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| Turner] stands upon an eminence, from which he looks back
over the universe of God and forward over the generations of
men. Let every work of his hand be a history of the one, and a
lesson to the other, Let each exertion of his mighty mind be both
hymn and prophecy; adoration to the Deity, revelation to
mankind.

John Ruskin, Modern Painters, vol 1 { IHfi;ﬁ}l

|Modern Painters| said everything about Turner 1 ever felt, or

even did not know 1 felt.

Pauline, Lady Trevelyan ( 1844)=

rt historians have refuted the idea of MW Turner
(1775-1851) as an embodiment of the embattled
omantic genius repeatedly and in detail. An immense
amount of literature has appeared since the bicentennial cel-
cbration of the painter's birth, including catalogues
aisonnés of his paintings, watercolours, and engravings, a
collection of his letters, and several biographies, as well as
specialized studies of his life and work. Major exhibitions
have brought famous as well as unfamiliar works before a
wide public. In addition, individual paintings have been
analysed in relation to new questions, especially ones drawn
from social and economic history.? All this scholarly activity
has placed Turner firmly within the context of his period, and
charted the development of his art.

One aspect of Turner’s career, however, has not received
the attention it deserves: John Ruskin’s role in creating the
modernist narrative that presents Turner as a Romantic hero.
I will argue that the image of Turner as the maker of great and
revelatory pictures, scorned by his contemporaries, finally
recognized as a true genius after enduring a lifetime of hos-
tility, was invented by John Ruskin (1819-1900). Beginning in
1843 with the first volume of Modern Painters, continuing
through his publications of the 1840s and 1850s, and culmi-
nating in 1860 in the fifth volume of Modern Painters, Ruskin
argued for a very particular interpretation of both Turner and
his work. Study of the reviews Ruskin's writings received at
the time of their publication reveals just how new and how
objectionable these ideas seemed. Critics sharply contradict-
ed his vision of Turner’s life as well as his interpretations of
the pictures. Even while other aspects of Ruskin's work won
praise, his ideas about Turner remained highly contentious.
When Walter Thornbury's Life of LMW Turner appeared in
1862, it also was criticized fiercely by reviewers and by peo-
ple who had known Turner, in part because of its
dependence on Ruskin’s ideas, but chiefly because of its
many inaccuracies. By the late 1870s, however, when a
revised edition of Thornbury's biography appeared and the
Fine Art Society in London staged a major exhibition of
Ruskin’s collection of works by Turner, memories of the artist
had faded, and Ruskin’s authority as an art critic and Turner's
greatest defender was immense. His deeply personal identifi-
cation with the artist added to that authority, taken as proof
of the correctness of his understanding. By the 20th century,
his advocacy of Turner’s genius had become one of the
canonical episodes in the history of modernism.?

Like most Victorians, Ruskin first encountered Turner’s
work in the form of engravings, when he received the illus-

Ruskin’s Turner
The making of a Romantic hero

Marjorie Munsterberg

trated edition of Samuel Rogers's ltaly in 1832 as a present
for his 13th birthday. Its vignette illustrations remained an
important part of Ruskin’s conception of the artist for the
rest of his life. It was not until the next year that he saw
Turner’s oil paintings, when he visited the summer exhibi-
tion at the Roval Academy with his father.® In 1837, Ruskin
received Turner’s watercolour Richmond Hill and Bridge,
Surrey (British Museum) as a birthday gift from his father,
the first of many he was to own, and in 1844 he received
Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying -
fvpbon Coming On (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; B & |
385), the first of only two oil paintings by Turner he would
own, also as a gift from his father.” Ruskin met the artist in
1840 and visited Turner's own gallery about this time.
During these years, he developed a personal relationship
with the artist that, however, ended abruptly during the
mid-1840s.% Although they were not close during the last
vears of Turner’s life, the will named Ruskin one of the
Executors of Turner’s estate. Ruskin resigned from that
position, but he did catalogue the more than 19,000 works
on paper that entered the collection of the nation as part
of the Turner Bequest.”

Ruskin first wrote about Turner’s art in 1836, as a 17-year-
old about to enter Christ Church, Oxford. Put into a ‘black
anger’ by a review in the prestigious Blackwood’s Magazine
of Turner’s exhibitions at the Royal Academy, he composed a
lengthy letter to the editor!V In it, he defended Turner as ‘a
meteor, dashing on in a path of glory which all may admire,
but in which none can follow: and his imitators must be, and
always have been, moths fluttering about the lights, into
which if they enter they are destroyed’ (3:638). Touching on
some of the arguments that were to appear in the first vol-
ume of Modern Painters, Ruskin defended the likeness of
Turner’s pictures to nature and to their subjects, the splen-
dor of Turner's colour, his imaginative capacity, and his
genius. The letter ends with memorable hyperbole about the
periodical critics as ‘innumerable dogs... baying [at] the
moon:—do they think she will bate of her brightness, or aber-
rate from the majesty of her path?’ (3:640)

On the advice of his father, Ruskin sent the unsigned man-
uscript to Turner before submitting it to the periodical.
Turner’s reply to J.R. Esq.” survives:

My Dear Sir

| beg to thank you for your zeal, kindness, and the trouble you

have taken in my behalf in regard of the criticism of Blackwoods

Mag of Oc|t] respecting my works, but I never move in these mat-

ters. They are of no import save mischief and the meal tub which

Maga |ie, Blackwood's] fears for by my having invaded the flour

tub.

|signature cut away|

PS. If you wish to have the Mans back have the goodness to let

me know. If not with vour sanctions 1 will send it 1o the Possessor

of the Picture of Juliet.

The last sentence in the body of the letter is a humorous ref-
erence to the review in Blackwood’s, in which Turner’s
painting _fuliet and Her Nurse (Private collection; B & | 365)
is described as ‘models of different parts of Venice, thrown
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higgledy-piggledy together, streaked blue and pink, and
thrown into a flour wb’. The owner of the painting was
Turner’s friend and collector, Hugh Munro of Novar, to
whom the letter may have been sent.!! Following Turner’s
advice, Ruskin put his letter aside to work on other projects.

The reviews of Turner’s art that so angered Ruskin
belonged to a lively public discourse about contemporary art.
Criticism about the visual arts first appeared in British peri-
odicals during the 1760s, partly in response to the
establishment of the Society of Arts in 1760 and the Roval
Academy in 1768, Drawing upon a variety of sources, includ-
ing the vocabulary of connoisseurship, art theory, and satire,
writers created a language of art criticism that could entertain
as well as inform a rapidly growing audience. By the early
19th century, at least a passing acquaintance with the visual
arts was firmly established as an essential part of middle-class
British culture. In response to this interest, many periodicals,
from daily newspapers to weekly and monthly magazines,
published reviews of the major art shows, A few periodicals
entirely devoted to visual art also appeared, although it was
not until the establishment of the Art Jorrnal in 1839 (called
the Art-Uniion until 1848) that one was able to survive for
more than a few vears.!-

This was the critical discourse Ruskin joined with Modern
FPainters: Their Superiority in the Art of Landscape Painting
to the Ancient Masters — joined quite literally, because the
book appeared during the first week of May, just after the
opening of the Roval Academy exhibition.!? Conceived in the
summer of 1842, when Ruskin again was outraged by nega-
tive reviews of Turner’s paintings, the book was written in
near-secrecy during the fall and winter and published under
the nom de plume ‘A Graduate of Oxford ™. M Ruskin explained
in the preface that the ‘work now laid before the public orig-
inated in indignation at the shallow and false criticisms of the
periodicals of the day™ about Turner (3:3; 7:8). An essay
became a book as one thought led to another, and the book
ultimately became five volumes, published between 1843 and
1860. In no sense is any of them, even the first, a systematic
analysis or even defence of Turner’s work. Instead they con-
tain sprawling and very personal arguments about art,
nature, and, increasingly, society. As in Ruskin’s other publi-
cations from the same period, however, Turner is always an
important point of reference, even when he is not the explic-
it subject of discussion.

Modern Painters was noticed at once. The first reference
to it may be a remark that appeared mid-sentence in a
review in the Spectator of Turner's work at the Roval
Academy: ‘There may be some sublime meaning in all this,
as we are told there is; but we must confess our inability to
penetrate its profundity.’™ Most of the major periodicals
published reviews of it within the next six months.!" The
critics showed a surprising unanimity of opinion. Almost all
of them praised the book as a valuable contribution to the
literature about the fine arts. They also admired the beauty
of Ruskin’s prose. None the less, they objected to the extrav-
agant language Ruskin used o criticize other artists,
especially Old Masters, disagreed with his characterization of
Turner, and vigorously objected to the way he interpreted
Turner's pictures. These continued to be the major points of
criticism made of Ruskin's writings about Turner for the next
three decades.!”

The first important review of Modern Painters appeared in

June in the Art Journal (still called the Art-Union), published

while the exhibition at the Academy was still open. The
anonvmous reviewer concentrated on two  points. First,
Ruskin’s language was entirely inappropriate for any purpose:

A tone so coarse is not to be found in any of the newspaper

notices, which we agree with him |Ruskin| in condemning,. If he
speak thus of one picture which he does not like [Daniel
Maclise's Hamlet|, we apprehend that, in going through an exhi-
hition, his catalogue of vituperative epithet would not serve him.,
To what would the terms of his damnatory vocabulary descend in
speaking of a really bad picture?
secondly, the praise given to Turner’s more recent paintings
was unacceptable:
Wi vield to none in admiration of the works of the beter period
of this once really great artist; but we cannot accord to him quali-
tics in his last works which do not therein exist, and which he
had not the most remote idea of giving them—qualities which, in

fact, it is in the power of no art to convey. 5

The reference to earlier great works by Turner had begun to
be a staple of exhibition criticism during the 1820s, usually
referring to the classical subjects painted during the mid-
1810s." The idea that Ruskin found meaning in Turner's
paintings the artist had not intended was made more fre-
quently and more fiercely in later vears, buttressed by the
popular story that Turner himself had said the same thing
(sce below),

Many more reviews appeared during the fall and winter.
That in The Gentleman's Magazine paid full tribute to
Ruskin’'s accomplishments:

The author has a solid foundation in the broad and philosophical

principles he applies to the art; while, in the very minute, exact,

and delicate criticisms he delivers, he shows a practical and artist-

like acquaintance with the derails of the subject.... He also is an

cloquent and impressive writer;... |who| can describe the capti-

vating beauties of painting in the brilliant colour of poetic diction.
The opinions in the book ‘are too profound to be refuted by
a cavil, and too honest to be dismissed with a sneer’ .2 The
opinions about Turner, however, were a different matter. The
reviewer quoted Ruskin's descriptions of the painter as ‘glo-
rious in conception, unfathomable in knowledge, and
solitary in power’, and like ‘the angel in the Apocalypse, and
other similar persons, whom out of respect we shall forbear
to mention’ <! In the end, the reader must ‘dismiss and for-
get the glowing descriptions and too partial comparisons he
has read in this volume, and turn from the visionary splen-
dour of the writer’s page to the real colours and composition
before him™ in Turner’s actual works of art in order to reach
a fair opinion.==

A lengthy and much more partisan examination of the
book appeared in October in Blackwood'’s Magazine, writ-
ten by the curate, poet, and enthusiastic amateur artist, the
Revd John Eagles (1783-1855), who regularly wrote art criti-
cism for the periodical.®? Eagles was a particular target of
Ruskin’s ire and remarked at the beginning of his review that
the author came ‘vauntingly up to us, with his contempt for
us and all critics that ever were, or will be: we are all little
Davids in the eve of this Goliath’ .24 In his discussion of the
sections in Modern Painters about Turner, Eagles followed
most other reviewers in finding Ruskin's elevation of the
painter above all other artists astonishing and offensive. He
too singled out the comparison of Turner to the angel of the
Apocalypse, which he quoted in full;

|A|nd Turner = glorious in conception — unfathomable in knowl-
edge - solitary in power — with the elements waiting upon his
will, and the night and the morning obedient to his call, sent as a
prophet of God to reveal to men the mysteries of his universe,
standing, like the great angel of the Apocalypse, clothed with a
cloud, and with a rainbow upon his head, and with the sun and
stars given into his hand,
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Suggesting with mock seriousness that this was blasphemy,
Eagles then ‘indulgled] in a small degree of justifiable
ridicule’. How could this description be represented in a
‘statue or painting of Mr. Turner for the Temple of Fame?’

How will they venture to represent Mr. Turner looking like an

angel — in that dress which would make any man look like a fool -

his cloud nightcap tied with ribbon riband round his head, calling

to night and morning, and little caring which comes, making

‘ducks and drakes’ of the sun and the stars, put into his hand for

that purpose? We will only suggest one addition, as it completes

the grand idea, and is in some degree characteristic of Mr,

Turner’'s peculiar execution, that, with the sun and the stars, there

should be delivered into his hand a comet, whose tail should

serve him for a brush, and supply itself with colour.?

Compared to the critical invective for which Blackwood’s
was famous, including very personal attacks on actual peo-
ple, this passage does contain only a ‘small degree’ of
ridicule. 2

More interesting is Eagles's challenge to the way Ruskin
interpreted Turner’s pictures. In this review, he used the dis-
cussion of Dido Building Carthage; or the Rise of the
Carthaginian Empire (National Gallery, London; B & J 131)
as an example. It was first exhibited in 1815 and afterwards
on display in Turner’s own gallery, perhaps until the artist’s
death, and was by general agreement a grand painting from
the days when Turner was great.?” Eagles wrote:

| TThe foreground is occupied by a group of children sailing toy-

boats, which he [Ruskin| thinks to be an ‘exquisite choice of

incident expressive of the ruling passion’. He, with a whimsical

extravagance in praise of Turner, which, commencing here, runs

throughout all the rest of the volume, says — “Such a thought as

this is something far above all art; it is epic poetry of the highest

order’. Epic poetry of the highest order! Ungrateful will be our

future epic poets if they do not learn from this - if such is done

by boys sailing toy boats, surely boys flyving a kite will illustrate far

. - ¥
better the great astronomical knowledge of our days.=

The discussion of Turner’'s art then moved, as it did in so
many reviews, to a more general assessment of Turner’s
areer, based on Eagles’s long memory of exhibited pic-
tures.??

A lengthy review also appeared in the Athenaewm, written
by the poet, playwright, and critic George Darley (1795-
18460), who — like Eagles — was one of the critics explicitly
attacked by Ruskin. He too objected to both Ruskin's lan-
guage and his image of the artist. He likened the writing style
to that of William Hazlitt: ‘Boldness and brilliancy, bigotry
amidst liberality, and great acuteness amid still greater blind-
ness’ 3 Furthermore, Ruskin used the same ‘burlesque
similitudes and ludicrous analogies’ that he criticized in peri-
odical criticism.?! Darley also quoted the passage about the
angel of the Apocalypse, asking rhetorically “What more light-
headed rhomontade could be scrawled, except upon walls,
or hallooed, except through the wards, of Bedlam, than the
annexed passage presents us?’ Remarking that Ruskin’s wor-
ship of ‘Turner is not ‘blasphemous because it s
crack-brained’, he ended his quotation with the conclusion
to Modern Fainters:

[Turner] stands upon an eminence, from which he looks back
over the universe of God, and forward over the generations of
men. Let every work of his hand, be a history of the one, and a
lesson to the other. Let each exertion of bis mighty mind be both
hymn and prophecy, — adoration 1o the Deity, — revelation to
mankind 3* |Darley’s italics|
Darley thought the reason for the extravagance of the lan-
guage was clear:

Mr. Turner's doxologist, desirous that his last paragraph should
out-do all the rest, vet exhausted by his antecedent efforts, has
here wrought his eloquence up to an unnatural pitch; and hence
cannot, in his paroxysm of panegyric, distinguish between gen-
uine heartfelt praise and wild hallelujahs. He reminds us of a
Whirling Dervish, who at the end of his well-sustained reel falls,

with a higher jump and a shriller shriek, into a fig. 23

The images of Turner the reviewers objected to — especially
as the angel of the Apocalypse or as a maker of hymn and
prophecy — express Ruskin’s vision of the artist as a Romantic
hero. Blessed with extraordinary genius, he was persecuted
by a cruel world which properly appreciated neither the man
nor his talent. This conception determined Ruskin’s views in
every respect. Genius assured Turner’s position ‘upon an
eminence, from which he looks back over the universe of
God and forward over the generations of men’. The same
idea of the artist determined Ruskin’s method of reading
Turner’s pictures. Since, as works of genius, they were by def-
inition ‘both hymn and prophecy’, the pictures inevitably
became ‘a history of [the universe of God] and a lesson to
[the generations of man|’. Ruskin's conception of ‘lesson’
was very specific. A ‘revelation to mankind’, this lesson
expounded the grandest of prophetic messages from even
the humblest material. Although inclined to find symbolic
meanings in all art, Ruskin assumed that he would find them
in the work of a prophet. Finally, critical hostility, of which
Ruskin made much, proved that the painter was superior to
his time. It also gave Ruskin his role as defender of misun-
derstood greatness.

The stance Ruskin adopted in Modern Painters, of an iso-
lated critic defending an embattled artist, is the same one he
had used in his letter about Turner to Blackwood's as well as
in one of his earliest works of criticism.* This was an essay
written for his Oxford tutor in the same year, 1836, an impas-
sioned, even intemperate defence of Sir Walter Scott, Sir
Edward Bulwer-Lytton, and Lord Byron against:

Quaker ladies shaking their heads at us, old maids their sticks at
us, crabbed old gentlemen their fists at us, and ugly (by courtesy
plain) young ladies their tongues at us. Here's a pretty mess we
have got into! Gruff, shrill, squeaking, whistling — the voices of
multitudinous discord astonish our nerves: ‘How false! how
untenable! how shocking! how immoral! how impious!” (1:359)

To mention Byron's Bride of Abydos caused the

dust and ashes of criticism [to] become living before our eyes,
and a murmur of indignation arises from the multitudes of
crawling things. But the name hath touched us with its finger, and
our brain is burning, our heart is quivering, our soul is full of
light.

Byron was a great poet, Ruskin explained, because he was a
‘most miserable man’, his poetry ‘'wrung out of his spirit by
that agony’. (1:372-3) None of this greatness, however, was
apparent to ‘these dogs that bay [at] the moon, these foul
snails that crawl on in their despicable malice,... these Grub
Street reptiles...” (1:379)

In the conception of the artist, attitude toward the period-
ical critics, and use ol extravagant emotional language,
Modern Painters resembles these two essays from 1836. In
the interim, however, Ruskin had read Thomas Carlyle, who
provided him with a larger intellectual framework for these
icleas.?> The first reference in his diary to Carlyle appeared in
1841, when he noted reading On Heroes and Hero-Worship,
a series of lectures published in 184030 It was from them,
according to his admirer and biographer WG Collingwood,
that Ruskin received the idea of his mission in life: “To tell the
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world that Art, no less than other spheres of life, had its
Heroes; that the mainspring of their energy was Sincerity,
and the burden of their utterance, Truth.'3” Carlvle's Past and
Present, published in 1843, also influenced him 3

Modern Fainters presents Turner as a Carlylean Artist-
Hero. The importance of ‘sincerity” and ‘truth” and the ways
in which Turner conquered a world that treated him badly
follow Carlyle's development of the hero in its various itera-
tions.  Although lecture discussed a  different
manifestation of the type, ‘at bottom the Great Man, as he
comes from the hand of Nature, is ever the same kind of
thing... [and] only by the world’s reception of them, and the
shapes they assume, are they so immeasurably diverse’. The
first characteristic of Carlvle's heroic man is ‘sincerity, a
deep, great, genuine sincerity’, a sincerity ‘that does not
depend on himself; he cannot help being sincere!” Further,
‘his utterances are... a kind of “revelation”... It is from the
heart of the world that he comes™?” Regardless of the way he
expresses himself, "he will read the world and its laws’. His
ultimate purpose is to ‘reveal that... sacred mystery which he
more than others lives ever present with.... without consent
asked of him, he finds himself living in it, bound to live in
it". " In all of these ways, Ruskin's Turner fits the type.

Ruskin also was influenced by Carlvle’s belief in the essen-
tial role plaved by the unconscious in the process of
creation.*! This is most fully expressed in the second volume
of Modern Painters, which appeared in 1846. In a discussion
about the imagination, Ruskin wrote:

cach

| Tlhere is in every word set down by the imaginative mind an

awful under-current of meaning, and evidence and shadow upon

it of the deep places out of which it has come. It is often obscure,

often half-told; for he who wrote it, in his clear seeing of the

things beneath, may have been impatient of detailed interpreta-

tion: but, if we choose to dwell upon it and trace it, it will lead us

always securely back to that metropolis of the soul's dominion.

(4:252)

The ‘clear seeing of the things beneath’ is Carlyle’s ‘revela-
tion... from the heart of the world’, but the ‘awful
under-current of meaning’, the ‘shadow’, reflect Ruskin’s
own approach to interpretation (see below).

The reviews of the second volume of Modern Painters, at
least in so far as they concerned Turner, mostly repeated
the objections that had been made about the first. The crit-
ic in the Athenaeuwm, again George Darley, wrote that
Ruskin’s ‘style of eloquence too much resembles a newspa-
per critic’s for our taste. Indeed, were we not told our
author was an Oxonian, we should conjecture him one of
those clever yvoung gentlemen called Reporters’. Periodical
criticism, however, ‘does not, like his, pretend itself a
seraphic hosanna superior to all mockeries, buffooneries,
and farce. Could the foulest-mouthed Journal disembogue
against his idol, Mr. Turner, less respectful and reckful lan-
guage than his own against certain ancient masters [?]™- In
fact, “his writings greatly resemble the paintings of his god-
pictorial; they are full of Turnerisms turned into words -
beauties, garish brilliancies, incomprehensibilities and
absurdities, all mingled together’. But, ‘notwithstanding
what we have said, and left unsaid,... the book before us
serves perusal, deserves praise.... let us recommend... this
very perturbative volume’.

Even respectful reviews, such as that about both volumes
that appeared in the Foreign Quarterly Review, criticized
what Ruskin said about Turner. Again, Ruskin's interpretation
of the children sailing boats in the foreground of Dido
Building Carthbage was singled out as ‘fantastical and trivial.
A group of children may sail toy boats in places by no means

maritime, as we have seen them doing in the Cockney
Arcadia of Hampstead Heath’.* Far more serious was how
‘our author appears to us to be wilfully and perversely blind
to great and glaring defects in the painter’. Turner ‘is the
slave of crochets, and of fantastical ambitions to achieve man-
ifest impossibilities”. The pictures Turner exhibited at the
Academy that vear demonstrated — once again - ‘gross
instances of the falsehood into which [his] deficiencies
betray him’.> Several pages about the paintings end with the
remark that it is to be ‘lamented that the Oxford Graduate
should have been dazzled by the fantastic lights of this eccen-
tric painter’. 1

On 19 December 1851, Turner died, and the lively critical
discourse about him and his art suddenly came to an end.
Without the regular appearance of pictures in exhibition, the
reviewers no longer had reason to write about him., Now it
was Ruskin who brought the subject of Turner into the pub-
lic arena. The most important works were the third lecture in
Lectures on Architecture and Painting, delivered in
Edinburgh on 15 November 1853, and published in 1854
(12:102-33); the third and fourth volumes of Modern
Painters, published in 1856 (5:1-417; 6:1-4606); a series of
books about pictures in the Turner Bequest that appeared
between 1856 and 1859 (13:81-388); and, finally, the fifth and
final volume of Modern Painters (7:1-460), published in
1860. The various catalogues of the Bequest present Ruskin's
views about Turner in a relatively systematic fashion, but it is
the last volume of Modern Painters that provides some of the
best-known set-pieces about the artist. Especially Ruskin's
comparison of the boyvhoods of Giorgione and Turner
became famous at once (7:374-81).

By the 1850s, Ruskin's ideas had become well enough
known to be referred to as ‘Ruskinism’. An early use of the
term occurred in 1851, when Something on Ruskinism
appeared, a poem and an essay criticizing Ruskin's writings
about architecture, with only scattered references to Turner.
Periodical reviewers more and more often treated several
publications at once, or conceived of his writings as a whole.
In many articles, especially those that appeared in the most
intellectually  prestigious periodicals, Ruskin's ideas about
Turner continued to be attacked vigorously. Among the best
known of these summary evaluations are two very long, very
negative articles that appeared in 18506, one in the Quarterly
Review by Elizabeth, Lady Eastlake (1809-1893) [see the arti-
cle by Tom Devonshire Jones elsewhere in this number of The
British Art Journal], an art historian and critic as well as wife
of Sir Charles Lock Eastlake, the President of the Royal
Academy, and the other in the Edinburgh Review by the
music, art, and theatre critic (mostly for the Athenaewm) as
well as writer, Henry Fothergill Chorley (1808-1872), Defences
of Ruskin in the face of these scathing attacks appeared a few
months later in the National Revieww and the Westminster
Review, the latter article by George Eliot.#

The objections were several. First, manv expressed
incredulity at Ruskin’s claim that he had rescued Turner from
scorn and isolation. One of the most forceful statements was
made by Charles Robert Leslie, a painter and friend of
Turner’s, who wrote that Ruskin’s lecture at Edinburgh:

... draws a touching picture of the neglect and loneliness in
which Turner died. This picture, however, must lose much of its
intended effect when it is known that such seclusion was Turner's
own fault. No death-bed could be more surrounded by attentive
triends than his might have been, had he chosen to let his friends
know where he lived. He had constantly dinner invitations, which
he seldom even answered, but appeared at the take of the inviter
or not as it suited him. His letters were addressed to him at his
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house in Queen Anne Street; but the writers never knew where

he really resided,

Periodical critics agreed. One wrote that “Turner commanded
and received large prices for the productions of his pencil;
his works were constantly before the eye of the public; and
he died at an advanced old age' > Chorley remarked:
‘Strange as it may seem to Mr. Ruskin, Turner has his English
appreciators and his English public prior to the year 1846.
Further, he added, the artist ‘not only lived to see his fame
rise above vulgar criticism, but in the course of a long life, he
realised a large fortune by his works. There was no cruel
neglect’. Several critics suggested that it was Ruskin who
needed Turner and not the reverse. Chorley was one of
them: *Mr. Ruskin owes a great deal more [than Turner could
owe to him| to the celebrity he has contrived to borrow from
so great an artist as Mr. Turner.! A critic for Blackwood's
Magazine was disgusted: ‘His fulsome adulation of Turner is
simply ridiculous. Turner’s fame owes as much to Mr. Ruskin
as Shakespeare’s does to Mr. Charles Kean.™?

Reviewers argued that Ruskin was creating an ‘apotheosis
of Turner’, for which he ‘erect|ed| a pile of dead painters’
coffins on which to rear up his statue. The temple which he
builds for the idol of his imagination he would have sur-
rounded with railings, like the King of Dahomey's Palace, and
on every rail the skull of a dead rival’ > This destruction of
the reputation and work of other painters, often using
extremely negative language, still seemed as objectionable as
what Ruskin thought about Turner. If, wrote Walter
Thornbury in the Athenaeum, Ruskin simply said that
‘though honest, vigorous, and dewy, [Constable| took a
restricted parochial view of English nature, and was conven-
tional and dull in texture and treatment’, the reader could
accept his opinion. Instead, he ‘rails in this wholesale, intol-
erant, foolish way’.> Ironically, it was the same Walter
Thornbury who published the biography of Turner so depen-
dent upon Ruskin just two vears later.

Disagreement with Ruskin's interpretations of the pic-
tures, suggested by some critics during the 1840s, became
vociferous. Thornbury was blunt: ‘[Ruskin]| sits down and
invents thoughts on buildings and pictures.... Turner was
never so much a Turnerite as Mr. Ruskin’. His readings
depended upon his ‘supersubtle, sophistical, fantastic [mind,
which is| fond of small and intricate threads of allegory’.> In
a review of the fifth volume of Modern Painters, FG Stephens
sharply criticized the meaning Ruskin found in the titles of
Turner’s pictures:

The opinion, so gratuitous, that Turner’s choice of titles for his
pictures, so frequently taken from Greek mythology, had more in
it than meets the eyve, and was poetically connected with his
knowledge of Greek traditions, would amaze that marvellous
artist. "

The idea that Ruskin was not just wrong, but that he found
things in Turner’s pictures that the artist had not intended,
gained support from an often-repeated anecdote. Various
contemporaries claimed to have heard Turner remark that
Ruskin ‘knows a great deal more about my pictures than I do.
He puts things into my head, and points out meanings in
them that I never intended’.>” Ruskin addressed the rumor in
the fourth volume of Modern Painters: ‘Foolish people are
fond of repeating a story which has gone the full round of the
artistical world, that Turner, some day, somewhere said to
somebody (time, place, or person never being ascertainable),
that 1 discovered in his pictures things which he did himself
not know were there.” If this was true, Ruskin concluded, it
was because Turner ‘neither was aware of the value of the

truths he had seized, nor understood the nature of the
instinct that combined them'. (6:274-5) The story was flatly
denied by Ruskin’s friend the Revd William Kingsley who, in
an appendix to the seventh edition of the catalogue of the
Fine Art Society exhibition, noted that *No greater nonsense
can be uttered than the story of Turner’s saying that Mr.
Ruskin saw things in his pictures that he himself had not
thought of.... [1]t must have been invented for the purpose
of disparaging both Turner and Ruskin by some one who
knew neither’. A note by Ruskin appeared at the bottom of
the page: ‘I'm so glad of this bit. Nothing ever puts me more
“beside myself”... than this vulgar assertion’ (13:585-6). In
fact, it was repeated by people who knew both men.

his difference between Ruskin and his critics consists of

more than the interpretation of specific details in partic-
ular pictures. It lies in the basic method of understanding
them. What Ruskin took to be intended subject, opening
through a reading of symbols to a larger sphere, most art crit-
ics understood as rhetorical. This point of view was not the
result of a change in Turner’s pictures in his last years or the
superficiality of exhibition reviews. The approach had been
present since the 1810s, articulated by some of the most per-
ceptive observers of the art. Rather than interpret the
Carthaginian pictures of the mid-1810s as allegories of mod-
ern Britain, for example, almost all critics took the subjects to
be evidence of Turner’s artistic ambition. The reviewer for
the Sun, almost certainly the veteran journalist and editor
John Taylor (1757-1832), used the language of traditional art
criticism when he wrote that Dido Building Carthage ‘is in
the grand style, and the effects produced correspond with
the classical dignity of the subject’. The reviewer for the Si.
James's Chronicle, using a different vocabulary, described its
greatness in terms of effect rather than style: *The eye rests
but a moment on [the painting| before its transcendent qual-
itics completely occupy the mind, and it is felt to be one of
those sublime productions which is seldom met with’.>®
Similarly, The Decline of the Carthaginian Empire (Turner
Bequest, Tate Britain; B & | 135), exhibited in 1817, was "an
ideal composition upon a larger scale’. In it, wrote another
critic, Turner ‘embodied the whole spirit of Virgil's poetical
description of the event, its awful grandeur, and solemnity of
effect’.>?

Even the most literary of the exhibition reviewers — William
Hazlitt, say, or William Thackeray — or sophisticated, sympa-
thetic viewers such as the artists John Landseer and William
Henry Pyne (both of whom also knew Turner personally) did
not suggest a symbolic interpretation for these works. Again
and again, critics insisted that ‘like Claude, Turner takes a
subject from mythology or ancient history as a mere name to
produce”.™ Some found particular titles pretentious, sug-
gesting ambitious claims that the pictures did not fulfill. In
1814, the critic for the St James's Chronicle attacked
Turner's Dido and Aeneas (‘Turner Bequest, Tate Britain; B &
J 129): “To attach such a pompous name... to a picture in
which a few little and vilely drawn figures are scattered over
the foreground of a landscape, deserves strong reproba-
tion.”™  Other titles seemed arbitrary, without any
relationship to what could be seen in the work. In 1828, Dido
Directing the Eguipment of the Fleet, or The Morning of the
Carthaginian Empire (Turner Bequest, Tate Britain; B & |
241) was called just ‘a fancy title to a fancy picture’. In 1836,
the reviewer for the Spectator wrote that Juliet and ber
Nurse ‘might as well have been called anything else’. In 1843,
Thackeray declared about his humorously garbled version of
the title of Light and Colour (Goethe’s Theory) - the
Morning after the Deluge — Moses Writing the Book of
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Genesis (Turner Bequest, Tate Britain; B & | 405), “This may
not be the exact title, but it will do as well as another.” In the
next year, a critic for The New Monthly Magazine described
Turner’s ‘labels’ as ‘ludicrously unmeaning’. Finally, in 1849, a
critic remarked in the Art fournal that Turner ‘follows as
nearly as he can the “good old plan™ of |Sir Walter] Scott —
that of selecting titles, which shall, merely as titles, convey
nothing to the... reader.’*

The fundamental difference between the two approaches
can be seen in the responses to The Fighting ‘Temeraire’,
Tugeed to Her Last Berth 1o Be Broken Up (Turner Bequest,
National Gallery, London; B & ] 377). The painting, almost
universally praised when it was shown at the Academy in
1839, went on view in Turner’s Gallery after the close of the
exhibition.® Many of those writing during the 1830s, includ-
ing Ruskin, had seen the painting at the Academy, and some
had written about it at that time, and so the discussion can be
said to have extended over two decades. Tvpical of the over-
whelmingly positive reviews it originally received is one that
appeared in the Morning Chronicle:

There is something in the contemplation of such a scene which
affects us almost as deeply as the decay of a noble human being.
It is impossible to gaze at the remains of this magnificent and ven-
erable vessel withourt recollecting, 1o use the works of Campbell,
‘how much she has done, and how much she has suffered for her
country.” In his striking performance Mr. Turner has indulged his
love of strong and powerfullv-contrasted colours with greart taste
and propriety. A gorgeous horizon poetically intimates that the
sun of the Temeraire is setting in glory.

The reviewer for the Athenaewm went even further in the
direction of a svymbolic reading, although specifically identi-
fying it as a ‘fanciful mode of interpretation’

A sort of sacrificial solemnity is given to the scene, by the blood-
red light cast upon the waters, by the round descending sun, and
by the paler gleam from the faint rising crescent moon, which sil-
vers the majestic hull, and the towering masts, and the taper
spars of the doomed vessel, gliding in the wake of the stecam-boar
- which latter (still following this fanciful mode of interpretation)
almost gives to the picture the expression of such malignant

alacrity as might benefit an executi ner,"

Both of these critics, like most of their colleagues, made the
process of association central to their reading of the painting.
They began with ‘contemplation’ of the ‘remains of this mag-
nificent and venerable vessel” and then went on to the details
and colour that they felt enhanced the sentiment of the pic-
ture. Nearly all of the reviewers mentioned the sunset as an
appropriate symbol for the Temeraire, and many remarked
on the poignant juxtaposition of the grand masted ship with
the steamboat. Only in the interpretation of the colour was
there some disagreement. The critic for the Morning
Chronicle noted that the ‘gorgeous horizons poetically inti-
mates that the sun of the ‘Temeraire is setting in glory’. For
the Athenaeum’s reviewer, by contrast, the light added a
'sort of sacrificial solemnity to the scene’. In both cases, how-
ever, the process of reading the picture is the same. The
viewer muses on an inherently suggestive theme, with his or
her reflections directed by a few details in the picture. The
emphasis is not on a particular interpretation of cach ele-
ment, but rather in the pleasure of being aware of the way in
which one thing suggests another. It is less the final result —
any sort of fixed meaning — than the process of viewing that
delights. This is the approach by which the picturesque had
been defined some 50 years before.b

Ruskin's approach was decisively different. He considered
the Fighting Temeraire a central work in Turner's career. The

most important discussions of it occur in three places in
Modern FPainters and in a single extended description in
Notes on the Turner Gallery at Marlborough House, 1856. In
the former, he called the painting, along with Slavers and

Juliet and ber Nurse, perfect works, equal to works by

Phidias or Leonardo, ‘incapable... of any improvement con-
ceivable by human mind’. (3:248) As in Slavers, the colours
of the Fighting Temeraire are symbolic. Turner chose the
‘deeply crimsoned sunset’ sky, the colour of blood, to indi-
cate the ‘circumstances of death, especially the death of
multitudes’ (6:381). Furthermore, according to Ruskin, the
work had personal meaning for Turner. It represented the
fulfillment of a vow made while he was a small boy playing
among the ships of the London harbor:

Trafalgar shall have its tribute of memory some day. Which,

accordingly, is accomplished - once, with all our might, for its

death; twice, with all our might, for its victory; thrice, in pensive

farewell to the old Téméraire, and with it, to that order of things.

(7:379)

[t is with these remarks that Ruskin made the painting into
something other than a suggestive representation of a con-
temporary subject. To liken a crimson sunset to blood, and
thus read the painting as a scene of death, goes bevond the
associative pleasures of the picturesque. The reviewer for the
Athenaenm also called the light *blood-red’, but for him the
colour only gave a solemn mood to the scene = and even that
was offered after due apology for ‘this fanciful mode of inter-
pretation’. Ruskin, by contrast, charged the colour with
specific meaning. By indicating the “circumstances of death’,
it becomes a key that turns one thing into another., Rather
than enhance pictorial elements with additional resonances,
Ruskin transformed them. With proper interpretation, the
hidden meaning becomes manifest. It is the result and not
the process that matters.

The linking of Turner’s painting to a childhood vow is also
an interpretative act that transforms the picture. First, the
vow itself is Ruskin’s invention. Three pictures of Trafalgar,
representing the death of Nelson, the battle itself, and the
retirement of the ship, constitute his only evidence of
Turner’s promise. In fact, the histories of the paintings make
it clear that they are not related.” The idea of a motivating
vow changes the nature of the painting, however, Instead of
being a response to a contemporary subject of obvious patri-
otic and poetic appeal, the Fighting Temeraire becomes a
profoundly personal statement. Turner, a great man himself
and (in Ruskin’s view) already nascent in his greatness as a
boy, paid a ‘tribute of memory” to a great event in British his-
tory. It is, then, a work created from a nexus of historical and
personal forces, and it results from ‘Turner confronting the
greatness of another. The actual historical circumstances of
the particular paintings play no role at all.

The more extended description of the Fighting Temeraire
in Notes on the Turner Gallery reveals Ruskin's method of
interpretation even more clearly. The analysis begins with an
explanation of the picture as the last one Turner ‘ever exe-
cuted with his perfect power’ — when his execution was still
‘as firm and faultless as in middle life’. This evaluation opens
the way for the first of Ruskin's transformations of the work.
In his view, Turner’s ‘period of central power’, opened with
Ulysses Deriding Polypbemus — Homer’s Odyssey (Turner
Bequest, National Gallery, London; B & ] 330), exhibited at
the Academy in 1829, and closed with the Fighting
lemeraire. Paired by Ruskin, the two pictures become sym-
bols of Turner’s biography. Each is, ‘in all the circumstances
of its subject, unconsciously illustrative of his own life in its
triumph’.®” As the ‘unconsciously’ indicates, Turner’s inten-
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tion is not an issue here. But it is typical of Ruskin's approach
that this limitation neither changes the course of his argu-
ment nor lessens its passion. His discussion goes on:

I do not suppose that Turner, deep as his bye-thoughts often
were, had any under meaning in either of these pictures: but, as
accurately as the first sets forth his escape to the wild brightness
of Nature, to reign amidst all her happy spirits, so does the last
set forth his returning to die by the shore of the Thames: the cold
mists gathering over his strength, and all men crying out against
him, and dragging the old “fighting Téméraire” out of their way,
with dim, fuliginous contumely.

This section ends with an additional reason for Turner 1o
have had a special emotional engagement with the subject:
‘Sympathy with seamen and ships’ had been ‘one of the gov-
erning emotions in Turner’s mind throughout his life’.
Furthermore, it was ‘the last of a group of pictures’, ‘all illus-
trative of one haunting conception, of the central struggle at
Trafalgar’. (13:168-70) Thus, by implication at least, the child-
hood vow mentioned in Modern Painters appears again.

The second half of Ruskin’s discussion explains the picture
as ‘the most pathetic that was ever painted’ of a subject ‘not
visibly involving human pain’. Only at a few points does the
description suggest what the painting actually shows.
‘[ TThose sides that were wet with the long runlets of English
life-blood, like press-planks at vintage, gleaming goodly crim-
son down to the cast and clash of the washing foam’™ might
be read as an imaginative interpretation of the reddish glow
cast by the sunlight. Similarly, the “pale masts’, mentioned by
many reviewers of the picture, ‘staved themselves up against
the war-ruin, shaking out their ensigns through the thunder,
till the sail and ensign drooped — steep in the death-stilled
pause of Andalusian air, burning with its witness-cloud of
human souls at rest’. One of the concluding sentences is:
‘Never more shall sunset lay golden robe on her, nor starlight
tremble on the waves that part at her gliding” (13:170-72). At
no point, however, is the description clearly linked to specif-
ic visual details found in the painting.

Although Ruskin’s method begins with an associative
process, it ends by transforming that process into something
else. Without a clear sense of the object or view that inspired
his thoughts, we cannot participate in a leisurely exploration
of the subject. Instead, emphasis shifts to the conclusion of
the process and, with this change, interpretation becomes
meaning. Without the flexibility implied by a sense of process
or the suggestion of alternate readings, Ruskin's explication
becomes the single, true understanding. Furthermore, we
cannot challenge it, since his interpretative description has
effectively replaced the object of analysis.®

Ruskin’s interpretation also appears in his telling of Turner's
biography, as in the famous description of Turner’s bovhood,
which appears in the last volume of Modern Painters:

Near the south-west corner of Covent Garden, a square brick pit
or well is formed by a close-set block of houses, to the back win-
dows of which it admits a few rays of light. Access to the bottom
of it is obtained out of Maiden Lane, through a low archway and
an iron gate; and if you stand long enough under the archway to
accustom your eyes to the darkness you may see on the left hand
a narrow door, which formerly gave quict access to a respectable
barber’s shop, of which the front window, looking into Maiden
Lane, is still extant... A more fashionable neighbourhood, it is
said, cighty vears ago than now — never certainly a cheerful one. .
... [O]F things beautiful, besides men and women, dusty
sunbeams up or down the street on summer mornings; deep fur-
rowed cabbage-leaves at the greengrocer's; magnificence of
oranges in wheel-barrows round the corner; and Thames' shore
within three minutes’ race.

None of these things very glorious; the best, however, that

England, it seems, was then able to provide for a boy of gift.

(7:375-0)
In spirit and in fact, Ruskin’s account contrasts sharply with
the presentation of Turner’s childhood that appears in
biographies published during the 1850s. One, published in
1860, conveniently summarizes the most important earlier
authors, all of whom had known Turner:

Some ninety vears ago, when Covent Garden was a fashionable
part of the town, it was famed for its perruguiers, or hair-
dressers, and dealers in articles of dress and personal ornament,
and the streets were crowded with carriages at shopping hours....
There is evidence of this celebrity in the sign of the White Peruke,
in Maiden-lane, at which lodged Voliaire, who was in England
three vears.

As vou proceed through Maiden-lane, near its west end, on the
right hand, opposite the CyvderCellars, (opened about 1730,) is a
small paved place, with an arched entrance, named Hand-court;
and here, at the corner of the court, in the house No. 26, lived
William Turner, who "dressed wigs, shaved beards, and in the days
of queues, top-knots, and hair-powder, waited on the gentlemen
of the Garden at their own houses, and made money by his trade,
then a more flourishing profession than that of a hair-dresser of
the present day.”....

When, or in what way, the voung Turner first evinced a love for
art, no one has told us.... [W]hen asked, as he [the father] often
was, "Well, Turner, what is William to be?” he would reply, with a
look of delight, “William is going to be a painter.” He was, accord-
ingly, provided with watercolours and brushes, and the father was
proud to show his customers the boy's coloured drawings. He
soon evinced skill beyond these bovish exercises, and was
employed to colour prints by John Raphael Smith, the crayon-
painter and mezzotinto engraver, who lived in Maiden-lane, and
next in King-street, Covent Garden. Another of Smith's colowrers
at this period was Thomas Girtin. .. and from him it was that
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Timbs added that the artist Thomas Stothard ‘went one day
to Turner, the hair-dresser’s shop in Maiden-lane to get his
hair cut, when the barber remarked to him in conversation,
“My son is going to be a painter™.”" The sense of communi-
ty, of parental support, of connections to a larger world into
which Turner could advance, are so persuasive in Timbs's
account that it is a surprise to encounter Ruskin's version of
this same period in Turner’s life in an appendix at the end of
Timbs's book.”! Ruskin's dark tale has none of the sense of
possibility, none of the human dimension, of the biographies
of the 1850s. The addition of Ruskin’s famous set-piece, how-
ever, is evidence of how quickly it gained an audience and
replaced the older account.’™

Ruskin’s views received new attention after the publication
of Walter Thornbury's Life of MW Turner in 1862.73 His
ambition, Thornbury wrote, was ‘to paint the man as 1 really
believe he was; an image of gold with clay feet’. To that end,
he wove eve-witness accounts, letters, stories, bits of history,
and overblown descriptive passages into a rambling and wild-
ly unreliable tribute to the late, great Mr. Turner. There is no
question that Ruskin is a central figure in Thornbury's book.
The author emphasized both Ruskin’s approval of the project
and the help he gave along the way. In his preface,
Thornbury stated the hope that:

My views of Turner’s life may agree with those held by the great
exponent of his genius.... I have sought not to put him on a high-
er or a lower throne than that whereon the genius of his great
exponent has already placed him, but rather 1o gather fresh
proofs of his genius from the records of his personal histe :r;n.:-""'
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Revealingly, Thornbury won a remarkable degree of approval
from Ruskin. Although Ruskin called work “dreadful” in a let-
ter to his father, particularly lamenting its travesty of factual
accuracy, he added that ‘in Thornbury’s view of the man, the
book is better than 1 expected’. (13:554n1) What Ruskin
meant, clearly, is that Thornbury closely followed his own
descriptions of Turner. Thus, for example, the biography
quoted a passage from Modern Painters about Turner’s
nature — exactly the kind of characterization that had been
criticized so severely:

Imagine what it was for a man to live seventy years in this hard

world, with the kindest heart and the noblest intellect of his time,

and never to meet with a single word or ray of sympathy, until he

felt himself sinking into the grave. From the time he knew his

true greatness, all the world was against him. He held his own but

it could not be without roughness of bearing and hardening of

the temper, if not of the heart. No one understood him, no one

trusted him, and evervone cried out against him,

This image — of a ‘soul [tempered by the chills of life] into
stuff harder than steel’, as Thornbury wrote at another point
— appears throughout his biography, with and without the
sanction of Ruskin's words.

Thornbury also followed Ruskin in discovering proof of
Turner's alienation from the world in the subjects of his
paintings. The complicated themes of his late works resulted
from disgust and despair at the way in which he was treated.
Had he been encouraged in his early work, Turner would
have continued producing accessible pictures. Instead, he
created a new stvle: “Wonderful proofs of [Turner’s| power,
[the late paintings| had a value of riddles, experiments, and
prophecies.” They reflected his ‘peculiar love of mystification
which [was| the result of suspicious reserve’. The names and
subjects of his late works were intended to “puzzle and tease
the public’,™

Finally, like Ruskin, Thornbury invented episodes in
Turner's life. Here, however, the effect is very different. While
Ruskin's inventions transform Turner into an embodiment of
the great artist, Thornbury's rarely rise above the level of gos-
sip. For example, Thornbury quoted Ruskin's famous - and
fictitious — description of Turner’s discovery of his vocation
as a landscape painter: ‘At last, Fortune wills that the lad’s
true life shall begin.”™ Thornbury, by contrast, introduced a
series of unhappy love affairs into the painter’s life. Clues in
the writing sometimes alert the reader to this process of
invention. Episodes in Thornbury’s biography are intro-
duced by phrases such as "With the eye of the imagination,
we must pierce... the darkness’ or “We must imagine’. ™ Many
other times, however, the incidents are woven seamlessly
into the text. This is one of the most frustrating aspects of the
biography for modern historians.

Thornbury’s Life of .M. W, Turner appeared in November
1861 and was reviewed almost immediately in the
Athenaewm. Other periodicals followed. All of the major
reviewers harshly criticized the contradictions, repetitions,
and unsupported allegations that riddle Thornbury’s narra-
tive. The critic for the Athenaewum, for example, stated that
the author ‘unwisely attempted to emulate in language that
period of the great painter’s carcer when sobriety and taste
were cast to the winds, and when that which was florid,
extravagant, incomplete and experimental (albeit poetical)
took their place’.™ The account in the Quarterly Revieuw:
written by Lady Eastlake, was even more negative. After not-
ing that Thornbury had published at least nine books and
numerous articles during the time he claimed to have devot-
ed to Turner, she continued:

But whatever mav be the merits of Mr. Thornbury's other produc-

tions, his ‘Life of Turner” is simply the most deplorable piece of
book-making that has ever fallen in our way. In a certain sense,
indeed, Mr. Thornbury's account of his operations may be cor-
rect, for the book does exhibit something of the spirit of research
of a Paris chiffonier, who goes about with his basket and picks up
every bit of filth and tinsel that comes in his way: but for any real-
lv accurate investigation of facts worthy to be known, for any
useful judgments upon facts that are ascertained, we must not

look to Mr. Thornbury.™

The reviewers further observed, as they had about Ruskin’s
books, that the facts of Turner’s career did not substantiate
Thornbury's image of persecuted genius.  Ironically,
Thornbury himself provided plenty of contradictory evi-
dence with his many stories about Turner’s fame, fortune,
and friends.

Critics had no doubt that Ruskin provided the authority for
Thornbury's interpretation. The critic for the Athenaewm
Wrote:

It has been the fashion of late to speak of Turner as one neglected

till a powerful and poetical advocate compelled the public to

attend to his excellencies,— What are the facts? Only the recorded

praise of contemporaries from the very moment he took rank

among them!- Only one hundred and forty thousand pounds

amassed during his lifetime!
The review in the Quarterly Review reiterated this: *lt is a
favorite doctrine both with Mr. Ruskin and Mr. Thornbury,
that Turner was deeply wronged by the world, and that on
the world his faults ought to be charged. We express our
entire disbelief of such a theory.™! Since factual substantia-
tion of their image of Turner was impossible, Ruskin and
Thornbury resorted to what a reviewer for Blackwood's
called ‘webs of cunning argument and specious pleading’.
Ruskin's command of language gave him an extraordinary
advantage:

Mr. Ruskin, himself 2 man of genius, knows how to envelop the

doubtful soul [of Turner], which, indeed, he declares plainly he

did not understand, in the mist and rosy vapours of the celestial

gift which accompanied it... But when daylight and facts are

poured cold and killing upon the visionary picture — when luck-

less Mr. Thornbury puffs aside those splendid mists... all unaware

of the havoce he is making, [he] reveals that shabby reality
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The response to the lengthy critique in the Athenaeum is
astonishing: a stream of angry letters from Thornbury’s
sources denying the validity of the information attributed to
them. The respondents include such figures as the publisher
Lovell Reeve, the collector and industrialist Henry M'Connell,
and Turner’s engraver and old friend John Pye. All categori-
cally denied the truth of an assortment of facts and stories
found in the book. On 11 January 1862 Thornbury’s solicitor
informed the readers of the Atherncaerem that his client would
be unable to answer any of the accusations because he was
traveling in Egypt. On 22 February the magazine published a
long letter of explanation from Thornbury which, however,
only heightened the ire of his critics. On 18 March the editor
announced that ‘this very disagreeable correspondence
should now cease’, although there were still more unpub-
lished letters of protest.®

Subsequent biographers of Turner continued to complain
that Ruskin — and with him, Thornbury — twisted the histori-
cal facts, but they did not ignore his writings. It is revealing
that Dutton Cook called the chapter about Turner in his book
Art in England. Notes and Studies, published in 1869,
“Turner and Ruskin'. After repeating the charge that Turner
had said Ruskin ‘knows a great deal more about my pictures



Volume X, No.l

e BRITISH ART Jonrnel

than I do’, and disputing Ruskin’s presentation of the artist’s
life in many respects, Cook said about Modern Painters: ‘A
more imposing monument to Turner’'s memory than is
afforded by this book, with all its defects, can hardly be
l[imagined].” It is ‘[e|mphatically a great work — a noble jewel
in the crown of art literature’ M

Two events in the late 1870s consolidated Ruskin's author-
ity as Turner’s greatest interpreter. The first was that a revised
edition of Thornbury’s biography appeared in 1877. It
received little notice in the press, certainly nothing like the
carlier outpouring of criticism, and what notices there were
assumed Ruskin’s authority. A review in the Literary World
explained:

The original edition. .. was undertaken with the approval of Mr.
Ruskin, the great interpreter of Turner's artistic work, and
received his commendation when completed. .. Mr. Ruskin has so
occupied the field in his surpassingly eloquent expositions of
Turner’s work that the very idea of rivalry is almost an absurdity,
and, of course, Mr. Thornbury did not dream of it. His object was
to present the man to the thousands who have learned to admire
the artist... How poor Turner lived, with what industry he
laboured, what great works he accomplished, and yvet how great a
wreck and failure his life in some respects was, is recorded in
these pages by Mr. Thornbury. .. |E]veryone who takes an interest

in art ought to be acquainted [with this book].?

The second event was the major exhibition in 1878 of water-
colours by Turner, organized by Ruskin from works in his
own collection and held at the Fine Art Society in London.
The show, which ran from March through the summer, was
seen by thousands of viewers, and its catalogue ran through
many printings. Although Ruskin’s breakdown in February of
1878 prevented him from finishing the entries before the
exhibition opened, he was able to do so by summer, when a
revised edition of the catalogue appeared.’™ His text, which
combines new writing about the specific works in the show
with lengthy quotations from Modern Painters, reiterates his
vision of Turner’s art and life. About Bergamo (Ashmolean
Museum, Oxford), for example, an early drawing dating from
Turner’s vears of collaboration with Thomas Girtin in the
Monro Academy, Ruskin wrote:

This wonderful little drawing is the earliest example [ can give of
the great distinctive passion of Turner’s nature; the one which
separates him from all other modern landscapists, — his sympathy
with sorrow, deepened by continual sense of the power of
death... Turner alone works in a grief he would escape from, but
cannot, (13:415)
In Ruskin’s view, Turner and his art changed dramatically
about 1825. This is explained in the entry for Sunsbhine on the
lamar (Ashmolean Museum, Oxford), the first work in
Ruskin’s fifth group, titled Reality. England Disquieted.

But a time has now come when he [Turner| recognizes that all is
not right with the world - a discovery contemporary, probably,
with the more grave one that all was not right within himself,
Howsoever it came Lo pass, a strange, and in many respects griev-
ous metamorphosis takes place upon him, about the year 1825,
Thenceforward he shows clearly the sense of a terrific wrongness
and sadness, mingled in the beautiful order of the earth; his work
hecomes partly satirical, partly reckless, partly — and in its greatest
and noblest features — tragic (13:433-34 57

Ultimately, the public was to blame: “When they see, gath-
cred now together in one group, examples of the drawings in
which the calamitous change is expressed most clearly, the
public may perhaps see how in the deepest sense their own
follies were the cause of all that they blamed, and of the infi-
nitely greater all that they lost” (13:435).

Even if the emotional engagement with Turner revealed in
this catalogue is not greater than it is in Ruskin’s other writ-
ings, it is more poignant. Not only were the pictures owned
by Ruskin, tangible evidence of his devotion to the painter,
and presented framed, as it were, by Ruskin's words about
them, but the show included pictures by Ruskin. These pic-
tures formed, wrote the reviewer for the Athenaeum, ‘a
tolerably complete art-autobiography, delineating the
author’s progress in drawing from an early period of his life
to the present day... [In] a highly characteristic and in many
respects intensely pathetic “catalogue™|, t]he artist writes of
himself, his aims, motives, powers, and temporary successes
and failures” ™ In addition, the show opened under the shad-
ow of Ruskin’s illness, which was reported widely in the
press. Partly in response to it, the Fine Art Society organized
the purchase of the Alpine watercolour Ruskin had written
about wanting more than any other, but which his father had
not allowed him to buy. This was presented to him in June,
when he had recovered sufficiently to be able to receive the
gift. % Taken as a whole, then, the show at the Fine Art Society
was an extraordinary tribute to Ruskin’s lifelong commitment
to Turner, and its catalogue a compelling and accessible
restatement of Ruskin's vision of the artist.

By the end of the 1870s, even strongly worded objections
by well-informed writers were unable to counteract the influ-
ence of Ruskin's ideas.™ Philip Gilbert Hamerton's
biography, which appeared in 1879, devoted a chapter to the
subject of Ruskin and Turner. Although full of respect for
Ruskin, Hamerton observed that ‘the enthusiasm of his
young admirer seemed excessive to Turner, who constantly
tricd to prevent him [Ruskin] from writing’”! He likened
Ruskin’s claims about Turner to the ‘calculated artifice’ of
Macaulay and Carlyle, where ‘the appeal to the feelings is
founded upon a fiction.?2 W Cosmo Monkhouse, whose
biography appeared three years later, began with a protest
against Thornbury, who had access to information that had
been lost in the intervening years. And ‘Mr. Ruskin, who
might have helped so much, has contributed little to the life
of the artist but some brilliant passages of pathetic rhetoric.
Overgrown by his luxuriant eloquence, and buried beneath
the deébris of Thornbury, the ruins of Turner’s Life lay hidden
tll last year’. Although Hamerton had begun the job of a
proper life, Monkhouse continued, he ‘left much [work] to
be done’” In 1905, WL Wyllie repeated the now-familiar
pProtests:

Unfortunately, in his zeal and energy, Ruskin has been carried far
bevond the truth, and gives us a fabulous Turner — about as
unlike the real man as can be. To make out that Turner was 2
neglected genius, and that the noblest intellect of his time never
met with a single word or ray of sympathy - that all the world was
turned against him - is simply absurd. When we come to descrip-
tions of the pictures, we meet such words as the following:
LMW Turner is the only man who has ever given an entire tran-
script of the whole system of nature.” This is impossible

Ly,
nonsense,

In summary, Wvllic wrote:

This is very beauatiful writing [by Ruskin|, but [it] is not the truth.
Turner had many to teach him. His father gave him every possible
help. His fellow painters were full of admiration for his work, and
he had many staunch friends to the last. I think my readers will
agree with me, that he lived a prosperous and fairly happy life,
and that his end was by no means miserable, but such as he him-
self would have wished.?

Even when illness prevented Ruskin from undertaking major
new projects, his ideas about Turner continued to be very vis-
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ible. Some of his earlier writings appeared in new editions.”
The most famous word-pictures, especially about Turner’s
paintings, were quoted and read by many who never looked
at the actual books. For some, such as Oscar Wilde, he sim-
ply had become the more important artist:

Who cares whether Mr. Ruskin's views on Turner are sound or
not? What does it matter? That mighty and majestic prose of his,
so fervid and so fiery-coloured in its noble eloquence, so rich in
its elaborate symphonic music, so sure and certain, at its best, in
subtle choice of word and epithet, is at least as great a work of art
as any of those wonderful sunsets that bleach or rot on their cor-

rupted canvases in England’s Gallery; greater, indeed, one is apt

N . L&y
to think at lII'I"I{:.‘i.'}

After Ruskin's death in 1900, ET Cook and Alexander
Wedderburn began the monumental project that became the
39 volumes of the Library Edition of the Complete Works of
Jobn Ruskin. Just as Ruskin’s words framed Turner’s water-
colours in 1878, so the words and choices of the two editors
framed Ruskin’s works. His image of Turner as an isolated
artist, rescued and properly interpreted by Ruskin, was not
contradicted, and the criticism it had received was mini-
mized, when not ignored altogether.™
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by a grant from the PSC-CUNY
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