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The development of rail transport in Victorian England was undertaken at a staggering pace. 
Between the first passenger train in 1825, and 1850, some 6,000 miles of track were laid, 
and trains were achieving speeds of up to 80mph. The dramatically transformative effect of 

such change was not only economic, but societal and cultural, challenging perceptions of time, 
space and the autonomy of the individual. The railway was represented both as an example 

of progress through British vision and expertise in engineering, but also as a ravening 
monster, claiming lives, destroying the landscape and creating financial ruin. By examining 
J. M. W. Turner’s iconic railway painting Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great 
Western Railway (1844), and a passage from the ‘canonical railway novel’, Charles 
Dickens’ Dombey and Son (1846–7), a range of responses to the integration of rail 
travel into the Victorian consciousness will be explored, together with the influences of 

Turner’s Romantic heritage and the Realism of Dickens.1 
 

 

n 1831, John Stuart Mill pronounced that transition was the leading peculiarity 
‘of the present age’,2 and, twenty-seven years later, Sir Henry Holland expressed 

the same sentiment, reflecting the strong awareness of the forces of change that 
prevailed throughout the early Victorian era.3 Less evident at this point was where the 
changes were leading. On opposing sides of the argument were, firstly, the believers in 
progress and improvement, such as radical journalist Alexander Somerville, who 
dreamt of a positive future in which nations would exchange their products freely, and 
man would hold ‘free fellowship with man’, a vision shared by no less influential a figure 

                                                
1 Ian Carter, ‘The lost idea of a train: Looking for Britain's railway novel’ in The Journal of Transport 
History, Sept. 2000, Vol.21(2), p. 118.   
2 John Stuart Mill, The Spirit of the Age in Examiner 9th Jan. 1831, pp. 20–21.  
<https://oll.libertyfund.org/pages/mill-s-spirit-of-the-age> [accessed 21 January 2019]. 
3 Henry Holland ‘we are living in an age of transition’ in 1858 as cited in Walter E. Houghton, The 
Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1957), p. 1. 
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than Prince Albert.4 Those rejecting this vision, who included Thomas Carlyle and John 
Ruskin, feared a marginalisation of the individual in the face of ‘the machine’.5 

The railway epitomised the disruptive nature and scale of change responsible 
for many of the complex uncertainties of the early Victorian age. It was the latest in a 
series of technical and engineering developments transforming both British 
manufacturing through mechanisation, and transportation with the building of canals, 
with concomitant implications for population shifts and job security. Added to these 
issues were concerns about social stability, fuelled by protests for electoral reform and 
the repeal of the Corn Laws,6 and industrial action for better working conditions, 
behind all of which still loomed the spectre of the French Revolution,7 and Malthusian 
predictions of the dire consequences of population growth, which was running at an 
unprecedented level.8 

Railway passenger traffic had an inauspicious start at the opening of the 
Liverpool to Manchester line in 1830, with the death of William Huskisson, a prominent 
politician. This was a portent of disaster for some, and negativity was promulgated by 
prominent commentators. Thomas Creevy, a leading Whig, felt a constant fear of ‘the 
notion of instant death to all upon the least accident happening’, and Carlyle wrote that 
rail travel was the: ‘likest thing to a Faust’s flight on the Devil’s Mantle’.9 Risk of death 

                                                
4 Somerville, 1847, quoted in Humphrey Jennings, Pandaemonium: the coming of the machine as seen by 
contemporary observers. (London: Pan Books, 1987), p. 235–6;  
HRH Prince Albert said ‘Nobody […] will doubt for a moment that we are living at a period of 
most wonderful transition, which tends rapidly to […] a realization of the unity of mankind’ in his 
speech at the Lord Mayor’s Banquet 1849, reported in Charles Tomlinson (ed.), Cyclopaedia of 
Useful Arts and Manufactures Vol.I (London: George Virtue and Co, 1852), p. xv. 
5 Carlyle ‘Men are grown mechanical in head and in heart, as well as in hand’ from his essay 
‘Signs of the Times’ of 1829 <http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/carlyle/signs1.html> 
[accessed 6 February 2019]. 
Ruskin ‘A fool always wants to shorten space and time, a wise man wants to lengthen both’ cited 
in David Newsome, The Victorian world picture: perceptions and introspections in an age of 
change (London: J. Murray, 1997), p. 31. 
6 E.g. The Chartist National Convention and the Newport Rising, both of 1839, and the strikes of 
1842.  
7 Dickens and his contemporaries shared an ‘unease’ at the possibility of a revolution in England. 
Andrew Sanders, Charles Dickens (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 54. 
He claimed to have read Carlyle on the French Revolution for the 500th time in a letter to Forster 
of Summer 1851 
<http://ezproxyprd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:2896/xtf/view?query=Carlyle&smode=advanced&docId=
dickens_c%2Fdickens_c.06.xml&chunk.id=div.dickens.v6.535&ctitle=&brand=default> [accessed 
6 February 2019]. 
8 1831 showed a population increase of 55% over 1801 (England and Wales) which continued to 
grow, showing an increase of 30% in 1851 vs 1831.  
National Census data: <http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/census/GB1801ABS_1>,   
<http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/census/GB1831ABS_1/4>, 
<http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/census/table_page.jsp?tab_id=GB1851POP1_M2&show=D
B>. [All accessed 13 February 2019]. 
9 Carlyle in a letter Sept.1839 quoted in Jennings, p. 212; and Creevy quoted in Wolfgang 
Schivelbusch, 
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continued to be an issue: in the early 1850s, Dickens’ Household Narrative contained a 
regular section reporting the numerous accidents and deaths on the railways.10   

Despite these serious concerns, the convenience of rail and its relative cost 
helped to establish it as a popular means of transport. Thomas Cook ran his first 
excursion train in 1841, with over 500 passengers,11 and the following year, Queen 
Victoria made her first rail journey, subsequently availing ‘herself of the Railway, on 
every occasion, in preference to the slower […] method’.12  

Early literary response to rail was generally optimistic. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, William Wordsworth welcomed the increasing role of science, 
declaring ‘the Poet [...] will be ready to follow the steps of the Man of Science […] 
carrying sensation into the midst of the objects of the science itself.’13 His sonnet, 
Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways of 1833, continued the positive tone, envisaging the 
compatibility of Nature with new modes of transport: 

………………………. Nature doth embrace 
Her lawful offspring in man’s art; and Time, 
Pleased with your triumphs o’er his brother Space,14 

By the 1840s however, he was less favourably disposed, describing railway builders 
as ‘Profane Despoilers’ and protesting against ‘the molestation of cheap trains 
pouring out their hundreds’ to his cherished Lake District.15 

In the 1830s, drawings and paintings of railways were neutral in respect of 
attitude to their subject. Artists such as Thomas Talbot Bury and John Bourne produced 
accurate visual records of the trains and the landscapes through which they ran (figure 
1), with ‘minute delicacy’ in the case of Bourne.16 17  

                                                
The railway journey: the industrialization of time and space in the 19th century (Leamington Spa: Berg, 1986) 
p. 15. 
10 A monthly supplement to Household Words, published 1850–55. Dickens himself was involved in 
the Staplehurst railway crash of 1865, where multiple fatalities were recorded. 
11 James Buzard, The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to ‘Culture’, 1800–1918 
(Oxford:   Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 50. 
12 Illustrated London News. No. 83 Vol.III Dec. 2nd 1843 Front page. 
<http://www.victorianweb.org/technology/railways/royal/3.jpg>[accessed 31 January 2019]. 
13 Preface to 2nd Edition of Lyrical Ballads 1800 quoted in Jennings, p. 113. 
14 Lines 9-14. <https://www.bartleby.com/371/189.html>. [accessed 13 February 2019] For 
similar sentiments, see also Tennyson’s famous line ‘Let the great world spin forever down the 
ringing grooves of change’ from Locksley Hall in 1842. 
<https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45362/locksley-hall> [accessed 13 February 2019]. 
15 Line 13 from his sonnet At Furness Abbey, 1845, <https://www.bartleby.com/145/ww972.html> 
[accessed 13 February 2019] and letter to The Morning Post, 1844, cited in Michael Freeman, 
Railways and the Victorian Imagination. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999), p. 114.  
16 See: John C. Bourne, The history and description of the Great Western Railway: including its 
geology, and the antiquities of the district through which it passes (London, 1846) and Thomas 
Talbot Bury, Coloured views on the Liverpool and Manchester railway. With descriptive 
particulars. (London, 1831). 
17 Jack Simmons, The Victorian railway (London: Thames and Hudson, 1995), p. 122. 
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Cartoon images were rather more negative, often portraying the locomotive as 
a monster with terrifying eyes and a gaping fire-breathing mouth, particularly during 
the period of the second so-called ‘Railway Mania’ (1844–6), which encouraged mass 
financial speculation:  

 

                  
 

It is against this contradictory context, and the rapid expansion of the railway network, 
that the selected works were produced. As very early examples of imaginative, rather 
than descriptive, visual and literary representations of the railway, interpreted by 
experienced and admired practitioners of their respective art forms, they are valuable 
sources for developing insights into the range of responses of early Victorians to the 

Figure 2. George Cruikshank,  
The Railway Dragon. 
1845/6, Etching, 22.0 × 28.0 cm,  
Museum of London. 
© Image courtesy of the Museum of 
London. 
 

Figure 1. T Bury, 
Crossing Chat Moss. 
1831, 22.5 × 26.0 cm, print, aquatint, 
The Science Museum London. 
©Image courtesy of The Science Museum. 
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unsettling effects of wide-ranging changes, commonly summed up as ‘Victorian 
anxieties’.18 Neither Turner nor Dickens could be considered to have a particular 
agenda with regard to the railways. Turner was generally rather pessimistic about the 
human condition,19 whereas Dickens, during his time as a political reporter in the 1830s 
expressed views which Bagehot later described as ‘sentimental radicalism’.20 He was in 
favour of progress, but only in so far as it benefitted the people.21 

The attitudes to the railway quoted previously, deliberately dramatise the 
duality of the railway to the early Victorians, demonstrating the wide and contrasting 
range of attitudes and feelings that existed. The reality was, of course, more nuanced, 
and will be explored through the issues with which the railways confronted the 
individual and society, as represented to a greater or lesser degree in Rain, Steam and 
Speed, and the passage from Dombey and Son.22 Whilst both works have a moving train as 
their central feature, each is presented from a contrasting standpoint. In Rain, Steam and 
Speed, the viewer is an external observer of the scene; in looking at the painting and its 
detail they are invited to have both an immediate reaction and a more considered 
response. The passage from Dombey and Son (see Appendix) is written from an internal 
locus, literally within the carriage, and psychologically within Dombey’s grief-stricken 
mind. The reader is put directly in the position of Dombey, the traveller, experiencing 
his physical and emotional responses to what he sees, hears and feels. The dialogue 
between the two representations and perspectives provides rich material for an 
exploration of responses to the railway. 

Arguably the most significant feature of the railway was its speed, an attribute 
which Turner stresses in the title of his subject, and demonstrates convincingly in his 
treatment of it. The concept of speed also features prominently throughout the Dickens’ 
extract. In the 1840s, trains were typically capable of running at 30mph (with top speeds 
of up to 60mph); a pace that was six times quicker than the fastest stagecoach and 
inconceivable just two decades earlier.23 The speed of trains was frequently likened by 
passengers to the sensation of ‘flying’, which could terrify, disorient or exhilarate.24 Both 
Turner and Dickens use their respective skills to induce a physical reaction to the 
impression of speed in their work.  

 

                                                
18 Houghton, Chapter 3. 
19 Sam Smiles, J. M. W. Turner (London: Tate Publishing, 2000), p. 71. 
20 Andrew Sanders, Charles Dickens (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 51. 
21 Sanders, p. 54. 
22 The passage is taken from Chapter 20, and describes, from the perspective of Mr Dombey, a 
railway journey from London to Leamington.  
23 Freeman, p. 82. 
24 Creevy, cited in Schivelbusch, p. 15, and Fanny Kemble writing to a friend in 1830, cited in 
Jennings, p. 175. 
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Figure 3. J.M.W. Turner, Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway 
1844, oil painting, 91.0 × 121.8 cm., National Gallery, London. 

© Image Courtesy of the National Gallery. 
 

Turner’s challenging use of perspective thrusts the train forward into the 
viewer’s space, and, with his typically free use of the brush, he conveys the driving rain 
and turbulent air; further reinforcement of speed is seen in the faint but symbolic image 
of the running hare on the track, and puffs of smoke disappearing in the wake of the 
locomotive.  

One of the painting’s early reviewers was enthusiastic in its praise, stating: 
‘Turner actually succeeds in placing a railroad engine and train before you, which are 
bearing down on the spectator at the rate of fifty miles an hour.’25 When contrasted 
with the considerably more sedate progress of the train in figure 1, which Turner’s 
composition is surely referencing, the effectiveness of his ability to communicate the 
new sensation of speed is strikingly demonstrated. 

From the first paragraph of Dombey’s journey, Dickens creates an immediate 
impression of speed, using words and phrases such as ‘rushing landscape’, ‘hurried 
headlong’, ‘The very speed at which the train was whirled along’. Throughout the 
passage, the sensation of speed is reinforced with Dickens’ use of a range of techniques: 
in his choice of words – often onomatopoeic – such as ‘flashing’, ‘bursting’, and 
                                                
25 Review in the Morning Chronicle, 8 May 1844, cited in Martin Butlin and Evelyn Joll, The Paintings 
of J M W Turner (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1984), p. 257. 
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‘plunging’, and the creation of a fast rhythm, with a succession of lists, comprising short, 
contrasting items, e.g. ‘Through the hollow, on the height, by the heath, by the orchard, 
by the park, by the garden, over the canal, across the river’. The reader, buffeted along 
by the pace of the language, is liable to experience a feeling of breathlessness.  

Travel on the railways not only engendered physical bodily reactions to speed, 
but created a new and disorientating way of experiencing the world, through the power 
of the railway to distort the accustomed dimensions of time and space, expressed by 
Lardner, in his Railway Economy of 1850, as the ‘annihilation of space-time’.26 

In Dombey’s journey, he is trapped in a capsule of grief, given physical form by 
the train, whose power leaves him powerless: ‘among objects […] almost within grasp, 
ever flying from the traveller, and a deceitful distance ever moving slowly within him’, 
and ‘sometimes pausing for a minute where a crowd of faces are, that in a minute more 
are not’. Later in the novel, a hotel waiter, in conversation with Dombey’s erstwhile 
deputy, Carker, observes: ‘Been travelling a long time Sir, […] by rail Sir?’, ‘Yes’, ‘Very 
confusing, Sir. […] gentlemen frequently say so.’27 Dickens was later to observe that he 
valued the suspension from reality that railway travel offered: ‘I am coming from 
somewhere, and going somewhere else, I seek to know no more.’28  

Rain, Steam and Speed briefly captures the train during the course of its journey, 
with no explicit point of departure or destination. The solidity of the bridge carrying 
the train has a substantiality missing from the ethereally portrayed landscape, creating 
a disjunction between them, just as Dombey experienced.  

With the speed of trains and the development of the railway network, the 
national geography was redrawn, making distant towns and landscapes accessible to all, 
and the concept of time, especially once standardised for rail travel in 1848, became a 
central feature of people’s lives, usurping the clock and calendar of nature which had 
previously ruled their rural existence.29 

To add to the feelings of dislocation, the railways’ impact on nature and the 
landscape challenged man’s historic relationship with the land. From medieval times, 
land ownership had been the predominant source of wealth in England, and the 
majority of the workforce worked in agriculture until the mid 1750s.30 With the 
Industrial Revolution, the distribution of wealth and employment began to shift from 
agriculture to industry, a trend accelerated by the railways. Thomas Arnold presciently 

                                                
26 Cited in Schivelbusch, p. 33. 
27 Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son, Chapter 55. 
28 From ‘Railway Dreaming’ in Household Words, May 1856 cited in Sanders, p. 169. 
29 Dickens became very specific with regard to time in his own life, inviting friends to dine at 
‘Dinner hour, 5 to the moment’ and ‘at 6 for half past precisely’. Interpretative signage at The 
Charles Dickens Museum, Doughty Street, London. 
30 Estimates by Clarke. <http://faculty.econ.ucdavis.edu/faculty/gclark/papers/prod2002.pdf> 
[accessed 11 February 2019]. 
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declared in 1839 that the railways would mean ‘feudality is gone forever’,31 and 
landowners were fighting a lost cause when they tried to resist the powers of the railway 
companies to purchase their land. It is worth noting however, that, despite the 
continuing shift of the population from countryside to conurbations, the majority 
remained rural rather than urban until 1850.32 Both Turner’s painting and Dickens’ 
passage describe the intrusive effect of the railways on rural England, so closely bound 
both to individual lives and to the collective consciousness.  

Turner, whose reputation was built on his accomplishments as a landscape 
artist, accords his subject the status of a history painting, using the same large canvas 
size as The Fighting Temeraire.33 In Rain, Steam and Speed, the train is invulnerable to nature, 
it proceeds regardless of the weather – unlike a stagecoach, or the small boat shown on 
the Thames – and regardless of the varying landscape, carving a straight line across the 
contours of the gently undulating land, and transcending the broad river beneath. 
Disproportionate in scale to its surroundings, the large, new red brick rail bridge has 
solidity and purpose, in comparison to the older stone road bridge to the left of the 
painting.34 Reminiscent of the Fighting Temeraire being led to its destruction by a 
paddle steamer, the road bridge is a ghostly relic of a previous time. Some 
commentators have compared the landscape in Rain, Steam and Speed to a classical, 
Golden Age, pastoral image as portrayed by one of Turner’s artistic heroes, Claude de 
Lorraine – but one in which the idyllic setting is ‘ravaged’ by the train, as a symbol of 
the future rather than the past.35 

Dickens, too, describes mechanical power overcoming nature as it goes ‘through 
the clay, through the rock’, ‘Breasting the wind and light’, and makes the ‘old roads and 
paths […] look […] small and insignificant as they are left behind’. Landscape features 
are listed in quick succession, marginalising their individual significance and visual 
impact in a stream of simple nouns: ‘through the fields, through the woods, through the 
corn, through the hay’. Although this effect is partly created by the ‘monotony’ which 
Dombey carried with him, it is also a consequence, as Schivelbusch observes, of the fact 
that the immediate foreground is not visible during a rail journey, giving the passenger 
a more detached panorama of the mid-range and farther distance, in dramatic contrast 

                                                
31 Journal entry cited in Houghton p. 4 n. 17. 
32 The urban population only exceeded 50% in 1851.  
<https://www.le.ac.uk/eh/teach/ug/modules/eh3107/basicpop.pdf> [accessed 13 February 
2019]. 
33 At 91cm × 121.8cm, Rain, Steam and Speed is the same dimensions as The Fighting Temeraire tugged to 
her last berth to be broken up, 1838: 90.7cm x 121.6cm www.nationalgallery.org [accessed 25 January 
2019]. 
The rail bridge in itself was a pioneering engineering construction by Brunel, with flatter brick 
arches than had previously been capable of load bearing. 
<http://www.ikbrunel.org.uk/maidenhead-bridge> [accessed 6 February 2019]. 
35 Andrew Wilton, cited in Ian Carter, ‘Rain, steam and what? (On J.M.W. Turner's painting 
'Rain, steam and speed')’ Oxford Art Journal, 1997, Vol. 20(2), pp. 4–7. 
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to former modes of travel, in which the traveller was in direct communion with all the 
sights, sounds and smells of their immediate surroundings.36 

Man is not only distanced from his traditional connections with time, nature 
and the land by the railway, but is potentially in competition with the machine itself for 
control. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein had been a cautionary tale of an invention 
overpowering its creator, and continued to be widely read.37 In using the power of the 
train as a metaphor for ‘the […] monster, Death’, Dickens creates a darkly pessimistic 
image of the supremacy of the engine: it is ‘triumphant’, indomitable’, and ‘remorseless’, 
‘dragging living creatures […] behind it’. The journey has parallels with Faust’s ride 
with the Devil from Goethe, referred to by Carlyle, in which Faust is taken on a 
terrifying journey to Hell. Dickens would have been familiar with this episode, and 
seems to be deliberately invoking comparison with it, having likened Dombey’s 
travelling companion, Major Bagstock, to ‘Mephistopheles’, a few pages earlier.38  

Although Dickens presents humanity in a position of subjugation, there is a 
glimpse of a more positive interpretation. The railway, which symbolised the end of 
feudalism for Thomas Arnold, is also a great leveller in Dombey and Son: the ‘living 
creatures’ are ‘of all classes, ages, and degrees’, potentially forming the basis for a ‘quiet 
revolution’ in which universal interests could replace those of class and vested interest, 
as conceived by those optimistic about progress.39 

Dickens repeats throughout the passage that the train is a monster, but in his 
conclusion to the passage, describing the desperation of the industrial outskirts of the 
town: ‘Everything around is blackened’, ‘miserable habitations’, and ‘deformity of brick 
and mortar’, he does not attribute this to the train, but, by implication, to the work of 
man. Considered in the context of earlier passages in the novel, in which Dickens relates 
the destruction of a poor residential area (Staggs’s Gardens) during the building of the 
railway, which subsequently leads to its renaissance as a thriving community, exploiting 
the opportunities provided by the development, the potential for man to take control of 
his future is more clearly signalled.40  

                                                
36 Schivelbusch, p. 64. 
37 5000 copies had been sold by 1851. Adam Frost, Sergio Gallardo and Edu Fuentes, 
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/gallery/2018/jan/13/mary-shelleys-frankenstein-in-
charts> [accessed 31.01.2019]. 
38 Dickens is also likely to have been aware of Faust’s ‘Ride to the Abyss’ from the opera The 
Damnation of Faust by Berlioz, the première of which took place in Paris in Dec 1846, while Dickens 
was staying there.  
39 E.g. S. H. Blackwell, a Midlands mining engineer and ironmaster, quoted here and cited in 
Joseph Bizup, Manufacturing culture: vindications of early Victorian industry (Charlottesville VA; London: 
University of Virginia Press, 2003), p. 156. 
40 Dickens, Dombey and Son, Chapters 6 and 15. 
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Turner typically gave very little indication of the meaning of his paintings, 
preferring to let the viewer ‘Make that out if you can’.41 He had long shown an interest 
in industrial subjects, not finding them incompatible with his romantic depictions of 
landscape and the effects of light.42 However, in Rain, Steam and Speed, the engine is the 
central feature of the composition, serving to reinforce the artist’s view of the subject’s 
significance. It is impossible to be definitive on his attitude to the balance of power 
between man and machine; the viewer is left to form their own opinion based on a few 
small elements. Turner shows us the limitations of humans in terms of physical power, 
as in the ploughman making slow progress behind his horses against the elements and 
the gradient of the land, and the train passengers reduced to human cargo, crammed 
together like sardines into wagons, much like parcels (figure 4), as Ruskin observed.43 

 
 
Figure 4. J.M.W. 
Turner, Rain, Steam 
and Speed – The 
Great Western 
Railway. Detail.  
 1844, oil painting, 
91.0 × 121.8 cm, 
National Gallery, 
London. © Image 
Courtesy of the  
National Gallery. 
 
 
As a counter to 
this, Turner also 
gives an example 
of a uniquely 
human ability to 

solve problems in featuring the great bridge carrying the train across the Thames.  
Designed by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, it spanned the river with only two arches, to 
provide the space required beneath for river traffic, the arches being wider than 

                                                
41 David Roberts recounting a conversation with Turner, cited in Sam Smiles. J M W Turner. 
(London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 2000), p. 14. 
42 For examples of other paintings by Turner with industrial subjects see Newcastle-on-Tyne c.1823, 
Dudley, Worcestershire c.1832 and The Hero of a Hundred Fights c.1800–10, reworked and exhibited 
1847. All at www.tate.org.uk. 
43 Ruskin was predictably derogatory: ‘Going by railroad I do not consider as travelling at all; it is 
merely "being sent" to a place, and very little different from becoming a parcel;’ Schivelbusch, pp. 
38–9. 
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anything previously built in brick.44 But whether man or machine has ultimate power 
should perhaps be considered by looking at the picture as a whole, rather than the detail, 
interesting though that may be. Turner’s painting makes a major statement in its size, 
its dramatic composition, and the emphatic visualisation of the train at full speed; the 
railway is a heroic achievement, and where it will lead is a question pushed towards the 
viewer as the train hurtles towards them. 

The close analysis of Rain, Steam and Speed together with the passage from Dombey 
and Son, has produced considerable evidence of the existential threats and ambiguities 
posed to early Victorians by the rapid development of the railway system. The risk to 
life and limb, the changing of man’s fundamental relationships with nature, distance 
and time, and the agency of man and the society in the age of such a powerful machine, 
are challenges reflected in both works. In the context of so much uncertainty, it is 
perhaps not surprising that people looked for clarity and reassurance.  

As Nigel Hankin writes in his article on page 110, some found refuge from the 
anxieties of their age in a fictive world of mediaeval chivalry, with all its attendant 
ironies. Such solace would not appear to have been provided by the abstracted style 
and complex detail of Turner’s work. Contemporary reviewers of Rain, Steam and Speed 
were generally positive but unsure exactly how to respond: ‘The world has never seen 
anything like this picture’ was a typically open-ended assessment,45 and ‘perhaps the 
most insane and the most magnificent of all these prodigious compositions’ was 
indicative that the painting tended towards the sublime.46 Praise for less challenging, 
more representational, works in the same Royal Academy exhibition, by artists such as 
Landseer and Eastlake, and Turner himself, was more consistently forthcoming, 
suggesting that his approach was rather too unsettling in an age of transition.47  

The public response to Dickens’ combination of realism and sentimentality was 
more consistently positive. Already a successful author, sales of Dombey and Son exceeded 
his expectations.48 In the detail of Dombey’s journey, Dickens acknowledged both the 
experience of railway travel and the range of fears and anxieties of his readers, but, in 
the broader context of the novel, he provided a degree of reassurance about the effect 
of the railways, that, in the real world was not to be available for a decade. 
  

                                                
44 The authorities were very sceptical, requiring Brunel to provide additional support for the 
structure, but he was ultimately able to demonstrate that this precaution was unnecessary. 
<http://www.ikbrunel.org.uk/maidenhead-bridge> [accessed 08.01.2019]. 
45 Fraser’s Magazine for Town and Country Vol. XXIX No. CLXXIV June 1844, pp. 712–3. 
46 Comment from the Morning Chronicle 8 May 1844, cited in Butlin and Joll, p. 257. 
47 Ibid and Illustrated London News No.106, Vol.IV 11 May 1844, pp. 305–6.  
<http://find.galegroup.com/iln/start.do?prodId=ILN&userGroupName=oxford&finalAuth=tru
e> [accessed 06.02.2019]. 
48 ‘Dombey is, out of all question, the most popular book, in the best sense of the word, I have ever 
written.’ Dickens in a letter to Emile de la Rue, 24 March 1847. Charles Dickens, Madeline House 
(ed.) The Letters Vol. 5, pp. 41–2. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Extract from Dombey and Son, Chapter 20 
 
He found no pleasure or relief in the journey. Tortured by these thoughts he carried monotony 
with him, through the rushing landscape, and hurried headlong, not through a rich and varied 
country, but a wilderness of blighted plans and gnawing jealousies. The very speed at which the 
train was whirled along, mocked the swift course of the young life that had been borne away so 
steadily and so inexorably to its foredoomed end. The power that forced itself upon its iron 
way—its own—defiant of all paths and roads, piercing through the heart of every obstacle, and 
dragging living creatures of all classes, ages, and degrees behind it, was a type of the triumphant 
monster, Death. 

Away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, from the town, burrowing among the dwellings of 
men and making the streets hum, flashing out into the meadows for a moment, mining in 
through the damp earth, booming on in darkness and heavy air, bursting out again into the 
sunny day so bright and wide; away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, through the fields, 
through the woods, through the corn, through the hay, through the chalk, through the mould, 
through the clay, through the rock, among objects close at hand and almost in the grasp, ever 
flying from the traveller, and a deceitful distance ever moving slowly within him: like as in the 
track of the remorseless monster, Death! 

Through the hollow, on the height, by the heath, by the orchard, by the park, by the garden, 
over the canal, across the river, where the sheep are feeding, where the mill is going, where the 
barge is floating, where the dead are lying, where the factory is smoking, where the stream is 
running, where the village clusters, where the great cathedral rises, where the bleak moor lies, 
and the wild breeze smooths or ruffles it at its inconstant will; away, with a shriek, and a roar, 
and a rattle, and no trace to leave behind but dust and vapour: like as in the track of the 
remorseless monster, Death! 

Breasting the wind and light, the shower and sunshine, away, and still away, it rolls and roars, 
fierce and rapid, smooth and certain, and great works and massive bridges crossing up above, 
fall like a beam of shadow an inch broad, upon the eye, and then are lost. Away, and still away, 
onward and onward ever: glimpses of cottage-homes, of houses, mansions, rich estates, of 
husbandry and handicraft, of people, of old roads and paths that look deserted, small, and 
insignificant as they are left behind: and so they do, and what else is there but such glimpses, in 
the track of the indomitable monster, Death! 

Away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, plunging down into the earth again, and working 
on in such a storm of energy and perseverance, that amidst the darkness and whirlwind the 
motion seems reversed, and to tend furiously backward, until a ray of light upon the wet wall 
shows its surface flying past like a fierce stream. Away once more into the day, and through the 
day, with a shrill yell of exultation, roaring, rattling, tearing on, spurning everything with its 
dark breath, sometimes pausing for a minute where a crowd of faces are, that in a minute more 
are not; sometimes lapping water greedily, and before the spout at which it drinks has ceased to 
drip upon the ground, shrieking, roaring, rattling through the purple distance! 
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Louder and louder yet, it shrieks and cries as it comes tearing on resistless to the goal: and now 
its way, still like the way of Death, is strewn with ashes thickly. Everything around is blackened. 
There are dark pools of water, muddy lanes, and miserable habitations far below. There are 
jagged walls and falling houses close at hand, and through the battered roofs and broken 
windows, wretched rooms are seen, where want and fever hide themselves in many wretched 
shapes, while smoke and crowded gables, and distorted chimneys, and deformity of brick and 
mortar penning up deformity of mind and body, choke the murky distance. As Mr Dombey 
looks out of his carriage window, it is never in his thoughts that the monster who has brought 
him there has let the light of day in on these things: not made or caused them. It was the 
journey’s fitting end, and might have been the end of everything; it was so ruinous and dreary. 
 

Source: <http://www.gutenberg.org/files/821/821-h/821-h.htm#link2HCH0020> 
[accessed 13 February 2019]. 
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