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Biography  1

● Born 1775 in London, England; Died 1851 

● Childhood prodigy, attended Royal Academy at age 14 

● Initially painted watercolor landscapes, imitating English authors such as John Cozens and 
Richard Wilson 

● After the first decade of the 18th Century, Turner began traveling throughout Europe, 
creating thousands of landscape sketches. 

● Turner led a secretive life. He had two children while in an affair and lived with a widow in his 
later years. His mother died in 1800 and his father lived with Turner, serving as his assistant. 

1 Encyclopedia Britannica. “J.M.W. Turner | Biography, Paintings, & Facts.” Accessed February 17, 2020. 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/J-M-W-Turner. 
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Art 

 

                     Fishermen at Sea (1796)                     Slave Ship (1840) 

Critical Reception 

● Dichotomy is noted between the first half and second half of Turner’s career. In the early 
stages of his career, Turner focused on detailed landscapes, primarily maritime images. In the 
latter years of his career, Turner reduced detail of subjects and, while maintaining a focus on 
landscapes, formed an interest in industrialization and its interactions with the environment.  2

● In addition to industrialization, Turner explored celestial phenomena in transitioning his focus 
from the detailed landscape to an abstract display of light and atmospheric interaction with 
nature and humanity.  3

● Turner included commentaries of suffering, vulnerability and shared humanity through our 
relationship to nature; For example, Slave Ship (1840) insights “feelings of loss, blackness, rage, 
despair and the inhumane horror of the slave trade.”  4

● Many critics argue that Turner was ahead of his time and a precursor to the Modernist 
movement of the 20th Century. One analysis compares his work to that of Joseph Conrad, 
noting an “artistic shift from product to process” which focused more on drawing out emotion 
from the viewer than educating them on a particular subject.   5

● Turner’s work focused on public issues—war, nature, slavery, etc.—and was intended for the 
public at large to bring about greater social consciousness.  6

2 Rodner, William S. “Humanity and Nature in the Steamboat Paintings of J.M.W. Turner*.” Albion 18, no. 3 (ed 
1986): 455–74.  
3 Bosko, Natalia. “Exploration of the Sky: The Skies Sketchbook by J.M.W. Turner.” Journal of the Royal 
Astronomical Society of Canada 113, no. 4 (August 2019): 138–50. 
4 Wainwright, S. P., and C. Williams. “Biography and Vulnerability: Loss, Dying and Death in the Romantic 
Paintings of JMW Turner (1775-1851),” 2005.  
5 Faris, Wendy B. “The ‘Dehumanization’ of the Arts: J.M.W. Turner, Joseph Conrad, and the Advent of 
Modernism.” Comparative Literature 41, no. 4 (Fall 1989): 305.  
6 Gee, Maggie, and Jason Cowley. “The Sun Is God.” New Statesman 130, no. 4525 (February 19, 2001): 52. 
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