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JMW Turner and Fire

Turner’s interest in fire was a life-long preoccupation. As early as 1792 the
seventeen year-old Turner began his exhibiting career at the Royal Academy with a
watercolour, The Pantheon, the Morning after the Fire and as late as the 1840s a
number of his most significant oil paintings included fire as a central subject. This is
not to say that Turner’s output was dominated by pictures of fire —a mind as
voracious as his could not be content with a narrow specialisation — but it was a
theme to which he often returned. It allowed him to explore a large variety of
subjects, ancient and modern, natural and industrial, peace and war. Fire was also,
of course, very important to the artist as one of the elements and especially as a
source of light. Although the sun is rightly seen as Turner’s abiding fascination in
respect of the origin of light and colour, fire also allowed him to pursue these
interests throughout his career.
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Turner’s understanding of nature as a dynamic system was expressed directly
through the representation of fire, whose ever-changing shape and colour was as
mutable as the sea. Hand in hand with this interest in fire as a natural phenomenon
was his study of fire as a destructive force that threatened human endeavour.
Invoking notions of the Sublime, his scenes of fire-born destruction are often almost
apocalyptic in their rendering of catastrophe. However, in addition to paintings of
fire as a natural power, Turner also painted numerous subjects of fire disciplined by
human ingenuity, for good or ill. There are numerous subjects that show fire in its



domestic setting, as a source of comfort and the focus for social interchange. Other
pictures examine the productive use of fire in commercial contexts as Britain’s
industrial revolution evolved, with pictures of lime-kilns and iron foundries, the coal
trade and steam-powered transport for navigation and the railway. The man-made
equivalent to the apocalyptic Sublime is, therefore, the harnessing of fire’s energy
to benefit mankind. At the same time, living through the Napoleonic wars in his
early maturity (1803-15), Turner was very conscious of how man’s ingenuity had
used fire for destructive ends in instruments of modern warfare by land and sea.
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This range of subject-matter is impressive, demonstrating yet again how
capacious was Turner’s approach to landscape painting. But beyond these types of
fire we should bear in mind how the business of representing fire could help Turner
in his quest to understand light and colour and then to devise a way of painting that
adequately captured these qualities. As is well known, many of Turner’s critics
found this method of working uncomfortable and from the late 1820s, some began
to use fire metaphors to describe it: ‘So red-hot a mass has seldom been applied to
our visual organs;’ ‘On land as well as on water, Mr. Turner is determined not
merely to shine, but to blaze and dazzle;’? ‘its glare is scorching; we hope the
Academy is insured—or perhaps the picture is painted on canvas of asbestos;”3 and,
commenting on Turner’s painting of the fires that consumed the Houses of
Parliament, ‘The brilliancy of TURNER'S picture is not owing to the mere fiery
hue...TURNER'S picture transcends its neighbours as the sun eclipses the moon and



stars. The burst of light in the body of flame, and the flood of fiery radiance that
forms a luminous atmosphere around all the objects near, cannot be surpassed for
truth as well as burning brightness.”* His practice as a painter thus developed into
one in which rather than merely representing phenomena as a visual spectacle he
was using pigment to produce something close to a direct experience of them. As
Lawrence Gowing memorably noted: ‘Turner was now concerned only with the
inherent light that colour generates within a picture, To set it free he needed the
homogenous, diffuse consistency in which paint retains its own objective value.”

We might summarise all this by saying that Turner began his exhibiting career by
showing the aftermath of a fire; he ended it by harnessing fire as a means of
communication.
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