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2 . Astonishment, Terror and Industrial Monsters in the Work of J.M.W. Turner and Charles Dickens
A AR5 Neil Addison
While Charles Dickens’s novels depict Victorian men of science as potential titans of progress, they also show
industrial machines as demonstrating a personified monstrousness which dwarfs those who constructed them. When
the ‘Rocket’ locomotive made its first commercial journey in 1830 Dickens was only 18 years old, but by 1846 the
steam train had appeared in the early numbers of Dombey and Son (1848). Here, the new railway stations were shown
transforming their environs, urban development acting ‘like the giant in his travelling boots’ (500). Dickens was
greatly influenced by pantomime, which underpinned his aesthetics (Eigner 8), but in Dombey and Son, ‘The Signal-
Man’ (1865) and Our Mutual Friend (1865) his astonishing and monstruous descriptions of trains and steamboats
seem to draw from another source. While Dickens was affected by his involvement in the 1865 Staplehurst railway
accident, such passages can also be traced to the artistic influence of J.M.W. Turner and the legacy of the sublime.
Edmund Burke’s 1757 definition included astonishment and terror, qualities which are evident in Dickens’s treatment
of storms and which reflect the sea paintings of Turner (Dennett 1994). Dickens’s trains and steamboats also appear
to emulate Turner’s industrial paintings, and this paper will discuss how Dickens’s personification of the new
behemoths of transport was influenced by Turner’s ‘industrial sublime’ (Rodner 107). Dickens’s industrial monsters
function as a metaphor for astonishment and terror, warning his readers of the potential dangers of industrial transport.
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