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HAT IS the difference between 
art and science? Our present 
understanding rests on a series 
of oppositions. Art captures the 
fleeting and intense experience 

of a moment whereas science uncovers the 
laws which determine what we feel as well as 
what surrounds us. 

Art is emotional whereas science is cold, 
empirical and clinical. 

Art is subjective and personal whereas 
science is objective and universal. 

Art is important in an abstract kind of way, 
but without science we cannot live or thrive.  

As soon as you look at the works of any 
visual artist these distinctions become 
meaningless. JMW Turner (1775–1851)  was an 
English painter in the Eighteenth and (mostly) 
Nineteenth Centuries. His paintings were 
commercial: people ordered work from him, 
and it was on their money that he lived. He was 
eccentric and often destitute. In a sense it is 
always a miracle when somehow, apparently 
despite every influence of their immediate 
environment, people like Turner manage to 
create works of artistic significance. But still, 
he was not some sort of outstanding genius or 
a more principled person than his 
contemporaries. 

What is interesting about Turner is precisely 
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In Turner’s paintings 
the essential 
metaphor is light. The 
sketchbooks shown 
with this exhibition 
make it obvious 
that when he looked 
at something, he 
saw not in terms 
of lines or hues but 
differing intensities of 
brightness

how he was similar to his contemporaries: it 
meant that, viewed through the lens of his 
paintings, theirs also begin to look like art.

John Ruskin described Turner as the artist 
who could most “stirringly and truthfully 

measure the moods of Nature”. Ruskin, 
perhaps the most influential art critic of the 
second half of the nineteenth century and 
beyond, first came to widespread attention 
with the first volume of Modern Painters (1843), 
an extended essay in defence of the work of 
Turner in which he argued that the principal 
role of the artist is ‘truth to nature’. 

Turner effected a change in artistic fashion 
from history to nature: the huge fields of the 
countryside, the sun setting over an empty 
beach. Galleries across Europe are filled with 
such paintings and nearly all of them are 
dreadful. Their age lends them an air of 
respectability, but in fact they are in visual 
terms just what now advertising jingles on 
television are musically. Their artistic worth, if 
they ever had any, has not survived the era that 
produced them. If these paintings were 
destroyed tomorrow most of them would not 
be missed. 

Everything that is most distinct and affecting 
about Turner is also in these worthless 
paintings. But what makes Turner’s different is 
how he imbues them with a principle of reality. 
For a representative artist nothing is more vital. 
To some degree all the representative arts are 
like photography: they depict a snapshot. But 
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for the snapshot to mean something it must 
have a connection with what lies beyond it. For 
an artist the only way to draw that connection 
is by showing how the snapshot contains the 
expression of some deeper truth or substance. 

The ironic fact about the art of painting is 
that its effect comes solely from the portion of 
the image which is not there: from the implicit 
laws the painter has discovered but does not 
reveal openly. Instead the painter hides them 
under the shroud of a metaphor, a metaphor as 
sweeping as E=MC2 and no less abstract. Just 
as science, at its greatest moments, 
contributes something to the beauty and 
grandeur of the world, the best art has a 
legislative quality like science.  

In Turner’s paintings the essential metaphor 
is light. The sketchbooks shown with this 
exhibition make it obvious that when he looked 
at something, he saw not in terms of lines or 
hues but differing intensities of brightness. As 
for the paintings, whoever examines one 
closely does not see it; instead, they realise, it 
is the painting which sees them. They are 
observed by light, the medium as well as the 
simple reality of observation itself. 

From start to end the viewer of this exhibition, 
mostly lent by the Tate, is witnessed by the 
bursting yellow light of the painting Bacchus 
and Ariadne, facing down the hall. It is possible 
to look behind from the last room and see this 
painting together with Landscape with Water, 
which has the same shape. In all Turner’s 
paintings the people, if there are any people, 
have their faces not drawn or hardly drawn. 
Some of the paintings in this exhibition are 
labelled ‘unfinished,’ but always the people 
look unfinished: they look less like people than 
instants, localisations of energy. 

Perhaps this is most obvious with the crowd 
painted in Venice, the Piazzetta with the 
Ceremony of the Doge Marrying the Sea. Turner 
was drawn to Venice in his paintings, perhaps 
in the same way he avoided placing people in 
them. Of all cities Venice is the one where the 
people most feel like an intrusion. But in 
abundance it possesses two things Turner 
loved, towers and ships. 

Even if you have not heard of Turner, you 
have probably come across one of his ship-
paintings such as The Fighting Temeraire (not 
exhibited here, though others are). Turner’s 
ships, like his towers and sometimes his trees, 
adorn the sky with a sense of contrast. But 
instead of the normal way this contrast goes – 
between mute nature and the conscious, 
speaking individual life – in these paintings it 
is reversed. The ship is a lone, unaware, even 
melancholy figure: the sun watches and 
ennobles it.

Conceived in this way as a stand-in for 
awareness, light appears both terrible and 
beautiful. Terrible for example are the spotlight 
of a totalitarian police car, the glint in the 

pupils of a snake. Only an artist can do justice 
to these and their connection with that other 
light: the one of candles burning at the dinner 
table of love, the pale reflection of the moon. 
The title of the exhibition is apparently 
something Turner said shortly before he died: 
“The Sun is God”. If Turner’s sun is a god, it is 
not Christ but the one of the Book of Job: as 
distant and uncaring, and yet ultimately just as 
vital, as the sun itself. 

The most important part of the entire 
exhibition from an interpretive point of view is 
the one about Turner’s paintings of the dark. 
Some of these are extraordinary: Apollo and 
Python, with the expressionless, almost bored-
looking baby Apollo shooting an arrow into the 
darkness where a sad snake-like creature is 
just discernible; Buttermere Lake, with Port of 
Cromackwater, Cumberland, a Shower, a 
rainbow of yellow light striking a dark lake with 
two rowers in a tiny lower part of the scene. 

The exhibition blurb says: “In his pictures, 
darkness has the power to both heighten 
tension and inspire fear in the viewer. In the 
captivating painting Apollo and Python, 
striking polarities are used to represent the 
battle between good and evil, as a dragon from 
a dark lair is slain by the god of sun and light”.

That is how you might expect light and 
darkness work in these paintings. But the blurb 
is wrong, they do not work this way. Turner’s 
paintings are not like ‘The Lord of the Rings’ in 
which light vanquishes darkness in the final 
moment of a great struggle. Instead light’s 
victory over the dark is effortless. Turner’s dark 
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is not threatening, it does not loom. It is the 
dark of a night’s sleep. But sooner or later the 
dark evaporates and together good and evil 
both follow in the awful explosion of his light. 
Everywhere Turner’s good carries the mark of 
evil. 

Many of the exhibition’s paintings are of 
subjects from Classical Antiquity: the terms of 
Turner’s understanding of light and darkness 
are very Greek, and perhaps they are a way the 
Greeks influenced how he painted, besides 
just what he painted. In that sense, Turner 
might be viewed as part of a Western tradition 
of artistic knowledge, parallel to the scientific 
one beginning with Thales and Anaximander.

This exhibition is not only enjoyable and 
interesting, it is very memorable. At €18, the 
cost of a ticket is much too high: for most 
people it is prohibitive. It may be argued on the 
other hand that the National Gallery’s 
permanent displays are all free. In 1900, the 
Gallery received a bequest of 31 watercolours 
and drawings by Turner from the English 
collector Henry Vaughan who stipulated in his 
will that the watercolours be exhibited every 
year, free of charge, for the month of January, 
when the light is at its weakest. Since 1901, the 
Gallery has displayed the watercolours for the 
first month of the year.  But the current 
exhibition is temporary and, since these are 
what the gallery does best by far, people 
should not be priced out of them.  

Turner: The Sun is God will be in the National 
Gallery until 6 February 2023.
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