view from the top of a hill or other vantage point, had exhibited in Edinburgh and Glasgow his View from the Top of Calton Hill, Edinburgh. This was received by The Times with “the most flattering applause and encouragement” when it was first shown in 1788. Father and son came to London with the hope of making a similar success in the south. Theirs was a simple plan, though expensive to realise. They took out a patent for the idea, which they described as “singular, instructive and pleasing”, and urged the public to hurry to see it at 28 Haymarket “as from the confined scale this piece is on, but few can see it at one time, the lovers and encouragers of art, and the curious in general, should not therefore delay the inspection.”[19]


The Panorama rivalled the Eidophusikon, a dramatic show of moving pictures, light and sound effects invented by the painter Philippe de Loutherbourg, that had enthralled London society in recent seasons. We can be sure that Turner, Girtin and Ker Porter saw both the Panorama and the Eidophusikon; indeed Porter’s own appetite for such spectacular media was sufficiently whetted to prompt him to start building his own career in panoramas, which took him to Scandinavia and Russia. Girtin too went on to make a vast panoramic view of London, which he christened with another exotic portmanteau name, the Eidometropolis. The Barkers pressed on with their original initiative, creating a Panorama of London from a viewpoint on the southern bank of the river from the roof of Albion Mills at Blackfriars Bridge. This opened in 1792, and led to their taking premises of their own in Leicester Fields the following year where they showed many subsequent productions.


The Barkers’ Panoramas had on average 10,000 square feet of canvas,[20] so as well as providing entertainment, they also gave painters an extra outlet for their labour. While the fashion was at its flood, panoramas generated a new audience for art, one which in turn fed the market for watercolours and oil paintings, and encouraged the subscription sales of landscape engravings. They were six parts art and four parts theatre, and for those who produced them, an extension of theatrical scene painting.


Stage painting in the established London theatres had always been a staple source of income for painters. Philippe de Loutherbourg (1740–1812), who came to England from Alsace and Paris in 1771, soon found work as a stage painter for David Garrick, and became the most influential and inventive stage designer of the day. Turner took some of the opportunities that the theatre offered, and from late March to early July 1791 painted scenery with a fellow student, William Dixon, at the Pantheon Opera House in Oxford Street. Reflecting the long hours of work against the clock, Turner earned about four guineas a week with extras for overtime for seven weeks’ work, a generous enough sum for a sixteen-year-old boy.[21] The special taste that panoramas and stage painting encouraged in Turner was the early experience of visual drama on a very large scale, and of the long horizontal format that came to be characteristic of him in his mature years.


Turner’s professional connection with the Pantheon makes his watercolour The Pantheon the Morning after the Fire all the more poignant and personal. Early on 14th January 1792 a fire started behind the stage. The resident caretaker smelled smoke, but before he could reach the fire it had taken hold. The building burned “with great fury” until about the following noon:


 


Before any engines were brought to the spot, the fire had got to such a height, that all attempts to save the building were in vain. The flames, owing to the scenery, oil, paint, and other combustible matter in the house, were tremendous, and so quick in progress, that not a single article could be saved.[22]


 


Turner was on the spot the next day. He made pencil sketches of the interior and exterior which he worked up into a pair of watercolours which are unified by their common low viewpoints, but are otherwise dissimilar in mood. Turner sold the interior view to his early teacher of architecture and perspective, Thomas Hardwick, who was a professional rival of the Pantheon’s architect, James Wyatt. It shows precarious towers of tottering brickwork with two men picking over the rubble of Wyatt’s great creation, as if they were contemplating the decline and fall of the Roman Empire among the ruins of the Forum. Shafts of sunlight stream in through the gaping windows on the remains of this Roman pastiche.


Turner’s exterior view is by contrast jaunty and matter-of-fact. The drama of the fire is told directly by the gestures and attitudes of the bystanders. One fire-fighter tries to turn off a standpipe; another chucks away a bucket of water; a third with a warning bell on a stick over his shoulder oversees the mopping up amid coils of flaccid hose pipes. Then there are tired firemen walking slowly out of the ruins of the building; an officer of the militia describing the events to a couple of curious passers-by; and a group of gloomy tradespeople chewing the fat on the right. It is a freezing cold morning. The firemen’s water dripping off the building has formed icicles on the cornices, while a small boy blows on his fingers to keep his hands warm.


The differences between the two Pantheon drawings, the obverse and reverse of the same subject, demonstrate Turner’s extreme versatility, and his acute sense of propriety of subject. With these, as with Archbishop’s Palace, Lambeth, he took the initiative to rewrite the rules of urban topography, moving eighteenth-century anecdote into sober nineteenth-century narrative. Turner showed his watercolour The Pantheon the Morning after the Fire at the Royal Academy exhibition in May 1792. At that time the scandal of the fire was still topical, as it was probably no accident.[23] The picture never sold.


Turner’s other exhibit at the Royal Academy of 1792 was a watercolour view of Malmesbury Abbey,[24] worked up from sketches made on his 1791 expedition.[25] This is painted in a much more orthodox picturesque manner, with trees growing up in the ruins of the abbey, a shaft of light coming though an archway, and a pig or two kept in thatched sties in the abandoned aisles. As a pair, the two watercolours are head to head in their approach – the modern matter-of-fact of the Pantheon fire contrasted with what had already become, in the short history of watercolour in Britain, the “traditional” manner of Paul Sandby, Edward Dayes or Michael Angelo Rooker. This was a calculated way for Turner to show potential patrons the wide range of his talents.


Over the next two or three years, Turner continued to exhibit watercolours at the Academy. Once the exhibition had opened in late April he set off on his travels. This pattern – painting in the winter and travel in the summer – would continue for most of his life. In May and early June 1792 he returned to his base with the Narraways in Bristol, and pressed on across the Severn estuary to Chepstow and into South Wales, towards the view he had seen from his perch on Cook’s Folly the previous year. He went up the Wye Valley, past Tintern Abbey, and on via Llanthony Abbey north-west to Builth Wells and Rhayader.


His goal was the falls of the River Mynach at the foot of Plynlimmon. Turner was now, with his pony and sketchbooks, in the heart of the Cambrian Mountains, further from home than he had ever been. Aberystwyth and Cardigan Bay were just over the hill. His sketchbook records interest in his work from Mr  Clithero of New Ormond Street and Mr  Clutterbuck, who was to pay 2½ guineas for a view of Llanthony Abbey, and Mr  Brydges who perhaps commissioned a view of Skyrrid Mawr near Abergavenny.[26]


The purpose of this journey, and others in the early 1790s, was to experience, practise, look, sketch, remember – and earn. Turner was interested in everything, the wide landscape itself, the natural and man-made features within it, the lives and work of the people he came across, and the towns and villages they had built up around them. On his journeys in the early 1790s Turner also went to Oxford and Windsor, to Guildford, to Hereford, Worcester and the Midlands, and to Canterbury, Rochester and Dover. He always made careful preparations, and planned his routes, distances to be covered, places to stay and presumably the coach services well in advance. When he was in Herefordshire in 1793 he drew a map of the country around Great Malvern with notes of the miles to be covered from “Mr  Arrowsmith’s house”. Before he left for Derbyshire on his 1794 journey, somebody wrote out five pages of directions, distances and lists of sights to be seen in the sketchbook he took with him.[27] Another friend did the same job for him the following year before his second journey to South Wales.[28] Such careful preliminaries not only reflect the importance of these journeys for Turner – their expense in terms of time and money, and the essential repayment with good saleable work – but they reflect also his methodical and prudent cast of mind, Turner’s own sensible stewardship of his great talents, and his way of making his friends work for him.


He made a particular bee-line for architectural subjects, whether ruinous or in active use, for they offered twin challenges. One was the physical challenge to reach and see for himself buildings that he had been told about or knew from engravings; and the other was to put to use the practical skills that he had been taught by architectural draughtsmen. Only out in the field – on his own – could he explore the actuality of scale, mass, and of light on masonry. A note on the back of a small unfinished study of a tree and a tower, shows Turner looking carefully at tonality: “In the shadow the Stones the same. Some Umber and S[ap] Green – The Broken part umber and Bister, the distant part a Blue Green Sap and B[ister].”[29]


He worked fast. Rather than sit in front of a ruin or a church for hours on end drawing every detail, he would take advantage of the fact that most architecture is symmetrical, and that one side of a gothic window generally echoes the other. With practical common sense, he would draw only half, or part of the building, making written or drawn notes of irregular detail, and then move on to the next subject or point of view. “The same only all Plain” is written on one drawing.[30] Although he had firm control of his hand, his architectural training encouraged him to take short cuts where he could, and use a ruler to make sure he had got a tower dead straight.[31] From raw material gathered in the field, Turner made his finished watercolours at home.


In the later eighteenth century, Wales, the Lake District and Scotland had become favourite destinations for tourists. Turnpikes and new regular coach services were extending inland travel to far-flung places. A diary of one traveller’s journey into Wales from London in July and August 1792 throws light on the relative ease of travel in the period. So close is it indeed to the spirit of Turner’s own wide-eyed intelligence, and to what is known of his travels at this time, that it was first published as Turner’s own diary.[32] The unknown traveller had watercolour and landscape poetry in mind as he climbed on his horse up a hill overlooking the Conway Valley:


 


… nothing very interesting from the Road … till we reach the summit which overlooks the Vale of Conway here the swelling hills folding as it were over each other & beautifully gradating till they blend softly into the Horizon all blue & tender grey tints irradiated in the summit in the distances by the setting sun wch bears the Hills in the foreground that overhang the River Conway quite in Shadow.


 


A later passage speaks breathlessly of clouds seen from the summit of Cader Idris:


 


[image: ]


 


Turner prepares for a journey. Some notes written out for him in the 1795 “South Wales” sketchbook. TB XXVI. Turner Bequest, Tate Gallery, London.


 


tinged with the most beautiful pearly tints – the whiter parts clear beyond expression – the way down much more craggy – & rugged – & dangerous than going up – returned after dark perfectly fatigued & satisfied with the grandest scenery I ever beheld.


 


Here is a lay traveller’s spontaneous and unsolicited expression of his joy at picturesque travel, the journey being undertaken in order to experience the view. It is he, and men and women like him, who created the graded market for paintings and engravings, that artists such as Turner were determined to make money from. For his part, Turner was hardy enough to disregard the real discomforts of travel, the long hours on bumpy roads, the cramped carriages, the bad inns. Though he was promoted to the Life Class of the Academy in June 1792, he was off on his travels again soon enough, certainly to Surrey and possibly on to Kent later in the summer and again in the autumn. One impetus for this perpetual motion was his decision to enter an open competition that year for a Premium from the Society of Arts, the organisation that had encouraged Sarah Trimmer’s youthful efforts forty years earlier. He applied under Class 190, for the best drawing of landscape by persons under twenty-one, and submitted a view of Lodge Farm, near Hambleton, Surrey.


Turner heard he had done well in the competition late the following March when he and four others of his age were invited by the Committee to present themselves at the Society’s rooms in the Adelphi at 11 a.m. on Wednesday 17th April 1793 to prove their abilities by making a drawing under “the inspection of the committee”.[33] This they did, successfully, and Turner won not money, but a small silver medal in the shape of an artist’s palette with a gold rim. This medal, inscribed with his name and date, was the Society’s highly prestigious and sought after Greater Silver Palette.[34]


The Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce had been founded by William Shipley in 1754 to act as a forum for the stimulation of natural talent in Britain and the Colonies. It spread its net exceedingly wide, offering Premiums, or medals and cash awards, for innovation and successful experiment in the fields of mechanical invention, discoveries in chemistry and mineralogy, geographical exploration, improvements in husbandry, and excellence in what it called “The Polite Arts”. This was the category that Turner entered.[35]


The guiding ideal behind the Premiums was to enlarge Britain’s productive capacity, to find practical solutions to problems which slowed down industrial growth, so that Britain would have the edge over France in world and commercial influence. The Premiums for the Polite Arts as awarded in 1793 were all, except one, for drawing and engraving, underlining the Society’s intention to promote practical skill which might also be diverted to map-making, surveying or mechanical drawing for the nation’s commercial or military advantage. Turner was proud of his Greater Silver Palette. He kept it in its velvet mount safely in a drawer where it turned up after his death.[36] It was his first and last official award of any kind, and the first token of official recognition of his talents.


By his constant travelling Turner seemed to be painfully aware of the brevity of life, the need to be ahead of the game, and the importance of being recognised. When he sat still he was either looking out over landscape, sitting at his drawing board in the Academy Life Class, or in his room in Maiden Lane. He remembered, and marked well, James Barry’s command to students at his lecture “On Colouring”, given in February 1793: “Go home from the Academy, light your lamps, and exercise yourselves in the creative power of your art, with Homer, with Livy and all the great characters, ancient and modern, for your companions and counsellors.”[37]


On Friday evenings in the winter, Turner worked by lamplight with Thomas Girtin and one or two others copying drawings, watercolours and engravings in the collection of the distinguished and well-connected physician Dr  Thomas Monro (1759–1833). Monro, who lived in Bedford Square and, from 1794, at 8 Adelphi Terrace, had a passion for old master paintings, for prints and particularly for watercolour which he collected by the armful. Dozens by Hearne, Rooker, Dayes, Cozens and many other painters of greater or lesser talent hung in his house, and he had yet dozens more in folios. He was himself an amateur sketcher, as was his friend and neighbour John Henderson, and together the pair added to their collections the work of their young protégés which they bought at the rate of 2s 6d or 3s 6d an evening and a bowl of oysters.[38] It is not clear when this arrangement began, but Monro may have been one of the purchasers from Turner’s father’s shop, and he and Turner had known each other at least as early as 1793 when Turner made a watercolour of Monken Hadley, Hertfordshire, in which a Monro property appears.


The artist and diarist Joseph Farington RA (1747–1821) recorded that he had been told that “Dr  Monro’s house is like an Academy in an evening. He has young ones employed in tracing outlines made by his friends etc. Henderson, Hearne etc lend him their outlines for this purpose.”[39] Though other artists also worked in Monro’s rooms, Turner and Girtin, it seems, were the two regular attenders. This went on for about three years, from six until ten on Fridays. It was an efficient little production line. According to what Turner and Girtin told Farington a few years later, in a suspiciously simplistic account of a double-act, “Girtin drew in outlines and Turner washed in the effects.”[40]


Turner did not need Monro’s instruction, but he did need the companionship and the gossip that the evenings brought. And he knew which side his bread was buttered: 2s 6d or 3s 6d an evening and a bowl of oysters was a very good return for doing what you enjoy, and would probably be doing at home anyway. Turner was learning how to please influential men, and he yet knew few who were as wealthy or as well-connected as Monro and Henderson. Being polite to Monro would lead to further introductions, as surely Turner anticipated. And of course it was not an “Academy”, far from it – somebody talking to Farington had used that word as an idle simile, “… it’s like an Academy”; and Farington had studiously passed it on as fact.


Turner’s first notice in the press came at his fifth Royal Academy showing in 1794. The St  James’s Chronicle spoke of the “great precision in the outlines” of his watercolours, which are “well chosen and well coloured”.[41] This year there was no setting out of his stall to show the range of his abilities in watercolour, as there seems to have been in 1792. These watercolours, one waterfall and four crumbly ecclesiastical architectural subjects, were skilful and calculated exercises in the manner of Edward Dayes, “great precision in the outlines,” as the critic said, being just about right. A week or so later the Morning Post commented that three of Turner’s drawings:
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