Contextual and theoretical practice
Introduction
Will set out the aims and objectives of the paper with an index to the content
Section 1
Selecting just three British landscape artists as the basis for study in this paper was no easy task. There is a considerable list of classical 18th and 19th century artists who could rightly claim to be of some importance in the genre.

The decision to limit research to the 19th century and also to those artists whose skyscapes could claim to be of interest or note, or could materially add to the substance of this paper, considerably narrowed the field however.
J.M.W. Turner
Once the word "classical" is mentioned in relation to landscapes and skyscapes the choice becomes even clearer and has to include J.M.W Turner whose world of light and colour so influenced artists in his own era as well as sending reverberations of style down to the following century, as well as influencing others in many other countries, including the impressionists in France.

As early as 1843 John Ruskin, the most influential art critic of Romanticism, was the first passionate defender of Turner in his "Modern Painters" in which he said that Turner's pictures enable one to see the world in a new way.
"The whole effect of painting from the technical viewpoint is based on our ability to acquire once again that state which one could call the 'innocence of the eye' in other words a way of looking at things in a childlike manner through which one man would see them as if his sight were restored all of a sudden."
Ruskin  Modern Painters
John Constable
The second painter to be selected had to be Suffolk artist John Constable whose pastoral scenes are as popular now as they have ever been and whose admirers show no signs of melting away.

What put Constable apart from most of his contemporise was his attitude towards the things he saw. Despite what many may think, he was never a conscious seeker of the picturesque nor did he paint, as Gainsborough was inclined to do, cottages and peasants in a stylized way that was at total variance with the truth.
"The robust quality of his paintings was largely due to an intimate knowledge of the subjects he chose. As an artist he was virtually self-taught and his periods of formal study amounted to little more than a process of directive discipline. His real master was his own sensitive and perceptive eye and it was through a study of nature rather than by a study of academic principles that his artistic philosophy was evolved."
John Constable: The Man and his Work  Carlos Peacock
Constable was an admirer of the new despite being a traditionalist and an admirer of old masters. He knew how obstinately the public clung to accepted ideas and what a fatal attraction old paint and yellow varnish had for the majority of "connoisseurs". In a letter to John in October 1822 he makes it clear to what extent the old masters can be of service to succeeding generations so that they may "get to nature more surely". The poetical mind was for Constable an essential attribute of the true landscape painter.
Richard Wilson
The third artist to feature in this paper is Welsh artist Richard Wilson who could well be termed the father of English landscape but who, despite that, remains relatively unknown. He was the first of the English School of Landscape Painters. His great landscapes, all a beautiful study in light and shade, were to greatly inspire and influence the works of Turner and Constable.

Wilson was the founder of the Royal Academy in 1768 but despite that his genius was never fully appreciated in England during his lifetime, and his later life is a record of increasing struggles and difficulties. The independence of his did not recommend him to picture buyers.

Wilson is generally recognized as one of the greatest English landscape-painters and he was the direct forerunner of the great school of English landscape in the early nineteenth century. JMW Turner, and John Constable both learned from him, and in some ways he was as great an innovator as Turner himself.

His greatness is apparent from the quality of works like Snowdon or Pembroke Town and Castle. Where Wilson broke new ground was in the sensitivity which led him to see British landscapes with an Italianate vision after returning from Italy in the 1760s: He allowed the landscape to mould itself to a preconceived pattern with a more accurate representation of the scene than anyone previously had imagined. (British Landscape Painting  Michael Rosenthal).
"Wilson's work has no superficial cleverness, and it is easily overlooked in the presence of more showy but inferior pictures, but the genuineness and depth of its feeling give it a lasting appeal which survives any amount of obvious brilliance. His great gifts were sympathy for the mood of nature, and a just grasp of the atmospheric and structural relations between the various parts of his picture. In the catch phrases of the present day his pictures have 'volume' and 'recession', but these qualities are not isolated and - reduced to a kind of geometrical diagram. The structural basis of his pictures is clothed with the flesh and blood of feeling, and they evok, as they surely should, an emotional, not an intellectual response."
Richard Wilson Archive, National Library of Wales
Section 2
Why are skyscapes important in art?
A skyscape is as important to a landscape as mountains, fields and trees and is infinitely variable. No two cloud formations are ever the same and even a perfectly blue sky has a variety depending at what point it is seen. The sky and the landscape below it combine to speak to us about the universality of nature and cannot be easily separated.

As Ruskin said of the sky: "It is not flat, dead colour but a deep, quivering, transparent body of penetratable air, in which you can imagine short faking spots deceiving light and dim shades, faint veiled vestiges of dark vapour; and it is this trembling transparency which our great modern master has especially aimed at and given."

But a skyscape may not just refer to an open sky or indeed a sky with clouds but can also mean a sky that is already around us in the form of a fog or mist as in Turner's Yacht Approaching the Coast in which the yachts are barely visible and are surrounded by a "sky" that is barely separated from the sea.

A skyscape on its own can create a unique spatial effect as in Turner's Colour Beginning painted in 1819 and now at the Tate. It is an effect caused by colour alone which can make the spacial relationships difficult to understand
"The longer one looks at the painting as a whole, the more the number of possible interpretations which occur to one..........One of them see the lower brown band as an expanse of sand where the observer is to be found and which becomes a flat area of beach at low tide. Behind this the distant, open sea emerges against the brighter ssky. In the other case, the observer is standing upon a hill, looking over a mist-filled valley at a chain of mountains in the far distance. An equal amount can be said for and against each version."
Turner  Michael Bockemuhl pp 34-35
A perfect example of the importance of skyscape is illustrated in Turner's Fisherman at Sea in which a brooding, thunderous sky almost hiding a skibous moon which illustrates a small boat tossing about in a heavy swell.

The picture shows Turner's interest in depicting all manner of light and is a study of light and dark in which the sky, the clouds and the moon play an indivisible part.

John Ruskin had no doubt of the importance of clouds and the connection between it and the earth. He said: Ground and sky is to landscape painter is what the human body is to the historical, The growth of vegetation, the action of water and even of clouds upon it and around it are so far subject and subordinate to its forms as the folds of the dress and the fall of the hair are to the modulation of animal anatomy. Nor is this anatomy always so concealeds but in all sublime compositions, whether of nature or art, it must be seen in its naked purity."
Modern Painters  John Ruskin, p114
What is the power of nature and the sky in art?
Of all English artists, John Constable was a Romantic in a period of English art when notions of the supremacy of nature flourished. Throughout his life his aim was truth to nature; not truth in the photographic sense as we would tend to think of it now, but truth as a kind of dual vision in which the outward forms of nature were seen to be imbued with a spiritual significance of their own.

Constable was an admirer of Wordsworth's poetry and like Wordsworth a believer in the power of nature; in grass, in leaves, in flowers, in clouds and in the beauty of the sky.

Ruskin, who shared Constable's philosophy of nature but perversely failed to appreciate his art said of the Romantic: "The woods, which I had only looked on as wilderness, fulfilled, I then saw in their beauty, the same laws which guided the clouds, divided the light and balanced the wave."
Richard Wilson too understood the link between nature and art and was the first to practice it. He was a central figure in English landscape art for most of the 19th century.
"His work is of great importance in the history of British art for he transformed landscape and skies from an art that was essentially topographical to one that that could be a vehicle for ideas and emotions."
Oxford Dictionary of Art  Richard Wilson
Constable was a revolutionary. In his time he was radical and uncompromising, going against the accepted conventions of his contemporaries and predecessors. In the 18th century artists generally produced pictures that were idealised depictions of nature, based on their study of other pictures rather than the landscape and nature. Often they were studies or even copies of Dutch 17th century landscapes "seeking the truth second-hand" as he put it. They followed accepted conventions of what clouds were like; what the sky should like; what colours should be used and what to put in or leave out. Constable rejected all this and recognised he was breaking new ground.

In his preface to the English Landscape Scenery in 1830, he wrote: "In art, there are two modes by which men aim at distinction. In the one, by a careful application to what others have accomplished, the artist imitates their works, or selects and combines their various beauties; in the other, he seeks excellence at its primitive source, nature. In the first, he forms a style upon the study of pictures and produces either imitative or eclectic art; in the second, by a close observation of nature, he discovers qualities existing in her which have never been portrayed before and thus forms a style that is original."
This does not mean that Constable rejected art of the past. Indeed, he worshiped Wilson because he saw in Wilson's work inspiration from nature. It was the copyists, such as his contemporary John Glover, that he despised. Indeed there was a paradox because while he insisted on breaking new ground he also wanted his work to take its place in the accepted tradition of European landscape art.

Both Turner and Constable paid far more attention to the sky and painting was emphasised when in 1821 he quoted Sir Joshua Reynolds commenting on the landscapes of Titian and Claude, wrote: "I have often been advised to consider the sky as 'a white sheet thrown behind the objects. Certainly, if the sky is obtrusive, as mine are, it is bad; but if it is evaded, as mine are not, it is worse; it must and always shall with me make an effectual part of the composition."
What is the importance of accuracy in the art of cloud formations
Both Constable and Turner understood the importance of verisimilitude in cloud formations and Constable first realised it in 1821 when he undertook a series of studies at Hampstead. This was an attempt to understand more fully the actual form and shape of the different types of clouds so that he could bring great accuracy to his work.

It seems likely that Constable had read Thomas Forster's Researches about Atmosphere Phenomena published in 1812 and he would have been familiar with the classification of clouds based on their differences of shape. He was more interested in their shapes and colour than their classification.

These scientific sketches of clouds bear out forcibly Constable's contention that "the sky is the keynote" of a picture as can be seen in Dedham Vale.
"Skies was to become one of the major preoccupations of his mature work. There is none of the conventional, slightly flaccid brushwork which is found in Dedham Vale but each stroke seeks to transmit what he actually saw, to be a visual equivalent of part of the picture it depicts. Constable is not interested here in pleasing affects of light, tone and colour; his intense experience before nature is almost crudely transferred to the picture. There is a feeling of direct contact with the landscape."
Constable  John Sunderland P10
It was the self-evident truth that clouds differ widely according to their height and the prevailing weather conditions that also exercised Ruskin. Indeed, he devoted no less than four chapters to the subject in Modern Painters. In it, when talking about what he called the Central Cloud Region around 10,000 feet or more high, he reminded readers that clouds are not so much local vapour, as vapour rendered locally visible by a fall of temperature.
"...thus a cloud, whose parts are in constant motion, will hover on a snowy mountain, pursuing constantly the same track upon its flanks and yet remaining of the same size, the same form and in the same place, for half a day together.
Later and to prove how the accuracy of cloud formations is important to landscape art he draws a simile by saying: "Now if an artist, taking for his subject a chain of vast mountains several leagues long w ere to unite all their varieties of ravine, crag, chasm aand precipice into one one solid unbroken mass with one light side and one dark side, looking like a white ball the word generalisation would scarcely be received as a sufficient apology for a proceeding so glaringly false and so painfully degrading."
The point being, of course, that to perpetrate such glaring errors in clouds is no more to be forgiven than errors in any other area of art.
Section 3

What was the importance of the Romantics and their philosophy to landscape art?
The Romantics, of which both Constable and Turner were believers, were a cultural movement in the late 18th century to the mid 19th Century in which artists rejected the classical ideals that were the trademark of the Enlightenment. Instead, art for them was an outlet for human expression and emotion.

Most art at the time was influenced by the Romantic Movement and while it was most popular in Germany and England, and later France, its influence was far reaching through the rest of Europe and the United States.

Art during the Enlightenment had been influenced by ancient Greece and Rome, reflecting rationality, order and restraint. The thinking at the time was since the Greeks and the Romans had obviously perfected the human form, why bother changing it?
"Romantics had other ideas. They drew inspiration from nature and the elements. The social setting of the early 19th century also influenced Romantic artists. A new sense of nationalism mixed with a re-emergence of Christianity and renewed interest in medieval times. The French Revolution and other European wars also led to a rejection of all things associated with the Age of Reason."
Johnson, Paul. Art: A New History
The Romantic naturalism of Constable's art was thought of as being crude and revolutionary because of its adherence to nature. The philosophy of Constable's day identified virtue with the pastoral life and saw in nature the source of the highest moral feelings. The belief in nature as a source of spiritual truth came from the belief that the universe was literally the work of God and everything in it  clouds, sky, hills and fields  were all part of the divine essence.

Ruskin described how the Romantic mind could identify a vision of the physical world with religious experience.
"The woods, which I had only looked on as wilderness, fulfilled, I then saw, in their beauty, the same laws which guided the clouds, divided the light and balanced the waave. He hath made everything beautiful in his time became for me thenceforwqard the interpretation of the bond between the human mind and all visible things; and I returned along the wood path feeling that it had led me far  farther than ever fancy had reached or theodolite measured."
Modern Painters  John Ruskin
Turner's philosophy was not so much nostalgic for a lost Paradise as a fascination with the power of nature and the potential of the new machines that let man seemingly triumph over it.

A number of Turner's paintings demonstrate this, one being Steamship in a Snow Storm that depicts one of the new steam driven paddle steamers plunging on through a blinding storm. Turner was dazzled with the new technology which, at times, seemed to challenge the power of nature itself.

A view shared by many that machine technology would set man free and give him power over nature, for many thought the machine would release man from menial tasks (computer technology was at one time thought of in the same way) and bring a new age of enlightenment.

Turner gave us a concept of the grandeur of nature, releasing colour from its defining outlines in order to express its nature, as well as the painter's emotions.
The importance of light in landscapes and skyscapes
Turner's art, especially in his later years was concerned with ways of depicting light at its most elemental and to involve the viewer in the finished picture. His concern was to depict light as it appears in the atmosphere.

Like Constable he too also believed in the power of clouds to communicate atmosphere, mood and feeling to pictures. Also like Constable he filled an entire sketchbook with cloud studies and his later work was a world of mists, like a vision or visions. In these works nature has become so rarified that images are no more than vague suggestions in swathes of tinted light.

Turner gives his subjects the quality of dreams using light in its various forms to dissolve away reality into a vision.

For Turner it is light that communicates meaning when, for example, he would occasionally depict the same place at different times of day and in different seasons.
"The innumerable sunrises and sunsets and all the studies of the olours of the atmosphere were focussed upon the natural element of light, which, itself invisible, can only manifest itself via something else, a cloudy medium or solid objects."
Turner  Michael Bockemuhl
An example of Turner's ability to transform a scene into a vision of light is his Boats at Sea. The entire surface of the painting is covered with a layer of yellow and very bright pink, which becomes more intense at the bottom of the picture creating a horizon below the centre. There, lying across the horizon, is a black and red brushstroke giving the impression of two boats on the expanse of the sea, which plays on an optical illusion of confusing the viewer into thinking that the line is also the horizon. The boats prevent the viewer's gaze losing itself in the surrounding amorphous mass.

In Turner's art the vision is more inward and even when he paints more closely to nature the his imagination has also intervened. For him light is not a means of heightening reality as diminishing it, of dissolving away the solid objects and making them more remote and mysterious.
"As he become older he became  unlike Constable  a painter of a private world, a world of mists and nuances, like some vision of the Earth itself before the primal vapours coalesced. Here, nature is so transformed and rarified that the forms of things are no more than vague opacities in tides of light."
John Constable  the Man and his Work. Carlos Peacock
What is the importance of the Theory of Colours and the depiction of light?
Conclusion

Bibliography
· Modern Painters  John Ruskin, edited and abridged by David Barrie 1987. Andre Deutsch Ltd

· John Constable, the Man and His Work  Carlos Peacock. John Baker 1965

· British Landscape Painting  Michael Rosenthal. Book Club Associates 1982

· Constable  John Sunderland. Phaidon Press Ltd 1981

· Turner  Bockemuhl. Taschen 2000

· The Oxford Dictionary of Art and Artists

· The National Library of Wales

· Johnson, Paul. Art: A New History. New York: HarperCollins Publishers Inc, 2003
