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More than many exhibitions, one of the artistic events of 2014 and the beginning of 2015 was, is, Mr. 

Turner, the film directed by Mike Leigh. It possesses the care British filmmakers usually put into 

historical dramas, precise recreations that give a physical presence to the somewhat flat names in the 

history books. Suddenly, they become almost accessible, especially when we are shown their 

imperfections, so similar to our own. I went to the cinema with the firm decision to let myself be 

fooled, to think that what I was seeing on the screen was real, that Turner was really Turner and not 

Timothy Spall. When a film achieves  verisimilitude, as is the case, we run the perhaps inevitable risk of 

forever associating the names in the books with the faces of the actors that play them, along with their 

exaggerated attitudes, a result of the condensing nature of art. 

 

I enjoyed the acting but also the landscapes that appear throughout the film, sharp and bright like still-

fresh paintings. In certain scenes, Leigh manages to imitate the golden light of so many of Turner’s 

works. Although in his hands it acquired a greater urgency, that light came directly from Claude 

Lorraine. When one is dealing with an artist that bears the probably unwanted labels of visionary and 

precursor like few in art history, it is significant that Leigh should dedicate a long sequence to a 

conversation where Turner expresses his surrendered admiration for the French seventeenth-century 

master. I have recently discovered to what extent this was so during a visit to the National Gallery in 

London. After walking through rooms dedicated to Rembrandt and the Dutch school, I suddenly found 

myself in a small space with four large canvases, two by Turner, two by Claude. After reading some of 

the countless paragraphs that have been written on the uncertain role museums play in today’s world,  

one should come to this room, where Claude’s Seaport with the Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba 

hangs before Turner’s Dido building Carthage. To allow the visitor to freely observe these two 

paintings, from a distance, up close, going from one to the other to compare them, seems to me an 

extraordinary public service. Can or should museums serve any other function? 
 

The golden light of Turner and Claude is not the one we found in Petworth. In this small town in West 

Sussex, Turner stayed several times throughout the course of ten years, invited by the 3rd Earl of 

Egremont. The house of this English nobleman, Petworth House, is one of many taken care of by the 
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National Trust, which has organised an exhibition based on Mike Leigh’s film. The exhibition is a 

further incentive to visit the house, where twenty Turners are permanently on show. They were 

commissioned and bought by Egremont, who, at the turn of the nineteenth century, encouraged 

British artists to stay at his house, where they could work and find inspiration. But more than the 

twenty Turners or the impressive rooms full of classical sculptures, what we were most eager to see 

was the artist’s studio. Climbing a staircase, one finds the old library where Turner used to work during 

his stays here. There are books sitting on the shelves placed along the walls, but also a jumble of easels 

and painted canvases. Some of them are the work of Timothy Spall, who received an intensive two-

year course in drawing and painting in order to play the scenes of Turner at work more convincingly. In 

fact, the replica of the famous Snow Storm - Steam Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth we see in the film was 

painted entirely by him. Alongside it, there are other paintings that appear in the film, as well as a 

replica of Turner’s tools. It all calls my attention, but what I cannot cease to admire is the room’s 

enormous window, a true blessing for any painter. Through it, one can see the endless Sussex 

countryside. 

 

Apart from the privileged placing of his studio, Turner enjoyed good conversation, good food and 

musical soirées during his stays at Petworth, but also, no doubt, the walks through Egremont’s 

property, which was not limited to the mansion. The house actually occupies a minute plot in the 

midst of an immense expanse of green land, which today is known as Petworth Park and is of free 

public access. To call this a park is an almost ridiculous understatement. Just five minutes after parking 

the car, one finds oneself completely surrounded by countryside. Egremont’s mansion becomes a 

distant memory, as the traffic, which one can distantly hear but not see. The green immensity, 

displayed before us like a gift, invites one to run like an excited dog in an open field. The dark 

silhouettes of the trees, placed at the height of small hills, stand out against the whitish sky; the 

contours of the dense treetops of bare branches seem to have been drawn with pastel, blurred with a 

rub of the fingers. 

 

It is starting to get dark as we walk in a straight line, without the slightest idea of the amount of time 

we will spend or the distance we will cover, unaware of what we have done before or what we will do 

later, concentrated solely on our unworried footsteps on the soft grass. Suddenly, we spot movement 

in the distance. First there is one dark figure, then two, three, ten, twenty, until we are unable to 

count them. They continue appearing from behind a hill and form a large group. All of a sudden I 

remember a painting by Turner we have seen that morning: they are deer. Who would have thought 

that today, years after the presence of hunters, there would be so many, freely living in this huge 

public park. We come closer and it is still impossible to count them; there must be at least a hundred. 

Our steps become stealthy until we advance no more, prudently, in fear of an improbable charge or a 

run in search of a hideout. We limit ourselves to observe, to sporadically produce whispered 

exclamations of astonishment. After a while we retreat, incapable of not turning our heads to look 

back every few steps. In our walk towards the car park, we surround a small lake full of ducks and 

geese. Half of the water is frozen, and we stop to throw dry branches and watch them slide on the ice. 

 

How many paintings, poems or songs can come out of gifts like these, of the unexpected arrival of an 

animal or a person in a landscape, of a sudden change in light that alters our vision. Dreamily, I want to 
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imagine Turner walking through Petworth Park, a city dweller like myself astonished at the mere sight 

of a place like this, so close to civilisation and yet so remote. How trivial art history seems all of a 

sudden. It rarely occurs, but there are moments when one feels happily dispossessed of the present. 

We place ourselves in the middle of a landscape that has been untouched by time and we cease to 

belong to a certain period, inhabiting them all at the same time. The awareness of myself begins to 

vanish in this place. Before a landscape like this, one does not talk: one is silent and paints. 

 

Mr. Turner - an exhibition. Petworth House. Petworth, West Sussex. Until 11 March. 

 

 
A view of Petworth House. Above the great pointed arch, the window of Turner’s studio. 

http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/petworth-house/things-to-see-and-do/article-1355861059468/?campid=Print_Central_Autumn_magazine

