
  

finding  

JMW Turner 
on the 

Isle of Wight 
Photographic imagery inspired by the locations           

illustrated by JMW Turner in his Isle of Wight    

Sketchbook (1795) and paintings of island scenes 

(1825) 

philtheclick.com 



2 

Mike Leigh’s film ‘Mr Turner’ has reminded us that England has produced 

a maestro of the visual Art – and a painter whose works anticipated 

impressionism and whose oeuvre continues to inspire the representation 

of our world. 

We assume his world was enormously different from ours, but was this 

really the case? 

Turner’s major paintings are well known, such as the stunning 
masterpiece central to our appreciation of Turner –the 1838 masterpiece 
“The Fighting Temeraire Tugged to Her Last Berth to Be Broken up”, one 
of the 530 oils on canvas he painted underpins our appreciation.  He also 
painted more than 2,000 watercolours and we know of 30,000 drawings 
and other documents. Indeed, Turner could well have been a modern day 
travel photographer with his attraction to the new technology of his time 
to which he had an enormous attraction. To understand Turner the man 
we are very lucky in that he gave us his sketchbooks.  
Turner visited various parts of Britain producing sketches that could be 

worked into collector’s travel pictures of the day, but in 1795 it was his 

sketching tours to South Wales and in particular the Isle of Wight that 

brought him subject matter that would inspire him towards his mastery of 

the medium.  

His Island sketches are contained in a 10in x 7.5in book now preserved in 

the Turner Bequest at the Tate Gallery, consisting of his pencil sketches 

and watercolours. 

‘Fisherman at Sea’ 

otherwise known as ‘Alum 

Bay and the Needles’ was 

his first major triumph, 

worked up into the famed 

oil painting that secured his 

fame and  exhibited at the 

Royal Academy in 1796.   

The Isle of Wight 

Sketchbook informs us of 

his inspiration, but we can endeavour to retrace Turner’s footsteps in the 

modern day. In many ways the landscapes of the modern day are similarly 

inspiring. 

Leaving Southampton, we 

say goodbye to the 

‘Mainland’. Southampton is 

now a port where people 

leave for ports far away from 

cruise liners and ferries. 

Cowes is now a Mecca for 

yachtsmen—sometimes 

more than 1,500 boats 

compete 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Fighting_Temeraire
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Turner will have travelled via 

Stagecoach and he stopped in 

Winchester, Salisbury, Romsey, 

Netley and Southampton to 

make sketches. Today, we leave 

Southampton by ferry, and there 

continues to be a great feeling of 

departure, leaving the busy 

mainland city and urban life in 

favour of an idyllic retreat. 

Leaving any port creates 

anticipation that would have 

been even more pronounced in 

Turner’s day. 

When reviewing Turner’s ouevre 

of his Isle of Wight visit, we 

consider how his world 

replicates in ours, and how his 

pictorialism informs our desires 

inciting our wish to explore and 

discover. 

Cowes Castle is now sub-

sumed into the Royal Yacht 

Squadron that is built on 

the promontory welcoming 

ferries to the Island. 

Royal Yacht Squadron 

cannons are used to 

start races during the 

annual Cowes Regatta 
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The sketches inform us of his Isle of Wight journey that 

commences in Southampton water before he alighted 

in Cowes. He was always fascinated by boats – the 

many scores of modern day small boats would likewise 

have welcomed him to Cowes.  

He painted Cowes Castle - that is now absorbed into 

the architecture of the Royal Yacht Squadron. The 

building is an important hub – a focus for Prince 

Albert’s yachting exploits as it is for the thousands of 

yachtsmen visiting Cowes and modern day yacht racing. 

Turner may even have continued to travel by boat as far as Newport, still 

possible by summer ferry today. He sketched the entrance to the 

Medina estuary - but otherwise he would have either walked or be given 

lifts on passing carts. Travel was perhaps more exciting, and gruelling, in 

his day than the ease by which we are able to explore. 

Parts of his travel may have been uncomfortable, but the romance and 

spleandour of Carisbrooke Castle were not lost on him. Sketches for the 

castle may have also been utilised as the future subjects of French 

chateaux for future works, but the drama of the Gatehouse to 

Carisbrooke eventually became the celebrated 1828 watercolour, 

painted in 

collaboration 

with printer 

Charles Heath 

for the series 

‘Picturesque 

Views of 

 

The Chain Ferry crosses the 

Medina Estuary 

The Gethouse at Carisbrooke is a 

daunting subject for modern day 

image makers—it dominates and 

intimidates everyone who enters. 
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England and Wales’. His true feelings are 

perhaps best portrayed in the earlier 

watercolour/pencil sketches both from a 

distance conveying the dominance of the 

castle in the landscape as well as the 

imposing gatehouse.  

Turner then travelled south, reaching the beautiful setting of the 13th century 

Gatcombe Church. The setting is quiet – no motorways disturb the peace of 

the countryside and no punctuation of the island’s 

birds singing their delightful tunes. Apart from 

missing finials on top of the tower the church is still 

largely exactly the same as Turner saw it.  

He continued south, and nearer the coast is Chale 

Church. Here the 19th century addition of a chancel 

is missing, and the church is no longer linked to the 

‘weeds and briars’ that Turner notes on his sketch. 

The church may not be fully attended now, but 

continues as a south coast focal point with the 

downland hills as a backdrop beside the sea, that 

roars nearby during winter months. 

Gatcombe Church is in a 

beautiful setting, quiet and 

peaceful. 

Chale Church is near to the sea, 

but summer tranquil.ity can give 

way to winter storms causing 

chalk escarpments to crumble. 
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There are cottages beside Chale Abbey 

Farm , but looking down to the farm, the 

tower of Chale Church overlooks the 

encroaching sea. 
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Chale Abbey Farm dates from the 14th century, and in 1795 was sketched 

complete with hens and carts. There is a modern building adjacent to the 

sketched barn but otherwise is little changed. 

Turner will then have reached the coast and sketched Orchard Bay near 

St Lawrence – Turner has left us a partly finished watercolour complete 

with fishing boats and windlasses sadly now absent.  

 

After his return to London, Turner gave drawing lessons to Miss Julia 

Bennett who later married General Sir Willoughby Gordon of Northcourt, 

Shorwell. Indeed, Julia’s sketches of their cottage ‘The Orchard’ near 

Niton’s undercliff provided Turner with source material on a later visit  

on which he based ‘View from  the terrace of a villa at Niton’ for his 1826 

painting. 

Orchard  Bay, Castle Cove 

and Steephill Cove can be 

approached via a steep 

path from the Botanic   

Gardens or from Ventnor 

town.  
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Walking around present day Niton, we find Northcourt imposing in 

its size, but is nevertheless a hub for Shorwell village and location 

for summer fetes. 

Steephill Cove is an attractive cove to the west of Ventnor and 

today continues to attract walkers and tourists. There are still 

fishermen, boats and nets that punctuate our memories and 

visualisation of marine activity. Lobsters are caught close to the 

shore… and then consumed at local eateries at Steephill, Ventnor 

and across the Island. 

Finding bearings of this part of the Island can be fraught with 

confusion as the sea shapes the coastline with landslips and 

coastal erosion. Change can be dramatic, but this part of Niton has 

significantly more buildings that also limit access to find the 

precise views Turner understood. 

Steps lead down to Steephill 

Cove from Ventnor Gardens 
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The town of Ventnor had nothing of the size of the town today but 

Turner sketched ‘Mill Bay’ that has morphed into the modern 

seaside resort. Unfortunately there is no trace of the actual Mill 

that was powered by the stream that mow runs through the 

ornamental gardens. There may be fish and chips available next to 

ice cream parlours but the peaceful older style fishing boats are 

now replaced by smaller powered speedboats. 

The wonderful Shanklin Chine was sketched by Turner, and he 

included Honeymoon Cottage and the Chine Inn. The explosion of 

tourism to the Isle of Wight during the 19th century also attracted 

many artists – Samuel Howitt (1791), Thomas Rowlandson (1791) 

Richard Banks Harreden (1802), William Daniell (1823) and many 

others later in the century. 

The waterfalls and natural birdlife of the Chine are impressive, and 

is an essential visitor attraction.  
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Turner made a benign 

sketch, but Ventnor can 

bear the full force of 

southerly winds. 

The upper waterfall of 

Shanklin Chine, the river 

reaching the sea after 300 

feet of falls (below) 
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Appuldurcombe Park had been the site of a major dwelling from 

antiquity and especially sibnce Tudor times when a mansion had 

been built. The building that was Turner’s subject, built between 

1700 and the 1760s, was then the largest and most distinguished 

house on the Island, designed by John James, assistant surveyor to 

Sir Christopher Wren with grounds laid out by Capability Brown. 

No doubt Turner would have liked his finished watercolour to be 

bought by the Worsley family. 

Since abandoned, it is now a National Trust owned shell, but 

where the visitor can visualise the seat of wealth the estate has 

previously been. 

 

Moving again westwards Turner sketched Niton Church, though a 

newer yew tree obstructs the point where Turner must have 

placed himself. Unlike the previously sketched churches, the finials 

are more elaborately decorated than in Turner’s day. The church 

does not dominate the village as it may have done in Turner’s day, 

being set back from the road and apart from the centre of the 

village. The village centre is now largely as it formalised towards 

the end of the 19th century when community hall and old school 

buildings were constructed. 

Appuldurcombe Park 

Appuldurcombe today is an empty 

ruin—roofless,    windowless and … 

haunted. 

Niton Church 
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Godshill will have been much visited in the 19th century as 

much as now, though the picturesque thatched cottages and 

church are now supplemented by newer attractions such as 

the model village. Illustrators such as Charles Tomkins (1809) 

recognised the pictorial possibilites, though In Turner’s day the 

14th century church was dominant over the cottages and corn 

stooks and cart pictured by Turner.  

Godshill is a mecca for today’s visitor – model village, teddy 

bear shops, sweet shops, local cider and produce and the twee 

thatched cottages ensure the small village centre is popular, 

attracting coaches and cars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Godshill Church 
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Mottistone Mill can be 

found down a gladed 

footpath to the north of 

Brighstone village 
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From here Turner then struck out towards the West 

Wight, though he stopped to sketch Mottistone Mill. In 

present day geography this mill is within the confines of 

Brighstone (known as Brixton in previous centuries) 

despite there being another mill in Brighstone itself. The 

present day Mottistone Mill no longer has its water 

wheel and the Buddle Brook water course is altered, but 

the older watercourses remain and the building, that is 

not beside a modern road, remains largely unaltered. 

 

It is fascinating to see how life modifies original 

buildings, or whether these buildings transmute into the 

modern age or remain in their own older image. 
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The sea has now possessed the rock 

that was an  attractive arch that  

collapsed in the late  20th century 

A benign Freshwater Bay 

looking north towards the 

now missing arch 
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Freshwater Bay is the scene of drama during storm or enhanced 

beauty in calmer weather, and no doubt Turner was inspired by 

Compton Bay and Freshwater Bay. Turner was drawn to the 

southwest part of the Bay rather than the area we may see as the 

more attractive, especially of the (now collapsed) arch.  

At this time there was only a narrow isthmus of land separating 

Freshwater from the rest of the Island, and the slightest 

observation of a modern day geological map indicates how 

Freshwater can easily be removed from the Wight ‘mainland’. 

Turner undertook several watercolour sketches so he will have 

spent a great deal of time at this cove.  

Any coastline can be stormy, but the collapsing chalk rocks 

sharply reminds us of the power of even our relatively benign 

climate. 

This part of the Isle of Wight is the wildest – a stay at the Albion 

Hotel can sometimes be exciting in stormy weather when high 

waves crash into the gable end of the building!  
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The colours of Alum Bay attract the modern day 

tourist as they did Turner on his journey, or future 

painters such as George Brannon (1822). 

Glassware continues to be made making use of the 

exposed twisted rock strata that offers such an array 

of colour. Indeed, it seems Turner’s view could have 

been taken from the modern day chair lift offering 

broad views, as well as easier ascent from the beach. 

 

he first oil painting of Turner’s exhibited at the Royal 

Academy was a storm –‘Alum Bay and the Needles’ 

otherwise known as ‘Fishermen at Sea’ or ‘The 

Cholmeley Sea Piece’ – noteworthy for the richness of 

Turner’s dark palate. At one time the painted scene was 

thought to be off the coast of Wales  but the 

silhouetted Needles are immediately recognisable. The 

sea swells in a maelstrom, anticipating Turner’s later 

masterpieces such as the 1842 ‘Snow Storm- Steam-

Boat off a Harbour's Mouth’, ‘The Morning after the 

deluge (1843) or ‘The Storm’ (1845). 

The Needles are sharp edged – pinnacles withstanding 

the force of the sea, with the lighthouse protecting the 

Colourful sands and cliffs at Alum Bay 

(above) and from the chair lift 

(below) 
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Looking across Freshwater Bay 

from above ‘The Albion’ Hotel 

The Needles as seen from Alum Bay beach 

‘Moonlight at Sea (The Needles) 

c1818 
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‘Fishermen at Sea’ 
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approach to the Solent, lighting the way home for small boat seafarers as well as 

coastal cargo vessels. 

Turner’s exploration of the coast continued, and he added further detail to 

sketches. At Totland Bay his pencil drawing includes fishermen, boats, windlass, 

lobster pots and moorings and launching systems. He includes a watercolour at 

Colwell Bay  again looking westwards and including numerous details. 

Turner again traversed Newport. His pencil view ‘Newport from the River’ both 

indicates how Newport has changed, 

but also indicates that Newport was 

the centrally important town that it 

continues to be. The River Medina 

was a commercial waterway and 

thoroughfare with warehousing, 

dwellings and busy actvity. This 

sketch shows St Thomas’ church 

dominating the town with 

Carisbrooke Castle – views also 

encapsulated by the tinted copper 

plate engraving of 1813 by S Barth 

and J King. 

Turner was fascinated by the angles 

of the roof of ‘Newport 

Buttermarket’,  a building since 

demolished making way for the 

Guildhall designed by John Nash in 

1815. The arches of the old 

Colwell Bay and 

Totland Bay  
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Buttermarket building are seen to be replicated in the newer 

Guildhall. 

All major towns modify in changing economic times as the 

requirements for business, custom and commerce adapt to new 

challenges. Newport is no exception, but visitors can continue to 

appreciate the commerce of yesterdays in the centre of the town, 

and especially the quay. Some waterfront warehousing is now 

given to artists and sculptors in residence. 

The pencil sketch and watercolour sketch of Newport Church are 

interesting in how Turner has allowed himself some artistic licence 

in adapting a scene. The watercolour adds figures but much of the 

detailing of the church is now absent. The church itself has itself 

made way for a newer building unknown to Turner. 

Newport Minster seen above a modern and 

noisy flyover, that itself traverses above 

moored boats in Newport Harbour 
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There are a multitude of vantage points for artists and modern 

day photographers. Daniell’s aquatint of Brading illustrates the 

natural harbour before the land was drained for agricultural use.  

Turner focussed on ‘Nunwell and Brading from Bembridge 

Watermill’ – then one of many mills on the Island rather than 

the single remaining mill of today. The pencil sketch was only 

part completed as a watercolour. 

Though he returned to Isle of Wight subject matter (see 1818 

painting on p 18) It was not for another 32 years that Turner 

Newport Guildhall 

still imposes in the 

town centre 

One can glance 

up and see New-

port Minster 

between build-

ings in various 

streets and pas-

sageways 

Newport continues to dis-

play its 19th century layout 
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would return to the Isle of Wight, no doubt encouraged by the possibility of commissions at Northcourt, (as 

evidenced by his paintings based on the sketches of Lady Julia Gordon who took lessons from him many years 

previously as Miss Julia Bennett) or at East Cowes Castle, the home of the architect John Nash (now 

demolished).  

 

Turner’s work has had a huge impact, especially with the growth of visitors during the coming century. Indeed, 

the development of technology and the expanding railway system needed the pictorialism through illustration 

that inspires travel. Turner, and later compatriots, played their part in making today’s Isle of Wight the delight 

for present day visitors. 

Daniell’s view of Brading 

Bembridge Mill 
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The photographs and their locations illustrated in this 

booklet are intended as ‘tasters’ from which the reader 

may wish to explore further. The Isle of Wight is 

picturesque with clear light—enjoy the Island, its 

charms and landscape. 

A modern day view 

from a similar spot 

as the ‘Terrace of a 

Villa’ and St Cathe-

rine’s Lighthouse at 

Niton today. 

Northcourt, Shorwell—the home of Lady Julia Gordon 
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 View from the Terrace of a villa at Niton, Isle of Wight from sketches by a Lady., and 

below is a watercolour by Lady Julia Isabella Levina Gordon from 1833  
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Note 

From the order of works in his 1795 sketchbook 

it is thought Turner criss-crossed the Island, 

journeying from Southampton arriving at  

Cowes, then on to Carisbrooke, Gatcombe,  

Chale, Orchard Bay, Steephill Cove, Ventnor, 

Niton, Shanklin Chine, Appuldurcombe,       

Godshill, Mottistone Mill (Brighstone),        

Freshwater Bay, Alum Bay, Totland Bay, Colwell 

Bay, Newport, Bembridge, Nunwell and Brading  

and then leaving via St Helens to Portsmouth. 

He returned sometime after 1825—probably in 

the hope of commissions such as East Cowes 

Castle (the seat of the Nash family), and   

Northcourt, Shorwell (seat of the Gordon    

family), 
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All photographs are © Philip Chapman—contact through his website at 

www.philtheclick.com 

 

Illustrations have been taken from William Turner’s Isle of Wight Sketchbook. Tate 

Britain hosts the collection bequeathed by Turner and all drawings, sketches and 

paintings in the sketchbook can be found at  

www.tate.org.uk . 

‘View from the Terrace of a villa at Niton, Isle of Wight ‘ is taken from the Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston, MASS., USA and can be found at 

www.mfa.org/collections 

Source illustrations of 18th and 19th century paintings are freely available and un-

derstood to be in the public domain. 

The ‘complete works of Joseph Mallard William Turner‘ can also be found online at 

www.william-turner.org.uk . 
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Turner as a young man  

More photographs by Phil Chapman can be found at 

philtheclick.com 


