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Director’s Note
Since The Metropolitan Museum of Art purchased Turner’s Whalers, in 1896, the 
painting has held a key place in our collection, exemplifying the boldly inventive 
style of Turner’s later years, when he sought to convey the drama of nature through 
extraordinarily free passages of color and brushwork. Although the painting stands 
on its own merits, it is actually the second in a quartet of whaling pictures that 
Turner exhibited at the Royal Academy, London, in 1845 and 1846. Created when 
the artist was in his seventies, they were some of his final exhibited seascapes, a genre 
that had defined his career. The whaling scenes astounded Turner’s contemporaries, 
who struggled to come to terms with his sacrifice of clarity and precision for expres-
sive effect—an experience perhaps not unfamiliar to many viewers today as they 
hunt for whales amid Turner’s energetic dabs and swirls of paint.

The exhibition “Turner’s Whaling Pictures,” organized 120 years after The Met’s 
acquisition of Whalers, is the first to unite the Museum’s canvas with its three com-
panions, now in the Tate, London. At a time of fresh interest in Turner’s marines 
and late work, the exhibition offers an opportunity to assess the whaling scenes as 
an ensemble; to explore the appeal that whaling held for Turner as a subject; and to 
reflect on the artist’s enduring ability to challenge and stimulate our vision. The 
exhibition is also the first to consider the possible influence of the whaling series on 
Herman Melville’s epic novel Moby-Dick, published shortly before Turner’s death, in 
1851. The question has intrigued scholars for decades; now viewers (and readers) 
may decide for themselves.  

“Turner’s Whaling Pictures” was conceived by Katharine Baetjer, Curator in the 
Department of European Paintings, and would not have been possible without 
the help of Nigel Llewellyn, formerly of the Tate. Asher E. Miller, Assistant Curator, 
offered vital contributions, and the project was brought to fruition by Alison 
Hokanson, Assistant Curator, both in the Department of European Paintings. The 
exhibition and this accompanying Bulletin are indebted to the collaboration of 
Tate, London; Fales Library and Special Collections, New York University; Houghton 
Library, Harvard University, Cambridge; The Morgan Library and Museum, New 
York; South Street Seaport Museum, New York; Taft Museum of Art, Cincinnati; 
and the Yale Center for British Art, New Haven. We are grateful to the William S. 
Lieberman Fund for its generous suppport of the exhibition and publication. We 
would also like to express our appreciation to the Janice H. Levin Fund and the 
Lillian Goldman Charitable Trust for their commitment to this project.

Thomas P. Campbell 
Director, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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In 1845 Joseph Mallord William Turner reached  
 the age of seventy. Five decades into his artistic  
 career, Turner was regarded as one of the most 

brilliant and controversial landscapists of his day— 
a singular man whose rough-edged demeanor was 
difficult to square with the transcendent qualities 
of his art. The critic John Ruskin, an early champion 
of Turner’s, recalled that when he met the artist, 
in 1840, “Everybody had described him to me as 
coarse, boorish, unintellectual, vulgar. . . . I found in 
him a somewhat eccentric, keen-mannered, matter-
of-fact, English-minded gentleman: good-natured 
evidently, bad-tempered evidently, hating humbug 
of all sorts, shrewd, perhaps a little selfish, highly 
intellectual, the powers of his mind not brought 
out with any delight in their manifestation, or 
intention of display, but flashing out occasionally 
in a word or a look.”1 A somewhat later portrait of 
Turner, reportedly made during a party at the estate 
of his patron Elhanan Bicknell, shows “a squat man 
dressed in a very ill-fitting kind of frockcoat” stand-
ing with his back to the wall, quietly stirring his 
cup with a mild expression on his face (fig. 1).2 

Despite opinions that Turner was past his prime, 
he was in fact quite busy in 1845, acting as interim 
president of the Royal Academy and serving on the 

1.  Alfred Guillaume Gabriel, comte D’Orsay (French, 1801–1852). 
The Fallacy of Hope, 1851. Lithograph on paper, 12 7/8 × 8 7/8 in.  
(32.7 × 22.5 cm). Tate, London; Presented by Richard Godfrey in 
memory of Wilfred Yee Huie, 1988 (T05029)
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hanging committee for its annual summer exhibi-
tion, at which he showed six of his own paintings. 
Four were Venetian scenes, a standard of Turner’s 
repertoire. The other two canvases depicted a new 
subject for the artist: the hunt for sperm whales 
on the open ocean. This pair of pictures, today split 
between the Tate (fig. 4) and The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (fig. 5), were the start of what would 
become a quartet of large-scale oil paintings that 
Turner devoted to whaling and were also some of 
the last seascapes he completed for exhibition.3

The two paintings, both titled Whalers, were not 
entirely without precedent in Turner’s oeuvre. 
Whales appear in some of his small-scale watercolors, 
generally dated to the 1830s and probably intended 
as designs for book illustrations. The most devel-

oped of these vignettes is The Whale on Shore, which 
depicts an escapade from Sir Walter Scott’s novel 
The Pirate (1822) involving a whale stranded on one 
of the islands of Orkney, off the northern coast of 
Scotland (fig. 2). Turner managed to cram an aston-
ishing amount of narrative detail onto the tiny 
page. A host of islanders, some in kilts and plaids, 
are securing a beached right whale with cables and 
attempting to kill it; smoking guns are visible at far 
right. Their tormented prey, spouting furiously, 
throws its immense tail in the air, overturning a 
boat as it prepares to escape across the sandbar in 
the background. The scene was meant to be turned 
into an engraving to accompany excerpts from The 
Pirate in the second volume of Scott’s collected 
works, Landscape-Historical Illustrations of Scotland, 

2.  Joseph Mallord William Turner (British, 1775–1851). The Whale on Shore, ca. 1837. 
Watercolor on paper, 4 × 5 5/8 in. (10 × 14.3 cm). Taft Museum of Art, Cincinnati;  
Bequest of Charles Phelps and Anna Sinton Taft, Cincinnati, Ohio (1931.382) 
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and The Waverley Novels (1837). Although Turner 
contributed other illustrations to the book, this one 
was inexplicably replaced with a design by Harden 
Sidney Melville (1824–1894), of no relation to the 
famed American novelist Herman Melville.4 

Turner’s two Whalers were thus his first paintings 
of the animals intended for major public display. 
The most immediate impetus for the artist’s con-
certed engagement with the subject was probably 
commercial. It is likely that he made the paintings 
with an eye toward selling them to Bicknell (1788–
1861), a wealthy partner in a firm that specialized 
in refining spermaceti, the highly prized waxy sub-
stance found in the heads of sperm whales. His  
company had considerable interests in the Pacific 
sperm-whale fishery.5

A committed patron of modern British art, Bick-
nell befriended a number of painters and water-
colorists as well as John Ruskin and his father, John 
James Ruskin, who were his neighbors at Herne Hill, 
in south London, until 1842. Although never close 
with Turner, from 1838 Bicknell enthusiastically 
acquired the artist’s work in a variety of media. In 
1844, the year before the whaling scenes were exhib-
ited, Bicknell went on a spree, buying eight oils by 
Turner, six of them in one day. Among his prizes 
were several of the artist’s most important seascapes, 
including Wreckers—Coast of North um ber land, with a 
Steam-Boat Assisting a Ship off Shore (fig. 3).6 There is 
no evidence that Bicknell commissioned the whal-
ing paintings, but in a note of January 31, 1845, 
Turner asked his patron to visit his joint residence, 

3.  Wreckers—Coast of Northumberland, with a Steam-Boat Assisting a Ship off Shore, 1833–34.  
Oil on canvas, 35 5/8 × 47 ½ in. (90.5 × 120.7 cm). Yale Center for British Art, New Haven;  
Paul Mellon Collection (B1978.43.15)



4.  Whalers, ca. 1845. Oil on canvas, 35 7/8 × 48 in. (91.1 × 121.9 cm). 
Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 
1856 (N00545)







5.  Whalers, ca. 1845. Oil on canvas, 36 1/8 × 48 ¼ in. (91.8 × 122.6 cm). 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Catharine Lorillard 
Wolfe Collection, Wolfe Fund, 1896 (96.29)
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studio, and gallery on London’s Queen Anne Street 
“at your earliest convenience for I have a whale or 
two on the canvas,” indicating that he hoped to inter-
est Bicknell in his work-in-progress.7

Yet Turner’s motivations for undertaking the 
whaling pictures were not market driven alone. 
From the outset of his career he had invested great 
energy and ambition in marine painting.8 His first 
exhibited oil, shown at the Royal Academy in 1796, 
was Fishermen at Sea (fig. 6), portraying men work-
ing at night off the south coast of England, then 
under threat of invasion by Revolutionary France. 

The choice of subject was a canny move given the 
appeal of seafaring scenes to the island nation, 
whose political, military, and commercial prowess 
was intimately tied to the ocean. Fishermen at Sea 
also established the twenty-something Turner as a 
stylistic force to be reckoned with, demonstrating 
his mastery of the traditions of British and Conti-
nental sea painting and asserting his status as a 
fresh talent with the potential to rival predecessors 
such as Dominic Serres (fig. 7). One reviewer, 
impressed by the descriptive power and technical 
flair of Turner’s picture, deemed it “one of the 

6.  Fishermen at Sea, ca. 1796. Oil on canvas, 
36 × 48 1/8 in. (91.4 × 122.2 cm). Tate, London; 
Purchased, 1972 (T01585)

7.  Dominic Serres (French, 1722–1793, active 
England). The Capture of the “Comte de St. Florentine” 
by H. M. S. “Achilles”, 4 April 1759, ca. 1770. Oil on 
canvas, 25 × 40 in. (63.5 × 101.6 cm). National 
Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London; 
Greenwich Hospital Collection (BHC0390)
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greatest proofs of an original mind, in the present 
pictorial display.”9 

Following the success of this seascape, the genre 
became a creative mainstay for Turner, one that was 
also vital to his reputation and affluence. He spent 
countless hours making studies in watercolor and 
oil of the English coasts and Channel. These pro-
vided raw material for scenes exploring the myriad 
associations of the ocean—history, war, industry, 
sport, travel, and entertainment—while capturing 
its natural beauty, depicted in all sorts of weather 
and at different times of day. Nearly one-third of 
his extant paintings are marines. 

Seascapes were also a laboratory for the devel-

opment of Turner’s style. From early on, his depic-
tions of waves and sky were seen as pushing 
boundaries. Praised by some commentators as spir-
ited and compelling evocations of nature, they 
were regarded by others as self-indulgent exercises 
that sacrificed detail and finish for sensational 
effect. In the 1830s and 1840s, when Turner painted 
the two Whalers, he seems to have felt a particularly 
keen attraction to the ocean. The sea prompted some 
of his most vibrant studies, which capture water 
and light effects with just a few strokes of color, and 
it inspired some of his most audacious paintings, 
such as Staffa, Fingal’s Cave (fig. 8) and Snow Storm—
Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth (fig. 9), where he 

8.  Staffa, Fingal’s Cave, 1831–32. Oil on canvas, 35 ¾ × 47 ¾ in. (90.8 × 121.3 cm).  
Yale Center for British Art, New Haven; Paul Mellon Collection (B1978.43.14)
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gave free rein to the dynamic brushwork and elab-
orate color harmonies that were his trademarks. 

Whaling offered a new outlet for Turner’s pas-
sion for the sea, as it resonated with themes that 
had long piqued the artist’s interest. Himself a 
sailor and devoted angler, he was repeatedly drawn 
to depict maritime labor, especially coastal fishing; 
pursuing the leviathan was modern marine indus-
try on the grandest scale. The nineteenth-century 
British whaling fleet sailed to the Arctic and Ant-
arctic, South America, Japan, and Australia in 
search of its quarry, encountering new territories, 
cultures, natural phenomena, and forms of marine 
life. Their voyages were ones of exploration as well 
as for profit, part of a global enterprise closely 
linked to the fortunes of the British Empire.10

By the 1840s government policies and foreign 
competition had decimated British whaling (Bick-
nell’s wealth was derived from prudent investments 
in better years), but this downturn did not detract 
from the perceived exoticism and excitement of the 
industry. The open ocean in Turner’s day was akin 
to deep space today: a vast and mostly uncharted 
realm that was often the stuff of fantasy. Whales, 
and particularly sperm whales, were quasimytho-
logical creatures. Most people had never seen one of 
the animals, and existing images and descriptions, 
even scientific ones, were generally inaccurate. The 
public imagination focused on their grandiosity 
and power (as we now know, sperm whales grow 
up to sixty feet long and weigh up to sixty-five 
tons), and on the human ingenuity, courage, and 

9.  Snow Storm—Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth, ca. 1842. Oil on canvas, 36 × 48 in. (91.4 × 121.9 cm). 
Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (N00530)
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ferocity necessary to pursue and kill them. Hunting 
whales is a hazardous, gruesome business, and even 
in Turner’s time some saw it as shockingly cruel. 
Nonetheless, a certain romance still attached to it. 

The epic connotations of whaling dovetailed 
with some of Turner’s favorite concepts: ambition 
and failure, fortitude and fragility, the fate of empire, 
and the awe-inspiring power of nature that eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century thinkers termed 
the Sublime. He was constantly on the lookout for 
contemporary subject matter with the potential to 
express profound meanings; whaling was a natural, 
if not necessarily obvious, focus for his creative 
energies.

While whaling was a relatively new topic for 
Turner in the 1840s, it was not new to the British 
art world. Paintings and prints of whaling ships 
were circulating in Britain by the eighteenth cen-
tury, coincident with the rise of the whale-oil trade. 
During the mid-nineteenth century the whaling 
scene was a thriving, if stylistically unadventurous 
and narrowly patronized, genre, centered in the 
maritime town of Hull, a hub of the Northern fleet 
(fig. 10).11 Images of this type, along with travel-
ogues and stories, fed the public’s interest in the 
colorful world of whaling, although many repre-
sentations, such as the popular aquatint Cachalot 
Fishery (fig. 11), based on an oil by the French sailor- 

10.  John Ward of Hull (British, 1798–1849). The 
Northern Whale Fishery: The “Swan” and “Isabella,” 
ca. 1840. Oil on canvas, 19 ¼ × 28 ¼ in. 
(48.8 × 71.8 cm). National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C.; The Lee and Juliet Folger Fund 
(2007.114.1) 

11.  Frédéric Martens (German, 1806–1885, active 
France) after Louis Garneray (French, 1783–1857). 
Pêche du Cachalot—Cachalot Fishery, 1834. Aquatint 
on paper, 24 ½ × 32 ½ in. (62.2 × 82.6 cm).  
New Bedford Whaling Museum, Massachusetts 
(1957.8.1)



16

turned-painter Louis Garneray, were distinguished 
more by theatricality than accuracy. 

Turner’s forays into the depiction of whaling 
were characteristically idiosyncratic and provoking. 
The Tate’s Whalers drops the viewer smack into the 
middle of a whale hunt. A group of whaleboats, 
launched from the ship in the background, is clos-
ing in on its prey; the massive curve of the whale’s 
hump is just visible above the water at far right. 
The pink tinge to the spray issuing from its blow-
hole indicates that it has been injured. A white-clad 
man in the foremost boat cocks his arm to attack 
again, either by hurling a harpoon (a wooden shaft 
with a detachable barbed metal head, designed to 
pierce a whale’s blubber) or by striking with a lance 
(a metal pole typically employed at close quarters to 
gore a whale’s organs).12 Figures in the bows of the 
other boats echo the man’s stance, but none holds a 
weapon, suggesting that they have already let fly. 

This phase of a whale hunt was pregnant with 
anticipation and danger. A successfully thrown har-
poon did not kill a whale but merely attached it 
with a long coil of rope to the roughly thirty-foot-
long whaleboat (fig. 12). The six-man crew would 
then attempt to stay in their craft and keep it 

upright as the panicked whale thrashed in pain, 
dived deep below the surface (a behavior called 
“sounding”), or fled across the ocean, sometimes at 
speeds of more than twenty miles per hour (fig. 13). 
When the animal eventually tired, the crew would 
move in and dart the fatal blows with lances while 
trying to evade the convulsions of their victim. 

Although the figures appear summarily painted, 
Turner’s portrayal of them is generally accurate. Cer-
tain gestures are rendered with an eye for detail: the 
pose of the steersman straining backward in the rear 
of the first boat; the oarsmen crouching to hold it 
steady with their long paddles; and the way the key 
figure in front straddles the bow to keep his balance. 
The sailors’ attire, which now reads as brownish, may 
have once been more vivid, both in this picture and 
in its partner. Critics at the time remarked on the 
brightness of the seamen’s “red” and “orange” cloth-
ing amid a palette of silvery whites.13 

Turner’s staging of the attack derives its verve 
not only from the actions of the men but also from 
his treatment of the setting. Swooping brushwork 
in the sky suggests eddies of wind and spray buffet-
ing the boats; scumbling may have originally soft-
ened the contrast between the dark gray passages 

12.  Robert Cushman Murphy (American, 1887–1973). Harpooning 
a Whale, ca. 1913. Hand-colored lantern slide, 3 ¼ × 4 in. 
(8.3 × 10.2 cm). Mystic Seaport, Connecticut (1973.189.34)

13.  Murphy. Nantucket Sleigh Ride, ca. 1913. Hand-colored lantern 
slide, 3 ¼ × 4 in. (8.3 × 10.2 cm). Mystic Seaport, Connecticut 
(1973.189.33)



17

and the lighter surrounding areas.14 The sense of 
movement carries over into the ocean, which 
Turner painted with assurance and freedom, layer-
ing his colors and using vigorous and varied strokes 
of white to depict the ruffled sea. At far right, a 
thicket of dabs and dashes evokes water churning 
around the whale’s body. Although only part of the 
hump emerges, the frothing surf conveys the ani-
mal’s immense bulk and strength. 

Turner was intimately familiar with the waters 
around Britain and the Continent, but the deep 
ocean was unknown to him. In order to paint such 
a scene, he made up for his lack of personal experi-
ence by turning to other sources. The entry for the 
Tate’s Whalers in the Royal Academy exhibition cat-
alogue of 1845 captions the painting “Beale’s Voyage, 
p. 163,” a shorthand reference to Thomas Beale’s 
The Natural History of the Sperm Whale: To Which Is 
Added, A Sketch of a South-Sea Whaling Voyage (1839). 
The author, who had served as a whale-ship sur-
geon, presented his book as an attempt at scientific 
truth in a field clouded with ignorance and error, 
and his text quickly came to be regarded as author-
itative.15 Turner’s patron Bicknell, who subscribed 
for four copies, may have made one available to 
the artist.16

The passage referred to in the catalogue entry 
pertains to a hunt in the North Pacific off Japan, 

then one of the newer and most productive whal-
ing grounds. Turner seems to have combined several 
elements of Beale’s account, which begins tran-
quilly (“every thing around solemnly still, with the 
sun pouring its intense rays with dazzling bright-
ness”) and reaches a crescendo when a whale is 
attacked, sounds, resurfaces, and is fatally hit. At 
one point the whale is spotted with “his large 
‘hump’ projecting three feet out of the water . . . the 
spout is seen rushing from the fore-part of his enor-
mous head.” The whale then “spouts again, but 
slowly, the water is again seen agitated around 
him . . . the glistening harpoon is seen above the 
head of the harpooneer.”17 Beale’s book includes a 
diagram of a whale floating just below the water’s 
surface as it spouts, in a manner quite similar to 
that of the animal in Whalers (fig. 14).

The Tate’s painting also recalls an episode later 
in Beale’s treatise in which sailors stand in the bows 
of their whaleboats “with their harpoons held 
above their heads ready for the dart . . . the boats 
gained upon [the whale] every moment, when the 

14.  Detail of page 33 from The Natural History of the Sperm Whale: 
To Which Is Added, A Sketch of a South-Sea Whaling Voyage, by Thomas 
Beale (London: John Van Voorst, 1839 [2nd ed.]). Science, Industry, 
and Business Library, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox 
and Tilden Foundations

15.  William John Huggins (British, 1781–1845). A Whaler in the 
South Sea Fishery, ca. 1835. Oil on canvas, 33 1/8 × 50 in. 
(84 × 127 cm). Private collection, United Kingdom
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agitation of all parties became intense, and a gen-
eral cry of ‘dart! dart!’ broke from the hindermost 
boats.”18 In composing his picture, Turner appar-
ently felt free to conflate some of the more visually 
exciting parts of Beale’s narrative. Such literary cita-
tions were not unusual for Turner, who regularly 
drew upon, and quoted from, a wide variety of 
material. In the case of the Tate’s Whalers, the refer-
ence to Beale gave the painting the imprimatur of 
firsthand experience and guaranteed its veracity. 
However, Turner’s paintings are rarely straightfor-
ward “illustrations.” He combined literature with 
many other forms of inspiration—including poetry, 
myth, religion, contemporary events, the work of 
fellow artists, and his own experience and imagina-
tion—to create something related, but not identi-
cal, to any cited work.

Turner did not have to rely solely on books for 
information about whaling and the deep ocean. 
In addition to Bicknell, several of his friends and 
acquaintances could offer insights: the American 
sea captain Elisha Ely Morgan; Captain George 
Manby, who traveled to Greenland with famed Arc-
tic explorer William Scoresby to test a new har-
poon gun; and the zoologist Sir Richard Owen, a 
founder of London’s Natural History Museum and 
an advocate for the study of sperm whales.19 In 
addition, Bicknell’s firm owned a portrait of its 
whaling ships, commissioned from the marine 
painter William Huggins, which features a whale 
hunt in the foreground (fig. 15). The resemblance 
to certain aspects of Whalers indicates that Turner 
may well have used it as a source.20

As is the case with many of Turner’s paintings, 

16.  Vessel at Sea, ca. 1844–45. Chalk and watercolor on paper, 8 ¾ × 12 7/8 in. (22.1 × 32.8 cm). 
Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35248; Turner 
Bequest CCCLIII 9) 
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the precise evolution of the whaling pictures from 
initial conception to finished oils is undocumented. 
Numerous sheets from his 1844–45 sketchbooks 
have, however, been related to the project. Although 
the sketches are difficult to date securely and often 
bear only a vague connection to Turner’s final com-
positions, they are nonetheless illuminating. They 
suggest how the whaling series was shaped by the 
artist’s creative process, which was itself informed 
by decades spent depicting the sea and the people 
who made their living on it. 

Turner was an inveterate and perpetual sketcher, 
frequently employing portable books that he kept 
in his pockets. He worked from life, memory, 
and imagination, sometimes producing summary 
images that suggest a form of artistic brainstorm-
ing. He titled and numbered his sketchbooks, thus 

creating a repository of material for future use.21 
The majority of sheets associated with the whaling 
paintings are found in the sketchbook titled Whal-
ers, probably used on one or more of Turner’s trips 
to the Kent coast in 1844 and 1845. The eight pages 
of interest are generally agreed to have sprung 
from the mind’s eye rather than from life. In some, 
such as Vessel at Sea and Whalers at Sea (figs. 16, 17), 
brief notations designate essential elements—ships, 
boats, and perhaps whales—while the sky and 
water are indicated by rapid watercolor washes and 
rich passages of black chalk. In this restricted color 
scheme, red plays multiple roles, suggesting light, 
blood, and action. The sketches offer a glimpse into 
how Turner may have generated ideas for his whal-
ing scenes, experimenting with formal relation-
ships on a small scale and in a simplified format.

17.  Whalers at Sea, ca. 1844–45. Chalk and watercolor on paper, 8 ¾ × 13 in. (22.2 × 33 cm). 
Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35251; Turner 
Bequest CCCLIII 12)
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The companion to the Tate’s painting at the 
1845 exhibition, the Metropolitan’s Whalers, com-
plements its partner visually and thematically. For 
this scene, Turner employed a similar palette, play-
ing up the contrast of the gray-black whale with the 
white sails of the ship and the pale background. But 
the whalers’ conquest has turned into a moment 
of calamity. The severely injured whale writhes in 
pain, jaws gaping, blood-tinged spray cascading 
from its head into the sea. Its violent flailing has 
upset and partially destroyed the whaleboats; some 
of the men attempt to right their sinking craft while 
others cling to the sides. The heads of an unlucky 
few bob in the water at left. The vulnerability of 
the sailors in their teetering boats is amplified by 
Turner’s evocation of the surging sea. At right, 
dynamic brush marks heading every which way 

indicate rolling swells, while at left choppy strokes 
of color suggest a seething whirlpool around the 
frenzied whale. The water appears to be in constant 
but unpredictable motion.

Like its partner, the Metropolitan’s painting 
was exhibited with a caption: “Vide Beale’s Voyage, 
p. 175.” The whale hunt described in this passage 
occurred on June 18, 1832, off Japan, on a bright 
calm day. After being harpooned and lanced, a 
whale retreats underwater, but then:

He again rose to the surface with great velocity, and 
striking the boat with the front part of his head 
threw it high into the air with the men and every-
thing contained therein, fracturing it to atoms and 
scattering its crew widely about. While the men were 
endeavouring to save themselves from drowning by 

18.  Dark Clouds over the Sea, possibly near Boulogne, 1845. Watercolor on paper, 9 3/8 × 13 ¼ in. 
(23.8 × 33.6 cm). Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 
(D35399; Turner Bequest CCCLVII 12)
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clinging to their oars and pieces of the wreck of the 
boat, the enormous animal was seen swimming 
round and round them, appearing as if meditating 
an attack with his flukes. . . . They had now nothing 
to hope for but the arrival of the other boats to 

relieve them from their dangerous situation, ren-
dered more so by the appearance of several large 
sharks . . . and also from the inability of one of the 
boats’ crew to swim.22 

The men are eventually rescued, but the danger of 
their situation is acute.

Turner probably drew on Beale not only for the 
action of this Whalers but also for his portrayal of 
the sperm whale; this is the only time in the whal-
ing series that the animal is clearly visible. Whales 
were sighted along British coasts and rivers in Turn-
er’s day—in October 1842 a finback was killed and 
displayed at Deptford in East London, near Wap-
ping, where the artist owned property—and speci-
mens of dead whales were available for viewing. 
There is no conclusive proof, however, that Turner 
ever saw such a creature, alive or dead, although 
whale-like forms do appear in his sketchbooks 
(fig. 18).23 Sperm whales, in particular, were a mat-
ter of mystery in Britain in the 1840s.

Beale’s book features several illustrations of 
sperm whales to which Turner could easily have 
referred. The frontispiece by William James Linton, 
Boats Attacking Whales, shows at right a spouting 
whale tossing boats and sailors heavenward (fig. 19; 
see also details on the inside front and back covers). 
The same motif appears in a close-up view, with 
some details modified, just prior to the passage that 
Turner cited for the Metropolitan’s Whalers (fig. 20). 
The book also includes a reproduction based on 
William Huggins’s widely circulated aquatint South 
Sea Whale Fishery (1834), showing a whale attempt-
ing to escape from a harpoon while its pursuers 
struggle to stay afloat (fig. 21). In addition to these 
images, the painting of whaling ships by Huggins 
that was owned by Bicknell’s firm probably pro-
vided guidance for Turner’s depiction of the whale 
and other elements.24

19.  William James Linton (British, 1812–1897). Boats Attacking 
Whales, frontispiece to The Natural History of the Sperm Whale

21.  Reproduction of William Huggins’s South Sea Whale Fishery, 
detail of page 154 from The Natural History of the Sperm Whale

20.  Detail of page 173 from The Natural History of the Sperm Whale



22.  A Harpooned Whale, 1845. Graphite and watercolor on paper, 9 3/8 × 13 ¼ in. 
(23.8 × 33.6 cm). Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the  
Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35391; Turner Bequest CCCLVII 6)

23.  The Whaler, 1845. Watercolor over traces of graphite on paper, 9 × 12 ¾ in. 
(22.7 × 32.5 cm). The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge University (P.D.116–1950)
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Several of Turner’s watercolor studies offer 
insight into his approach to composing the Metro-
politan’s painting. Among them is Whalers at Sea 
(see fig. 17). In the foreground at left is a black form, 
perhaps indicating a whale, spurting blood. Hard 
upon it is a boat with figures enveloped in red mist; 
a ship appears in the distance. Freely applied pas-
sages of wash suggest wind and clouds, while more 
assertive strokes of chalk demarcate the action on 
the water. The same basic arrangement forms the 
backbone of Whalers. 

In other sheets Turner honed in on the contest 
between the whale and its hunters. A Harpooned 
Whale emphasizes the savagery of the encounter 
(fig. 22). Blood is everywhere; crimson streams 
from the broad head of the animal at left, forming a 
cloud that extends to the tail, raised high in the air 
at right. Turner inscribed the drawing, “I shall [use?] 
this.” The Whaler accentuates the disparity between 
the stupendous power of the whale, heaving its vast 
bulk skyward and roiling the water, and the slight 

figures of the whalers, accented in red (fig. 23). For 
the moment the animal has gotten the better of the 
men; the annotation in Turner’s hand reads, “He 
breaks away.” Brimming with color and vigor, the 
two sheets express the turmoil of a whale hunt.

These two watercolors were likely made after 
Turner painted his pair of Whalers. Both sheets are 
identified with the Ambleteuse and Wimereux sketch-
book, named for coastal villages near Boulogne. 
The book was used by the convalescent Turner on 
a trip to northern France at the beginning of May 
1845, about the time that the whaling paintings 
went on view at the Royal Academy. Coming on the 
heels of the oils, the sketches suggest that the topic 
was still very much on Turner’s mind. Indeed, whales 
surface again in the Channel sketchbook, which 
Turner may have used along the southeastern coast 
of England and at Boulogne in the summer of 
1845. Several of its loosely worked pages have been 
related to whaling; the most convincing example is 
a watercolor on page 81 (fig. 24).25 Here the killing 

24.  Page 81 from the Channel sketchbook, ca. 1845. Watercolor on paper, 3 ¾ × 6 ¼ in. 
(9.5 × 15.9 cm). Yale Center for British Art, New Haven; Paul Mellon Collection (B1993.30.118 [81]) 
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of a whale is concentrated into a compact, visceral 
image. The smooth, gray body of the animal towers 
over the ocean, surrounded by crashing spray and 
waves rendered with short, forceful movements of 
the brush; spiky strokes of red on either side may 
indicate boats, caught in the tumult, or water red-
dened by the whale’s injuries. Despite being approx-
imately the size of an index card, the sheet conveys 
a sense of titanic conflict.

Because Turner was away from London for part 
of May 1845, he may have missed some of the lively 
commentary incited by his whaling paintings. Most 
critics were ambivalent. On the one hand, they 
were confounded by Turner’s style. On the other 
hand, at this point in his career they were inclined 
to give him the benefit of the doubt, admitting that 
he was in a class by himself and could not be judged 
by the usual standards. The objections to style cen-
tered on one common complaint: Turner’s paint 
handling was so vague and extravagant that his 

motifs were indiscernible. His palette was “one 
mass of white spray,” his forms lacked definition, 
and his compositions seemed slapdash.26 The artist 
was charged with “subliming truth,” that is, sacrific-
ing naturalism for expressive impact.27

Faced with Turner’s concoctions, some writers 
recalled with longing the work of the recently 
deceased Sir Augustus Wall Callcott, Turner’s com-
rade and a principal rival who made his name with 
more conventionally conceived seascapes in the 
manner of the seventeenth-century Dutch masters 
(fig. 25).28 The critics’ favorite foil for Turner’s work, 
however, was a painting by his friend Clarkson 
Stanfield, The Mole at Ancona with Trajan’s Arch, 
which hung between the two Whalers at the Royal 
Academy. Although that painting is now lost, Stan-
field’s 1851 version of the subject gives a good sense 
of his approach (fig. 26).29 Commentators pro-
nounced Stanfield “the very opposite of Turner”—
precise, lucid, cool, illusionistic, and superbly 

25.  Sir Augustus Wall Callcott (British, 1779–1844). Dead Calm: Boats off Cowes Castle, ca. 1827. Oil 
on canvas, 35 × 46 7/8 in. (89 × 119 cm). National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London (BHC1154)
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finished, if at times prosaic.30 One reviewer pon-
dered the difference between the two artists’ tech-
niques: “Turning from the rough, smudgy canvas 
of the one, to the smooth carefully coloured sur-
face of the other, and admiring both for two things 
in common—their sky and their sea—one wonders 
how they both could achieve them, by means so 
dissimilar. The secret perhaps is this: Turner throws 
in the materials out of which the eye may produce 
the effects contemplated; Stanfield paints, and with 
wonderful accuracy, the effects themselves as they 
occur to the eye.”31

As this remark reveals, critics tried to discern the 
method in Turner’s eccentric manner of painting. 
A number of them found that, when viewed at suf-
ficient distance and with an open mind, his colors 
and brushwork produced a thrilling overall impres-
sion. The Literary Gazette pronounced the Metro-
politan’s Whalers “a vision and unreality; but the 

handling of the tints, and their harmony, allowing 
for the exalted pitch of their prismatic brightness, 
are astonishing. Splintered rainbows thrown against 
the canvass . . . atmospheric effects of magical tal-
ent.” The London Times praised Turner’s “free, vig-
orous, fearless embodiment of the effect of a 
moment,” while the Spectator called the pictures 
“tumultuous surges: Whalers—all light, spray, and 
clouds; beautiful as harmonies of colour; depicting 
the peril and excitement of Whale-fishing, in a 
vague, imaginative manner.” The Morning Chronicle 
summed up the general sentiment: “Though we by 
no means allow the legitimacy of the means which 
he adopts, we cannot deny that they are capable of 
producing extraordinary and gratifying effects.”32 

There were naysayers. The satirical magazine 
Punch skewered the “effects” mentioned approv-
ingly by many reviewers, stating that the Metro-
politan’s Whalers “embodies one of those singular 

26.  Clarkson Stanfield (British, 1793–1867). Ancona and the Arch of Trajan, 1851.  
Oil on canvas, 35 ½ × 61 ½ in. (90.2 × 156.2 cm). Victoria and Albert Museum, London; 
Bequeathed by John Forster (F.34)
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effects which are only met with in lobster salads, 
and in this artist’s pictures. Whether he calls his pic-
ture Whalers, or Venice, or Morning, or Noon, or Night, 
it is all the same; for it is quite as easy to fancy it one 
thing as another.”33 Ruskin, who heartily disliked 
the work Turner made after 1845, found the whal-
ing subjects “altogether unworthy” of his idol.34 

Yet the critics generally endeavored to set aside 
their standards for “good painting” and to look at 
Turner’s pictures in a new way, in which clear nar-
rative, organization, and detail took a backseat to 
color, light, and feeling, and seemingly random 
brushstrokes mysteriously merged into a compre-
hensible image. William Makepeace Thackeray, 
writing as Michael Angelo Titmarsh in Fraser’s 
Magazine, captured this experience: 

[Turner] is as great as usual, vibrating between the 
absurd and the sublime, until the eye grows dazzled 
in watching him, and can’t really tell in what region 
he is. . . . Look at the [painting] for a little time, and 
it begins to affect you too,—to mesmerise you . . . so 
the magician, Joseph Mallard [sic], makes you see 
what he likes on a board, that to the first view is 
merely dabbed over with occasionally [sic] streaks of 
yellow, and flicked here and there with vermilion. 
The vermilion blotches become little boats full of 
harpooners and gondolas. . . . That is not a smear of 
purple you see yonder, but a beautiful whale, whose 
tail has just slapped a half-dozen whale-boats into 
perdition; and as for what you fancied to be a few 
zig-zag lines spattered on the canvass at hap-hazard, 
look! they turn out to be a ship with all her sails.35

Whatever the drift of critical sentiment, the Metro-
politan’s Whalers seems to have appealed to Bick-
nell, who acquired it in 1845. The exact date on 
which he took ownership is unknown, but both 
painter and patron clearly had whales, and each 

other, at the forefront of their minds at the start of 
the summer. On June 23 Bicknell wrote to the 
engraver John Pye apropos the difficulty of getting 
delivery of another acquisition, Turner’s The Bright-
Stone of Honour (Ehrenbreitstein) and Tomb of 
Marceau, from Byron’s “Childe Harold” (ca. 1835; pri-
vate collection): “Pray fasten your strongest hook 
into [Turner] before he fairly takes water again or 
he may get so far and so deep down that even a 
harpoon will not reach him.”36 Bicknell’s daughter-
in-law Christine noted in her journal that Turner 
had turned up (slightly tipsy) at a dinner party 
hosted on July 4 by the painter David Roberts 
(1796–1864). “Upon his health being given,” her 
recollection continued, “he amused them with a 
very funny speech (& funnier grimaces filling up 
the pauses) about his whalers, mixing up Mr. Bick-
nell & fish & ending by proposing his health.”37

Two months later, the relationship soured. On 
September 19, John James Ruskin wrote to his son, 
then returning from Italy, that Bicknell was quar-
reling with Turner over the engraving of The Fight-
ing Temeraire (1839; The National Gallery, London) 
and, what’s more, “he found Water Colour in Whal-
ers & rubbed out some with Handky. He went to 
Turner who looked Daggers & refused to do any-
thing, but at last he has taken it back to alter . . . all 
say it is not finished. They account for his hurry & 
disregard for future fame by putting Water Colours 
by his stronger passion, love of money. I am sorry 
he sacrifices his great fame to present effect & 
object.”38 The disagreement was not permanent; 
the two men still saw each other socially, and Bick-
nell went on to buy other works by Turner, includ-
ing the Metropolitan’s Saltash with the Water Ferry, 
Cornwall (fig. 27). However, it is unclear if the 
Museum’s Whalers made it back to Bicknell. Nor is 
there any indication that he (or anyone else) 
attempted to acquire the Tate picture.
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Whaling nonetheless continued to attract Turn-
er’s artistic interest. At the Royal Academy the fol-
lowing year, he exhibited a scene drawn from legend, 
Undine Giving the Ring to Massaniello, Fisherman of 
Naples, and a religious subject, The Angel Standing in 
the Sun (both ca. 1846; Tate, London); two Venetian 
views; and two more whaling paintings: ‘Hurrah! for 
the Whaler Erebus! Another Fish!’ (fig.  28) and Whal-
ers (Boiling Blubber) Entangled in Flaw Ice, Endeav-
ouring to Extricate Themselves (fig. 29). The latter two 
pictures are linked to the 1845 Whalers by similar 
basic compositions, in which the action unfolds in a 
shallow scrim across the foreground, demarcated by 
a low horizon line, with the ships jutting into the 
vast sky. Yet the 1846 paintings are quite different in 

their narrative thrust. The agitation of the chase, 
amplified by whirling wind and waves, gives way 
to the more orderly, if still eventful, aftermath of 
a whale hunt, with the ships floating in quieter 
waters. The setting also moves from the seas off 
Japan to the polar whaling grounds.39 Turner 
adapted his palette accordingly, switching from 
bright white tints to rich yellows and blues and 
transforming the even illumination of the Whalers 
into glowing sunlight and firelight. As a result, the 
1845 and 1846 whaling scenes form two distinct yet 
related pairs of pictures: the earlier starkly dramatic, 
the latter more lyrical in tone.

‘Hurrah! for the Whaler Erebus! Another Fish!’ is the 
third painting in the whaling quartet, as indicated 

27.  Saltash with the Water Ferry, Cornwall, 1811. Oil on canvas, 35 3/8 × 47 ½ in. (89.9 × 120.7 cm). 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Marquand Collection, Gift of Henry G. Marquand, 
1889 (89.15.9)





28.  ‘Hurrah! for the Whaler Erebus! Another Fish!’, ca. 1846. Oil on 
canvas, 35 ½ × 47 ½ in. (90.2 × 120.6 cm). Tate, London; Accepted by 
the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (N00546)



29.  Whalers (Boiling Blubber) Entangled in Flaw Ice, Endeavouring to 
Extricate Themselves, ca. 1846. Oil on canvas, 35 3/8 × 47 ¼ in. 
(89.9 × 120 cm). Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the 
Turner Bequest, 1856 (N00547)
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by the stage reached by the whalers in capturing 
and processing their prey. Like the Tate’s Whalers, 
this picture depicts a moment of success. At left is a 
cluster of whaleboats (a whale ship typically carried 
a complement of three to five boats and two spares), 
surrounded by marine objects: an anchor, a chain, 
buoys, and flotsam. At the back of the flotilla is a 
pair of sails, which boats used when winds permitted 
them to approach whales stealthily. The vessel on 
the far left flies a banner with the name “Erebus.”

The crew of the large ship at right is engaged in 
the arduous and unappealing task of “cutting in,” or 
stripping off blubber, the thick layer of fat under-
neath a whale’s skin. The body of the animal is just 
discernible as a striated mass suspended next to the 
hull. Its blubber has been carefully cut and pierced 
with sharp tools and is now being removed as the 

carcass is rotated with a windlass; the boat by the 
ship’s side is likely fending off sharks attracted by 
the blood. The whale’s head, containing precious 
spermaceti, sperm oil, and jaws and teeth (used for 
decorative scrimshaw carvings), has been separated 
from the body and hung just to the left of the main-
mast. The most eye-catching feature of the painting 
is not, however, the minuscule whalers or the hulk-
ing carcass but the light radiating over the sky and 
water at center, a motif that Turner frequently 
employed to stunning effect. The London Times 
wrote of this picture, “The spectator looks full against 
the sun, and the treatment of this blaze of light, 
with the delicate etherial [sic] indications of the 
clouds in the ‘cirrus’ region, is most magnificent.”40

Two sheets from the Whalers sketchbook indi-
cate how Turner might have developed his compo-

30.  Sea Piece, with Figures in Foreground, ca. 1844–45. Chalk and watercolor on paper, 
8 ¾ × 13 1/8 in. (22.1 × 33.1 cm). Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the  
Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35252; Turner Bequest CCCLIII 13)
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sition.41 Sea Piece, with Figures in Foreground may 
be an early version of the scene, with figures in the 
bottom right-hand corner celebrating the catch 
(fig. 30). On the next page of the sketchbook, the 
positions of the whaleboats, roughed in with black 
chalk, and the ship, indicated in red, are nearer 
their final arrangement (fig. 31). In both images, 
white chalk at the horizon and on the water evokes 
the glowing sun, suggesting how important this 
element was for Turner.

‘Hurrah! for the Whaler Erebus! Another Fish!’ was 
the only one of the whaling quartet to be repro-
duced as a print (fig. 32), appearing after the artist’s 
death in The Turner Gallery (first published 1859–
61). The engraver, Robert Brandard, did his best 
with the light effects, but he replaced the whale’s 
head with a flapping sail (or possibly a sheet of dry-

ing blubber) and, as is often the case in prints of 
Turner’s paintings, gave the scene greater precision 
and detail than the original possessed. The descrip-
tion accompanying the engraving deemed the 
painting “very slight and careless in execution, but 
good in composition and color.” 

Even with the aid of Brandard’s engraving, the 
narrative of ‘Hurrah! for the Whaler Erebus! Another 
Fish!’ is difficult to pin down. The Royal Academy’s 
1846 catalogue cites “Beale’s Voyage,” but with no 
page reference, and there is no obvious corollary in 
the text. The action on the right could be drawn 
from Beale’s description of “cutting in” from chap-
ter 14. The scene on the left, in conjunction with 
the painting’s title, calls to mind two episodes in 
the book, both set in the North Pacific. In the first, 
nine boats from three whaling ships race to a 

31.  Whalers, ca. 1844–45. Chalk and watercolor on paper, 8 ¾ × 13 in. (22.1 × 32.9 cm). Tate, 
London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35253; Turner Bequest 
CCCLIII 14)
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whale; as the mates urge on their crews, one of 
them calls out the name of his vessel. In the second, 
resounding cheers greet the capture of the whale 
that will complete a ship’s cargo.42 

Turner’s sources of inspiration for this painting 
almost certainly extend beyond Beale. There is no 
record of a whaler called the Erebus, but there was 
a military vessel of this name. Among its other 
exploits, it sailed along with the ship Terror to the 
Antarctic between 1839 and 1843, charting the con-
tinent and studying marine life, including whales 
(sometimes called “fish” by seamen). The expedi-
tion’s captain, Sir James Clark Ross, belonged to the 
Athenaeum Club, a meeting place for scientists, art-
ists, and politicians of which Turner was a longtime 
member, and which he frequented with some regu-
larity in the 1840s. In addition, the Erebus’s assis-
tant surgeon was Joseph Dalton Hooker, nephew of 
Turner’s good friend Dawson Turner. Hooker’s 
“Summary of the Voyage” was published in 1844–
45 in the first installment of The Zoology of the Voy-

age of H.  M.  S.  Erebus and Terror, of which Turner 
owned part v, “Fishes,” which appeared in 1845.43

Turner may also have meant to evoke a subse-
quent voyage of the Erebus and Terror. On May 19, 
1845, shortly after the first pair of whaling pictures 
went on display, the ships departed under the 
command of Sir John Franklin in search of the 
Northwest Passage. The undertaking generated con-
siderable excitement. Equipped with the latest tech-
nology (including steam engines, which fascinated 
Turner), the expedition was expected to conclude 
the search for a sea route from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific across the top of the American continent, 
which had stymied explorers for centuries. If it was 
Turner’s intent to refer to this Arctic expedition, it 
had inadvertent significance: the mission became 
infamous after it failed to return at the appointed 
time. More than thirty search parties were sent out, 
but beyond the fact that all one hundred twenty- 
nine crewmembers died, the exact fate of the ven-
ture is a still a mystery.44 Although the precise 

32.  Robert Brandard (British, 1805–
1862) after Turner. Whalers, from The 
Turner Gallery (1859–61; New York: 
D. Appleton and Co., 1879–80). Steel 
engraving on paper; image, 7 1/8 × 10 in. 
(18.1 × 25.4 cm); sheet, 10 ¾ × 14 7/8 in. 
(27.3 × 37.7 cm). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York; Gift of Mrs. 
C. E. Colahan, 1936 (36.33[10–1])



35

meaning of Turner’s reference to the Erebus remains 
unclear, the allusion suggests that the artist’s atten-
tion was shifting to the icy waters of the poles, a 
change of venue borne out in the last of his whal-
ing paintings.

Whalers (Boiling Blubber) Entangled in Flaw Ice, 
Endeavouring to Extricate Themselves brings the whal-
ing quartet to a close, as the sailors near the final 
steps in securing their cargo. Turner related the 
painting to its partner by employing a similar for-
mal arrangement, with the vessels and men at the 
edges of the canvas and a corona of light at center. 
But as with the 1845 paintings, the situation of the 
whalers has progressed from triumph to potential 
tragedy. The celebration of a good catch on a radi-
ant day gives way to difficulty and peril under a 
wan polar sun.45 At left a ship is moored in the ice; 
a chain and anchors are visible in the foreground. 
The orange-red fire and the black smoke wafting 
around the masts indicate that the crew is engaged 
in the penultimate phase of processing the whale: 

“trying out,” or heating the blubber to extract its 
oil—a fiery, reeking business that sailors compared 
to being in hell.46 The men have stripped the car-
cass, cut the blubber into pieces with razor-sharp 
spades (apt to amputate the toes or feet of careless 
seamen), and removed the skin before setting the 
pieces to boil in the tryworks, a brick furnace just 
behind the foremast. The only remaining task is to 
store the rendered oil in casks.

The contrast between the vivid blaze of the try-
works and the pallid sun is a variation on a motif 
that Turner often employed when depicting con-
temporary industry (fig. 33). Juxtaposing man-made 
fire and the natural light of the sun, moon, or stars 
was a common Romantic trope and, in scenes like 
this one, enriched the subject of grueling manual 
labor with a sense of grandeur. Turner’s longstand-
ing fascination with the complementary opposi-
tions of light and dark and of fire and water is 
revealed in five vigorously worked sheets in the 
Whalers sketchbook featuring sunsets and maritime 

33.  Keelmen Heaving in Coals by Moonlight, 
1835. Oil on canvas, 36 3/8 × 48 3/8 in. 
(92.3 × 122.8 cm). National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C.; Widener Collection 
(1942.9.86)



34.  Burning Blubber, ca. 1845. Chalk and watercolor on paper prepared with gray wash, 8 ¾ × 13 1/8 in. 
(22.1 × 33.2 cm). Tate, London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35246; 
Turner Bequest CCCLIII 7)

35.  Whalers Boiling Blubber, ca. 1845. Chalk and watercolor on paper, 8 ¾ × 13 in. (22.1 × 33 cm). Tate, 
London; Accepted by the nation as part of the Turner Bequest, 1856 (D35245; Turner Bequest CCCLIII 6)



37

conflagrations (figs. 34, 35). Playing with the rela-
tion of bright color, drifting smoke, and the black 
hulk of the ship, Turner produced images even 
more intensely eye-catching than the final paint-
ing, completed a year or so later.

While the boiling of blubber proceeds on the 
left, at right whalers try to free a second ship. The 
“flaw ice” of Turner’s title refers to the jumbled 
pieces that can fill a narrow channel between areas 
of more solid ice, making it impassable. Vessels 
caught in this zone could be driven off course or 
crushed.47 In the middle ground of the painting 
men stand on the ice, using a large-toothed saw to 
hew a passage for their craft.48 Such perils were cur-
rent in the public imagination at midcentury, 
fueled by written accounts of stranded or lost ships. 
In addition, artists of Turner’s era found the notion 
of a remote, frozen expanse, inhospitable to man, 
irresistible as a subject (fig. 36). Turner himself was 
well aware of the dangers; verses drafted in his Green-
wich sketchbook of about 1808 commemorate the 
explorer Sir Hugh Willoughby, who “braved the 
rugged northern skies” in search of a sea route from 
England to China and, wintering in 1554 in the 

Arctic Ocean off Russia, “in frozen regions died.”49 

Given his preoccupation with nature’s over-
whelming power, it is not surprising that Turner 
depicted whalers in a life-threatening quandary. 
Many of his most highly regarded seascapes pres-
ent ships in distress, with the attendant implica-
tions of human frailty and insignificance. The 
melancholy associations that shipwrecks held for 
the artist when he was painting the whaling series 
are explicit in a pair of watercolors from the mid-
1840s, intended as private exercises, that Turner 
annotated with verses related to Fallacies of Hope, 
his career-long unfinished poetic endeavor.50

In Lost to All Hope the Brig, possibly made at 
Margate, on the Kent coast, the rosy colors that per-
meate the sea and sky belie the piteous state of the 
ship listing on the horizon (fig. 37). Turner’s inscrip-
tion amplifies the mood: “Lost to all Hope she lies / 
each sea breaks over a derelict / on an unknown 
shore the sea folk only sharing the triumph.” Its 
companion depicts the Goodwin Sands, a stretch 
of coast not far from Margate notorious for ensnar-
ing ships in quicksand (fig. 38). In contrast to the 
resplendent sunsets and sunrises of Turner’s other 

36.  John Wilson Carmichael (British, 1799–1868). 
“Erebus” and “Terror” in the Antarctic, 1847. Oil on 
canvas, 48 ½ × 72 ½ in. (123.2 × 184.2 cm). National 
Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London; Caird Fund 
(BHC1215)



37.  Lost to All Hope the Brig, ca. 1845–50. Watercolor and graphite on paper, 9 × 12 ¾ in. 
(22.9 × 32.4 cm). Yale Center for British Art, New Haven; Paul Mellon Collection 
(B1977.14.5378) 

38.  Wreck on the Goodwin Sands: Sunset, ca. 1845. Watercolor and graphite, with black 
chalk, on paper, 9 1/8 × 13 1/8 in. (23 × 33.2 cm). The Morgan Library and Museum, 
New York; Bequest of Miss Alice Tully (1996.67) 
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watercolors of this period, this scene is somber. Soft 
washes evoke the murky boundary between shore 
and water; the shipwreck is merely suggested by a 
band of dark color with a few red accents. Indeed, 
this passage of gray and brown would be difficult to 
identify as a ship were it not for Turner’s caption: 
“And [dolphins?] play around the wreck / The 
men’s [hope?] holding all that hoped / admits 
[mark?] of the almighty’s hand fallacy Hope [illeg-
ible] for sail / Wreck on the Goodwins.” The men in 
Whalers (Boiling Blubber) Entangled in Flaw Ice, 
Endeavouring to Extricate Themselves are not yet 
stranded, but they could well meet a similar fate. 

The setting of this last whaling scene is almost 
certainly the Antarctic, as Arctic whalers did not 
boil blubber aboard their ships, but the geographic 
scope of Turner’s sources was likely wider. Unlike 
the other paintings in the series, this picture was 
exhibited without a citation to Beale, whose book 
contains no episodes involving ice. It seems reason-
able to suppose that Turner relied at least partially 
on the author’s description of “trying out” in chap-
ter 14, but his inspirations are otherwise unknown. 
One possibility is Frederick Debell Bennett’s Narra-
tive of a Whaling Voyage round the Globe (1840), 
which portrays the spectacle of smoke and fire cre-
ated when boiling blubber at night in the South 
Seas. Another is Hooker’s “Summary of the Voy-
age” of the Erebus and Terror, which mentions that 
the ships were “entangled” in and then “extricated” 
from Antarctic pack ice. Or Turner may be referring 
to other episodes in the history of these two ships: 
an aborted attempt to rescue vessels trapped in the 
Arctic in 1835–36 (commemorated in a painting by 
John Ward of Hull at the Royal Academy in 1840; 
see fig. 10), or the voyage in search of the North-
west Passage in 1845.51 Then again, imagery of ves-
sels trapped in ice was popular enough that Turner 
might not have needed to draw on any sources other 

than his own memory and fertile imagination. 
The response to the 1846 paintings turned on 

the same key issue as the reaction to the previous 
year’s pair: critics’ willingness to discern an exhila-
rating evocation of nature in Turner’s freewheeling 
style. For some, the compositions were unintelli-
gible. The Almanack of the Month quipped, “The 
subject is, ‘Hurrah for the whaler Erebus—another 
fish;’ but it should be called ‘Hallo there!—the oil 
and Vinegar,—another lobster salad.’” Along with 
this review, the magazine printed a caricature of 
Turner at work with a mop and a bucket marked 
“yellow” (fig. 39). For others, Turner was worth 
defending. The Times of London proclaimed, “But 
surely the ‘Hurrah for the Whaler’ should check all 
those who regard the pictures of this great colourist 
as mere themes for mirth. . . . It is all very well to 
treat Turner’s pictures as jests; but things like these 
are too magnificent for jokes.” The Athenaeum admit-
ted, “Whalers (boiling blubber), entangled in flaw ice, 
endeavouring to extricate themselves, presents, it is true, 
something . . . tangible. As we heard a gentleman say, 
‘That’s reasonable;’ one can make forms out of those 
masses of beautiful, though almost chaotic, colours. 
The sea-green hue of the ice, the flicker of the sun-

39.  Turner Painting One of His Pictures, from The Almanack of the 
Month (June 1846), page 350. General Research Division, The New 
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations
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beam on the waves, the boiling of the blubber, and 
the tall forms of the ice-bound vessels, make up an 
interesting picture, dressed in Turner’s magic glow.”52 

The Literary Gazette echoed the commentators 
of 1845 in its opinion of Turner’s radical approach 
to painting, conceding, “Grant the style, and there 
are certainly amazing things in these paintings to 
call forth encomium. . . . So entirely is the eye car-
ried away by a sort of indistinct and harmonious 
magic, that we seem to consent to the abandon-
ment of solid truth and real nature altogether, and 
allow dark ships to be chrome-yellow, whales glit-
tering pink, human beings sun or moon-beams, 
and little thick dabs of paint ethereal clouds. Like 
the pseudo-doctor in the farce, we forget the actual 

appearance of things, and confess that Mr. Turner 
has ‘changed all that’ in a most extraordinary way.”53 
The paintings may have failed to sell, but they cer-
tainly had an impact on viewers.

Today the whaling suite immediately brings to 
mind another nineteenth-century work of vision-
ary ambition: Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick; or, The 
Whale, published in America and Britain in 1851, 
just months before Turner’s death. Many connec-
tions can be made between Turner’s paintings and 
the American writer’s magnum opus.54 Both men 
were clearly attracted to the challenge of elevating 
the dirty labor of whaling into a heroic undertak-
ing. As Melville (1819–1891) confided to his friend 
and fellow writer, the lawyer Richard Henry Dana, 
Jr., in a letter of May 1, 1850, “Blubber is blubber 
you know; tho’ you may get oil out of it, the poetry 
runs as hard as sap from a frozen maple tree;—and 
to work the thing up, one must needs throw in a 
little fancy, which from the nature of the thing, 
must be as ungainly as the gambols of the whales 
themselves. Yet I mean to give the truth of the 
thing, spite of this.”55

Turner and Melville both mined the subject of 
whaling for similar themes: an epic confrontation 
between humankind and the natural world; 
humanity’s hubris, which leads to both victory and 
tragedy; and the manifold moods and vistas of the 
sea. Artist and writer also saw whales and their 
deep ocean habitat as manifestations of the Sub-
lime. Some of the tropes they employed to evoke 
the awesome spectacle of nature were common-
place: dramatic water and light effects, ominous 
weather, and ships in distress. Other motifs were 
more exceptional: pervasive whiteness (the domi-
nant color of Turner’s two Whalers and of the epon-
ymous whale in Moby-Dick); swirling seas and skies; 
and a reliance on vagueness and incompleteness to 
convey nature’s ineffable power. Critics of Melville 

40.  Inscribed title page from Herman Melville’s copy of 
The Natural History of the Sperm Whale. From the library 
of Herman Melville, Houghton Library, Harvard University, 
Cambridge; AC85.M4977.Zz839b, Gift of Albert C. Berol, 
1960
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even occasionally compared his style to Turner’s.56 
That Turner and Melville shared a sensibility is 

not surprising given that they were both artists of 
the Romantic era. It is nonetheless tantalizing to 
wonder if their creative and philosophical kinship 
was deeper and more conscious. Here one enters 
into the world of speculation, but there is evidence, 
albeit inconclusive, to suggest that the parallels 
in Turner’s and Melville’s works are not simply 
fortuitous. 

In October 1849, Melville, an ex-whaleman and 
sailor with a budding career as an author of marine 
tales, embarked on his first visit to London and the 
Continent. The primary purpose of the trip was to 
find a British publisher for White-Jacket, his book 
about the United States Navy. Melville was intensely 
interested in the visual arts and aesthetic theory, 
and while abroad he took the opportunity to tour 
a number of museums and galleries. This was his 
first in-depth exposure to the Old Masters and to 
contemporary European art.57 

The writer arrived back in New York in February 
1850. That April he withdrew two books on whal-
ing by William Scoresby from the New York Society 
Library and asked his publisher to order Beale’s 
1839 text. It arrived that summer, as Melville for-
mulated the first draft of what would become Moby- 
Dick. On one of the opening pages of Beale’s book, 
Melville wrote the date, July 10, 1850. Probably at 
the same time, he inscribed the title page “Turner’s 
pictures of Whalers were suggested by this book” 
(fig. 40). This is among the first of many annota-
tions that Melville made in his copy of The Natural 
History of the Sperm Whale, which was a critical ref-
erence for Moby-Dick. It confirms that Melville was 
aware of Turner’s whaling scenes, that he knew 
they were inspired by Beale’s account, and that he 
considered the fact important enough to jot down.

The effect that this knowledge had on Moby-

Dick is open to debate.58 The book’s most compel-
ling affinity with the whaling paintings is a key 
passage in chapter 3 that foreshadows the plot as 
well as Melville’s challenging style, full of digres-
sions, ruminations, and perplexing episodes. The 
passage also emphasizes a central point of the novel: 
the impossibility of fully comprehending the nature 
of the sperm whale.59 The narrator, Ishmael, is 
searching for a place to stay in New Bedford, Massa-
chusetts, and stumbles upon the Spouter-Inn:

You found yourself in a wide, low, straggling entry 
with old-fashioned wainscots, reminding one of the 
bulwarks of some condemned old craft. On one side 
hung a very large oil painting so thoroughly be- 
smoked, and every way defaced, that in the unequal 
crosslights by which you viewed it, it was only by 
diligent study and a series of systematic visits to it, 
and careful inquiry of the neighbors, that you could 
any way arrive at an understanding of its purpose. 
Such unaccountable masses of shades and shadows, 
that at first you almost thought some ambitious 
young artist, in the time of the New England hags, 
had endeavored to delineate chaos bewitched. But 
by dint of much and earnest contemplation, and oft 
repeated ponderings, and especially by throwing 
open the little window towards the back of the entry, 
you at last come to the conclusion that such an idea, 
however wild, might not be altogether unwarranted.

But what most puzzled and confounded you was 
a long, limber, portentous, black mass of something 
hovering in the centre of the picture over three blue, 
dim, perpendicular lines floating in a nameless yeast. 
A boggy, soggy, squitchy picture truly, enough to drive 
a nervous man distracted. Yet was there a sort of 
indefinite, half-attained, unimaginable sublimity 
about it that fairly froze you to it, till you involun-
tarily took an oath with yourself to find out what that 
marvellous painting meant. Ever and anon a bright, 
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but, alas, deceptive idea would dart you through.—
It’s the Black Sea in a midnight gale.—It’s the unnat-
ural combat of the four primal elements.—It’s a 
blasted heath.—It’s a Hyperbor ean winter scene.—
It’s the breaking-up of the icebound stream of Time. 
But at last all these fancies yielded to that one por-
tentous something in the picture’s midst. That once 
found out, and all the rest were plain. But stop; does 
it not bear a faint resemblance to a gigantic fish? 
even the great leviathan himself?

In fact, the artist’s design seemed this: a final 
theory of my own, partly based upon the aggregated 
opinions of many aged persons with whom I con-
versed upon the subject. The picture represents a 
Cape-Horner in a great hurricane; the half-foundered 
ship weltering there with its three dismantled masts 
alone visible; and an exasperated whale, purposing 
to spring clean over the craft, is in the enormous act 
of impaling himself upon the three mast-heads.60

The painting on the Spouter-Inn wall most likely 
had a real-world referent, as they have been identi-
fied for many of the other pictorial allusions in 
Moby-Dick.61 If Melville’s precise source remains 
unknown, Turner’s work is the most obvious candi-
date. Several of his late seascapes, but particularly 

the Metropolitan’s Whalers and its companions, 
could fit Ishmael’s description, and no other marine 
artist of the day painted in such a nebulous style.

Nevertheless, the case is not straightforward. To 
begin with, it is unclear what Melville knew of 
Turner’s paintings in 1850–51, when he was writ-
ing Moby-Dick, even if later in life he clearly grew 
to esteem the British artist. He admired Turner’s 
paintings on a visit to London in 1857, dedicated a 
poem to The Fighting Temeraire, bought books 
about Turner, and collected engravings of Turner’s 
paintings, including that of ‘Hurrah! for the Whaler 
Erebus! Another Fish!’62 Yet Melville’s only docu-
mented reference to Turner before the publication 
of Moby-Dick is his inscription in Beale. Nor does 
the novel explicitly mention Turner, although it 
does cite a number of works by other artists. 

Opportunities to see Turner’s paintings were 
few in mid-nineteenth-century America. Not until 
1845 did the New York bibliophile and philanthro-
pist James Lenox acquire Staffa, Fingal’s Cave (see 
fig. 8), the first oil by the artist to cross the Atlantic. 
Fort Vimieux (ca. 1831; private collection), another 
example of Turner’s atmospheric style, joined 
Lenox’s collection in 1850. But access to his private 
gallery at 53 Fifth Avenue was limited, and Turner’s 

41.  The Prince of Orange, William III, Embarked 
from Holland, and Landed at Torbay, November 4th, 
1688, after a Stormy Passage, ca. 1832. Oil on  
canvas, 35 ½ × 47 ½ in. (90.2 × 120 cm). Tate, 
London; Presented by Robert Vernon, 1847 
(N00369) 
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paintings remained a rarity in the States. Instead, 
most people knew his work through reproductions, 
which could give only a partial sense of his inven-
tive technique, and through Ruskin’s lengthy praise 
in Modern Painters, which was widely discussed 
upon its publication in America, in 1847. Melville 
may have read the first two volumes before his ini-
tial trip to Europe.63

It is tempting to conclude that Melville must 
have seen the whaling pictures (or similar works) 
during his time in London, but there is no evidence 
that he visited Turner’s gallery on Queen Anne 
Street, where at least three out of the four whaling 
scenes were kept. The whereabouts of the Metro-
politan’s Whalers between 1846 and 1851 are uncer-
tain—it was possibly with the print publisher 
Joseph Hogarth, who sold it in 1851—but if Mel-
ville saw the picture, he did not mention it in his 
journals or correspondence.64 Indeed, Turner’s 
name never comes up. 

Melville did make the rounds of the National 
Gallery, Vernon Gallery (showcasing Robert Ver-
non’s collection of British art, given to the nation 
in 1847), Hampton Court, the British Museum, 
Dulwich Picture Gallery, and the Painted Hall at 
Greenwich Hospital. This tour offered him the 
opportunity to see several Turners, but only one, 
The Prince of Orange, William III, Embarked from Hol-
land, and Landed at Torbay, November 4th, 1688, after 
a Stormy Passage (fig. 41), exemplifies Turner’s 
approach to capturing the form and motion of the 
sea, and none is painted in the tumultuous manner 
evoked in Moby-Dick.65

Melville also met people in Turner’s circle, 
among them several good comrades. He breakfasted 
twice with the painter’s fast friend and patron, the 
poet Samuel Rogers, and saw his collection of 
“superb paintings,” which included one Turner, 
Seapiece, with Fishing Boats off a Wooden Pier, a Gale 

Coming On (date and present location unknown). 
Rogers also owned a fine collection of Turner 
prints. In addition, Melville dined twice with the 
genre and portrait painter Charles Robert Leslie 
(1794–1859), another loyal friend of Turner’s who 
acted as intermediary for Lenox’s acquisition of 
Staffa, Fingal’s Cave.66

Despite these contacts, it seems that Melville 
left London without any firsthand knowledge of 
Turner’s newest marine paintings. If the Spouter- 
Inn passage really refers to Turner’s work, where 
did Melville get his information? Possibly he relied 
on descriptions heard from people in the know, 
such as Rogers and Leslie, and augmented those 
accounts with his own imagination. As Melville 
scholar Robert K. Wallace argues, he may also have 

42.  Rockwell Kent (American, 1882–1971). The White Whale, page 
273, volume 1, from Moby Dick by Herman Melville (Chicago: 
Lakeside Press, 1930). Reproduction of drawing, 7 7/8 × 5 ½ in. 
(20 × 14 cm) overall. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; 
Anonymous Gift, 1932 (32.111[1]) 
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undertaken some diligent reading of recent com-
mentary on Turner’s art. Melville’s description of 
the sea in the Spouter-Inn painting as “nameless 
yeast,” for example, recalls Ruskin’s turn of phrase in 
Modern Painters, when he compares the foamy water 
in Snow Storm—Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth 
(see fig. 9) to “masses of accumulated yeast.” There 
are also intriguing parallels between the Spouter- 
Inn passage and Thackeray’s 1845 review of Turn-
er’s whaling paintings, which Melville could have 
obtained from the library of his friends, the writers 
and publishers George and Evert Duyckinck. Where 
Thackeray sees “a smear of purple” that resolves into 
“a beautiful whale,” Ishmael sees a “long, limber, 
portentous black mass of something” that trans-
forms into “an exasperated whale.” For Thackeray, 
“a few zig-zag lines spattered on the canvass at hap- 
hazard . . . turn out to be a ship with all her sails”; 
for Ishmael, “three blue, dim, perpendicular lines 
floating in a nameless yeast” turn out to be a “half- 
foundered ship weltering . . . with its three disman-
tled masts alone visible.” While this type of resem-
blance is hardly a smoking gun, it does raise the 
possibility that Melville arrived at an understanding 
of Turner’s style through the writings of others.67

If Melville did intend to evoke Turner’s work, 
what point did he hope to make? He might simply 

have intended to pay homage to an artist who 
shared similar ideals and preoccupations, but it 
is possible that Melville had something more in 
mind. Ish mael’s foray into connoisseurship encap-
sulates the experience of critics grappling with 
Turner’s whaling scenes in 1845 and 1846. Com-
mentators were compelled to come to terms with 
paintings that defied all expectations for clarity, 
straight forward narrative, and verisimilitude, but 
nonetheless conveyed a powerful sense of their 
subject; in Thackeray’s words, they “vibrated between 
the absurd and the sublime.” The same might be 
said of Moby-Dick.

In the end, while much has been discovered 
about what Melville could have seen, heard, read, 
and meant regarding Turner, there is little hard evi-
dence to establish what he actually knew and how 
it shaped his novel. The relationship between Moby-
Dick and Turner’s work, including the whaling pic-
tures, remains a puzzle to be decided by reader and 
viewer alike.

Moby-Dick was not a resounding success. It sank 
into relative obscurity, as did Melville, who ended 
up supporting himself and his family as a customs 
inspector. When he died, in 1891, the New York 
Times ran only a seven-line obituary. Turner’s repu-
tation was more resilient. On his death, in 1851, the 

43.  Jackson Pollock (American, 1912–1956). 
Pasiphaë (formerly titled Moby Dick), 1943.  
Oil on canvas, 56 1/8 × 96 in. (142.6 × 243.8 cm). 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; 
Purchase, Rogers, Fletcher, and Harris Brisbane 
Dick Funds and Joseph Pulitzer Bequest, 1982 
(1982.20)
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London Times pronounced him a genius and the 
most remarkable man that the British arts had ever 
produced.68 The works in his Queen Anne Street 
gallery, including three of the whaling scenes, were 
bequeathed to the nation and made their way to 
the National Gallery in London, which eventually 
split the bequest with the Tate. The Metropolitan’s 
Whalers passed through a number of distinguished 
hands in Britain after Joseph Hogarth sold it at 
Christie’s, London, in 1851. It was owned by Freder-
ick R. Leyland, an important Old Master collector 
and major patron of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and 
James McNeill Whistler; the Pre-Raphaelite sculp-
tor Thomas Woolner; and Sir Francis Seymour 
Haden, a surgeon, etcher, and collector now best 
known for his association with Whistler. Haden sold 
the painting to the Metropolitan in 1896. It became 
the Museum’s second Turner, following the gift of 
Saltash with the Water Ferry, Cornwall by Henry G. 
Marquand in 1889, and was among the first works 
by the artist to enter an American public collec-
tion. The New York Times piece on the acquisition of 
Whalers expressed some reservations about its 
imprecision but otherwise admired its “originality 
of conception . . . fearlessness of execution, and bril-
liancy of technique,” calling it “the vague, dreamy 
fancy of a genuine poet.”69

It was not until the centenary of Melville’s 
birth, in 1919, that the author’s work was granted a 
similar degree of appreciation. From that point on, 
however, Moby-Dick has been recognized as one of 
the defining achievements of American literature. 
It is fitting that a book which itself drew inspiration 
from the visual arts has given rise to a multitude of 
works of art, from Rockwell Kent’s illustrations 
(fig. 42) to Jackson Pollock’s painting Pasiphaë, 
originally titled Moby Dick (fig. 43); from Frank 
Stella’s series of prints, paintings, and sculptures 
(fig. 44) to Véréna Paravel and Lucien Castaing- 

Taylor’s 2012 film Leviathan, shot at the New 
England fishing grounds; and many more.

Melville’s musings offer a fitting testament to 
the enduring artistic appeal of whales and whaling 
since Turner’s day and to the challenges posed by 
the subject, which he and Turner met with innova-
tion and daring: 

The great Leviathan is that one creature in the world 
which must remain unpainted to the last. True, one 
portrait may hit the mark much nearer than another, 
but none can hit it with any very considerable degree 
of exactness. So there is no earthly way of finding out 
precisely what the whale really looks like. And the 
only mode in which you can derive even a tolerable 
idea of his living contour, is by going a whaling your-
self; but by so doing, you run no small risk of being 
eternally stove and sunk by him. Wherefore, it seems 
to me you had best not be too fastidious in your curi-
osity touching this Leviathan.70 

44.  Frank Stella (American, born 1936). The Whale-Watch, from 
Moby Dick Deckle Edges, 1993. Lithograph, etching, aquatint, relief 
on paper, 72 ½ × 73 in. (184.2 × 185.4 cm) overall. Walker Art 
Center, Minneapolis; Tyler Graphics Archive, 1994 (1994.211.1–.2) 
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