


JOSEPH MALLORD WILLIAM TURNER (1775–1851) is acclaimed as the 
first truly “modern” artist. Developing a unique personal vision, he trans-
formed the picturesque conventions of landscape painting into nearly 
abstract expressions of form and color. His innovations represented an 
unprecedented break with the past.

The Yale Center for British Art holds the most comprehensive collection 
of Turner’s work outside Britain. With works in all the artist’s media and 
from every major phase of his career, it enables us to encounter Turner’s 
rich legacy afresh. But it also highlights aspects of his practice that com-
plicate the modern conception — itself heavily romanticized — of Turner  
as the lonely pioneer of Impressionism and abstraction, decades ahead  
of his time. 

Turner, a radical innovator, was also a stringent upholder of tradition 
who strove to emulate his greatest predecessors. His visions of nature 
at its most sublime were filled with everyday human details. He was both  
an idealist and a shrewd businessman; a progressive and a pessimist; and 
a patriot who extolled Britain’s growing imperial and industrial power 
while insisting on the futility of worldly hopes. It is this creative tension 
between romance and reality that this exhibition sets out to reveal.



Harlech Castle, from Tygwyn Ferry, Summer’s Evening Twilight, 1799, oil on canvas

Turner’s artistic education focused on learning the principles of meticulous 

draftsmanship. His earliest training was in the accurate representation of archi-

tectural details, the use of geometry to construct convincing linear perspective, 

and a highly systematic approach to rendering color. These were essential skills 

for topographical artists, who — in an era before photography — depicted actual 

landscapes, buildings, and other places in order to record their appearance.  

 Turner encountered a more evocative form of topographical art at the pri-

vate “academy” of a wealthy physician, Thomas Monro, whose active support of 

many leading landscape artists, such as John Robert Cozens and Thomas Girtin,  

greatly contributed to their professional success. Monro had acquired a vast 

collection of watercolors from Cozens and paid young artists, including Turner,  

to copy them. This enabled these artists to absorb techniques and approaches to  

composition that were often more artfully “picturesque” than those favored by 

specialist architectural topographers. 

 This experience gave Turner the confidence to develop a freer and more 

expressive approach to his art. Starting in the late 1790s, his works show greater 

attention to landscape settings, which at times become the subject, rather than 

the backdrop, of his images; more saturated coloring; and the portrayal of a 

growing variety of weather conditions. Turner’s paintings and drawings, though 

still strongly rooted in the topographical tradition, become invested with feel-

ing, emotion, and a strong sense of atmosphere.

Atmospheric Topographies



Lake Avernus: Aeneas and the Cumaean Sibyl, between 1814 and 1815, oil on canvas

Turner’s growing interest in evoking atmosphere brought him closer to Euro-

pean traditions of landscape painting. While the French Revolution and wars 

that followed made travel to conti nental Europe impossible, many collections 

belonging to the princes, aristocrats, bishops, and bureaucrats who had previ-

ously ruled Europe were confiscated or sold. Their paintings often found their 

way to London’s art market and were avidly sought by British collectors, who in 

turn encouraged aspiring artists to view and copy their new acquisitions.

 For Turner, this encounter with European painting was formative. The cele-

brated Dutch landscape painters became constant reference points. The paint-

ings of the seventeenth-century French landscape painter Claude Lorrain made 

the deepest impression. One even brought Turner to tears: he lamented that he 

would “never be able to paint anything like [it].” But reverence rapidly turned to 

emulation. Over the next two decades, Turner would strive ceaselessly to outdo 

the predecessors he most admired. 

 During a brief period of peace in 1802, Turner seized the opportunity to 

cross the English Channel. He had two aims: to see the world-famous collections 

at the Louvre Museum in Paris and to gather the material he needed to por-

tray the great monuments, towns, cities, rivers, and mountains of continental 

Europe. His admiration of past artists, on one hand, and the drama and variety 

of the European landscape, on the other, were to become the guiding lights for 

his increasingly ambitious works.

Emulation & Ambition



Etched by J. M. W. Turner, engraved by William T. Annis, River Wye (from Liber Studiorum), 1812, 
etching and mezzotint printed in brown ink

On the Washburn (Study), ca. 1809–15, watercolor, graphite, and scratching out

Whatever medium he was using, Turner constantly — and notoriously — pushed 

his materials to their limits. His apparent impatience with conventional methods, 

however, obscures a complex relationship with artistic traditions. 

 Throughout his career, Turner founded his practice both on a thorough 

absorption of topographical methods and on recreating the brilliant light effects 

of his continental European predecessors. To bring them together, he did not 

hesitate to translate techniques and approaches from one medium to another. 

By using multiple thin, watercolor-like glazes in his oil paintings, he achieved an 

exceptional level of lucidity and transparency. Conversely, the extensive applica-

tion of dense, opaque water-based mediums to his watercolors echoed the rich 

colors of oils.

Experimentation & Print

 Turner brought the same concern with tonal richness and variety to the 

prints that reproduced his paintings and drawings. Far from being merely 

derivative, these were works of art in their own right. Indeed, in his series Liber 

Studiorum he used print as a vehicle not only to document his landscape pro-

ductions, but also to expound his artistic theory. He supervised his engravers 

exactingly, marking up their trial prints with minutely detailed instructions. He 

pushed the print medium still further in his “Little Liber” print series, exploiting 

the vast tonal range of the mezzotint technique to create works of extraordi-

nary depth. Turner was a virtuoso technician, always seeking new and inventive 

ways to intensify his pictorial effects.





Margate (for Picturesque Views on the Southern Coast of England ), ca. 1822, watercolor and scraping out

From a young age, Turner recognized the rich visual and expressive potential of 

representations of the sea. His first exhibited oil painting in 1796 was a moonlit 

maritime scene, followed in 1801 by an even more dramatic sea piece that sealed 

his reputation as the most precociously talented painter of his generation. 

Coasts and harbors would form the subjects of some of his most celebrated 

topographical views, such as the striking watercolors of Folkestone and Wey-

mouth on view in the exhibition.  

 Turner’s enduring fascination with these subjects stemmed from several 

sources. In 1788, aged thirteen, he was sent away to school in the seaside town 

of Margate in Kent. He returned there frequently for the rest of his life, witness-

ing its transformation from fishing port to tourist resort. No less importantly, 

the sea was both the source and the symbol of Britain’s mercantile and naval 

preeminence. The country’s burgeoning empire grew primarily from its com-

mercial ambitions, but overwhelming military force followed and facilitated its 

colonial activities. The “wooden walls” of its warships were the nation’s primary 

defense against its enemies. 

 Turner both shared and capitalized on Britain’s maritime affinities. Shore-

land scenery, boats, and warships became favored subjects. They inspired ambi-

tious print series that enjoyed notable commercial success. Underpinning this 

work was Turner’s appreciation of the sea’s potential to evoke a wide range of 

visual and emotional effects. Ultimately, the sea itself became the artist’s most 

characteristic subject.

Maritime Visions



Venice, the Mouth of the Grand Canal, ca. 1840, watercolor

In the two decades after Dort, Turner moved beyond artistic emulation and the 

pursuit of technical virtuosity to emphasize the human aspect of his subjects. 

On a literal level, his landscapes are populated by more varied figures. Their 

identities and activities help convey the essential character of the locations he 

depicted. Although their precise meaning often remains elusive, they seem to 

have a symbolic purpose, suffusing even quotidian subjects with an epic quality. 

 Turner’s fascination with atmospheric effects grew even stronger and 

his approach to materials became ever more unconventional. Paint is pushed, 

dragged, and dripped across the surface of paper or canvas. Individual forms 

dissolve in hazes of light and color. Natural patterns — whether of trees, rocks, 

or clouds — are rendered ever more expressively. 

Color, Light & Place

Inverary Pier, Loch Fyne: Morning, ca. 1845, oil on canvas

 At their best, Turner’s works from these years brilliantly fuse his human, 

symbolic, and atmospheric concerns while remaining reassuringly anchored in 

the particularities of place. Acclaimed by his contemporaries, they remain among 

his most admired achievements. Yet the freer and less finished style that Turner 

adopted as he strained to capture the fleeting effects of light and color brought 

increasing challenges to both popular and critical understanding. Painting, in 

Turner’s hands, was undergoing an unprecedented transformation.



Wreckers — Coast of Northumberland, with a Steam-Boat Assisting a Ship off Shore, exhibited 1834, oil on canvas

Turner’s final decade was one of intense creativity, in which he took his practice 

in radical new directions. His ever freer and more expressive application of paint 

swept individual forms into dynamic vortices of wind, water, and light. These 

came to be the real focus of the artist’s endeavors. The result was a form of 

painting without precedent or immediate parallel in Western art.

 Turner’s late works often proved challenging to his contemporaries. Recent 

generations, however, have come to see them as his defining achievement. With 

their uncanny resemblance to later nineteenth- and twentieth-century paint-

ings, they have cemented Turner’s reputation as the first truly modern artist. Yet 

his artistic purposes were quite different from those of the Impressionists and 

Abstract Expressionists to whom he is often compared. 

 The Impressionists were motivated by optical effects and the “painting of 

modern life,” the Abstract Expressionists by assertive emotionalism and for-

malist aesthetics. By contrast, Turner’s responses to his critics — and, ultimately, 

the works themselves — suggest that his concern was to convey the fundamen-

tal reality of encountering the world around us, both physically and emotionally. 

Everywhere, we see the human struggle to survive the uncontrollable forces of 

nature, fating us to live out our lives in the nooks and crannies of a vast and 

often violent universe. It is this sublime but tragic vision that Turner presented, 

with unflinching directness, in his final works.

Tragic Vision



J. M. W. Turner: Romance and Reality was curated by Lucinda Lax, 
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To learn more about the exhibition

All works Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection 

cover: Mer de Glace, in the Valley of Chamonix (detail), ca. 1815,  
watercolor, graphite, gum, scraping out, and stopping out

inside cover: Flüelen: Morning (Looking toward the Lake)  
(detail), 1845, watercolor, gouache, and scratching out

center pages: Dort, or Dordrecht: The Dort Packet-Boat from  
Rotterdam Becalmed, 1818, oil on canvas
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