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River Works: Whistler and the Industrial Thames

In 1879 James McNeill Whistler proudly 
wrote of London’s fogs: “They are lovely 
those fogs—and I am their painter!” When 
you look at the painting Chelsea in Ice and 
the lithotint Early Morning (figs. 1 & 2), 
what words come to mind? Misty? Murky? 
Foggy? Whatever words you choose,  
chances are they conjure up an atmosphere. 

Chelsea in Ice and Early Morning 
depict approximately the same view across 
London’s River Thames from Chelsea to 
Battersea. The silhouette of a factory is 
visible on the opposite shore. The Patent 
Plumbago Crucible Company (later the 
Morgan Crucible Company) was one of the 
world’s largest manufacturers of crucibles 
(ceramic containers for melting metals).  
The smokestacks, veiled by the cloudy air, 
alert us to the ubiquity of coal as a source  
of energy. 

Coal played a defining role in the daily  
life of Londoners in the nineteenth century 
and fueled the economy of the British  
Empire. It fired factory furnaces, heated 
homes, and ushered in the age of climate 
change. In the late 1860s, photographer 
James Hedderly took a series of photographs 
documenting the Chelsea riverside. In one, 
the industrial chimneys of Battersea appear 
in the upper left corner while the domestic 
chimneys of Chelsea, also billowing smoke, 
appear on the right (above photo). The 
misty, murky air that Whistler represented  
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in Chelsea in Ice and Early Morning was 
full of coal smoke; indeed, many of the  
atmospheric effects that appear in his art 
were likely thanks to air pollution.

The exhibition River Works: Whistler  
and the Industrial Thames examines a  
nineteenth-century economic network that 
intertwined empire, industry, and environ-
ment. To explore the environmental  
implications of this system and its legacy  
of climate change, we invited Professor  
Gail Carlson, director of the Buck Lab for 
Climate and Environment at Colby College, 
to contribute to this gallery guide. 

The famous London fogs that Whistler 
loved so much, Professor Carlson explains, 
constituted major public health crises.  
Her essay tracks the history of the Victorian 
smoke-filled atmosphere and the consump-
tion of coal from the nineteenth century 
through the present. What began in Victorian 
Britain has spread globally over the last  
century and a half and profoundly altered 
our planet’s climate. The air we breathe 
today was chemically and economically 
shaped by humans in the nineteenth century. 
Paintings like Chelsea in Ice are not just 
illustrations of a weather event, but evidence 
of a climate history whose effects are still 
relevant today.



The acids of smoke and its carbon particles 
operate upon the lungs for years before 
they finally destroy them.” Men living in 
highly industrial Manchester between 1881 
and 1890 lived on average just 28.8 years, 
compared to 43.7 years elsewhere in England 
and Wales and 51.5 years in rural districts. 
Graham explained, “A large part of this 
illness and death is caused by the soot pass-
ing into the breathing tubes and producing 
bronchitis; the delicate membranes of the 
lungs become clogged and inflamed with 
sticky soot, and so become diseased. A 
cold fog will kill bronchial patients like a 
poison.” One of the deadliest London “fogs” 
occurred in December 1952 and caused 
approximately three thousand deaths. A 
nurse at London’s Great Ormond Street 
Hospital recalled, “It was the blackest and 
worst fog of any that I had ever seen. We 
wore masks inside the hospital. We had 
to change them every five minutes. They 

The Industrial Revolution, begun in England 
in the mid-eighteenth century, was fueled 
primarily by coal burning, which created a 
poisonous atmosphere that was a serious 
public health hazard. In 1884 the art critic 
John Ruskin described England’s urban 
air as a “sulphurous chimney-pot vomit 
of blackguardly cloud.” James McNeill 
Whistler’s prints and paintings are clearly 
concerned with atmospheric representation, 
and as Ruskin and others noted, the nature 
of this atmosphere was highly volatile and 
dangerous to urban inhabitants.

During the Victorian era, country resi-
dents visiting London called it “The Great 
Smoke.” The writer Rosina Bulwer Lytton, 
in her 1839 novel Chevely; or, The Man of 
Honour, refers to “a pea-soup fog, which 

became so black.” The Times of London 
reported, “Lights on Christmas trees that 
decorated the façades of stores in the West 
End seemed to be suspended in mid-air.”

In spite of widespread awareness of coal 
smoke hazards, meaningful regulatory  
action wasn’t taken until 1956, when Par-
liament passed the Clean Air Act restricting 
domestic and industrial smoke emissions. 
Killer “fogs” continued into the 1960s, 
but today London’s air has mostly been 
cleared of the wretched “smoke nuisance.”

Many cities around the world without 
clean air laws are still plagued by poor air 
quality, and in places like London new pol-
lutants have taken the place of coal smoke; 
these are dominated by nitrogen oxides, 
particulate matter, and ground-level ozone 
produced by transportation and industry. 
The health impacts of air pollution are 
well known and far-reaching, including 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, 

renders the necessary and natural process 
of respiration.. . impossible!” These “pea-
soup” fogs trapped in the Thames River 
valley were thick layers of mist droplets 
that collected and trapped soot and other  
air pollutants, which exacerbated the re-
lentless coal smoke problem. London offi-
cials reported in 1902–3: “All the fogs are 
befouled and prolonged, and so changed as 
to become the great public curse of today.”

Public Health Impacts

In 1907 John Graham, chair of the Smoke 
Abatement League of Great Britain, com-
plained, “What days of weariness and pain, 
what encroachment of weakness and ill-
health in the prime of life, all this means. 

asthma, lower respiratory infections, lung 
cancer, adverse pregnancy outcomes, low 
birth weight, behavioral and mental health 
disorders, heart disease, and stroke. The 
World Health Organization estimates that 
nine out of ten people breathe dirty air, 
and that more than four million people 
die each year from exposure to outdoor 
air pollutants. 

Air Pollution and Climate Change

England was the world’s first emitter of 
anthropogenic greenhouse gases, mostly 
carbon dioxide from coal burning. Today 
the UK ranks seventeenth, and China, the 
United States, and India are the top three 
greenhouse gas emitters. Atmospheric 
greenhouse gases from human activities are 
altering our climate, leading to rapid ocean  
warming, sea-level rise, violent storms, ex-
treme precipitation, deadly floods, prolonged 
droughts, crop failures, and the hottest 
temperatures ever measured, including an 
all-time record for the UK of 101.7 degrees 
Fahrenheit on July 25, 2019.

As seen in the graph below, the UK’s 
carbon dioxide emissions began to rise 

rapidly in 1850, just before Whistler’s 
arrival in London. Emissions rose for the 
next 120 years and have been declining 
since, mostly due to reductions in coal 
consumption since the 1950s and the UK’s 
more recent commitment to end all coal-
fired electricity production by 2025.

In spite of the UK’s action, global green-
house gas emissions continue to fuel cli-
mate change. This threatens public health 
in many ways, particularly in vulnerable 
populations that lack the capacity to adapt, 
and increases the likelihood of human dis-
placement on a vast scale. Climate change 
worsens urban air pollution because higher  
temperatures and more air stagnation 
create and trap ground-level ozone. This 
increase in ozone will continue to sicken 
people all over the world. Health impacts 
will be particularly severe in countries like 
India and China, where urban soot levels 
are similar to those of nineteenth-century 
London. Although climate action is being 
taken, it is not at a level or pace sufficient 
to prevent catastrophic impacts now and 
in the future. 
Gail Carlson is assistant professor of environmental 

studies at Colby College.
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