

[image: Turner]





[image: Penguin Books]





Franny Moyle 



TURNER

The Extraordinary Life and Momentous Times of J. M. W. Turner


[image: Penguin Books]






Contents

List of illustrations

Illustration acknowledgements

1. Admiral Booth

2. The beginning

3. ‘A pleasant good tempered youth, not fond of society’

4. A bee of the same hive

5. The most liberal encouragers of watercolour art

6. M’lord Turner

7. ‘W Turner called’

8. Gothick

9. Charitable relief

10. Politics

11. Adventure

12. A little reptile

13. Reimagined pasts

14. The eye and the intellect

15. The overturner

16. Summertimes

17. Waterloo

18. Earth and Heaven

19. In search of the King

20. Brilliance

21. Industry

22. Indistinct, unintelligible, unstoppable

23. To please himself

24. ‘The morning march that flashes to the Sun; The feast of vultures when the day is done’

Epilogue

Illustrations

Notes on Turner holdings, and a very select bibliography

Notes

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin



To my darling family, Rosa,
Tommy, Vincent and Richard



List of illustrations


	J. M. W. Turner, Self-Portrait, c. 1790, watercolour, 3¾ inches x 2¾ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Radley Hall from the South East, 1789, watercolour on paper, 13 inches x 20 inches.

	Edward Burney, The Antique School at New Somerset House, 1780, pen and ink with watercolour on laid paper, 13¾ inches x 19¼ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, A View of the Archbishop’s Palace, Lambeth, exhibited 1790, watercolour on paper, 10½ inches x 15 inches.

	Henry Monro the Elder, Dr Thomas Monro, c. 1810, pastel on paper.

	Henry Edridge, Young Turner, 1794–7, pencil sketch on white laid paper, 3⅝ inches x 2½ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner and Thomas Girtin, after John R. Cozens, South Gate of Sargans, 1794–7, grey ink washes over pencil on white paper, 9½ inches x 14¾ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Beech Trees, 1795, grey ink washes over pencil on white paper, 7½ inches x 6 inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, South View of Salisbury Cathedral from the Cloisters, 1802, watercolour on paper. Victoria & Albert Museum.

	J. M. W. Turner, Gateholm Stack, 1795, South Wales Sketchbook, Turner Bequest, XXXVI 20, D00573, graphite on paper, 8 inches x 10¼ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Fishermen at Sea, exhibited 1796, oil on canvas, 36 inches x 47¼ inches.

	Sir Thomas Lawrence, Portrait of Joseph Farington, 1795, oil on canvas, 29 inches x 25 inches. Private Collection, photo © Christie’s Images.

	George Romney, William Beckford, 1782, oil on canvas. Upton House, Warwickshire, National Trust Photographic Library/Chris Titmuss.

	J. M. W. Turner, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, 1800, oil on canvas, 48 inches x 72 inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Nude Swiss Girl and Companion on a Bed, 1802. Swiss Figures Sketchbook, Tate, Turner Bequest, LXXVIII 1, D04798, pencil and watercolour on white laid paper, 6½ inches x 7¾ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, The Festival Upon the Opening of the Vintage of Mâcon, exhibited 1803, oil on canvas, 57½ inches x 93½ inches. Sheffield Galleries & Museums Trust.

	Engraving by John Wright after John Hoppner, Sir George Howland Beaumont, 7th Bt., 1812.

	J. M. W. Turner, The Drawing Room of 45 Grosvenor Place, 1819, watercolour and pen and ink on paper, 6 inches x 8½ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Passage of Mount St Gothard from the Devil’s Bridge, 1804, watercolour on paper. Abbot Hall Art Gallery, Kendal, Cumbria.

	J. M. W. Turner, Norham Castle: Morning, c. 1797, pencil and watercolour on paper. Private Collection/Photo copyright Agnew’s London.

	English School, Sir John Fleming Leicester, Bart., in Peer’s Robes, 1789–1826, oil on canvas, 92 inches x 57 inches. Tabley House Collection, University of Manchester.

	J. M. W. Turner, Sion Ferry House, Isleworth: Sunset, 1805, from Thames, Reading to Walton Sketchbook, Tate, Turner Bequest, XCV 48, D05952, graphite and watercolour on paper, 10½ inches x 14½ inches.

	William Havell, Sandycombe Lodge, c. 1814, pencil and brown wash.

	Engraving by Charles Turner after J. M. W. Turner, Jason from Liber Studiorum, Part 1, 1807.

	J. M. W. Turner, Study of Fish: Two Tench, a Trout and a Perch, c. 1822–4, graphite, watercolour and bodycolour on paper, 10¾ inches x 18½ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Cassiobury Park: Reaping, c. 1807, oil on oak. 36¼ inches x 48 inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Caley Crags with Deer, c. 1818, watercolour on paper. Private Collection/ Photo © Agnew’s London.

	J. M. W. Turner, Snow Storm; Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps, exhibited 1812, oil on canvas, 57½ inches x 93½ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Rome from the Vatican. Raffaelle, Accompanied by La Fornarina, Preparing his Pictures for the Decoration of the Loggia, exhibited 1820, oil on canvas, 69¾ inches x 132 inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Dort or Dordrecht: The Dort Packet-Boat from Rotterdam Becalmed, 1817–18, oil on canvas, 62 inches x 92 inches. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

	J. M. W. Turner, Venice: The Rialto, 1820–21, watercolour over pencil on white paper, 11¼ inches x 16¼ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, The Battle of Trafalgar, 21 October 1805, 1822–4, oil on canvas, 103 inches x 145 inches.

	Cornelius Varley, Portrait of J. M. W. Turner, c. 1815, pencil on paper, 19¾ inches x 14¾ inches. Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust.

	Unknown artist, Miniature Portrait of Evelina Turner, watercolour on paper, 2½ inches x 2 inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, East Cowes Castle, the Seat of J. Nash, Esq., the Regatta Beating to Windward, 1828, oil on canvas, 35½ inches x 47½ inches.

	William Parrott, J. M. W. Turner at the Royal Academy, Varnishing Day, oil on canvas. The Collection of the Guild of St George, Sheffield.

	Engraving by H. R. Cook after Thomas Phillips, Portrait of George Wyndham, 3rd Earl of Egremont, from National Portrait Gallery, volume IV, 1835. Private Collection/Ken Welsh.

	J. M. W. Turner, Boulevard des Italiens, Paris, c. 1832, body colour on paper, 5¼ inches x 7¼ inches. Private Collection/ Photo © Agnew’s, London.

	J. M. W. Turner, Lowestoffe Lighthouse, c. 1827, gouache on blue paper, 10⅛ inches x 6⅞ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, The Old Library: A Vase of Lilies, Dahlias and Other Flowers, 1827, watercolour and body colour on paper, 5½ inches x 7½ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, The Lighthouse at Marseilles from the Sea, c. 1828, watercolour and gouache on paper, 5⅝ inches x 7½ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Dudley, Worcester, 1830–33, watercolour on paper, 11½ inches x 17 inches. Lady Lever Art Gallery, National Museums, Liverpool.

	J. M. W. Turner, Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus – Homer’s Odyssey, 1829, oil on canvas, 52 inches x 80 inches.

	Engraving by Francis Hall, after George Richmond, John Ruskin, 1857, 21¾ inches x 16 inches. Private Collection.

	Richard Doyle, Turner Painting One of His Pictures, 1846, woodcut, 3⅜ inches x 4⅛ inches.

	J. M. W Turner, Undine Giving the Ring to Massaniello, Fisherman of Naples, exhibited 1846, oil on canvas, 31¼ inches x 31¼ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Falls of the Rhine at Schaffhausen – Distant View, 1841, watercolour, pen and red ink over grey wash on white paper, 9⅛ inches x 11⅜ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, Peace – Burial at Sea, exhibited 1842, oil on canvas 34¼ inches x 34¼ inches.

	J. M. W. Turner, War. The Exile and the Rock Limpet, exhibited 1842, oil on canvas, 31¼ inches x 31¼ inches.

	Alexander McInnes, House near Battersea Bridge (The Residence of J. M. W. Turner RA), 1852, oil on board.

	George Jones, Turner’s Body Lying in State, 29 December 1851, oil on millboard, 5½ inches x 9 inches, Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.





Illustration acknowledgements

National Portrait Gallery, London, 1, 17, 45

Tate © London, 2015, 2, 10–11, 15, 18, 22, 25–6, 28, 29, 40–41, 46, 48, 49

The Royal Academy of Arts, London, 3

Indianapolis Museum of Art, 4, 6–8, 14, 24, 31, 35, 39, 47

Royal College of Physicians, London, 5

Bridgeman Art Library, 9, 12–13, 16, 19–21, 27, 30, 33, 36–7, 38, 42, 44, 51

Turner’s House Trust, 23

National Maritime Museum Greenwich, London. Greenwich Hospital Collection, 32

The Collection of Nick Tapley, 34

The National Gallery, London, 43

The Collection of Mrs Diana Coker, 50




[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

Admiral Booth

A wet, wintry day in mid-December 1851. The man from Mrs Foord’s frame-makers stood in the rain and knocked on the door of 47 Queen Anne Street in Marylebone, the professional address of the most famous living British artist, J. M. W. Turner RA. Foord’s man had work to do there.

‘Turner’s Den’, as it had become known, looked more like the premises of a painter long dead than the workplace of a living legend. The quiet classical frontage, which once sat respectably alongside the street’s other examples of Georgian restraint, had been let go. The windows were filthy, their cracked panes patched with paper. The paint on the front door had blistered and the iron palisades were rusty.1

A short hag of a woman answered the frame-maker’s knock. Her large head was draped with a piece of flannel, striving to conceal a nasty skin affliction. This was Hannah Danby, Turner’s long-time housekeeper. She led Foord’s man into a square vestibule barely illuminated by the neglected arched windows to either side of the door, which had become caked with dust. The hall was an empty brown space, bereft of ornament.

As he followed Danby upstairs, the gothic adventure continued. The tradesman was led into the top-lit custom-made gallery where Turner’s paintings were displayed. The rain was ‘flooding in by the skylight’, Foord’s man would later remember. ‘Turner would not pay for plaster – so they had to put paper as well as they could – several pictures damaged.’2

Foord’s man saw nothing of Turner himself the day he worked in his rain-soaked gallery. This was not unusual. The old painter had become increasingly retiring in his dotage, and over the last twelve months or so had even begun absenting himself from his business engagements at the Royal Academy.

For Hannah Danby, however, it was less her master’s absence from his professional commitments that was of concern. It was his absence from his own home that was causing her considerable anxiety in December 1851. The seventy-six-year-old Turner had not set foot in Queen Anne Street since June. This was not entirely out of character for a man who for the last five years had, clearly, been keeping a second home, and from whom she was used to receiving instructions via the postboy. But as Christmas approached, Hannah Danby was beginning to fret. She did not know exactly where her master’s second home was, and she sensed something was wrong. She began to search for anything that might suggest its location. A letter discovered in a coat pocket with a Chelsea address was what she needed.

And so on 16 December Hannah Danby sought out a friend, probably Maria Tanner,3 the woman who assisted her in the care, such as it was, of Queen Anne Street, and the two of them headed south to Chelsea. They found themselves on the stinking Cremorne New Road, a small lane along the Thames that ran from the old wooden Battersea Bridge to the Cremorne Jetty, where penny fares brought revellers by steamboat to the Pleasure Gardens of the same name.

Skirting a muddy foreshore, smelling of the open drains that spilled into the river and peppered with dogs and chickens picking their way through the flotsam and jetsam of the river, Cremorne New Road presented a sharp contrast to the grandiose streets of the West End. Nevertheless, here, facing the timber yards and chemical works of Battersea, was a row of cottages that made up Davis Place. And at No. 6, between Alexander the boat builder and a couple of beer sellers, she found a modest yellow brick house, dating from the 1750s.

Despite the seedy location, it was charming enough in its own way – a three-storey, mid-terrace house, fronted by a low wooden picket fence and gate that contained a cottage garden, it betrayed the personal touches of domesticity that accompany a lengthy tenancy. A wooden lattice porch over the front door housed potted plants and a caged starling. The property’s three front-facing windows all had lovingly planted window-boxes, and creepers had been allowed to grow up from one of them and crawl over the uppermost reaches of the façade. But most significantly, in contrast to the neighbouring houses, No. 6 had been customized, at no little expense, to accommodate a high-level balcony or viewing platform, which, cut into the roof and contained by wrought-iron rails, offered an artist a bird’s-eye view of London’s river stretching out below.

But Turner was not on his platform the day Danby called. And though she quickly ascertained from neighbours that a man fitting her master’s description was at home, she also discovered from the hushed tones and shaken heads that they believed he was dying. On hearing this news, Hannah could not bring herself to go in. Instead, distraught, she determined to seek the assistance of Turner’s cousin and solicitor, Henry Harpur.

Henry Harpur lived in Lambeth. He was seventeen years his cousin’s junior. The Harpurs and the Turners were strongly entwined. They shared not just blood, but plenty of family business, not least the final revisions Turner made to his will. They had also travelled together on the Continent. On 17 December he visited Chelsea at Hannah Danby’s request.

The interior of the little house in Chelsea was modestly furnished, though its few contents reflected the interests of its occupant. The Art Journal and Illustrated London News were on the parlour table; the walls were hung with engravings. Here, on the uppermost storey, Harpur found the old painter in a soporific haze, having been spoon-fed for the past few days a diet of milk and brandy. He had lost all ability to talk. The bird-like man, whose intense gaze and beaky nose had once complemented a robust, if short, square frame, was now a mere waif, ebbing away. He was being nursed by plump and homely Sophia Booth, the woman who shared his life at No. 6 Davis Place. She was a widow, more than twenty years the painter’s junior.

Harpur grasped the seriousness of Turner’s condition immediately and knew that he must begin to prepare the world for the departure of one of its most eminent men. The very next day, 18 December, he wrote to Turner’s long-time family friend, the architect Philip Hardwick, warning him that Turner’s demise was imminent. Hardwick, now turning sixty, white-haired and balding, was the spitting image of his own father, who had known Turner as a boy. Like the Harpurs, the Hardwicks had shared a long history with the Turners.

A day later another note from Harpur was in Hardwick’s hand. Turner was dead. He had passed away at 10 a.m. on 19 December. Hardwick had been deprived of the opportunity of saying goodbye to a friend who had known him man and boy. But on 19 December Harpur, no longer constrained by his eminent cousin’s instructions, furnished Hardwick with the details of the whereabouts of the body. Hardwick alone was afforded this privilege and he went straight away to Davis Place to say his goodbye.

Harpur met Hardwick at the little house in Chelsea. It must have become immediately clear to both men that the circumstances of Turner’s death could, if not properly managed, erupt into a national scandal that would eclipse the plaudits for his extraordinary work and compromise his ardent desire to be buried in honour in St Paul’s Cathedral. After all, Turner had not only been discovered in an insalubrious location, in an undisclosed second home, he had also been discovered living in what much later would be described as a state of ‘moral degradation’.4 Taken alongside his recent reclusivity, and the state of affairs in Queen Anne Street, this new twist in Turner’s story was an unwelcome one. Were it to become public knowledge, it would only add fuel to the persistent theories in circulation that the old painter had lost his mind during the course of the last decade.

These allegations of madness had been prompted by what his public considered the increasingly bizarre and indecipherable paintings Turner had produced across the 1840s, works that critics were not afraid to condemn as utter ‘abortions’.5 For the last decade he had turned out canvases that explored light, and the elements, in unique and highly experimental ways. Ships rocked, whales thrashed, and trains sped through raging storms and whirling mists that were unlike anything that had been presented to the public before. In what often felt like dreamscapes, the sunsets and sunrises he had once been so famed for painting with delicate luminosity had become substantive. His ghostlike characters were no longer bathed in light but swept up by it, in a parallel world of fog and fiery chaos.

Harpur understood only too well that if the true circumstances of Turner’s death were to become widely known, it would be all too easy for the public to dismiss his final decade of toil and experiment. How convenient for Turner’s critics to be able to confirm that the exquisite painter had indeed departed some ten years previously, leaving just this Chelsea relic to finish his career. A reputation already much dented was on the cusp of being roundly destroyed. Turner’s fame was on the point of tipping into infamy.

As Hardwick left Davis Place he took with him a letter he saw that Turner had written to the stockbroker Charles Stokes. Apart from being a close friend, Stokes, a man now well into his sixties, had been both a dedicated collector of Turner’s work for many years, and a business associate who oversaw some financial matters for him.

‘Dear Stokes,’ Turner had written. ‘Enclosed is a wish for Mr F Marsh to advance on my account £100. I do not like the debts of Mr Woods – not paid. Have the goodness to do it.’ These were almost certainly the last lines the artist wrote.

Now Hardwick scribbled his own postscript. ‘Knowing the interest you have taken in all matters connected with Mr Turner,’ he wrote, ‘I thought you should be informed that we have lost him.’6 The letter reached Stokes’s rooms at 4 Verulam Buildings, Gray’s Inn Road, the very next day, 20 December.

As Stokes grieved in Gray’s Inn, the news of Turner’s death spread further through his closest circle. On 21 December, a stormy Sunday, another black-bordered envelope found its way to Denmark Hill. John James Ruskin returned wet and wind-swept from church to find correspondence from Thomas Griffith, Turner’s agent. Griffith explained that he had not wanted Ruskin to discover news of Turner’s demise in print.

John James Ruskin was exactly the same age as Charles Stokes. Both had been born in 1785, and were ten years Turner’s junior. Like Stokes, Ruskin considered himself a friend of the artist. Ruskin had built a considerable fortune as a wine merchant, and with it he had indulged his son John’s passion for Turner’s work. John Ruskin junior had adored Turner’s painting since he was a boy. As an undergraduate at Oxford he had written a defining defence of the artist’s work that had launched his own career as the most pre-eminent art critic of his generation. Thanks to his father’s generosity, he now had twenty-five watercolours as well as two oil paintings by the artist – a collection that at this stage still hung in the family home.

From the elder Ruskin’s point of view at least, the timing of Turner’s passing was somewhat ironic. Just three days earlier he had been bidding at Southgate and Barrett’s Christmas sale for a watercolour by Turner, of Carisbrooke Castle, on the Isle of Wight.7 That evening, the Fleet Street sale-room had been packed to the brim with dealers and collectors. But Ruskin, a man who had not become rich by spending his money freely, had sent his picture framer to bid for him, under express instruction not to pay above fifty guineas for the work, only to see it go to a dealer prepared to pay £80.

On reading Griffith’s note John James now sat down solemnly, in front of another of Turner’s watercolours that hung at Denmark Hill. It was The Red Rigi,8 painted nearly a decade earlier, a depiction of the mountain that dominates Lake Lucerne in Switzerland, bathed in a fiery red evening glow. And then he picked up his pen to write to his son, who had been in Venice since September:

I have another loss to announce … Mr Turner – I can say no more till I go to Norwood and see Griffith who kindly sent me a note this forenoon during Church … a suitable day for the intelligence – the shortest and darkest – wet & tempestuous … I thank you for … a liking for the Red Rigi for the solemnity of that picture has fed & soothed me like a dead march all this evening. It is the only picture I care for tonight – I earnestly hope you will not let this hurt your health – There is no power gone exactly with his Life for his power had already departed – & you seemed to be prepared for this event.9



Once unburdened of its grave intelligence, John James’s letter revealed another reaction to news of Turner’s death – a commercial one. He had recently put aside £650 for the purpose of enlarging his collection of Turner’s work further. Now John James was regretting letting Carisbrooke Castle go. But he realized that with the artist’s death a huge amount of new work would most likely come on to the market with the sale of his estate. It would be an opportunity that the Ruskins must be prepared for.

‘I do not think you need distract your arrangements to acquire any remains,’ he suggested. ‘There is little chance of Executors bringing anything to sale till … May or June – but please tell me all you want. There will be excitement & high prices as in Wilkie’s case in the period of his Death which will afterwards give way.’

Over the next few days Ruskin continued to ponder the market ramifications of Turner’s death, news of which had not yet broken in the press. Despite the imminence of Christmas, he was impatient to find out more about the disposal of Turner’s estate.

On 22 December he wrote to his son again, this time explaining: ‘Mr Griffith … has gone to a meeting of Executors … No one at present knows where he died but they promise to let us know particularly and there will be plenty of time for you to say what you wish.’

Harpur and Hardwick, meanwhile, had been busy making sure that despite the increasing curiosity as to the place of Turner’s departure from mortal life, no one would find out. They had been swift in removing Turner’s body from Chelsea and installing it where Turner should have died, in his professional premises at Queen Anne Street. A lavish hearse had arrived in Davis Place along with a large, expensive and heavy coffin, lined with lead and satin. Bemused locals watched as the undertakers, more used to the spacious homes of wealthy clients, could barely get the coffin through the door, and when it failed to go up the narrow stairs, the men were forced to bring the body down to it.

But it was only when the thirsty undertakers had a drink at the King’s Arms on Cremorne Wharf that the most astounding revelation about J. M. W. Turner came to light. For the undertakers quickly found out that, as far as the locals were concerned, it was an old sea captain who had died in No. 6, a man they knew affectionately as Admiral Booth. The ruddy-faced, plain-speaking mariner had lived there for a good five years with his ‘wife’. The Chelsea boys sometimes called him ‘Puggy’.

When appraised of the facts, the locals were just as astonished to discover that Admiral Booth was in fact the celebrated painter J. M. W. Turner as Harpur and his men were to discover Turner had been living under the assumed name of Booth. That the great painter of seascapes who had captured the Battle of Trafalgar, and depicted the Temeraire being towed to her final berth, had adopted the fictional persona of an old seadog was a total surprise. As was the detail that he had a ‘wife’.

At the executors’ meeting in Queen Anne Street on the 22nd, Harpur and Hardwick remained silent. Even while the latter was standing over the coffin with two of the other officials ‘looking at the corpse in the Picture Gallery’,10 when his colleagues began speculating that Turner’s body had been brought to Queen Anne Street from an unspecified location, Hardwick kept his nerve and his secret.

By 23 December John James Ruskin was able to report much of the executors’ meeting to his son. To his enormous pride, he had learned from Griffith that Turner had named Ruskin junior one of his eight executors. The others were the poet Samuel Rogers, the painter George Jones, Philip Hardwick, Harpur of course, the engraver Charles Turner, Griffith, and Turner’s friend, another collector, Hugh Munro of Novar.11

Most significantly, however, Griffith had ascertained that very few of the vast number of works that remained in Turner’s studio would be sold. ‘I hear that some pictures go to N Gallery but that very few are to come to sale,’ he disclosed.12

And it was this last piece of information that informed Ruskin’s decision to then and there throw caution to the wind. On 23 December, a date that would usually encourage most people to defer business transactions until plum pudding had been consumed and carols sung, the normally financially cautious John James Ruskin sought out the dealer who had bought Carisbrooke Castle and paid one of the highest amounts he had ever set out for a comparable watercolour by Turner. For the work that had just a few days ago not been worth more than fifty guineas to him, John James now laid out one hundred and five. And what is more, he now urged his son to return home.

Ruskin did not stop there. After lunch on Christmas Day, he went to Norwood in Surrey to visit Turner’s agent Thomas Griffith in person. When John James arrived he found the poor man in an agitated state, his skin sallow with worry. ‘I was very sorry to find Griffith a perfect anatomy,’ Ruskin later related, ‘very yellow & a most excited state – I never saw him so much so – he said the events of the last few days excited him – sad look of poverty in man.’13

For a man who had been at the centre of the nineteenth-century art market for a quarter of a century, it was becoming clear to Griffith that a storm was about to break over it. This was because Turner had not just left a substantial amount of work to the National Gallery, but had also left the majority of his vast fortune to the services of art and his own legacy, his family barely considered.

Griffith assured John James that what just a few days ago had felt like a high price for Carisbrooke Castle would in a few weeks feel like a bargain, adding, ‘every picture by this will is in an exaggerated state – double in value’.14 The picture dealers, for the moment assuming in ignorant bliss that they would soon benefit from immense sales, would erupt with fury when news of Turner’s will was known. But worse, some executors were already exploiting their privileged position. One dealer, John Clowes Grundy, had already been taken particular advantage of by Hugh Munro of Novar. According to Griffith, Munro had already snapped up a view of the Trossachs in oil by Turner from Grundy at a just ‘moderate price’, the dealer none the wiser.

It wouldn’t just be the art market that would have its say. There were already rumours that some members of Turner’s family were furious at their lack of recognition in his will, and were going to challenge it. Griffith could sense a fight, from which the only real beneficiary was going to be the legal profession.

And there was still the nagging issue of where Turner had died. This was a question that everyone was still continuing to ask, an answer to which was still tantalizingly unforthcoming. Griffith related that though Turner’s body was undeniably now lying in the artist’s leaky old studio, ‘some would not believe the body was at 47 Q A Street’.15

On 26 December, seven days after Turner’s death, the rumours that Harpur and Hardwick had tried to suppress began to break. Sir Joshua Reynolds, the first president of the Royal Academy of Arts, had lain in state in that institution before being buried at St Paul’s Cathedral, as had other presidents thereafter. Some had felt that Turner, though never a president of the RA, nevertheless merited the same honour. But now John James wrote with horror to his son that ‘Turner would have lain in state at the Academy but he died under an assumed name at Chelsea – Gods highest Gifts … did end in aberration – say not a word of this’.16

Fortunately the emerging figure of Admiral Booth, with his common-law wife, was still beyond the sight lines of journalists. By 27 December obituaries in the press were appearing, without mention of Booth or Chelsea. The Illustrated London News praised the considerable accomplishments of the younger version of the painter and presented a circumspect, brief mention of ‘obscure, original, and, as some think, unapproachable productions of his later years’. The only small hint of something less salubrious was the mention that ‘his personal habits were peculiar, and even penurious’ and that ‘he was never married, he was not known to have any relatives nearer than cousins; and his wants were limited to the strictest simplicity’.

And so, with disaster averted, Turner did at least get his grand funeral at St Paul’s. At noon on 30 December, with London laden with a fog so heavy that its tendrils crept through the great doors of the cathedral and, curling upwards into the dome, hung like a pall over the proceedings below, Turner’s coffin, draped in black velvet, was carried up the nave on the shoulders of fellow artists, accompanied by music composed by Croft and Purcell.

An impressive procession accompanied the body to the cathedral. Most of the characters who had played a role in the last act of Turner’s story turned out. All in all eleven mourning coaches followed the hearse, their occupants noted by the press. Harpur was the chief mourner, and he was followed by the other executors, with the exception of the very ancient Rogers, whose age precluded his attending. The president of the Royal Academy, Sir Charles Eastlake, whom as a young artist Turner had befriended, led a procession drawn from the artistic community.

But there were some attendees at the funeral who, though innocently noted by the press, spoke further of that secret life that Harpur and Hardwick were keen to keep just that. There was a woman in the funeral party, mis-identified by the press, whose real relationship to Turner would have scandalized them if they had known it. Alongside Turner’s housekeeper Hannah Danby, the press wrongly identified another Mrs Danby as the wife of Francis Danby the painter.

In fact the Mrs Danby that the press had erroneously named as a painter’s wife was a woman called Mrs Sarah Danby, and she was Hannah’s aunt. But far more significantly, this Mrs Danby had once shared Turner’s life and borne him two illegitimate daughters, one of whom was still alive, though apparently absent from the funeral.17

In the great cathedral the service was read by the Dean and chanted by the full choir. Hannah Danby remained close to the coffin at all times. Visibly distraught, according to the press she ‘sobbed her responses’.18 At the conclusion the coffin was deposited in one of the vaults.

But if the 500-strong crowd who assembled outside St Paul’s to pay their respects to Joseph Mallord William Turner thought this was the end of his story, they were quite wrong.

For one thing, there were some determined to cause the painter trouble, post mortem. Elhanan Bicknell, a man who had made a great deal of money in the whaling industry, had been a keen patron of Turner’s before the two fell out in the 1840s. Someone in Turner’s entourage had omitted to invite Bicknell to the pomp and ceremony and as a result he was making trouble. Bicknell ‘is angry not being asked to funeral’, John James wrote straight afterwards. ‘He or others speak openly of his [Turner] having died in a Hovel at Chelsea where he had a Woman.’19

Two days after the funeral Sir Charles Eastlake wrote to the near-nonagenarian Samuel Rogers, whose infirmity had so far prevented him from fulfilling any of his duties as one of Turner’s executors. Eastlake provided the old man with the details that were finally emerging. It was not just the actual circumstances of Turner’s death that were proving a talking point. It was also his will.

‘He had been residing at Chelsea for some years, with a widow named Booth or Brooke, and it seems that he was there known only by her name,’ Eastlake explained without any of the moral judgement that some of his contemporaries felt the need to apply to these facts.

He had not more than 80,000l. in the Funds. The property in dilapidated houses and land is not considered important. On the other hand, there is a vast amount of proof impressions of engravings from his works, sketchbooks, drawings, and unfinished pictures. All the finished pictures are bequeathed to the nation, provided a room be built for them within ten years; if not, they are to continue to be exhibited in his gallery and house till the end of thirty years, and then to be sold for the benefit of the R. Academy. The unfinished pictures and all drawings and sketches are to be sold, together I presume with the engravings. You doubtless know that he has left his Executors (you being one) 20l. apiece, but almost all his Executors were his warm admirers, and he intended to honour them by the selection. To his (natural) daughter he has left nothing, to his old housekeeper in Queen Anne St. 150l. a year and some bonds; to the Chelsea lady nothing; 60l. a year for a professorship of landscape painting in the Academy, and an annual medal for landscape; 50l. a year for an annual Academic dinner! The great bequest is for a proposed foundation of almshouses for decayed painters on some land of his at Twickenham; some legal difficulty is expected with regard to this, the question being whether the Statute of Mortmain will interfere with his intentions or not. If it does, the bulk of his property will go to the nearest of kin. Many of the bequests are contingent and depend on the residue after the almshouses are built and endowed. He has left 1000l. for a monument to himself.

The bequest of his finished pictures excepted, his will has not given satisfaction; the wisdom even of the almshouses is questioned by many, the Academic dinner is folly; the old housekeeper’s legacy alone meets with universal approval. More will come out by degrees, but I send you what I have heard so far.’20



The ease with which Eastlake mentioned the lack of legacy to Mrs Danby’s daughter is evidence enough that those who had known Turner long enough were well aware of her existence, and by default the relationship with Mrs Danby. Eastlake’s other observations about the will proved all too prescient, though he was wrong in some of his assertions, for Mrs Booth had in fact been provided for.

By early January 1852 the Chelsea story finally reached the press, though in a comically sanitized and partially fictional form that one suspects reflects Hardwick and Harpur’s best efforts to explain the surprising circumstances of Turner’s death to a judgemental Victorian public.

A syndicated piece appeared across a range of newspapers. ‘Some ten days ago a man who had resided in a squalid lodging, in a squalid part of what at best is squalid Chelsea, was taken seriously ill,’ the reports read. ‘His name as far as the owner of the house knew anything of this, was Booth … Then it was discovered the man – who seemed to shun the world, who spent little and lived upon less, and one who lived not at all in a condition of one who enjoyed means to make friendship with him a thing to be coveted … was none other than the semi-deity Mr Ruskin’s Turner!’21

A week later a follow-up article also appeared nationwide, this time offering a slightly different version of events.

Mr Turner died in an obscure lodgings in Chelsea … he was living under an assumed name. The story is as follows. He loved retirement and entertained a peculiar dislike to having his lodging known … he saw board and lodging to his liking, asked the price, found them cheap … but the landlady wanted a reference. ‘I will buy your house outright my good woman’ was the reply somewhat angrily. Then an agreement was struck – met by an exhibition of bank notes and sovereigns … an offer which proved satisfactory. The artist’s difficulties were not however over. The landlady wanted the lodger’s name … ‘Name, Name’ he muttered in his usual gruff manner. ‘What is your name?’ ‘My name is Mrs Brook.’ ‘Then I am Mr Brook’.22



In both versions the sexual commitment to the landlady in question is completely ignored, and as such something of the perceived shame around the arrangement was diminished in favour of a portrayal of eccentricity. It was perhaps the best that those who cared about managing Turner’s reputation could do with a press determined to say something about the intrigue.

What moral rope these pantomime versions of events gave Turner in the long run was limited, however. Turner’s story continued to unfold, and as it did the memory that the nation held of the painter continued to distort. Gradually a caricature of the artist grew.

Turner’s sexual shame came up again in the later 1850s, as his executors worried their way through the piles of material in Queen Anne Street. It was John Ruskin who, though he decided to renounce his official position as executor, took on the onerous but fascinating job of cataloguing all Turner’s 30,000-odd works on paper. And it was he who, in the winter of 1857, as part of this endeavour, discovered Turner’s erotic drawings. It was a find that the prevailing moral climate in Victorian Britain could not accommodate. Packaging them up and labelling them as work worth keeping for posterity only ‘as evidence of the failure of mind’, Ruskin went on to claim that he burned the offending material with the assistance of Ralph Wornum, who was the Keeper of the National Gallery.

Despite this claim the package of erotica survived, its existence seeping into the public consciousness.23 Amid the thousands of works produced by the artist, his erotic drawings made up the merest tiny fraction, far less than one per cent. Nevertheless the presence of the package loomed disproportionately large in the nineteenth century, where sex, shame and apparently mental deterioration were intrinsically linked.

In July 1861, Henry Lennox MP felt moved to mention the ‘prurient’ work of the artist as part of a select committee meeting in the House of Lords, which was examining the future of the Turner Collection that the artist had bequeathed to the nation.

It must have been with some weariness that Sir Charles Eastlake batted the question away by noting that he had not examined the package in question since it was marked ‘not fit for general inspection’. But it was with real outrage that Turner’s friend, the seventy-five-year-old artist George Jones, wrote to Lennox to point out that:

Very few drawings in the enormous collection by Turner can bear the character your Lordship describes as ‘prurient’ and whether they were executed by him is uncertain, they bear much character of French works with colouring I admit similar to that of the deceased great artist, and of those the greater part seem to belong to surgery or natural history.

I was most intimate friend of J. M. W. Turner RA during twenty five years, and although he was in the habit of shewing me all he did, I never saw a work of his hand of the character described.24



But despite his friends’ protests, the myth of Turner as an artist with dirty secrets grew, as did the myth of Turner the madman, this thanks to his family who had chosen to challenge his will on these grounds.

Although the Turners’ attempts to have the will declared invalid on grounds of insanity failed, Turner’s cousins launched a second legal case to have his wish to provide a home for destitute artists overturned. The litigation lasted three years before, in 1856, Turner’s charitable scheme was scrapped and his relatives received a significant portion of his estate, including his engraved works, the house and gallery in Queen Anne Street and his financial investments.

The bequest to the nation became the next battle. Turner had asked that all his finished pictures be left to the nation, to be housed and shown together as a collection, either in the National Gallery in custom-built rooms, or shown in rotation in his own gallery in Queen Anne Street. In nineteenth-century parlance the term picture was more specifically applied than today, and referred to finished oil paintings, while watercolours were known as drawings.

The outcome of the final court case, however, was that not just the 100 finished oils Turner had originally intended, but ‘all the pictures, drawings and sketches by the testators hands without the distinction of finished or unfinished’25 were to be handed over to the nation. This added not only the vast amount of works on paper Ruskin was working his way through, but another 182 unfinished oil paintings. Though this far greater bequest to the nation was arguably a far greater legacy, it flew in the face of Turner’s desire for his specific selection of paintings to represent his life’s work. The vastly increased size of the bequest would also present problems with storage and display of his work in the future.

While this saga continued, Turner’s friends and admirers strove to redress the legacy of the man himself. Ironically, the attempts to reclaim the real Turner from the semi-fictional caricature of him that the Victorian era began to develop simply added another layer of misrepresentation. Part of the problem was that the voices of Turner’s direct contemporaries had grown weak. Most men who had known him man and boy were now dead or very old. In the 1860s it was almost exclusively the voice of John Ruskin that was heard by the wider public.

But John Ruskin, born in 1819, was more than forty years Turner’s junior. He had encountered the artist when the latter was in the last two decades of his life and career – a point at which Turner’s work was undoubtedly reaching its most controversial. In the 1840s Ruskin’s youthful defence of these works, and the power of his passionate prose, was such that it eclipsed other supporters of Turner’s work, who were in fact plentiful enough. Ironically Ruskin’s loud advocacy of Turner cemented the idea more forcefully than ever before that Turner’s work needed defending.

After the revelations about Turner’s life in Chelsea, Ruskin once again attempted to save the reputation of the artist he adored. In the 1860s he attempted to contextualize the Victorian perception of his hero as a vulgar, damaged man, by providing an account of his boyhood that would have made Dickens blush for its imaginative and romantic reinterpretation of fact. More than twenty years after Oliver Twist, he cast Turner as a slum-based urchin from an underprivileged background in order to mediate the final outcome of his life. This became another caricature that would not be shaken.26

By the time Ruskin wrote this fanciful account of Turner as a younger artist, those who had been young alongside Turner were gone. The accounts of Turner’s reputation and achievements as they were witnessed and judged by his direct peers had evaporated.

And so time conspired against Turner to create a very particular mythology around him. To the Victorians, Turner was an artist who was reclusive, squalid, seedy and eccentric. He was the gruff, unfriendly genius who had lost his mind and lost his way. He was the rags-to-riches urchin who had overcome adversity to create a body of work that was largely misunderstood and yet had genius at its heart, a genius that it had taken a member of a later generation to spot and nurture.

The changing taste in art in the twentieth century did yet more to skew and distort the story of Turner’s life and work. As the national galleries sat on the vast Turner bequest, those works that Turner himself had never considered finished were viewed through the lens of a society for whom impressionism, surrealism, and abstraction had stretched the boundaries of art. Not only could the late works that Turner’s own public had failed to appreciate be reclaimed and rediscovered in the twentieth century, but his ‘unfinished’ work was looked at anew, and hung alongside. Works that the artist himself had never considered complete and had never displayed were suddenly shown on gallery walls. Colour sketches and formative beginnings, work in embryo, were displayed with the same sense of gravitas and importance as those Turner had seen fit for exhibition himself. As such, in the twentieth century, the word ‘Turnerian’ became associated with a particular aspect of his work that was extremely loose and often almost abstract. Work that was deemed miraculously out of its time.

The Turner myth has proved a distraction from the greater narrative of his seventy-six years on this planet. Looking back at his full life, one can in fact see Turner as not so much a man out of his time, but profoundly the product of it.

In terms of a lifestyle deemed bizarre and morally deviant, one must reconsider the fact that Turner’s moral and sexual compass, though perhaps out of step with the apparently sexually suppressed and marriage-minded 1850s, was far from divergent from the standards of the eighteenth century in which he had grown up, when a great many of his peers had lived with women out of wedlock.

Far from being a loner and eccentric, he had been a man who, in his middle years in particular, had led a busy social life. Fascinated by progress, hungry for knowledge, Turner was a man who drank in his own time with an unquenchable thirst.

And in terms of his work, he can be redrawn less as the misunderstood genius, and more as an arch manipulator and central player in the great game of art that evolved across the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a man praised to the hilt by a great many of his contemporaries as someone who set the bar in his profession. It was these contemporaries who recognized his role in the birth of modern art and acknowledged his significance in the creation of the idea of the independent artist. He oversaw the extraction of art from the iron grip of eighteenth-century aristocratic patrons, and he witnessed its reach extend beyond Britain’s gentry and into the homes of the wider public. Born before the idea of public art, Turner died leaving his work to the nation. In an era when democracy was being forged, Turner saw the democratization of his métier.

One cannot deny the existence of Admiral Booth of Davis Place. But Turner’s life had an epic sweep far beyond his final caricature. For all the wry smiles or raised eyebrows that the comical, smutty figure of Puggy Booth might invite in 1851, and for all the praise that John Ruskin would heap on the misunderstood work of the genius of the 1840s, the tale of J. M. W. Turner that began in 1775 is far greater. If ever there was a story of an artist worth telling properly, from the start, it is Turner’s. And to do that one must, inevitably, put aside a life that has often been viewed in reverse, and instead, begin at the beginning. Only then can one begin to understand just who J. M. W. Turner RA really was.
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The beginning

Even though he died a Victorian, Joseph Mallord William Turner was born very much a Georgian.1 Baptized in May 1775, his actual birthdate remains unknown, though Turner himself later claimed he shared a birthday with William Shakespeare on 23 April. Whatever the date, he was born at 21 Maiden Lane in London’s Covent Garden, the son of a barber and wig-maker.

If anywhere represented the insalubrious side of Georgian life it was Covent Garden, full of whorehouses and taverns, mobs and mollies, and right in the centre of a heaving metropolis that a contemporary described as ‘a sink of corruption … where the poor wallow in wretchedness, and the rich stink in state’.2

But despite these attributes, Covent Garden was also the beating heart of Britain’s creative industries. Its tone was set by the proximity of London’s two great theatres, Covent Garden and Drury Lane. Being born there, Turner found himself in the right place, at the right time, to take full advantage of emerging professions that centred around that busy Piazza. The talented sons of bricklayers, inn-keepers, clerks and cobblers were fast becoming the artists, architects and actor-managers that defined their age, their studios circling that small patch of London between Drury Lane and the Strand. There was room for the son of a barber to join their ranks. Particularly one with extraordinary drive and determination.

Ambition was woven into the fabric of Turner’s ancestors. His mother was from petty-bourgeois stock. Her forebears, the Mallords and Marshalls, were established London folk whose hard graft and commercial success had brought considerable recognition and comforts. Turner’s maternal great-grandfather, Joseph Mallord, came from a long line of London tanners and butchers based in the City and had twice been honoured with the title of Master of the Worshipful Company of Butchers. His considerable wealth is evident in the inventory he made in 1731 of the contents of his ample home in Sugar Loaf Court, Leadenhall Street. This four- or five-storey home with its six bedrooms, dressing rooms, parlours, dining room and kitchens was well stocked with aspirational items. Apart from feather beds, chests full of linen, several sets of walnut chairs, and two dining tables, walnut escritoires, quantities of decorative china, japanned cabinets and mirrors, there were also silk curtains and quilts, tea tables and services, an extensive collection of plate including two silver teapots, a dozen teaspoons, tobacco jars, punch ladles and fine dining china. And there was also art on the walls, including two pictures of flowers, one picture of a ship, one depiction of the King’s Arms, six black and white prints, eight other pictures, and a painting with shepherds.3

Given the sumptuous contents of his well-appointed home, it comes as little surprise that the will Mallord made a decade later also noted four houses in New Gravel Lane, Wapping, ‘four acres of marsh land lying at Ripple Side near the Breach in the Parish of Barkin in the County of Essex’ and tenements ‘near New Chappel upon the Pyrly Forist in the … county of Essex’.4

Joseph Mallord’s only child, Sarah, Turner’s grandmother, married her cousin William Marshall, who was also in the meat trade. He was a salesman who acted as a middleman between the farmers bringing their livestock into town and the London butchers. And Marshall’s commercial acumen was certainly good enough to allow him and his young wife to set up home in one of London’s more affluent areas.

By the 1730s William and Sarah Marshall, Turner’s grandparents, had moved out of a city plagued by ‘roll chaises, carriages and drays in an unending stream’ and defined by the ‘din and the hum and clatter of ten thousand of tongues and feet…’,5 to the leafier town of Islington. Established on higher ground to the north of the metropolis, Islington was a growing spa and retreat for the middle classes, known for its clean air. Here they rented a reasonably large house, 5 Church Row, from Henry Harpur, a solicitor. The comfortable property came with a paddock and a carriage, and was not far from the church of St Mary’s, where William was church warden for a while. Here the Marshalls embarked on a family.6

Turner’s mother, Mary, was baptized at St Mary’s on 13 November 1735, a sister to the Marshalls’ two older daughters, Anne and Sarah. The girls’ younger brother finally makes an appearance in the church registers five years later and the family delight at the male heir is indicated by the suitably grand name given to the child. It was a name that would provide the template for Mary’s own future child: Joseph Mallord William Marshall would have embodied the hopes and dreams of his upwardly mobile family.

From these encouraging beginnings, silence envelops Mary Marshall’s progress through her first three decades. Sarah, her elder sister, appears in the registers of St Mary’s as making a good, socially advantageous marriage in 1755 to the landlord’s son, Henry Harpur II,7 who had become the local curate in Islington. Her brother Joseph had meanwhile become apprenticed to a City butcher. But news of Mary does not emerge until August 1773 when, nearly twenty years after her sister Sarah was wed, she is finally married to William Turner at St Paul’s Church in Covent Garden, in something of a hurry.

In the couple’s application for a licence to marry speedily without banns, William records his age as twenty-eight and Mary hers as thirty-four. However, if this is the same Mary that appears in the register of St Mary’s Islington in 1735, her actual age would have been around thirty-eight, which by the standards of the day would make her an almost geriatric first-time bride and a decade older than her prospective spouse. Mary must have become something of a lost soul over the course of the 1750s and 1760s. While two of her siblings were making lives for themselves, she was sitting on the shelf. Perhaps the mental illness which would plague Mary’s later life had already tarnished her youth.

As a spinster, Mary’s life would have become much harder with her parents’ deaths. Mary’s mother died in 1758 and her father not long after, in 1761. Like so many unmarried women of her generation, from this moment she was entirely dependent on the charity and goodwill of her extended family. Her precarious position was exacerbated by the fact that William Marshall had failed to make a will that might have catered for his single, mentally fragile daughter. As a result, the properties that had passed down the family from Joseph Mallord and John Marshall bypassed the needy Mary and instead landed in the laps of the men of her generation, her brother Joseph and Sarah’s husband Henry Harpur. This left Mary and her sister Anne entirely at the mercy of their relatives’ generosity.

Fortunately for the girls, there were members of the extended Marshall family capable of accommodating them. After all, the upward mobility of some branches of the Marshall family was continuing apace. Mary’s sister Sarah and Henry Harpur were now installed in a vicarage in Tonbridge in Kent. Other branches of the family had done better still. A cousin, Sarah Marshall, had married Jonathan Stiles of Shelford Manor in Nottinghamshire and as such had joined the minor gentry. So when the large comfy house in Islington was let go there were options.

Mary’s sister Anne died next, in 1762, and was buried in the cemetery of the Nottinghamshire village of Burton Joyce, close to Shelford Manor. Anne’s resting-place indicates her fate in the immediate months after her parents’ demise and, unless she went to the Harpurs, it seems likely that Mary may well have also stayed with the Nottinghamshire relatives, until perhaps 1768 when her brother Joseph managed to establish himself in his own butcher’s business. At this point it seems likely that she would have joined him. The greatest indication of the kindness that Joseph Mallord William Marshall showed his unlucky and dependent sister is, after all, the name she would give to her own son. Joseph Marshall would prove a man of founding importance in Turner’s life and career.

Joseph Marshall had finally finished his butcher’s apprenticeship with Francis Baker of Bell Alley and had left the City to set up business in the heart of Brentford, a town to the west of London. It was a place surrounded by market gardens supplying the metropolis, and where goods being transported by river were stored and split up for redistribution. It was also a major stopping point for livestock and other goods coming into town by road. It had a thriving corn market, boasted breweries, potteries and brickworks, and was a place of great opportunity for business-minded entrepreneurs.

It wasn’t just the goods that came into Brentford that made it such an interesting commercial proposition. It was the people too. Located on the Great West Road, all major traffic from the West Country into the capital came through Brentford’s wide, dusty streets. Stagecoaches arrived every half hour, spilling their contents into the many coaching inns, the largest of which could stable one hundred horses a night.

And so one can see that for an entrepreneur, Marshall could have done worse than set up here, where his butchery skills could furnish a local retail business, but where there was also a huge wholesale opportunity to buy some of the stock being walked into town and sell it on to the contacts he had in the City. Marshall took a lease on a property owned by a wealthy local brewer that sat in the town’s market square next to one of Brentford’s many inns, the White Horse. It was modest but brilliantly located. And from here he began to build himself a reputation in the town.

Though a tenant in Brentford, Joseph had inherited the property from the Mallord line, and as a freeholder elsewhere was an enfranchised man. In his very first year in residence at Brentford, he was able to vote in one of the most notorious elections of his time, one that encapsulated an emerging democratic movement, and marked the town down as being of particularly radical bent.

The radical MP John Wilkes had been provoking George III. A rake who fathered several illegitimate children, and a member of the notorious Hellfire Club, he was nevertheless the son of a distiller whose sense of the rights of the common man ran deep. Deeply critical of the King in his newspaper the North Briton, Wilkes had been arrested in 1763 for sedition and treason and had fled to Paris, leaving behind him a reputation for swagger and bravura that had captured the public’s imagination. He had become an embodiment of liberty.

Though Wilkes was sentenced to prison in absentia, he returned to Britain in 1768 to seek re-election, and had been greeted with an enthusiasm that took the status quo aback. And in Brentford this enthusiasm was particularly high.

In October 1768 the Middlesex MP George Cooke died and John Wilkes put his man Sergeant John Glynne8 up for the seat. He stood on a ticket that promoted the right of voters to determine their candidates, rather than Parliament.

Joseph Marshall turned up to the hustings on 8 November to vote for Glynne, as did the majority of Brentford’s businessmen, and in doing so he was lucky to escape with his life. The election was hijacked by an armed mob, almost certainly orchestrated by Wilkes’s opponent, Sir William Beauchamp Proctor. At least one voting freeholder was bludgeoned to death and many were injured, and only after subsequent re-elections were Glynne and Wilkes confirmed as successful.

Though little more is known about Joseph Marshall in Brentford, his property and political choices suggest something of the man. His modest tenancy was indicative of a man who valued commonsense business above personal comfort or ostentation. His support of Wilkes indicates liberal tendencies and a concern for the rights of working men. These are values that in due course would become absorbed by his famous nephew.

But that famous nephew was not yet a twinkle in his mother’s eye. Quite how Mary Marshall met her future husband remains a mystery. But it may well have been that while keeping house for her brother in Brentford, Mary fell in love with one of the many travellers coming into town. For William Turner was a Devon man who, seeking his fortune, would have come to London along the Great West Road.

William Turner hailed from South Molton, a small market town close to Exmoor. In his own chosen profession he was following in the footsteps of his father, John Turner, who, though he began as a tanner, ended up a wig-maker and barber. William and his four brothers between them tell the tale of the mass exodus from the small rural communities towards the larger urban centres that were developing fast at the outset of the industrial revolution. By the turn of the century not one of them was left in the town in which they had been born. John had moved to Barnstaple, where he became the overseer of the workhouse, and Price had gone to Exeter, where he was a saddler. Jonathan, Joshua and William had all gone east. While the former set up shop as a baker in Bath, Joshua and William headed for the capital.

The love affair between Mary Marshall and William Turner must have come as no small relief to Joseph Marshall. It may well be that he provided the £200 bond, required when marrying without banns, which offered a guarantee to the church that the marriage was legal. This must have seemed a small risk for someone who would otherwise be financially responsible for Mary for the rest of his life.

In marrying William, Mary kissed goodbye to the relatively comfortable life she had pursued in Brentford, Nottinghamshire and Islington and committed herself to living in a highly overbuilt, stifling, noisy and smelly central London, where William determined to set up his barber’s shop.

Turner’s father had chosen Covent Garden for his business premises with good reason, however. The Garden was just about the best place a barber and wig-maker could be in the whole of London. For that infamous portion of town was not just the hub of the capital’s vice and creativity, it was also the centre of style.

A hundred and forty-odd years earlier the wide square Piazza had been designed by Inigo Jones as a place for people of quality. And it had quickly become the nexus of London fashion. It was the place where the dramatist George Etherege had drawn inspiration for his ostentatiously attired Man of Mode Sir Fopling Flutter, where Colley Cibber had spotted Sir Novelty Fashion and John Vanbrugh’s Lord Foppington would have mingled seamlessly amid a crowd of similarly clad fashionistas.

The real-life descendants of these icons of high fashion were still promenading around Covent Garden in the 1770s when William and Mary Turner moved there. Known as ‘macaronis’ because of their exclusive culinary exposure to pasta during their Grand Tours of the Continent, these modish men, inspired by the excesses of Louis XVI’s French court, wore powdered, and often coloured, wigs from which long curls cascaded down their backs. Even the politician Charles Fox returned from his own continental excursion with a pigeon-wing hair style tinted blue.

But though the macaronis insisted on strolling under Covent Garden’s covered walkways in the 1770s, they no longer lived there. By the 1750s the wealthy gentry had moved west to Mayfair, leaving just their rakish sons to haunt their former homes, which were now converted into glee clubs, coffee houses, gambling parlours and worse.

All the better for the artists who moved in. These glee clubs and coffee houses became the arena of creative debate in the later eighteenth century, and the de facto offices of those involved in it. Henry Angelo, a much fêted fencing master, remembered Covent Garden as the ‘residence of a succession of men, renowned for genius, talent, wit, humour and eccentricity above every other spot in the metropolis’,9 adding that ‘in the year 1764, no less than ten painters occupied houses or apartments’ in the Piazza, including Zoffany, Richard Wilson, Dock the miniaturist, Sir James Thornhill (who had an academy for nude studies there), the scene painter George Lambert, a landscape painter called Pugh, and more.

By the time of Turner’s birth this figure was if anything growing, and yet more luminaries of the art world were living close by. Sir Joshua Reynolds, perhaps the most famous artist of his day, was just yards away at Leicester Fields, today known as Leicester Square.

William Turner’s shop was in the midst of it all, in Maiden Lane. Running parallel to the Strand, the lane was effectively a cul-de-sac, narrowing to a passage only passable on foot at its eastern-most end. It was muddy and dirty, and that narrow passage far too convenient for a quick sexual transaction, but it was also a vibrant microcosm of Covent Garden as a whole, with its own set of taverns, clubs, craftsmen, bookbinders and booksellers, printsellers and sales rooms, all concentrated along one stretch.

William Turner initially had the ground floor of No. 21, a large building that accommodated at least two other commercial enterprises. Directly below in the basement was the Cider Cellar, a notorious song and supper venue that had a reputation for staying open all night. Here it wasn’t just new glees that the Turners would have heard wafting upwards through their floors, but a riot of voices as theatre people, journalists, swells and literary types leant across the long trestle tables to debate the latest politics, religion and stage performances.

Immediately above the Turners was John Moreing’s Great Auction Room. This vast space, which transferred ownership during Turner’s boyhood, but never lost its connection with art, would have been an Aladdin’s cave of delights for a young boy who found himself interested in painting.

Moreing’s provides a wonderfully informative entry point into the state of British art in the second half of the eighteenth century, and a fine example of how Covent Garden had become its geographical centre. In the 1760s, 1770s and 1780s the Great Auction Room at 21 Maiden Lane would, crucially, have been one of the few places where people could see art in the flesh.

In the eighteenth century, fine art was far from familiar to the general public. Most people would not have seen an Old Master painting, and neither were they likely to have seen a thing by a living British artist.

You could certainly see prints of Old Masters in the windows of booksellers and engravers. And some enterprising artists would put their own works in shop windows. But from 1775, the year in which Turner was born, another thirty-six years would pass before two enterprising men, the picture dealer Noel Desenfans and the artist Francis Bourgeois, left a collection of work to form the nation’s first public picture gallery in Dulwich. And though John Wilkes had proposed as early as 1777 that Parliament buy the great art collection at Houghton Hall to begin a national collection, the British people had to wait until 1824 before its government could be finally persuaded to set up the National Gallery.

There were many collections of paintings in Britain, but these were in the capacious homes and private galleries of the aristocracy, an elite for whom connoisseurship and taste was just another currency used to reinforce their sense of social superiority.

What is more, these aristocratic collections were heavily dominated by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Renaissance and continental art, which was seen as superior to anything produced on British shores. This preference meant the market for work by living British artists had been marginalized, ever since collecting had first become fashionable under the auspices of Charles I. The aristocracy also had a stranglehold on the few living British artists fortunate enough to work, for they did so on commission, and were entirely dependent on those contacts and recommendations that could get them into the right drawing rooms to show their work.

The cultural elite did not buy from commercial galleries, which were also yet to develop. They bought from agents or dealers, some of whom were artists themselves. During the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, auctioneers had begun to play a role in a nascent art market. As aristocratic estates inevitably broke up or sought cash injections, fine art began to find its way to auction houses, where it was both exhibited to the public, and sold.

It was not just sixteenth- and seventeenth-century paintings that found their way into auction rooms. With no developed commercial gallery system, living British artists were beginning to sell their work via auction houses too. As such, places like Moreing’s Great Auction Room in Maiden Lane provided the people of Covent Garden with the rare privilege of looking at art, an experience afforded very few outside central London.

Although John Moreing eventually moved on from the Great Auction Room, its use as a place to exhibit art continued after him, this time under the auspices of Mr Burghall who, though also using the premises for dancing and fencing lessons, as well as a meeting place for debating societies, continued to allow painters to hire them for selling exhibitions.10

It is hardly surprising that with the concentration of artists and art events around Covent Garden the first society for artists should also be founded there. In 1754, just around the corner from Maiden Lane, in Rawthmell’s Coffee House on Henrietta Street, a drawing master called William Shipley founded a Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce. By the end of the 1750s Shipley’s vision had crystallized into the Society of Arts.

The formalization of artists into a society reflected more than just a means of self-representation. To the eighteenth-century mind art remained a field to be explored, its secrets yet to be tapped, its techniques yet to be refined, and what is more, its laurels to be prised away from the Continent. The need to make discoveries in art was as keenly felt as it was in science. The newly created Society of Arts was the first organization to award generous prizes to contemporary artists and encourage their experimentation with new techniques and materials.

This kind of incentive for British art was long overdue. For if this island had ever had the beginnings of its own school of painting, that is an identifiable national tradition and aesthetic, such as those developed in Italy, France and the Netherlands, the Reformation had put paid to its development. While the rest of Europe enjoyed a Renaissance that in turn developed the great continental artists of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, painters in Britain had been largely classed as craftsmen, responsible for signage and decoration, and regulated in London by the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers. While on the Continent schools and academies had been established to train artists, Britain had no such resource.

Only in the eighteenth century did the notion begin to emerge that Britain might catch up. For the first time it became conceivable that a home-grown school of painting might become a source of national pride, and that its members might even compete on a world stage. By 1760 another society had been formed, the Society of Artists, with the aim of mounting an annual exhibition to showcase British contemporary art.

This action marked the tiny beginnings of a breaking away from the monopoly the aristocracy had had over art and its practitioners up to this point. The Society of Artists began using London’s auction spaces to exhibit its works. Cock’s auction house in Charing Cross became a favoured venue. Meanwhile another rival society, the Free Society of Artists (so called because they did not charge an entrance fee to their exhibitions), used Moreing’s.

The pent-up appetite for contemporary work was massive. When the Society of Artists launched its first annual show in 1760, even with an entrance fee, a thousand people a day poured in to have a look.

The potential of the market for British work only served to highlight a huge problem at the heart of British painting. And that was the lack of a prestigious drawing school. In 1714 the London Tradesman had put the point baldly: ‘The present State of this Art in Britain does not afford a sufficient Education to a Painter. We have but one Academy meanly supported by the private subscription of the Students, in all this great Metropolis.’11

The academy referred to was a school set up by the artist Godfrey Kneller, which in its day took sixty paying pupils for figure drawing. In the 1730s Hogarth had established a drawing school in St Martin’s Lane with an attendance fee of 2 guineas a year. Things could only improve.

The painter Joseph Farington witnessed an influx of foreign drawing masters as the century progressed. After one morning spent with ‘Mr Malchair the music and drawing master’, Farington noted in his diary that the former ‘came to England abt the year 1754. He mentioned how much the Arts had advanced in this country, and said that when he first taught music and drawing in London there were only 5 or 6 drawing masters – viz P Sandy – Bonneau – Chatelain – and a few others. Now he said there are hundreds.’12

However, by the late 1760s there was still nothing recognized as a national school for the arts until the Society of Artists, under the presidency of the landscape painter Joshua Kirby, set up its own drawing and painting school, again using Moreing’s Auction Room as a venue, and this survived until 1773.13

In the same year that the Society of Artists launched its school, a number of its foremost members broke away and launched another institution. With this last, British art was finally granted the kind of representation it needed, one that would irrevocably transform the landscape of patronage and education. One that was endorsed and encouraged by a king who believed in the need for an organization that would inform and disseminate taste and enhance Britain’s cultural currency on the world stage. This was the Royal Academy of Arts, founded in 1768.

Just a year after its foundation the Academy set up a school that offered its pupils the most comprehensive practical and theoretical training available in the country. This training was free of charge. And significantly for Turner, it was on his doorstep, in the Strand. Those attending the Royal Academy Schools were, if not the sons of painters themselves, the sons of cobblers and bricklayers, butchers and barbers. But unlike their fathers, this new breed of artist could find themselves moving
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