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2. Astonishment, Terror and Industrial Monsters in the Work of J.
M.W. Turner and Charles Dickens.
Neil Addison (H 4% FK%)

Charles Dickens portrays 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



152

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, and
‘The Signal-Man’ (1865) his astonishing and monstruous descriptions of
trains reflects additional artistic influences. While Dickens was friends with
the marine artist Clarkson Stanfield, he was particularly taken with the work
of Joseph Mallord William Turner and the artistic legacy of the sublime.
During his second visit to the United States in 1867-68 Dickens visited
Niagara Falls and wrote a letter to his biographer John Forster in which he
admitted that they exceeded even “Turner’s finest water-colour drawings---this
most affecting and sublime sight’ (Letters 12 75). Edmund Burke’s 1757
definition of the sublime included astonishment and terror, qualities which
reflect Turner’s paintings of the ocean and Dickens’ depiction of storms
(Dennett 1994). Dickens’ representations of steam trains also appear to draw
upon the influence of Turner’s industrial paintings such as Rain, Steam, and
Speed - The Great Western Railway (1844). Turner’s industrial works have been
described as encompassing an ‘industrial sublime’ (Rodner 107), and railway
transport functions in Dickens’ work as a metaphor for sublime-like
astonishment and terror. The ghost story “The Signal-Man’ appears to
particularly warn Dickens’ readers of the potentially horrific dangers of train
travel. While reflecting Dickens’ traumatic first-hand experience of the 1865
Staplehurst railway accident, this unsettling tale also draws upon the artistic

legacy of Turner’s ‘industrial sublime’.
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