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Joseph Mallord William Turner

smooth palette-knife work. Black ink or watercolor may have 
been used in the hulk’s broken mast and the shadows in the 
water below the hull.

 1. BJ 385.
 2. Christie’s 1865, p. 24, no. 205.
 3. Wilton 1979, p. 18.
 3. Murray 1858, p. 199.
 5. BJ 51.
 6. BJ 78.
 7. Wilton 1979, pp. 355, 387–88, nos. 489 and 757.
 8. Wilton 1979, p. 467, nos. 1391 and 1397.
 9. Turner 1856, p. 39.
 10. London 1977a, p. 20. At the time of the exhibition, Joll did 

not identify the source of the suggestion that the ship is 
grounded on Goodwin Sands; he did cite his informant 
(though not by name) in his and Martin Butlin’s cata-
logue raisonné (Butlin and Joll 1984, vol. 1, p. 292).

 11. BJ 475.
 12. BJ 478.
 13. BJ 386.
 14. Wilton 2001, pp. 82–83.
 15. A landmark in this interpretation of Turner was Lawrence 

Gowing’s 1966 exhibition, Turner: Imagination and Real-
ity, at the Museum of Modern Art, New York.

342  |    Rockets and Blue Lights (Close at Hand)  
to Warn Steamboats of Shoal Water  1840

Oil on canvas, 91.7 x 122.3 cm
1955.37

One of the most important works of his final decade, 
Rockets and Blue Lights (Close at Hand) to Warn 
Steamboats of Shoal Water presents a theme that 
dominated Joseph Mallord William Turner’s entire 
career. Inaugurating the final phase in Turner’s life-
long treatment of maritime subjects, Rockets and Blue 
Lights is a key statement of the epic confrontation of 
nature and industrialism. Moreover, Turner’s engage-
ment with scientific theories of color encourages the 
viewer to connect the artist’s personal technique with 
the chemical process driving the advanced technology 
of steam power—the transformation of physical states.

Any discussion of this work, however, must take 
into account its present appearance. Over the years 
the painting has suffered considerable damage, to the 
point that much of the surface now visible is in fact the 

exhibitions London 1977a, p. 20, no. 20, ill., as Off Rams-
gate (?); Mexico City–Caracas 1979, no. 8, as Alfrededores de 
Ransgate?; Tokyo–Kyōto 1986, p. 122, no. 39, ill., as Off Rams-
gate (?); Toronto 1995, no cat.; Williams town 2007a, no cat.

references Butlin and Joll 1977, vol. 1, p. 262, no. 479, 
vol. 2, pl. 484, as Off Ramsgate (?); Wilton 1979, pp. 292–93, 
no. P479, as Off Ramsgate (?); Butlin and Joll 1984, vol. 1, 
no. 479, vol. 2, pl. 480, as Off Ramsgate (?); Leger Galler-
ies 1992, p. 142, ill., as Shipping off Ramsgate; Wilton 2001, 
pp. 81–83, no. 23, ill., as Off Ramsgate (?); Williams town–
Manchester–Glasgow 2003–4, p. 128.

technical report The support is a moderate-weight can-
vas having a weave of 16 threads per cm. It has been wax-
lined to a canvas having a weave of 16 x 19 threads per cm. 
An older glue lining may have been replaced by the present, 
rather dry wax lining, and the tacking margins have long been 
missing. The six-member stretcher likely dates to the earlier 
lining. There may be pinholes in all four corners. There is 
vertical wrinkling in the center of the ocean, as well as over-
lapped paint. There are vertical splits in the paint in the right 
foreground and a plowed-up lip of paint along the lower edge 
from early framing pressure. The paint in the hulk on the left 
horizon looks abraded, but this could be an intentional wip-
ing technique by the artist. There are many inpainted losses 
in the green water in the left foreground, as well as old dis-
lodged paint that presents an uneven surface. Some chip-
ping paint seems to be due to interlayer cleavage problems. 
In 2009, new flaking in this same area was consolidated with 
Beva 371, and losses and abrasions were filled and inpainted 
as needed. In ultraviolet light, some of the earlier retouch-
ings look like they are lying below the new varnish, and some 
fluorescence in the green water may indicate residual old 
varnish. The surface reflectance is fairly even.

The ground is an off-white commercially applied layer, 
which shows through in many areas of the image. Infrared 
viewing of the image suggests that the form in the lower right 
was sketched with brown ink and a brush, based on its resis-
tance to the oil-based ground layer. The shape or orientation 
of this detail is also somewhat different than the final image. 
There is evidence of a possible wreck sketched in to the right 
of the small figural group, and possibly a small sail on the 
horizon above the left child. The shape of the pinkish sail is 
more defined in infrared than in normal light, possibly due 
to a loss of detail glazes from overcleaning. There are some 
simple curved diagonal lines along the central horizon. The 
filled losses in the lower left are also visible in infrared light.

Much of the paint is thin and vehicular, except in the sky, 
sea foam, sail, and figures. Most impastos are very soft with 
low rounded profiles, except one odd paint chunk at the far 
right behind the figures and a second thick deposit at the 
left top edge. The nearly transparent ship was painted over 
the finished sky. Some amber-colored pigment in the lower 
right has broken into islands, possibly indicating high resin 
content. The paint application in the left clouds looks like 
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at the right of the canvas emanates from a small but dis-
tinct steamboat whose deck is populated by numerous 
figures. The boat, the figures, and much of the plume 
are no longer present in the painting. The dark mass of 
the central boat, along with other details in the water 
and sky, appears similarly diminished when compared 
with the early images.

A purported incident, the dramatic story of the 
painting being hit by a train on its way to the Man-
chester Art Treasures Exhibition of 1857, might seem 
partly to account for its compromised condition. It is 
clear, however, that this incident can be traced to a 
misremembered anecdote that William Day described 
in a letter written more than forty years later to the 
then-owner James Orrock. In this letter, Day wrote that 
John Naylor, who owned it at the time, was hesitant to 
send his contribution to the Manchester show by rail, 
so instead had his paintings transported by a special 
van. Day then recounts the irony of the accident in 
which this specially fitted van was hit by a train at a 
level crossing.4 The correspondence of the  Executive 

lower layers of Turner’s paint, which he would have 
completed with additional paint and glazes to produce 
the final work (see Technical Report).1 Although Turner, 
particularly in his later work, often used materials and 
methods that have proven unstable over time, the poor 
condition of Rockets and Blue Lights is particularly pro-
nounced. Some sense of the extent of the damage can 
be gained by comparing the painting with several repro-
ductions and photographs made at different periods. 
The earliest of these is a chromolithograph produced 
by Robert Carrick in 1852, when the painting was owned 
by William Day, the owner of the lithographic company 
Day & Son. Although this print is not a direct reproduc-
tion of the painting—as Day commented, he chose Car-
rick as “an artist able to interpret the subtlest beauties 
and intentions of Turner”—it nonetheless records the 
printmaker’s perception of certain key details in the 
painting.2 The earliest photoreproductive illustrations 
appear in the Christie’s sale catalogue of 1896 and 
in Sedelmeyer’s catalogue of the same year.3 These 
images all reveal that the plume of steam and smoke 

342



824

Joseph Mallord William Turner

the title of Rockets and Blue Lights and other works 
by Turner, the former’s response was particularly viru-
lent. The Athenaeum reviewer noted that the viewer 
could decipher the subject matter of the visually 
ill-defined canvas only by knowing its title. Without 
such a guide, according to this critic, Rockets and Blue 
Lights and Neapolitan Fisher-Girls Surprised Bathing 
by Moonlight ( The Huntington Library, Art Collections, 
and Botanical Gardens, San Marino)13 would seem to 
be “spoiled canvasses upon which a painter had been 
trying the primitive colours.” 14 When the painting was 
shown again a year later at the British Institution, the 
Art Union commented that the painting “would be 
equally effective, equally pleasing, and equally com-
prehensible if turned upside down.” 15

Even while defending Turner’s works, John Land-
seer recognized the force of these reviews in his self-
published The Probe. After quoting the most colorful 
of these passages, Landseer counters that the popu-
larity of the more “literal” Clarkson Stanfield (1793–
1867) should not preclude an appreciation of the more 
“imaginative” or “visionary” Turner.16 The negative 
response to Rockets and Blue Lights must be under-
stood in the context of the reception of Turner’s later 
works. Although his career had been punctuated by 
controversial paintings, the works he exhibited at the 
Royal Academy from the 1830s were generally seen to 
be a radical departure from the qualities that had con-
tributed to Turner’s reputation as an artistic genius. 
Both Eagles and the Art Union allude to Turner’s earlier 
works as counterpoints to the “freaks and follies” and 
“wildest caprices” of his later career.17

Although these contemporary critics interpreted 
the swirling indistinctness of the surf, steam, and 
warning rockets as indications of Turner’s lack of con-
trol and random application of color, later scholars 
have brought to light the theoretical basis of Rockets 
and Blue Lights. In particular, they see the painting as 
evidence of the artist’s knowledge of Goethe’s highly 
influential Farbenlehre, which was translated into 
English by Sir Charles Eastlake in 1840. As James Ham-
ilton has observed, Rockets and Blue Lights, together 
with Slave Ship, represents Turner’s experimentation 
with the warm/cold and light/dark juxtapositions pro-
posed by Goethe.18 Furthermore, Turner had learned 
from his study of the work of the seventeenth-century 
French painter Jean-Antoine Watteau how white paint 
could be used to manipulate perspective.19 Thus, the 
swathes of white that encircle the steamboat project 
the threatened ship forward.

Committee of the Art Treasures Exhibition reveals 
that, while other works in Naylor’s collection were 
requested and lent, Rockets and Blue Lights was not 
among them.5 Moreover, in an exception to their gen-
eral policy, the Executive Committee agreed to insure 
Naylor’s paintings “against all travelling risks and risk 
of fire within the Building.” 6 If the wreck had indeed 
taken place at that time, Naylor would certainly have 
filed a claim. While this story thus cannot account for 
the painting’s present condition, some other form of 
accident, whether unintentional damage while in an 
owner’s possession or mishandling in a conservation 
studio, is likely to have occurred. During its 2002 treat-
ment, the decision was made not to attempt to recon-
struct Turner’s lost surface, but to leave the painting 
in its unresolved state.

Although the painting’s troubled conservation his-
tory has rendered sections of the canvas difficult to 
read today, contemporary reviews indicate that, even 
when it was freshly painted, viewers found the work 
difficult to interpret. In fact, responses to Turner’s 
later works prefigure the equally uncomprehending 
responses to abstraction in the twentieth century. 
Turner’s increasingly abstract depiction of the natu-
ral and man-made world caused conservative crit-
ics to respond not just with perplexity but even with 
animus when the painting was first exhibited at the 
Royal Academy in 1840. At the annual exhibition, 
Rockets and Blue Lights was shown along with six 
other paintings, including Slave Ship (Slavers Throw-
ing Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming 
On) (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston).7

The Reverend John Eagles, whose 1836 attack on 
Turner’s technique had spurred the young John Ruskin 
to come to the artist’s defense, continued his 1840 
review in a similar vein. Four years before, Eagles had 
not only critiqued Turner’s Juliet and Her Nurse (Col-
lección de Arte Amalia Lacroze de Fortabat, Buenos 
Aires)8 and Mercury and Argus (National Gallery of 
Canada, Ottawa)9 for their “childish execution,” but 
also chastised the Royal Academy Hanging Com-
mittee for including the latter.10 In his 1840 article, 
Eagles extended his indictment of the institution that 
admitted Turner’s works, claiming that “these absurd 
extravagances disgrace the Exhibition not only by 
being there, but by occupying conspicuous places.” 11

Eagles’s denigration of the painting as being 
“without form and shape” was echoed in the reviews 
of the Athenaeum and the Art Union.12 Although the 
art critics of both journals commented ironically upon 
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The Author was in This Storm on the Night the Ariel 
Left Harwich (1842; Tate Britain, London),25 in which 
the title establishes Turner’s bona fides as an adven-
turer.26 Moreover, the literal blurring in his later works 
that the critics reacted so strongly against was central 
to Turner’s challenge to conventional representation.

The initial critical vitriol directed at the painting 
was not replicated by collectors of Turner. Rockets and 
Blue Lights is distinguished by its presence in some 
of the most prominent collections of modern British 
art of the nineteenth century. Charles Birch, John Nay-
lor, and Henry McConnel were from the Midlands and 
the North (Birmingham, Liverpool, and Manchester 
respectively) and they had similar collections, often 
buying works from each other. In fact, McConnel’s pur-
chase of Campo Santo, Venice (1842; Toledo Museum 
of Art)27 in 1863 and Rockets and Blue Lights in 1864 
was part of his attempt to replace a pair of Turners that 
he had sold to Naylor in 1849.28

Even during his lifetime, Turner occupied a cen-
tral place in the pantheon of modern British painters. 
Although his later works, such as Rockets and Blue 
Lights, were often met with incomprehension, their 
critical history points to the constant experimentation 
with technique and representation that mark Turner’s 
career. The outcome of the battle between the forces 
of nature and technology remains ambiguous in 
Rockets and Blue Lights, but Turner’s confidence in 
his technical powers of representing the struggle is 
never in doubt. EP

provenance [Thomas Griffith, London, in 1843];29 Charles 
Birch, Harborne, Birmingham (by 1850, sold to Day); William 
Day (1850–52, possibly sold to Birch); Charles Birch (from 
1852, sold to Naylor); John Naylor, Leighton Hall, Welshpool 
(by 1856, sold to Agnew’s, 1863 );30 [Agnew’s, London, in 
1863, possibly sold to Graham]; John Graham (1863–64, sold 
to Agnew’s); [Agnew’s, London, in 1864, sold to McConnel];31 
Henry McConnel, Cressbrook, Derbyshire (1864–d. 1871); 
Trustees of the estate of Henry McConnel (1871–85 ); Mary 
McConnel Worthington, his daughter, by descent (1885–86, 
McConnel sale, Christie’s, London, 27 Mar. 1886, no. 77, as 
Rockets and Blue Lights, Warning Ships off Shoal Water, 
Calais, sold to Agnew’s); [Agnew’s, London, from 1886]; Sir 
Julian Goldsmid, London (his sale, Christie’s, London, 13 
June 1896, no. 54, ill., sold to Agnew’s); [Agnew’s, London, in 
1896]; [Galerie Sedelmeyer, Paris, from 1896]; James Orrock, 
London (by 1900–1901, sold to Yerkes); Charles T. Yerkes, 
New York (1901–10, his sale, American Art Association, 5 Apr. 
1910, no. 75, sold to Duveen); [Duveen Brothers, New York, 
1910–14, sold to Knoedler]; [Knoedler, New York, in 1914, sold 
to Eastman]; George Eastman, Rochester (1914–16, returned 

Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of Turner’s 
application of color theory to his work is in his pairing 
of color scales not only within a single canvas, but 
also between two paintings, in order to establish a 
connection. In the case of Rockets and Blue Lights, 
the cool blues are paired with the hot reds of Slave 
Ship. The theory that the two paintings were exhibited 
as pendants was first proposed by John McCoubrey in 
his extended analysis of Slave Ship. While McCoubrey 
emphasizes the paintings’ “chromatic” relationship,20 
Hamilton argues that the subject matter reinforces 
the contrasting color scheme. According to Hamilton, 
Rockets and Blue Lights stands as a positive account 
of the advances in coastal safety, whereas Slave Ship 
depicts an episode from the recent, shameful history 
of the slave trade.21 The juxtaposition of past and 
present is embodied by the types of boats depicted—
the spindly, listing masts in Slave Ship seem fragile 
compared to the smokestack of Rockets and Blue 
Lights, which rises in the center of the canvas.

Nevertheless, both paintings give form to the 
myriad invisible dangers of the sea, from weather to 
hidden rocks. Throughout his career Turner made nauti-
cal life his subject, and within this general category of 
seascapes, the shipwreck plays a prominent role.22 The 
theme of the shipwreck was a favorite one in English 
Romantic painting, especially with the increased impor-
tance of naval power to the island nation’s prosperity.23 
Strictly speaking, however, Rockets and Blue Lights is 
not a painting of a shipwreck. Rather, Turner’s approach 
in this work is one of suspended judgment; not only 
has the fate of the steamboat been left in limbo, but 
Turner’s ultimate verdict on the benefits of industriali-
zation embodied by that boat is also ambiguous.

Scholars have drawn attention to Turner’s interest 
in color theory and optical devices. No one has rec-
ognized, however, that the vortex of surf, steam, and 
warning lights encircling the steamboat replicates the 
circular view through the telescope held by the figure 
that Eagles described as looking “a little cindery.” 24 
While Hamilton has identified this figure as the art-
ist himself, in more general terms, this compositional 
device links the audience depicted on the canvas to 
the viewers of the painting. By equating the viewing of 
a painting with the witnessing of the event itself, Turner 
claims the artist’s power to render lived experience into 
painted emotion. Turner’s blurring of the lines between 
event and representation of the event culminates with 
Snow Storm, Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth Mak-
ing Signals in Shallow Water, and Going by the Lead. 
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1996, pp. 42–43, ill.; Antiques 1997, p. 522, ill.; Adelson 1997, 
pp. 45–46, fig. 2; Clark and Healy 1997, ill. on cover; Hamilton 
1997, pp. 281–82, 285–86, 289, ill. bet. pp. 238–39; Rodner 
1997, pp. 75–78, 82, 83, fig. 32; Allen 1998, p. 34, ill.; McCou-
brey 1998, pp. 332–33, fig. 9; New York 1999, pp. 106, 108; 
Venning 2003, pp. 251, 265, ill.; Hamilton 2003, pp. 10–12; 
Greenhalgh 2003, pp. 13–15, ill.; Meslay 2004, p. 101, ill.; 
Wilton 2004, pp.  191–92, fig. 54; Cahill 2005, p.  72, ill.; 
Williams town–New York 2006–7, pp. 26–27, fig. 12; Wash-
ington–Dallas–New York 2007–8, pp. 187, fig. 36; Madrid 
2010–11, pp. 26–27, fig. 12; Gage 2010, pp. 320–21, 350–51, 
figs. 255, 279.

technical report The support is a linen layer of inacces-
sible thread count, due to a thick, smooth-surfaced off-white 
ground layer and the presence of a lining. The existing lining 
is a moderate-weight (16 threads/cm), commercially primed 
canvas, attached with gelatin to the unprimed side of the fab-
ric. This lining was executed by William Suhr between 1962 
and 1965 to replace two thick glue-paste linings, which he 
removed. His treatment also addressed widespread inter-
layer cleavage, with delamination occurring between paint 
layers, between the paint and ground, and between layers 
of the ground. The ground is apparently impenetrable by 
adhesives, and the surface had already been damaged by 
heat associated with the earlier linings. Indeed, blistering 
from earlier treatments is still visible in the headland and the 
nearby waves. The painting was apparently treated in 1947 by 
De Wild, including some varnish removal. It seems likely that 
the picture also underwent at least some treatment in the 
early twentieth century, when it passed through the hands 
of several dealers and collectors. The presence of only one 
faint vertical stretcher crease in the center may indicate that 
the painting was lined early in its history, before any other 
creases had the opportunity to form. This suggests that the 
picture may have sustained losses and undergone a major 
restoration in the nineteenth century.

The paint layer has widely scattered wandering age 
cracks and a bull’s-eye network from a blow to the right of 
the wide white reflection. Traction cracks can be seen in the 
transparent reddish-brown passages, possibly from the use 
of bitumen. There is considerable solvent erosion of details 
and paint strokes, probably the result of several cleanings. 
The transparency of the greens and browns suggest that they 
have a resin component, making these colors more vulner-
able to solvents. There is also evidence of the partial friction 
cleaning, some new fills, and retouchings done by Suhr after 
he had completed setting down all the lifted paint from the 
front, reportedly with gelatin. The stretcher is a replaced six-
member mortise-and-tenon design in mahogany, which may 
date to Suhr’s treatment or to a previous, unrecorded restora-
tion. Aside from repeated treatments for flaking, the painting 
seems not to have undergone major cleaning or restoration 
work after Clark’s 1932 purchase. In 2002, the painting was 
treated by David Bull, New York, who removed considerable 
discolored varnish and overpaint, revealing original, though 

to Knoedler); [Knoedler, New York, in 1916, sold to Schwab]; 
Charles M. Schwab, New York (1916–after 1928); [Knoedler, 
New York, sold to Clark, 31 Dec. 1932]; Robert Sterling Clark 
(1932–55 ); Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 1955.

exhibitions London 1840, no. 419, as Rockets and blue 
lights (close at hand) to warn steam-boats of shoal-water; 
London 1841, no. 112, as Blue Lights (close at hand) to warn 
Steam-boats of shoal-water; Birmingham 1850, no.  123, 
lent by Birch;32 London 1896, no.  122, as Blue Lights to 
Warn Steamboats off Shoal Water, lent by Goldsmid; Lon-
don 1899a, no. 20;33 Cardiff 1913, no. 27, as Rockets and 
Bluelights, lent by Duveen; New York 1914, not in cat.;34 
Youngstown 1917, no. 1, lent by Schwab; New York 1928b, 
no. 11, ill., lent by Schwab; Williams town 1955, no. 37, pl. 24; 
Williams town 1958b, pl. 74; Williams town 1988a, no cat.; 
Williams town–Manchester–Glasgow 2003–4, pp.  43–50, 
153–54, fig. 27.

references Art Union 1840, p.  73; Athenaeum 1840, 
pp. 400–402; Eagles 1840, p. 384; Spectator 1841, p. 139; 
Literary Gazette 1841, p. 92; Art Union 1841, p. 29; Burnet 
and Cunningham 1852, p. 119, no. 207, p. 122, no. 12 (2nd 
ed., p. 104, no. 209, p. 107, no. 12); Thornbury 1862, vol.1, 
p. 381, no. 213 (rev. ed., pp. 579, 597, no. 213 ); Art Journal 
1870, p. 286; Redford 1888, vol. 1, p. 428, vol. 2, p. 122; Sedel-
meyer Gallery 1896, p. 128, no. 100, ill.; Roberts 1897, vol. 2, 
pp. 86, 290; Wedmore 1900, vol. 2, p. 258, ill.; Bell 1901, 
pp. 140–41, no. 223; Armstrong 1902, vol. 2, pp. 121, 147, 228, 
ill. opp. p. 158; Webber 1903, vol. 1, pp. 103–5; Macfall 1911, 
p. 33; Rawlinson 1913, vol. 1, p. 415; Townend 1923, p. 86; 
Falk 1938, p. 250; Arts Magazine 1955, p. 15; Frankfurter 1955, 
p. 31, ill.; Comstock 1955, p. 305, ill.; Seiberling 1959, p. 41, 
pl. 1; Finberg 1961, pp. 379, 505–6, nos. 535, 538; Urquhart 
1963, p. 294; Gimpel 1963, p. 109 (English ed., p. 94 ); Butlin 
and Rothenstein 1964, p. 60, pl. 113; New York 1966a, p. 38; 
Lewis 1966, p. 21, ill.; Lindsay 1966, pp. 185, 200; Agnew’s 
1967, p. 33; Polley 1967, p. 31; Reynolds 1969a, p. 179, fig. 155; 
Reynolds 1969b, p. 76, fig. 14; Cordingly 1974, p. 120, pl. 70; 
Spencer 1975, pp. 184, 202, pl. 11; Morris 1974–75, p. 98, 
no. 200, fig. 67; Spaeth 1975, p. 198; Andel 1977, p. 5, ill.; 
Butlin and Joll 1977, vol. 1, pp. 216–17, no. 387, vol. 2, pl. 361; 
Wilton 1979, p. 285, no. P387, ill.; Chaet 1979, pp. 225–26, 
fig. 192; Gage 1980, pp. 267, 297; Bachrach 1981, p. 9; Brooks 
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