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geopolitical borders and media boundaries in the wake of Napoleon's Egyptian
campaign (1798-1801). The plagues of Egypt mark turning points in J.M.W. Turner’s
development as a painter, when heroic and biblical subject matter offered ways of seeing
landscape as historical painting and shape his credentials as a Royal Academician and
a Professor of Perspective. In approaching the subject of the plagues, the artist selects a
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narratives. To revisit the scene from alternative points of view, testing and shifting the
elements of the composition is to foreground questions of scale, agency, and affect.
Turner’s handling of the plagues across sketchbooks, paintings, and prints, from single
to serial, forms his problems of method, from colouring to perspective, scale, and
distribution of elements of composition. To reconstruct this process of thinking in
pictures is to trace the place, scale, and visibility of the human figure and human
suffering within scenes of natural catastrophe, tracing how they appear and disappear
from the composition. Exploring the technical layers and ways of seeing means bringing
them back into the picture.
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Exodus is a foundational narrative of captivity, resilience, and liberation, which
addresses and guides “the children of Israel [...] outof the land of Egypt,
out of the house of bondage” in pursuit of the promised land (Exodus 1; 20:2;
12:25).! Inherently transnational as a narrative and theology for people on the
move across geopolitical border and boundaries, the story of the emancipation
from slavery and Egyptian captivity takes on specific inflections in response to
historical events. To adapt the story of Exodus into a series of visual subjects for
drawing, painting, and printmaking means to select a point in time, suspend the
plot, and release it from the narrative. Being transported into the moment
generates a process of ethical questioning. What happens when we suspend the
providential narrative of the exit from Egyptian bondage and the journey to the
promised land, engage with it from multiple points of view, and activate different
modes of address and structures of feeling in specific places and times? This essay
focuses on .M.W. Turner’s engagement with the Exodus narrative, exploring the
intermedial process of translation and adaptation involved in turning this biblical
narrative into subjects for visual composition in the context of Napoleon’s
Egyptian campaign (1798-1801), and the tension between an art practice shaped
by an Anglo-French exchange within a transnational field of art and a divisive
rhetoric of conflict.

The function of biblical paintings in shaping painters’ careers in the 1790s was
underpinned by the format of the literary gallery: an exhibition of paintings
funded by subscription and showcasing compositions to be engraved and
included in an illustrated edition to be published in numbers. The printseller and
picture dealer Thomas Macklin commissioned biblical paintings by modern
painters to be exhibited at the Poets’ Gallery, engraved, and published in monthly
numbers issued from February 1791, each including “one capital historical print”
and letterpress to be bound in three volumes. By December 1800 it counted
seventy numbers, which were bound in six volumes.? The 1792 exhibition
catalogue includes proposals and an exhibition list, in which “Scripture Pictures”
are entered after an anthological selection from the Poets of Great Britain, some of

1 The Bible: Authorized King James Version: Authorized King James Version, ed. Robert Carroll
and Stephen Prickett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 65, 89, 79; where not
otherwise specified, biblical quotations are from this edition, cited by chapter and verse
in the body of the text.

2 Announced as a monthly publication published from February 1791, by December 1800
it completed 70 numbers folio, see “Advertisements and Notices,” Porcupine (6 December
1800). On Macklin’s Bible, see G.E. Bentley, Jr., Thomas Macklin (1752-1800), Picture-
Publisher and Patron: Creator of the Macklin Bible (1791-1800) (Lewiston, NY and Lampeter:
Edwin Mellen Press, 2016), 103-171.
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which had been on display since the gallery’s opening in 1788. The first biblical
subject listed is Jacques de Loutherbourg’s The Deluge (no. XXIX), followed by
three other Genesis subjects, Moses Meeting his Wife and Sons from Exodus 18 (no.
XXXIII), New Testament subjects, then The Finding of Moses from Exodus 2:7-9 (no.
XLIX), followed by more New Testament subjects; De Loutherbourg’s The Giving
of the Law (no. LXVII; engraving published in September 1797) from Exodus 19:16-19
is the last subject listed.?

When Macklin’s Bible was collected under the title The Old Testament
Embellished with Engravings, from Pictures and Designs by the Most Eminent English
Artists (1800), the paratext emphasised the central role of Moses. De
Loutherbourg’s Frontispiece to the Old Testament, engraved in 1800, represents
Moses with the tablets of the Law, with references to Deuteronomy 6:4 and Joshua
1:8, Matthew 23:10, and John 5:39, signalling the spiritual, allegorical, and
anagogical function of Moses as a type of Christ, and reading the Bible as an
instrument of salvation. Benjamin West's Moses and the Brazen Serpent, engraved
by John Hall in August 1793, faces the beginning of Genesis and thus foreshadows
spiritual victory, functioning as a proleptic image designed to help endure the
serpent’s temptation of Adam and Eve, subsumed within a narrative that
culminates with the overturning of the serpent’s temptation and transgression,
since Moses’s staff functions as a type of the Cross.

Other Exodus illustrations were arranged according to the order of the text,
beginning with De Loutherbourg’s head vignette depicting the sacrifice of the lamb.
The compositions’ vertical orientation conforms to the operations of the book as
a support for reading and viewing the illustration on the facing page. With the
addition of De Loutherbourg’s The Destruction of Pharaoh’s Host, engraved in
December 1793, Macklin’s Exodus subjects focus on the story of Moses through
a selection of sublime and sentimental subjects. Among them, The Finding of Moses,
engraved by William Bromley after William Hamilton, includes a textual reference
to “Exodus ch.11. v.7 & 9” on the bottom right corner, which cues the reader to
look for the associated text on the facing page.* Very little in this composition
references the Egyptian context, other than the faintly traced oblique structure
behind the nurse in the background, which evokes a Pyramid. Moses’s hands

3 Thomas Macklin and Gallery of Poets, The Poet’s Gallery, Fleet-Street. Catalogue of the fifth
exhibition of pictures, painted for T. Macklin, by the artists of Great Britain; illustrative of the
British poets, and the Bible (London: T. Bensley, 1792).

4 William Bromley after William Hamilton, The Finding of Moses, 24 January 1792,
https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/PR-11819-00001/177, accessed
23 January 2026.
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activate the iconography of baby Jesus, suggesting Moses’s role as a figural type
of Christ. In capturing Moses as a foundling presented to his benefactress, this
composition participates in the uses of the Exodus episode to promote charity,
perhaps with an eye to William Hogarth’s Moses Brought to Pharaoh’s Daughter
(1746), in which more explicit Egyptian references — a small crocodile, and a pyramid
and sphinx in the background — anchor the scene to its biblical source, elevate the case
of the foundling as a biblical subject, and promote the institutions’ charitable mission.

Interest in Egypt was heightened by Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign, when the
book of Exodus offered biblical framing and providential design to the contemporary
theatre of war, casting Nelson in the role of Moses, and identifying Britain with
the chosen people.® For William Turner, Exodus was an ideal source to test the
convergence of political and biblical subjects within the scope of landscape
painting at a key moment in the development of his range and status as an academic
painter. In 1799 Turner exhibited a marine subject at the Royal Academy under
the title “Battle of the Nile, at 10 o’clock when the L’Orient blew up, from the
station of the gun boats between the battery and castle of Aboukir,” followed by
a quotation from Book 6 of Paradise Lost.® This sensational point in time captures
a heroic contemporary subject through a scene of conflagration at sea, which is
unfortunately untraced. The title specifies the time of day, but not the date (1-3 August
1798). The precision of the coordinates demonstrates the painting’s media ecology:
the timing of the explosion was reported in the text accompanying maps and
diagrams, reproductive media that brought the scene of battle home to British
viewers, virtually transporting them to the spot, including musical and stage

5 Abraham Jobson, The Conduct of Moses, when Israel fought with Amalek, compared with that
of Admiral Lord Nelson, in the Battle of the Nile; in a Thanksgiving Sermon, Preached, on
Thursday, November 29, 1798 (Cambridge: Printed by F. Hodson. Sold by J. Deighton;
Huntingdon: A. Jenkinson; Peterborough: M. Jacob; Wisbech: J. White; Ely: T. Harwood;
London: J. Partridge, March; and G. Wilkie, Paternoster-Row, 1798), 6; James
Stillingfleet, National Gratitude, enforced in a sermon, preached in the Cathedral Church of
Worcester, on Thursday, Nov. 29, 1798, the day appointed for a general thanksgiving to Almighty
God, As for Other Signal Interpositions of his Good Providences, so More Particularly for the
Great Blessing Vouchsafed to his Majesty’s Arms in the Complete Victory Obtained over the
French Fleet, by the Ships Under the Command of Admiral Lord Nelson, On the First of August,
off the Mouth of the Nile (Printed and sold by T. Holl: sold also by W. Smart, Worcester;
London: F. and C. Rivington, no. 62, St. Paul’s Church Yard; J. Hatchard, no. 173,
Opposite Burlington-House, Piccadilly; and Matthews, no. 18, Strand, 1798), 28-33.

6 The Exhibition of the Royal Academy 31 (London: Royal Academy, 1799), 12, no. 275; the
quotation is from John Milton, Paradise Lost, VI, 584-90. Martin Butlin and Evelyn
Joll, The Paintings of | M.W. Turner, rev. ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1984), 7-8, no. 10.
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adaptations.” However, the choice of a precise point of view differentiates Turner’s
painting from the immersive 360 degree environment offering a “correct view of
Lord Nelson’s Victory at the Nile” at the Panorama in Leicester Square, which
placed the spectator at the centre of the scene of action.®? Turner’s decision to
supplement the title of his painting with a quotation from John Milton’s
description of the war in heaven in Paradise Lost demonises the enemy, animates
the point of time by endowing it with movement and sound, and projects the moment
of contemporary warfare onto an epic and biblical scale.

Turner’s Exodus: Thinking Through Poussin

In 1799 the emergence of Egyptian subjects is recorded in Turner’s sketchbooks,
featuring studies of Egyptian headdress, figures, and artifacts,® biblical subjects,
copies and studies from the Old Masters. The Dolbadarn sketchbook, which
Turner labelled “Studi[es]” and took on his Welsh tour in 1799,0 contains

7 For instance, An Exact Representation of the Battle of the Nile (Nuneaton: Baraclough,
[1798]), British Museum, 1875, 0109.204; Plan of the Battle of the Nile, August 15t 1798,
British Museum, 1870, 0514.2166; Thomas Dibdin, The Mouth of the Nile. Or, the Glorious
First of August, a Musical Entertainment; as performed at the Theatre-Royal, Covent-Garden
(London: J. Barker, 1798).

8  Panorama, Leicester-Square, advertisement, The Times, 16 May 1799; Panorama,
Leicester Square, Short Account of Lord Nelson’s Defeat of the French at the Nile. ... The View
of Margate Is in the Upper Circle. 1799 (London: J. Adlard, 1799). This panorama is
discussed in Hélene Ibata, “The Orient at Leicester Square: Virtual Visual Encounters in
the First Panoramas,” in Caroline Lehni, Fanny Moghaddassi, Héléne Ibata, and Nader
Nasiri-Moghaddam, eds., Geographies of Contact (Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de
Strasbourg, 2017), 127-47.

9  For Turner’'s Egyptian subjects, see Turner Bequest LXVI, Andrew Wilton, “Egyptian
Details Sketchbook ¢.1799.1800,” May 2013, revised by Matthew Imms, March 2015,
in L M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours, ed. David Blayney Brown
(London: Tate Research Publication, April 2016), https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/jmw-turner/egyptian-details-sketchbook-r1180072, accessed 23 January 2026;
Andrew Wilton, “Two Studies: A Figure in Ancient EQyptian Costume; the Headdress c.1799-
1800 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in J.M.W. Turner:
Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours; see also the sketchbook known as Studies for
Pictures, Turner Bequest LXIX 65a, 66a and b, 130, Andrew Wilton, “Studies of EQyptian
Headdress, Including Osiris with Atep Crown, a Shabti Figure, and a Bird c¢.1799-1802 by
Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in |.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours.

10 Andrew Wilton, “Dolbadarn sketchbook 1799-1800,” sketchbook, May 2013, in J.M.W.
Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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landscape outlines, details, and “technical experiments,” including topographical
and architectural outlines, sketches of ideas for landscapes, trees and other
vegetation, groupings, as well as copies from two paintings by Nicolas Poussin,
which demonstrate the painter’s study of Poussin’s green palette. While Turner
reported John Hoppner’s criticism that “his pictures tended too much to the
brown,” and therefore prompted “attending to nature to enable him to correct it,”
these studies demonstrate his attending to the technical lesson of the Old Master.!!
The Exposition of Moses from the Orléans Gallery in Paris was among the pictures
from the Orléans Collection on sale in London in 1798-1799, when it was exhibited
at the Lyceum in the Strand, where Turner is likely to have seen it.!2

Rather than the more common subjects of the finding or adoption of Moses,
this subject focuses on the grief of the parents. Poussin’s composition leads the
viewer from their pain in the foreground to the architectural background. Instead
of Egypt, Poussin envisions a cityscape including Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome.
This transposition has a typological and anagogical function in subsuming the
parents’ grief in the providential narrative of Moses as a type of Christ, leading to
the foundation of Christianity. Turner’s copy (Fig. 1) is a study of historical landscape
composition, which captures Poussin’s pathos formula through a choreography of
grief: while faces are barely defined in ink outline, the pain comes through the
poses. Colour and lighting draw attention to the yellow robe of the grief-stricken,
bent figure of the elderly father slowly walking away towards the left; he did not
reproduce the child behind whose choreographic function it was to reroute the
eye back to the mother kneeling towards the water in Poussin’s painting. While

1 The Diary of Joseph Farington, ed. Kenneth Garlick and Angus MacIntyre (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1979), 3:1074.

12 Nicolas Poussin, The Exposing of Moses, A Catalogue of the Orleans Italian Pictures, which
will be exhibited for sale by private contract on Wednesday, the 26" of December, 1798, and
following days, At the Lyceum in the Strand (London: Printed by Sampson Low, n.d. [1798]),
9, no. 185, among versions of the Exposition of Moses by Velazquez and Veronese (8, no. 149;
10, no. 214). JM.W. Turner, “Copy of Nicolas Poussin’s ‘Exposition of Moses’ (1799),
Turner Bequest XLVI 118, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/jmw-
turner/joseph-mallord-william-turner-copy-of-nicolas-poussins-exposition-of-moses-
r1180031, accessed 23 January 2026. See lan Warrell, “’Stolen Hints from Celebrated
Pictures”: Turner as Copyist, Collector and Consumer of Old Master Paintings,” in David
Solkin, ed., Turner and the Masters (London: Tate, 2009), 42-43 and 225 n.10. On the
“Poussinesque sublime” as a model for elevating landscape to the status of historical
painting by “fusing a storm scene with a Biblical story,” see Guillaume Faroult and
David Solkin, ““He said he held it very low”: Turner and Contemporary French Landscape
Painting in 1802,” in Turner and the Masters, 89.
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Poussin used strong pink and blue to present the mother, Turner delineates her in
ink outline; her clothing and the barely visible baby floating away blend into the
blueish-green palette of the composition. Turner is less interested in the
typological promise in the background, or in situating himself as an artist in Rome,
since he registers the structure of Castel Sant’Angelo in a way that would not be
identifiable without the comparison with Poussin’s original, but pays attention to
its position in the middle-ground and the distribution of elements of composition:
figures, trees, mountains in the distance, and the atmospheric perspective
produced by gradations of green.

Fig. 1. Joseph Mallord William Turner, copy of Nicolas Poussin, Exposition of Moses,
Dolbadarn Sketchbook [Finberg XLVI]. London, Tate.

As a newly elected Associate Member of the Royal Academy, the following
year Turner returned to Exodus to prove his skills and landscape’s potential to
produce a historical subject, entering The Fifth Plague of Egypt in the Royal
Academy exhibition (Fig. 2). The title invites us to see a representation of the
plague of livestock (Exodus 9:3-7), but the associated quotation entered in the
exhibition catalogue excerpts a passage referring to the seventh plague: “And
Moses stretched forth his hands towards heaven, and the Lord sent thunder and
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hail, and the fire ran along the ground.” - Exodus, chap. ix. ver.23.”13 To produce
the plague of hail and thunder (Exodus 9:22-25), the Lord asks Moses to “stretch
forth thine hand toward heaven, that there may be hail in the land of Egypt, upon
man, and upon beast, and upon every herb of the field, throughout the land of
Egypt” (Exodus 9:22). Turner’s painting translates these words into a scene of
environmental disaster, focusing on a turbulent sky whose heavy storm clouds
and glaring shafts of light illuminate a pyramid placed at the centre of the
composition. Lighting and colour connect the pyramid in the middle ground to
the white horse in the foreground, referencing the death of livestock as the fifth
plague of Egypt. In other words, the discrepancy between title and subtitle is
resolved by compressing two plagues into one painting.

Fig. 2. Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, 1800, oil on canvas,
48 x 72 in (canvas); 56-1/4 x 80-3/4 x 3-1/4 in (framed, not glazed). Indianapolis Museum
of Art at Newfields, Gift in memory of Evan F. Lilly, 55.24.

Whether the pyramid might point to a recognisably Egyptian scene is called
into question by its combination with aqueducts and other architectural features

13 Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, 1800, oil on canvas, 48 x 72 in
(canvas), Indianapolis Museum of Art at Newfields, Gift in memory of Evan F. Lilly,
55.24; The Exhibition of the Royal Academy 32 (London: Royal Academy, 1800), 12, no. 206.
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and the implausible urban setting, which evokes the pyramid of Caius Cestius and
the Porta San Paolo complex in Rome,* while the panoramic depth of field
suggests a view from the top of a hill. This virtual scene involves multiple layers
of mediation. Not only did Turner lack any personal experience of Egypt, but his
knowledge of Rome was also gained from reproductions, including copying
Alexander Cozens’s views of Rome together with Thomas Girtin.!® In bringing
together different times and places by means of a layered chain of reproductions,
such an architectural capriccio produces a universalised, rather than archaeologically
accurate setting, a composite of mediated experiences of antiquity.

The biblical quotation entered in the exhibition catalogue subsumes landscape
under historical painting, recentring the scene around Moses and redirecting the
reader-viewer’s attention towards the human figure. Instead of the powerful
avatar of the Lord of the Old Testament, Turner’s Moses is dwarfed by the
elements and displaced to the bottom right corner. In contrast with the biblical
source, colouring makes the figure barely distinguishable from the ground,
discouraging any sense that man can control the spectacle of the elements above.
Hands are central in the distributed agency of Exodus 9. While in the biblical text
the “hands of the Lord” hover over the scenes of disaster and the hands of Moses
function as a choreographic prompt to relay the Lord’s will, Turner renders the
hands of the Lord invisible, since their presence is no longer needed as a trans-
cendental allegory of the force of the elements, a process explained in Francis
Bacon’s De Sapientia Veterum. Yet Turner’s choice not to reference the hands of the
Lord over the biblical sky of his canvas does not correspond to a shift from
metaphysical to virtual power. In the midst of environmental catastrophe man is
reduced to an insignificant figure in the margins, unless he can take on a figural
role in the lord’s providential design, a plot that has the potential to produce
endurance, resilience, and survival through the promise of a happy ending.
Whether the hands of Moses can subsume environmental disaster under a
providential design depends on the possibility of an allegorical reading.

14 Giuseppe Vasi, Delle magnificenze di Roma antica e moderna (Roma: Chracas, 1747-61), pl. 11;
Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Veduta del Sepolcro di Cajo Cestio, Vedute di Roma (1755);
Piranesi, Antichita Romane (1756), 3:115, 116; Turner, “Study for ‘Fifth Plague of Egypt,””
¢.1800-2, Tate, Turner Bequest, D04170, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-
study-for-fifth-plague-of-egypt-d04170, accessed 23 January 2025.

15 John Robert Cozens, View of the Pyramid of Caius Cestius from the Aventine Hill,
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1867-1012-2, accessed 23 January 2025;
Andrew Wilton, ‘The “‘Monro School’ ¢.1794-8’, April 2012, in ].M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours; Thomas Girtin and/or ].W.M. Turner, The Pyramid of Gaius
Cestius, Rome, 1794-97, Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford (WA1934.204).
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In the painter’s practice, the verbal prompt activates an intermedial act of
reading, which translates the gesture of Moses into a visual problem to address
through a visual repertoire of poses. Turner’s source for Moses’s raised arm can
be traced to a sketchbook drawing, which Ian Warrell considers “conceived in the
classical spirit of Nicolas Poussin.”'® This figure is abstracted from Poussin’s
painting Moses Striking the Rock. A version of Poussin’s composition was among
the Old Master paintings from the Walpole collection at Houghton Hall, which
was sold to Empress Catherine the Great and moved to Russia in 1779, but
available in the format of a reproductive stipple engraving in a book of prints
published by Boydell to commemorate the Houghton Gallery.'” Another version
was on view as part of the Orleans Italian Pictures sale at Bryan’s in Pall Mall in
winter 1798-1799.18 The transnational European trajectories of Poussin’s composition
demonstrate the role played by a transhistorical visual tradition underpinned by
a visual culture operating across borders, bringing continental European art, and
Poussin in particular, in contact with modern British painters and elevating
landscape to the status of historical painting.

The lesson of Poussin offers a solution to the theological impasse of natural
catastrophe, subsuming it to a teleological narrative of providential design, but if
Turner’s Anglo-French engagement with the matter of Egypt demonstrates a visual
culture across borders, the subject’s currency activates divisive contemporary
political inflections of Exodus. Turner’s depiction of Moses’s hands draws on
Poussin’s engagement with a later episode in the Exodus narrative (Exodus 17:1-7),
in which the miracle of water coming out of the rock of Horeb demonstrates the
Lord’s support for the children of Israel. This superimposition of different
episodes is a device of Christian hermeneutics, which teaches the reader to
envision an Old Testament episode as a figure foreshadowing or fulfilled by its
New Testament dispensation. In reading Exodus as a narrative that operates in
and out of time, such a technique facilitates political appropriations and comparisons

1 JM.W. Turner, “A Study of Moses, with his Arms raised,” Studies for Pictures
Sketchbook, Turner Bequest LXIX, £.233; see Ian Warrell, Turner’s Sketchbooks (London:
Tate, 2017), 40.

17 Jean Baptiste Michel after Nicolas Poussin, Moses Striking the Rock, in A Set of Prints
Engraved after the Most Capital Paintings in the Collection of Her Imperial Majesty, the Empress
of Russia: Lately in the Possession of the Earl of Orford at Houghton in Norfolk; with Plans,
Elevations, Sections, Chimney Pieces & Ceilings, 2 vols. (London: John & Josiah Boydell,
1788), 2: plate 53.

18 A catalogue of the Orleans’ Italian pictures, which will be exhibited for sale by private contract,
on Wednesday, the 26th of December, 1798, and following days, at Mr. Bryan’s gallery, no. 88,
Pall Mall (London: Printed by Sampson Low, [1798]), 10, no. 54.
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with the present. Parallels with Exodus were ideal ideological material for
sermons and other forms of national thanksgiving after the British victory in the
Battle of the Nile and subsequent events in Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign.

To those approaching the events of Egypt through a biblical perspective, the
French army’s subjection to fever and plague in the desert evokes parallels with
the plagues of Egypt. Natural adversity provides a test and a contrast with the
power and protection provided by the hands of the Lord stretched out over the
Egyptian sky in Exodus.!” Reviews of intercepted letters by French army officers
delineate a counter-narrative, providing grim detail about the dystopian
conditions of a mission that contradicts prospects of a promised land.?’ Unlike
Napoleon, whose army died of thirst in the desert, Moses can control the elements
and produce water in the wilderness. The divisive paratext of that publication
frames the plight of the French army through anti-French sentiment, magnifying
British victory.

Yet no triumphal rhetoric can be felt in Turner’s painting. On the contrary,
Turner’s use of scale calls Moses’s heroic power into doubt. In Poussin’s composition,
Moses stands above a group of agitated, thirsty Israelites; his staff points the reader’s
gaze upwards towards the source of water, then downwards following its course
through the painting. Compared to the scale of figure and ground in Poussin’s
Moses Striking the Rock, Turner’s more panoramic angle of vision focuses on the
sky’s disastrous effects on earth and miniaturises the human figure, casting doubt
on human agency and providential design on the scene of catastrophe.

19 For instance, a publication of intercepted letters challenges a French officer writing home
from Cairo that the French army’s ability to march “without eating or drinking,”
indicates that “we work miracles still more astonishing here;” the British editor
footnotes: “We doubt much whether the French will work any miracles in Egypt; — one,
we believe, will be wrought on them, and, in the words of the author, an astonishing
one. The hand of the Lord is stretched out, the hand of him who “alone worketh great
marvels,” and we may address the nations of the earth in the sublime and awakening
language in which Moses, on the same spot, once addressed the Israelites,” followed by
a quotation from Exodus 14:13. See Copies of original letters from the army of General
Bonaparte in Egypt, intercepted by the fleet under the command of Admiral Lord Nelson.
Complete in two parts. Translated into English. To which is added, an authentic narrative of the
proceedings of His Majesty’s squadron, under the command of Rear-Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson.
(now Lord Nelson) from its Sailing from Gibraltar to the Conclusion of the Glorious Battle of the
Nile, 2 vols. (London: J. Wright, 1798), 2:29, 31.

20 “Copies of Original Letters from the Army of General Bonaparte in Egypt, Intercepted
in the Fleet Under the Command of Admiral Lord Nelson,” The European Magazine, and
London Review 35 (1799): 255; “ART. XI. Copies of Original Letters from the Army of
General Buonaparte in Egypt, Intercepted by the Fleet Under the Command of Admiral
Lord Nelson,” The Analytical Review: Or, History of Literature, 1 (1799): 149-53.
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Fig. 3. Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Tenth Plague of Egypt, oil paint on canvas,
1435 x 2362 mm; frame: 1667 x 2590 x 107 mm. London, Tate. Accepted by the nation
as part of the Turner Bequest 1856, N00470.

In 1802 Turner exhibited The Tenth Plague of Egypt (Fig. 3), accompanied by the
following quotation in the Royal Academy catalogue entry: “the LORD smote all
the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh that sat on his
throne unto the firstborn of the captive that wasin the dungeon; and all the
firstborn of cattle. ... and there was a great cry in Egypt” (Exodus 12:29-30).2' In
the silent world of painting, the “great cry” is suggested by frantic gestures, but
Turner’s composition does not represent the multitude of the dead and the dying
that the biblical episode brings to the eyes of the reader. Even though Joseph
Farington describes the painting as “Turners Murder of the Innocents,”?? instead
of conveying the national scale of this human tragedy by way of a crowded
grouping, Turner isolates human grief dwarfed under the impending gloom of
a livid sky. In the handling of the historical subject within a large landscape Jerrold
Ziff identifies the influence of Poussin’s Landscape during a Thunderstorm with

21 The Exhibition of the Royal Academy 34 (London: Royal Academy, 1802), 10, no. 153,
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/exhibition-catalogue/ra-sec-vol34-1802,
accessed 23 January 2026.

221 May 1802, Farington, Diary, 5:1772.
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Pyramus and Thisbe (1651) and Richard Wilson’s A Large Landskip with the Story of
Niobe (1760). In Turner’s painting the death of the firstborn strikes the viewer as
a private experience of grief through a grouping of two women, one of whom is
bending downwards, her arms thrust towards a naked, greyish-toned baby lying
dead on the ground, while the other points outward towards the bottom left
corner of the painting, identifying a line of escape. Slightly behind them,
somewhat off-centre, a figure sitting in a pose of melancholy contemplation looks
in the opposite direction, with another dead child lying in front of her. Dark
vegetation separates these scenes in focus from what happens in the middle
ground, while the gap between these two levels is narratively bridged by a darker-
skinned woman coming from the left, her arms thrust outwards to her sides,
evoking the pose of a Sabine woman. As the eye accustoms itself to the contrast
between the sombre palette of the foreground and the glaringly-lit cityscape in
the middle distance, miniaturised scenes of violent pursuit and death become barely
visible along the walls and up a staircase. While a sketch associated with the Fifth
Plague documents Turner’s attempt to capture an Egyptian cityscape by means of
the iconic form of pyramids, in The Tenth Plague such architectural, geographical,
and temporal markers are less explicit and therefore harder to make out.

Interest in the plagues reappears in a travel sketchbook that Turner used on
his way to Paris, when the borders between Britain and France reopened after the
Peace of Amiens (1802), enabling Royal Academicians to travel through the continent
and spend time at the Louvre in Paris. The Calais sketchbook provides a record of
emerging subjects: nudes, landscapes, sails, the pier at Calais, and other marine
compositions, but also a “study for the Deluge,” a continuing object of interest
given his in-depth observation of Poussin’s Deluge, which he praised in the Louvre
sketchbook for “the dark color that pervades the whole ... the color is sublime. It
is natural | is what a creative mind must be | imprest by with sympathy | and
horror.”?* Among the subjects drawn in the Calais sketchbook is a biblical
grouping identified as the first plague by an inscription written in ink on the right-
hand side along the vertical axis: “The Water turn’d to Blood.” While this inscription
requires turning the notebook around in landscape mode, the composition itself
follows the orientation of the notebook, obtaining its landscape format by extending

2 Jerrold Ziff, “Turner and Poussin,” The Burlington Magazine 105, no. 724 (1963): 316.

2 David Blayney Brown, “Commentary on Nicolas Poussin’s ‘Deluge’ (Inscription by
Turner) 1802 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, July 2005, in J.M.W.
Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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across both sides of the page opening.?> Although the water itself is not visible,
Turner’s study focuses on the effects of the transformation, detected from the
positioning of the figures and their pathos formula: an old bearded man wearing
a middle-eastern headdress stands, his eyes looking upwards, his arms
outstretched with palms up, as if to complain or ask for an explanation from
above. The seated grouping beneath him includes a man in profile whose mouth
is open in a gesture of surprise or horror. Next to him, close to the sketchbook’s
gutter, another man kneels, his back to the viewer, while holding up his arms and
palms in a questioning gesture. Facing him on the other side of the gutter a horror-
stricken woman kneels in a pose of lamentation, her mouth wide open, while in
her hand is perhaps an implement identifying her as a water carrier. To her left
another grouping represents a mother looking on with concern, while one of her
children faces in the other direction screaming in despair.

Within Turner’s sketchbooks such character studies document ways of
approaching material from Exodus within the landscape painter’s emerging
subjects, a miscellaneous work in progress including topographical outlines,
marine scenes, details of architecture, vegetation, character studies, and copying
to expand technical and figurative choices. To turn to Turner’s Liber Studiorum is
to switch from the future-oriented practice of the sketchbook to a collection that
retrospectively produces a record, an order, and a classification of the landscape
painter’s corpus.

The Liber Studiorum: From Single Form to Serial Thinking

Reproductions of the fifth and tenth plague join collection of mezzotints, which
Turner published under the title Liber Studiorum; illustrative of Landscape
Compositions, viz. Historical, Mountainous, Pastoral, Marine, and Architectural (1807-
1819). From the second number published in 1808, the publication registers
Turner’s newly acquired status as Professor of Perspective at the Royal Academy
(“drawn & etched by J.M.W. Turner Esq. R.A.P.P.”), while a range of engravers
are responsible for the mezzotinting. In translating oil paintings into designs,
etchings, and mezzotints, Turner calibrated the power of the composition in
different printing techniques to reproduce the texture of outline drawings and

% Turner Bequest LXXXI 153 and 154, folio 77 verso — 78 recto, see Andrew Wilton, “A Group
of Figures: Study for an Unexecuted Picture of ‘The First Plague of Egypt’ ¢.1799-1805 by
Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in |.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours.
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the tonal effects of colour washes. Sold as a part publication comprised of loose
leaves, unbound and only loosely stitched by thread, Liber Studiorum contains no
letterpress, nor the customary literary citations entered beneath the titles of his
paintings in exhibition catalogues.

Turner’s precedent is what Claude Lorrain called “Libro di verita,” Italian for
“truth book,” a collection of drawings that provided a record of the artist’s work,
bought in Paris by the Duke of Devonshire in the 1720s, reproduced by Richard
Earlom and published by Boydell in the late 1770s under the Latin title Liber
Veritatis. Emulating Boydell’s reproductions of Lorrain’s book of prints, Turner
adopted the combination of etchings and mezzotints to translate lines and hues of
the original. However, while the seriality of Lorrain’s collection is signalled by
numbering in the bottom left corner, Turner’s Liber Studiorum is markedly
different for its more explicit and deliberate miscellaneity.

To understand the logic underpinning the serial format of the Liber Studiorum,
let us turn to the reproduction of The Fifth Plague of Eqypt within the third number.
The sequence embodies the professor of perspective’s landscape genres: Penbury
Mill, Kent, a Dutch style labour scene marked “P” for “Pastoral,” is followed by
The Bridge in the Middle Distance, marked “EP” for “Epic,” “Elegant,” or “Elevated
Pastoral;”?° Duntanborough [sic] Castle a Picture in the possession of W. Penn Esq.,”
marked A for Architectural, and Lake of Thun, Swiss, marked “M” for “Mountainous.”
Finally, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, the Picture late in the Collection of William Beckford
Esq., marked “H” for “Historical” marks the culmination of a crescendo of landscape
genres, starting with a rustic pastoral scene of labour and ending with the prestige
of a biblical subject: a set of subjects, demonstrations, and principles of composition
for the purpose of artistic training, documenting the potential and range of
landscape from the artist’s corpus, materials for a Catalogue Raisonné.

The format of the Liber Studiorum produces serial ways of seeing. The
miscellaneous selection of prints published in each number invites the viewer to
note recurring formal features in Turner’s practice of composition. The act of leafing

2 For “Epic Pastoral,” see John Pye, Notes and Memoranda Respecting the “Liber Studiorum”
by .M.W. Turner, ed. John Lewis Roget (London: John Van Voorst, 1879), 40-45; for
“Elegant,” see W.]J. Rawlinson, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, A Description and a Catalogue, 204
ed. (London: Macmillan, 1906), xviii; for “Elevated,” see Alexander ]. Finberg, The History
of Turner’s Liber Studiorum with a new Catalogue Raisonné (London: Ernest Benn, 1924),
xxxviii; Matthew Imms, “Liber Studiorum: Drawings and Related Works c.1806-24,”
January 2010, in J.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours,.

27 For shifting spellings (“Dunstanboro,” “Dunstanborough,” “Dunstanburgh”), see
Matthew Imms, “Dunstanborough Castle c.1806-7 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,”
catalogue entry, August 2008, in ] M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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through the Liber Studiorum, number after number, draws attention to difference
in repetition, the geometry of forms, and the line of the horizon in particular.
Turning to The Fifth Plague of EQypt, consider the horizontal line marking the transition
between the middle and background. In the previous subject, The Lake of Thun,
the horizontal line separates the further boundary of the lake from the mountain-
scape, while the bottom right foreground occupied by a cart and objects that wait
to be ferried to the other side sets up a contrast between the working landscape in
the foreground and the prophetic area above.

Defining the boundary between sky and earth is a practical and symbolic
problem. If Lucretius opted for a materialist account of the sky, a “ratio cceli” that
might “deliver mortals from the fear of gods,”?® the outline of the horizon raises
the question of ontological difference within “a system of the firmament.” Writing
about Romantic clouds within a longer early modern history of perspective,
Hubert Damisch notes that “far from encouraging a systematic deconstruction of
the perspective order,” the mutable evanescence of cloud formations continues to
“mask the real substratum” of the artwork, its surface of inscription.?” The biblical
sky of The Fifth Plague is an ideal subject to test the possibilities of painting, since
to visualise the plague of hail and thunder means to negotiate the supernatural
within the empiricist domain of cloud observation underpinned by an emerging
materialist science of clouds. The painter’s contribution to the speculative physics
of cloud formations redefines the place and agency of humans under changing skies.

There are noticeable differences in the print versions of the plagues published in
the Liber Studiorum. Turner may not have had access to the painting of The Fifth Plague
when he etched and C. Turner mezzotinted the associated reproduction for the Liber
Studiorum, since the painting had by then left the collection of William Beckford as
a result of the Fonthill sale (1807). Notable change in the process of reproduction
includes a different configuration of the sky, which does not feature in Turner’s
preliminary etching (Fig. 4), since its atmospheric shapes are devolved to the tonal
possibilities of mezzotint. In contrast with the cumulus-shaped storm clouds and
water cycle of the painting, a preparatory watercolour adds lightning marked
through zigzagging white lines descending from the dark mass of clouds,*! adapting
the composition to the outline and tonal variation of etching and mezzotint (Fig. 5).

2 Hubert Damisch, A Theory of Clouds: Towards a History of Painting, trans. Janet Lloyd
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 196.

»  Damisch, A Theory of Clouds, 197.

30 Rawlinson, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, xxv-xxvi.

3 Matthew Imms, “Tenth Plague of Egypt c.1806-7 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,”
catalogue entry, August 2008, in ] M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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Fig. 4. Fifth Plague of Egypt, designed and etched by Joseph Mallord William Turner,
1808, 17.8 x 25.4 cm sheet. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Elisha
Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha Whittelsey Fund, 1954, 54.539.7.

While the luminous possibilities of colour harnessed by the painting use shafts of
light to mark the vectors of the storm uniting it with the dead livestock in the
foreground, thus bringing the fifth and seventh plague in one composition, the
mezzotint seems to distribute what happens in the sky and its effects on earth,
relegating the seventh plague of hail and thunder to the background, and
separating it from the fifth plague affecting livestock in the foreground. Nor can
the tonal elements of the mezzotint fully render the choreographic effect of
lighting in marking out the pyramid placed in the centre of the painting. Instead
of the urban pyramid at the centre of the painting, the mezzotint features two
pyramids to the left and one to the right, marked by their distinctive geometrical
outlines, rather than the difference of colouring produced by lighting in the oil
painting. Reproduction of the groupings in the foreground may have been
facilitated by an early outline drawing in the Dolbadarn sketchbook.?> However,

32 Turner Bequest LXVI 18, 22 recto, 72 recto and verso, 73 recto, and 74 recto and verso,
see Andrew Wilton, “A Fallen Horseman and Other Figures in a Landscape 1799 by Joseph
Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in | M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours.
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as the mezzotint loses the choreographic function of colour and contrast in lighting
that singles out the fallen horse grouping in the centre foreground of the painting,
some of the prominence of that grouping is restored by recourse to scale, magnifying
the horse grouping out of proportion compared to the smaller figure of Moses.

Fig. 5. The Fifth Plague of Egypt, designed and etched by Joseph Mallord William Turner,
engraved in mezzotint by Charles Turner, Liber Studiorum, no. 3 (10 June 1808). Etching and
mezzotint, printed in brown ink; first published state on medium, slightly textured,
cream laid paper, Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, B1977.14.8118.

To compare versions and trace the transition between proof stages is to see
form come out of darkness as the tonal effects of colour washes are reproduced by
mezzotint. The process of printing The Tenth Plague of EQypt, published in number
12 of Liber Studiorum in June 1816, involves a preliminary stage in which Turner’s
etching delineates the outlines of the composition. Like The Fifth Plague, here too
lightning is added to the mezzotint; while in this case the Egyptian setting is
strengthened by the inclusion of hieroglyphics in the monument to the left (Fig. 6).33

3 These details are added in the late trial proof “b”: see British Museum, 1852,1009.1302;
Rawlinson, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, 61; Finberg, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, 243-44.
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Fig. 6. Tenth Plague of Egypt, etched by Joseph Mallord William Turner, engraved in
mezzotint by William Say, Liber Studiorum, no. 12 (1 January 1816), printed in brown
ink on medium, slightly textured, cream laid paper, Yale Center for British Art,
Paul Mellon Collection, B1977.14.13982.

Compared to the more generic architecture of the painting, a pyramid in the
cityscape to the right becomes more prominent in reproduction. The composition
rearranges the elements of the painting, tightening its structure. The vertical line
that separates the foreground from the lit cityscape in the middle ground, is
moved to the middle of the composition and positioned above the figure of
melancholy, emphasising her central position. While no child can be seen lying at
her feet, closer attention identifies a child’s limbs dangling from her lap. The road
curbing from the left foreground to the figure of melancholy traces another lit area
that gives prominence to the grouping around the dead child culminating in
melancholy herself.

While Turner’s etching traces the outlines, skin complexion and racial
difference are produced in the mezzotint phase. Since the Liber Studiorum
showcases how the etcher’s lines and the tonal effects of mezzotint translate sepia
drawings, the print’s palette puts all forms on a continuum of intermediate
gradations of brown. William Gilpin’s Essay on Prints (1768) explains that the
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mezzotint engraver must “scrape the lights. The plate would otherwise give an
impression entirely black.”3* Scale differentiates groupings in the foreground from
the middle ground, whereas the mezzotint translates the distribution of human
forms into a problem of gradation: against the luminosity of the figures in the
foreground, the mezzotinting process raises the question of whether and how to
differentiate the human form from the surrounding vegetation in the middle
ground. Tonal experiments produce different gradations in the complexion of the
figure positioned along the vegetation border. She holds one arm bent and rests
her hand on her head, perhaps to shield her eyes from the light and make out the
figure of melancholia and the viewer, while her other arm is stretched out to
redirect the viewer’s gaze towards the architectural cityscape to the right, where
a supine, probably dead child and two agitated figures of lamentation go up the
stairs towards the right margin half way up the composition.

The woman’s form can be hard to make out, almost indistinguishable from the
surrounding foliage. If her form disappears into the vegetation, she loses her
newly acquired choric function. This is the only evidence left of the tragedy
happening by the walls of the city. Depending on the proof and state of the print,
the figure’s racial complexion and individuation changes, and the same colour
dynamic applies to the figures on the staircase to the left, though to opposite
effects: when the early dark stages make her form merge with the vegetation, that
darkness makes them stand out against the city walls, but to differentiate her from
the foliage is to merge their bodies with their background. Then their human
forms are only made visible by the etcher’s outline.

Juxtaposed with the monumental city, the figure of melancholy at the centre
of the composition changes function. As the child is no longer placed in front of
her in the reproduction, the emphasis of her pose shifts from maternal grief to
embody the trope of the seated spectator lost in an antique reverie.3* According to
Ziff, Turner’'s composition adopts the “planar composition of buildings”
associated with Poussin, rather than a “recessional” arrangement inspired by
Claude Lorrain,®” whose influence can be detected in compositions marked E.P.
for epic or elevated pastoral, but also in Ville de Thun, Switzerland, the architectural
subject that precedes The Tenth Plague of Egypt in the twelfth number of Liber

3¢ William Gilpin, An Essay on Prints, 41 ed. (London: R. Blamire, 1792), 36.

% For tonal variations, see British Museum, 1870,0514.354; Engraver’s proof b,
1852,1009.1302; compare the lighter complexion in engraver’s proof a, 1849,0512.608;
1870,0514.355.

3% Jonah Siegel, Desire and Excess: The Nineteenth-Century Culture of Art (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 33, 35.

87 Ziff, “Turner and Poussin,” 315-21.
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Studiorum. Yet if Poussin’s compositions harness the story of Moses as founding
hero translated from Egypt to Rome to seventeenth-century France, no
providential Christian narrative justifies the scenes of suffering in Turner’s
plagues. Turner’s architectural setting becomes a theatrical prop for a critique of
imperial and monumental ambition, be it Egyptian or Napoleonic.

The addition of Egyptian detail to the cityscape registers the emergence and
impact of Egyptology in the interval between the display of the painting in 1802
and the publication of the mezzotint in 1816, underpinned by the archaeological
endeavours and publications of Vivant Denon. Denon’s plates follow earlier
illustrations in documenting Egyptian antiquities as ruins whose solidity outlasts
the ravages of time within vast desert expanses.® In the first of a series of lectures
on architecture delivered at the Royal Academy (1809-1820), John Soane identifies
“a fine subject to exercise the mind of the artist” in Pliny’s Natural History, then
claims that “of the great and stupendous buildings with which Nineveh, Babylon,
Troy, and many other mighty cities of antiquity, were once adorned ... nothing
remains, of their ancient splendour, not even a stone or inscription to point out
their situation.”? Turner takes the architectural approach of the practitioner
whose task it is to reimagine and reconstruct buildings from their ruined structures,
inviting the viewer to envision a conjectural Egyptian city. Within the context of
the Liber Studiorum the cityscape supplements the historical subject, offering an
architectural capriccio that adds architectural interest to the historical landscape.

To compare the structure of attention produced by oil paintings hanging in the
crowded miscellaneous wall of the Royal Academy exhibition to print forms
inviting serial ways of seeing means to foreground the power of technical
experiments, genre, and bibliographic form in shaping the remit and reach of
a composition. The pictorial problem of the human form in a historical landscape
becomes a matter of moral justice and virtual witnessing in envisioning the natural
catastrophes of the Egyptian plagues and their contemporary inflections. To bring
the Egyptian plagues in the present tense of visual compositions means to test the
technical and phenomenological possibilities and limits of sympathy. It means to
ask whether and how to bring Egyptian horror and grief into view, how to
translate their “great cry” into visual forms and pathos formulas, whether or not

3 Vivant Denon, Voyage dans la basse et la haute Egypte, pendant les campagnes du Générale
Bonaparte, 3 vols. (Paris: Didot, 1802); its acquisition by the Royal Academy is recorded
in RAA Council Minutes, 3:155 (7 August 1802); a translation by Francis Blagdon was
published in the same year.

% John Soane, Sir John Soane: The Royal Academy Lectures, ed. David Watkin (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 31-32.
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to focus on the human form in close-up, as Turner did in the sketchbook; what it
means to marginalise Moses, almost making him disappear in a corner, and,
conversely, what is involved in miniaturising the perpetrators and the victims of
the death of the first born, making them recede into their historical background.
Under the pressure of the landscape genres of the Liber Studiorum, historical
subjects might turn into architectural scenes, foregrounding the buildings of
a conjectural antiquarian fantasy, the props rather than the actors. Exploring the
technical layers and ways of seeing a point in time means bringing them back into
the picture.
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