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INTRODUCTION

In the Beginning

In the nineteenth century one adjective above all expressed the impact of the arrival of the modern age in Europe. That word was ‘Martinian’, or in its continental form, martinien. It had common currency as an adjective that summed up the energy of natural forces; the power of architectural, scientific and engineering aspiration and achievement; the impact of mass movements of population; and the sensational nature of the entertainments of the time. Such phenomena were also described as ‘terrible’, ‘sublime’ and ‘awe-inspiring’. For many, they presaged the day of judgement and ultimate cataclysm, the end of history – ‘Apocalypse now’.

This book explores the life and work of the painter whose name was used to capture the manifestations and impact of crisis and apocalyptic change, whose epic canvases and mezzotint engravings reflected and shaped the culture of the times. That artist is John Martin (1789–1854).

John Martin was born and educated in extremely humble circumstances in rural Northumberland. He spent time as an apprentice in the city of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, which was then in process of becoming a major centre for industrial initiative and development. In the first decades of the nineteenth century Martin established himself as a multi-talented professional man in London, famous nationally and on the international stage. Martin’s painting was shaped by the political, industrial, scientific and cultural revolutions of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. It reflected the anxiety and fear that resulted from the changing social patterns, manufacturing developments and urban expansion of that period. Foremost amongst other artists of the period (including Turner) he was famous for picturing the apocalyptic destructive forces perceived to be at the centre of such change. Satisfying a hunger for sensation and innovation, his paintings acknowledged and exploited the culture of the urban masses through techniques that play with visual perception and demand an emotional response from the viewer. In learning the skills of mezzotint, Martin not only created art works in their own right but harnessed the commercial potential of his work to reach an even wider audience. As an engineer and philanthropist he contributed to a vision for building a future urban environment in which clean air and pure water were to assure health and prosperity for those urban masses. Like the writer of the book of Revelation, John Martin had visions of a ‘New Jerusalem’ as well as imaging prophetic warnings.

While his reputation has fluctuated over the decades, the moment has come for a reassessment of John Martin’s achievements as a painter, craftsman, entrepreneur, engineer, philanthropist and visionary. His aims and achievements were directed by, and reflected, an emerging popular culture that took interest in painting at a level well outside the norms and conventions of the art academies and the social elite of the period. From our twenty-first-century perspective it is significant that the sensational subject matter and techniques of John Martin’s painting had a crucial influence on early twentieth-century epic cinema, ultimately leading to computer-generated multi-media spectacle and the digitised virtual reality experience of our own day. What is more, we too live in a period of uncertainty and change. Prophets read the ‘signs’ of the times and announce the end of history, mass extinction and cosmic chaos. Along with this comes an uneasy excitement and expectation of a new order rising from the ruins of the old. Martin seems once again to be the man for the moment.

Four major biographical sources have been used in the writing of this book. The first important source is Mary Pendered’s John Martin, Painter published in 1923. This draws extensively on the Reminiscences of John Martin’s son, Leopold which he wrote before his death in 1889 and published in the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle. It also depends considerably on a lost manuscript written by the artist’s close friend, Sergeant Ralph Thomas, in the 1830s and 40s. Secondly, Thomas Balston’s John Martin 1789–1854: His Life and Works (1947), a companion to his Jonathan Martin, Incendiary of York Minster (1945), is a comprehensive and highly respected biography, notable for the valuable appendices that catalogue Martin’s extensive works. In the 1970s two biographies were published, Christopher Johnstone's large format John Martin (1974) and William Feaver's The Art of John Martin (1975), a scholarly, readable, illustrated study of the man and his work that brought the painter once more into focus. Other important texts have included John Seznec’s monograph Jean Martin en France (1964), a learned introduction to the impact of the artist’s work on France in the later nineteenth century. It remains un-translated. None of these texts is currently in print. In recent years, the major collector of John Martin’s engravings, Michael J. Campbell, produced a catalogue for the exhibition John Martin: Visionary Print Maker at York City Art Gallery in 1992. Under the title John Martin, 1789-1854, Creation of Light (Royal Academy of Fine Arts, Madrid, 2006) the engravings were exhibited in Madrid, Bilbao and Palma. The Exhibition Catalogue for the Spanish exhibition has been an invaluable resource.
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Percy Thomas Sergeant Ralph Thomas, John Martin’s friend (Auckland Art Gallery)



This book is not a simple biography, nor can it be defined generically as art, social or cultural history. Like the man and his paintings, it is multidimensional, and, while underpinned by scholarship, it defies simple academic categorisation. It tells the story of a man of great gifts who was caught up in a period of great change and turmoil. It suggests how we might read and interpret his pictures, and goes some way to explain his ‘tricks’ (as an inquisitive pupil was to describe the techniques and aesthetics of the Martinian) that anticipated and indeed set many of the visual paradigms for our modern world. Above all, it seeks to engage readers with the relevance for our contemporary world of the life, times and achievement of John Martin, Painter of Apocalypse.

Barbara C. Morden




CHAPTER ONE

Hard Times and Pantomimes

John Martin’s story begins with a Border romance. The story goes that about 1770 Fenwick Martin, a young journeyman tanner from Bardon Mill in the Tyne Valley, penniless but ‘good-looking, bold and active’, eloped with Isabella Thomson, the daughter of a local yeoman farmer. Martin carried her off, riding pillion, to Gretna Green.

Isabella’s family did not approve of this wild young man, whose character seems to have been typical of his reiving ancestry, for the Fenwicks, after whom he was named, were cattle thieves and outlaws, a clan settled on both sides of Hadrian’s Wall. John was to say of his father that he ‘was a powerful man of dauntless resolution... He should have been one of Robin Hood’s men, he so liked being in the woods.’ (Pendered, p.22) Isabella’s mother was a Ridley and claimed a connection with Bishop Nicholas Ridley, the sixteenth-century Protestant martyr. Isabella in turn displayed a fervid Protestantism that influenced the future lives of her children, with its lurid images of judgement, salvation and damnation. As John Martin’s older brother Jonathan records of his mother, she instructed them ‘that there was a God to serve and a hell to shun and that all liars and swearers are burnt in Hell with the devil and his angels’. (Balston, p.16)

There were thirteen children, of whom only five lived to adulthood: Richard, William, Jonathan, a daughter Ann and John, who was the youngest. Given their hell-fire upbringing, it is no surprise that Jonathan became a religious maniac, the notorious ‘incendiary of York Minster’. William – inventor, visionary and prophet, self-styled ‘Philosophical Conqueror of All Nations’ – was a notorious on the streets of Newcastle, wearing a hat made from a tortoise shell and his silver medal awarded by the Royal Society of Arts in 1813 for his invention of a spring weighing-machine. Richard, quartermaster sergeant in the Grenadier Guards, preferred to write tortuous poetry on portentous Old Testament themes. Lastly came John, the painter and engraver of biblical catastrophe and Apocalypse. All shared an energy that in some showed itself as mania and insanity but in John revealed itself as genius.

Infant mortality on the scale experienced by the Martins is hardly surprising given the times, the itinerant life style of the family and the unwholesome temporary accommodation that was on offer. Seeking work in 1779, Fenwick took his little family from a ruinous pele tower in the South Tyne Valley to lodgings in Brig of Doon near Ayr, where he was employed as foreman tanner. His son Richard was born there. Soon, however, Fenwick enlisted in the army and was off to fight in the American War of Independence. After only three months, he was wounded in the quelling of a mutiny and was retired on a small pension. Disabled or no, Fenwick had a taste for roving. At one time he is recorded as keeping an inn at Hartley, on the Northumbrian coast, but in 1782 his son Jonathan was born at Hexham where Fenwick gave swordstick and sword lessons. The following year he was giving fencing lessons in Newcastle. Then, with an urge to explore, he apparently invested his wife’s money in cheap wares and peddled them throughout Northumberland. Next he became a cattle drover so that he might see London. But by 1789 he was back in Northumberland with his wife and family at a mean dwelling of one room – East Landends at Haydon Bridge. It was here in the year of the French Revolution, on 19 July 1789, that his youngest child was born. John reflected: ‘By birth my station could scarcely have been humbler than it was’, for Fenwick’s roving disposition kept the family ‘exceedingly poor’. (Pendered, p.21)


[image: ]


John Martin’s birthplace, Haydon Bridge (Laing Art Gallery)



Yet despite his apparent fecklessness, Fenwick was concerned to educate his children. John was sent at an early age to Haydon Bridge Grammar School (founded in 1665 by the Reverend John Shaftoe) where the boy was taught grammar, writing, geography, mathematics and navigation for free. Instruction in Latin and Greek was available at a cost of a penny a quarter. Not that John was an eager scholar; he often played truant and decorated his books with sketches and doggerel verse, following the example of his elder brothers, all of whom showed artistic talent of some kind. Denied access to art materials, the young John obtained an old canvas (on one of his sorties to the local ruin, Langley Castle) and, using some house painter’s colour and natural earth pigment, portrayed his grandmother’s cat. He is variously described as sketching on the school wall and drawing pictures in the earth or river sand to the amazement of his neighbours and fellow pupils.

Realising his youngest son’s undoubted talent, Fenwick Martin moved the family to Newcastle in 1803, where at the age of 14, John was apprenticed to Leonard Wilson, coachbuilder in High Friar Street. He was there to learn the techniques of ‘herald painting’. Coach travel was the main means of transport in these early years of the nineteenth century. Private and public vehicles were embellished with devices and designs on doors and panels. This would be a trade suited to the boy’s artistic talents. However, finding the rules and limitations of apprenticeship irksome (the bond was for a fixed term of seven years) and frustrated by his inability to progress to higher forms of painting, John determined to free himself. The opportunity came when he rebelled against Wilson’s ploy to avoid paying him an agreed increase after the first year. John challenged him and boldly left his employment. Afraid to venture out of the house in case of arrest by the beadle, most days he sat upstairs at home painting skyscapes. He was particularly fascinated by lightning, the zigzag flash of which was to become his personal signature. He was eventually brought before the aldermen at the court of the Guildhall on a charge of breaking his indentures. He presented his case
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