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Praise for Turner


“[A] richly detailed biography… Hamilton maintains a steady course between academic respectability and an allowance for the drama and poignancy so clearly central to an accurate portrait of his subject.”

—Los Angeles Times




“[A] lively biography.”

—The New Yorker




“Recommended.”

—The New York Observer




“Very satisfying… We are given a credible, useful image of a life, a career and a body of work.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“[Hamilton] gives us a lively picture in which his thorough research rarely weighs down a speedy narrative rich in anecdote, with just the right balance of facts and analysis.”

—The Seattle Times




“Well researched and fluently written.”

—The New York Review of Books




“[Turner] provides two things well: a history of an artist's career, told through descriptions and analysis of the paintings themselves; and a lively picture of Turner's personality and his immediate circle.”

—The New Republic




“A splendid, masterful portrait of the master painter… Belongs in every art lover's library.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)




“Through in-depth and thoroughly enjoyable analyses of Turner's many travel sketchbooks, Hamilton provides a wealth of information and insights.”

—Booklist




“[Hamilton's] writing soars…. Turner is a fascinating subject, and Hamilton is an erudite commentator.”

—The Columbus Dispatch




“[An] affectionate, dignified study [of Turner].”

—Publishers Weekly




“[Turner] is a fine example of biography and art history…. [With] newly discovered material… Many of Turner's most important paintings are examined with a fresh insight… in an elegant and fine scholarly style.”

—Library Journal




“Hamilton's descriptions of the paintings are deft and considered…. You do not have to be an artist or art historian to enjoy this book.”

—The Daily Telegraph (London)




“[Hamilton brings] a fresh eye to Turner's voluminous notebooks.”

—Times Metro Magazine (London)




“[Turner] is a reassessment for a new generation of this landscape painter.”

—Middlesbrough Evening Gazette




“A valuable source of reference which can be used time and again.”

—This England




“[A] fascinating analysis.”

—The Sunday Telegraph (London)




“Excellent.”

—The Mail on Sunday




“[A] splendid book… Part spirited biography, part shrewd cultural history… This book can be enjoyed by anyone who values great art.”

—South China Morning Post




“An excellent biographyrevealing on the life, perceptive on the art.”

—Independent Saturday Magazine




“In [Turner] the paintings come to life.”

—The Guardian




“For emphasis on artistic practice, development and context, the acute and knowledgeable art-historically-tilted approach by Mr. Hamilton has the edge.”

—The Art Newspaper




“[Hamilton] finds a route into Turner's innermost thoughts.”

—The Tablet




“Turner was a phenomenon… whose energy can be felt through the pages of this inspiring biography.”

—The Daily Telegraph




“Brilliant.”

—Eastern Daily Press




“Hamilton writes… with gusto, bringing Turner to vivid, three-dimensional life.”

—The Times (London)




“Hamilton's [Turner] gives us a real person, driven by an astonishing vision.”

—The Scotsman






Praise for A Life of Discovery:
Michael Faraday, Giant of the Scientific Revolution


“Mr. Hamilton's unconventional portrait of Faraday is welcome.”

—The Wall Street Journal




“Hamilton conveys the excitement of doing science in the nineteenth century.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“Hamilton does justice both to a most likable and unusual man and to a nation in an era of exciting innovation in science and technology…. [A] beguiling portrait of a man and his era.”

—Los Angeles Times




“[A] vivid look at the man who helped establish the laws of electromagnetism.”

—Publishers Weekly




“[An] enthusiastic… [and] unconventional biography of Faraday.”

—The Record
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FOR K.A.T.E.

with love





The only secret I have got is damned hard work.

—J.M.W. TURNER TO MISS FAWKES
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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 woolen coat with a pronounced collar. These are stout but stylish outdoor clothes, the habit of a gentleman traveler. 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. Its 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 that 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 does 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 fueled 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 color 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 harbor 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 colorful 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 and 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 allow 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 labeling 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 that has never been properly recognized. Instead, our attitude toward Turner's domestic arrangements has been colored by anecdotal and partisan reports of the squalor at his house on 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 with which Turner worked during his travels. Sitting in a public coach waiting at some Italian pass or French village, he takes out his sketchbook and starts 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 traveled thousands of miles to seek the landscape out. He was drawn overwhelmingly to coastsat Margate, Folkestone, the Cornish peninsula, the northeast 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 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 energized him.

Between the years 1790 and 1817, Turner came to know Britain as few others of his period did; 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 watercolors 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 traveled 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 color. 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 Temeraire. To the world he had died before his time.
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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 April 27, 1775, from Chatham Barracks and Bexley, in Kent, to Flamstead Hill, Greenwich.1 About five miles west of Greenwich, on 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 halos 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 Ex-moor, in Devon. His own father, John Turner, had been a wigmaker 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 poorhouse guardian.3 William, who was 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 specialty of the town.4 This may have been the spur that 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 wigmaker.

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 (died 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 (died 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 had become 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 marshland 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 (born 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 a first marriage in the late eighteenth century, and for Mary the end of her marriageable and childbearing 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 August 29, 1773. In applying at Lambeth Palace for a license to marry without banns, William swore that he was a twenty-eight-year-old bachelor, Mary a thirty-four-year-old spinster, and 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 citizens and members of 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 with rapidly receding chances of marriage, had found William the plucky, hardworking 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 appearance 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 southwest end of Maiden Lane, number 21, where he had been a tenant since Lady Day, March 25. 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 modeling. 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 wigmaker to be. One hundred yards to the north, around London's flower and vegetable market, was a community of shops, stalls, coffeehouses, and other businesses selling all the human frame required in the hinterland of two of London's great theaters. 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 theaters 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 hostlers—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 makers and trunk-makers, the center of Britain's mechanical-transport industry and its dependents: forgers, ironmongers, coach painters, colormen, and print dealers. The same distance to the east, on 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 to the north and the Strand to 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 on Maiden Lane included William Burgess, James Butler, Thomas Hearne, William James, Henry Jouret, James Nixon, ARA (Associate of the Royal Academy), and the engraver Benjamin Thomas Pouncey. George Burgess had a drawing academy at number 33. On 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 on neighboring streets at this time were Edward Dayes, John Flaxman, and Thomas Hudson.
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Turner's birthplace. From The Illustrated London News,
January 10, 1852. This may depict 26 Maiden Lane,
where the family later moved.

On May 14, 1775, William and Mary Turner's child was baptized 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, April 23, Saint George's Day—a good day for a true patriot to choose, after some reflection, to be born upon. If the traditional birth date 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. The son of a Devon-born barber 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 land-lord. William Turner's name reappears in the Maiden Lane poor-rate register on 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 on 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 Periwigs (1761) had signaled the killing off of the full-bottomed wig by making it and its wearers into a laughingstock. 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 men's hairstyles developed. In Richard Brinsley Sheridan's The Rivals, first performed in 1775, Fag, the elegant servant, advised strongly against his master's wearing a wig. “None of the London whips of any degree of ton wear wigs now,” he said.18

The return to natural hair among 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 center 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 J.M.W. Turner was a boy, an item for news and jokey chitchat. 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 at 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 Wenzel Hollar and Claude Lorrain, 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 ninepence “and yet thought it 3d [threepence] 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 in 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 from sales of scents and preparations, dentistry and surgery, and bags of trimmings for the “workers in hair,” he might have taken home at least £300 a year. This makes a tidy income, something like £15,000 in early-twenty-first-century 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 jeweler and goldsmith who practiced in Maiden Lane from 1768 to 1777 and then, from 1779 to 1784, one hundred yards away, on 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 seven or eight—suggesting that this may have been 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 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,” possibly early signs of Mary Turner's terminal madness.25

Old Brentford, down toward 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 Gothic Kew Palace then being built for the Prince of Wales.26 New Brentford, however, built in the mideighteenth 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 traveled 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 onto 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 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 three hundred 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 dressmaking. There were few places 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 had an intellectual background, having grown up among artists and writers. Her father, Joshua Kirby (1716–1774), had been an Ipswich artist who became one of Thomas 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 William Hogarth and Joshua 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 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, the 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 Fields (now 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 pulled 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 Reverend 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 that 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 of Henry Scott Trimmer.

Sarah Trimmer published her own philosophy of education in 1792, which includes this 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 the artist Thomas Stothard (1755–1834), “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 have been long before news of the Covent Garden barber's clever boy who painted—and who might do very well—would have reached the ears 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 color 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 coloring seventy of them opened his eyes and imagination and filled his pocket. They also encouraged him to look at the sky, a habit that, 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 be attended by 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 along with another promising boy of his age, Thomas Girtin, to put watercolor washes onto prints. John Ruskin, however, understood Turner's first drawing master to be the inebriate, wayward history painter Mauritius Lowe (1746–1793), who lived in squalor with his family in Westminster and who had been befriended by Dr. Johnson. Lowe's life was chaotic and squalid: 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…” Though a promising painter, he was in no state to give Turner consistent drawing lessons, and he died early.39 What neither Lowe nor Girtin nor any other younger artists had was the special lucky London vantage point from 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 Dr. Thomas Monro (1759–1833) 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 practiced 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 color 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 four hundred 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 Turner made at this time show that he 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 him 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 Joseph's 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 Turner's perspective exercises, as well as his conscientious attitude toward 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, along with Hardwick's Covent Garden connection, adds yet more vigor to the integrated network of contacts and friendships for the astute and ambitious young Turner, which the Covent Garden barber's shop catalyzed and Brentford confirmed.

The younger Thomas Hardwick 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 watercolor of the church for the architect that, with other early work, Hardwick kept.41 Other architects who employed and taught Turner include 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 two hundred pounds, “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 the elder William Turner left his son.

So the small world of architectural and perspective studies in London recognized 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 on 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 added to an architect's elevation drawing. The architect told him to paint the panes an unvarying gray 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 recognized. Among the barber's other customers who took a particular interest in the boy's progress was the Reverend Robert Nixon (1759–1837), curate of Foots Cray, near Sidcup. Nixon was an amateur who exhibited watercolors at the Royal Academy from 1790. With young Turner's watercolors pinned up round the shop and the boy himself working in the background, Nixon urged him to come to meet John Francis Rigaud, RA (Royal Academician), a painter of historical pictures and portraits. Rigaud was visitor of the Royal 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 enroll 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 December 11, 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 that Reynolds approved before he resigned, on February 23, 1790. It was also the first step that took Turner toward his career as an Academician. For the rest of his life, the Academy was to be his workplace, meeting place, marketplace, and club; the place where he learned 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 five feet four inches. What stands out in a sensitive self-portrait miniature painted in 1791 is the boy's enormous wide eyes, his fringed 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 that echoes and reechoes during Turner's life. It is yet more evidence of his determination to excel in drawing—by which here he meant watercolor—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 evenhandedness. 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 practiced.

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 July 21, 1790, though he had spent a probationary year there in 1789, drawing from the plaster casts and working toward his full admission as a student. Thereafter, until October 10, 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 December 10, 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

Thomas Stothard, 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, copying paintings there.7 Reynolds's own collection of old masters included Peter Paul Rubens's Moonlit Landscape, Nicolas Poussin's Landscape with Orion, and Rembrandt's Susanna. 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 would have been a dusty, echoing shell that 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 center was a raised throne set on casters so its position could be adjusted, and sitters posed with redor 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 would 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 watercolor view of the Thames from Richmond Hill circa 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 leitmotiv 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 immediate past president of the Royal Academy.

In April 1790, Turner's watercolor 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 partly obscured by a shadowy foreground inn was risky. Clearly, however, Turner's observation of townscape had shown 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 copestones, the brickwork, the curiously observed porch on the right—all go to demonstrate Turner's attentiveness to his architectural training and to Sandby's and Malton's teaching. There is no clue given in the Royal Academy catalog for 1790 that exhibit number 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 middle-ground building in the watercolor. A good friend and neighbor, the musician John Danby (1757–1798) 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 license 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 watercolors, 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 watercolor to John Narraway, a leather dresser and glue maker of Bristol, who was an old friend of his father's.

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 June 25, 1792. In addition, he made imaginative illustrations of 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 learned 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, we can surmise that 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 specialize. 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 traveled from London to Bristol for his first recorded visit to that city. He stayed with the Narraway family on Broadmead, a wide, straight street running due east from the northeast corner of the 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 each other in North Devon and that they were both part of the Barnstaple and South Molton diaspora
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