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			John Ruskin feels the smooth glass beads in his hand, turning them over with his fingertips. Indigo blue, scarlet, buttercup yellow and grass green – miniature rainbows. He looks at them intently, and lifts them up to the light. Then he begins to write.

			He describes, with barely suppressed rage, how these beads are made: how the rods of glowing glass ‘are chopped up into fragments . . . by the human hand’, and how these hands vibrate ‘with a perpetual and exquisitely timed palsy, and the beads dropping beneath their vibration like hail’. He has seen the process with his own eyes, when he visited the workshops of Murano, and he cannot unsee the dreadful conditions in which these tiny baubles were made. He declares that ‘every young lady, therefore, who buys glass beads is engaged in the slave-trade’.1 Take responsibility, he insists. Don’t look away. 

			Clearly, urgently, Ruskin speaks to us. He shows that we are all connected by our choices – what we wear and eat and read, how we travel, how we spend our money, how we teach our children. 

			Ruskin understands how people are affected by places, how the landscape shapes us, and how we change our environment. He gave us an early warning about climate change – having watched the skies, and painted the dawn since he was a boy, he woke up to the ‘Storm-Cloud’ of pollution lowering overhead. Look at the world, he says, look at this leaf, this bird’s wing, this mountain. He encourages us to share his love of the natural world, his delight in paintings and buildings and beautiful books. He opens our eyes, showing us new ways of seeing. In Ruskin we find a freshness, a vulnerability, and then a descent into silence. 

			My own encounter with Ruskin began as a teenager. I was swallowed up by The Stones of Venice, as some of my friends became absorbed by Middle Earth. Here was a new immersive world, where every detail of a building or a view could tell a story about people who were here before me. For Ruskin, beauty was not neat; it could be savage, grotesque, changeful, on the point of bursting into full bloom, but never florid or decadent. He offered a new way of experiencing and interacting.

			As William Morris, the poet/maker said, Ruskin seemed ‘to point out a new road on which the world should travel’. He made it possible for me to say, as Morris said, that I wanted to ‘devote my life to art’. To be an art historian, searching for beauty and pointing it out to others, no longer seemed impossible. It seemed essential, a vocation, a way of connecting the present to the past. Standing outside the cathedral in Pisa last year, asking my students to look closely at the surface of the curved apse, and the intricate carvings tucked high up under the roofline, I shared with them Ruskin’s watercolour of the same scene, made 160 years before. With his help, they saw that the stones were not plain white, but full of mother-of-pearl complexities – pale pinks and soft golds, with silvery-blue veins. This was all new. For some, it was life-changing. As Ruskin put it, ‘To see clearly is poetry, prophecy, and religion, – all in one.’2 

			He doesn’t make it easy for us. His titles are off-putting. What should we expect to find in books called Fors Clavigera, or Unto this Last? How can the twenty-first-century reader know that Fors was written like a blog, that it is a series of essays or ‘think pieces’ about the issues that bothered Ruskin and his world, a newsletter updated every few weeks that shows us the workings of Ruskin’s mind? He was wonderfully connected, weaving together stories across boundaries of discipline, language, century. In the blink of an eye, Ruskin leads us from the very small – the contemplation of the intense blue petals of a gentian – to the colossal: an alp, a cathedral, the flight of an eagle across a whole continent.

			In our age of immediacy, Ruskin encourages us to linger. We wonder with him at the beauty before our eyes. Often accused of being scared of sensuality, a critic of the ‘fleshly’ art of the Renaissance, he offers us an alternative sensuality of vision. He was, in every sense, a visionary. As a young man he wrote with pleasure, for example, of a landscape, where ‘every line is voluptuous, floating, and wavy in its form; deep, rich, and exquisitely soft in its colour; drowsy in its effect; like slow wild music; letting the eye repose on it, as on a wreath of cloud’.3 

			Still, he needed action, not just words. He scrambled up scaffolding to argue with the French demolition team who were taking sledgehammers to sculptures on an ancient church. He saw the potential in new technologies, as an early adopter of photography to record the crumbling carvings, the exact shapes and shadows on a beloved building. He was outspoken in anti-vivisection campaigns, and gave up his post as Slade Professor of Fine Art in protest when he heard that the new science labs at Oxford would be used for animal testing. He climbed mountains and dug foundations.

			Ruskin also shared with us the fragility of his own mental health. With terrible clarity he knew that he was going under. His description of the process of losing his mind is chilling. Watching over his shoulder as he writes his diary, we see the connections begin to unravel – all the threads of thought, which he had once been able to knit together for his reader, now tangled and impossible to follow. His mania, his loss of faith – at some level these were the flip side of his desire to explain the workings of the world, the interconnectedness of the spirit and the senses. Churchill had his ‘Black Dog’ of depression. Ruskin describes a black cat leaping out, a physical struggle, and finding himself naked and alone in the early morning. He was vulnerable and at times deeply troubled.

			Ruskin was not infallible. His uncomfortable attitudes to women and sex have come to define him to many. We must acknowledge his impotency, address his fixation on young girls. He was an inspired and inspiring writer, but a dreadful husband. His biography, at one level, is a history of failed and flawed personal relationships. He struggled against the repressive love of his parents, distanced himself from his wife, lost his beloved Rose. He misjudged many contemporary artists, including James Whistler, and alienated old friends. 

			But his prickliness made him ask the big questions: about relationships between workers and management; about education and training and freedom of expression. What is truth, what is faith? What is money, what is power? How should we look after our old people? Does the free market work? His words overturned political certainties. When the pioneers of the British Labour movement were asked to name the most influential books that had brought them into politics, Ruskin was their first choice. Not Dickens, or even the Bible, but Ruskin. 

			His essays in Unto this Last had a similar impact – ‘an instantaneous and practical transformation’ – on the life of the young Gandhi. It was, he said ‘The Magic Spell of a Book’. Ruskin convinced Gandhi that ‘there is no wealth but life’.4 

			Gandhi kept thinking about Ruskin throughout his campaigns. In 1932, he wrote from Central Prison, Poona, to a young woman in Britain: 

			Dear Sister, Whilst I was in England last Autumn some friends sent me Ruskin’s Guild of St George. The leisure I have in this prison enabled me to read the book. Having been much influenced myself by Ruskin’s Unto this Last, I read your account of the Guild with deep interest. I write this moment to ask if you could kindly send me a collection of Ruskin’s writings in Fors Clavigera? Yours sincerely, M.K. Gandhi

			Edith Scott could not afford to post the eight volumes to India – as Gandhi put it, ‘I see you are fortunate enough to have no superfluous cash’. But she managed to arrange for the books to be sent by another, wealthier, follower of Ruskin. Reading Ruskin – in South Africa, in London, in India – was a catalyst for extraordinary change.5

			So what can we learn from him, 200 years after his birth? We can start, perhaps, by adopting his motto: ‘To-Day’. We can begin to understand: 

			
					the ways that ‘hand, head and heart’ can work together 

					how drawing makes us notice the overlooked 

					what stories the buildings around us can tell us about the people who made them, and live in them now

					how we can travel with more care through the landscape, walking and thinking, observing the clouds, or the earth beneath our feet 

					our struggles with love, and with the loss of the people and things we love 

					different responses to our own mental fragility, and the anxieties of others 

					possibilities for working more effectively, and more fairly 

					above all, how we can keep learning, whether we are young or old, in small ways and in great, tumultuous revelations. 

			

			With our eyes opened by Ruskin’s fierce words, we can look about us and face up to the responsibilities of our interconnected world. 
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			Ruskin and his parents

			We know a huge amount about how Ruskin’s mind works, because he wrote constantly. His collected writings fill thirty-nine fat volumes, edited after his death in 1900 by the ever-faithful pair, E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn.6 

			John Ruskin was brought up in London, though his parents met and married in Perthshire. Margaret Cox and John James Ruskin were cousins, and she had come to Scotland to act as companion to her aunt. Margaret was the daughter of a pub landlord in Croydon, and her sense of social inferiority cast a long shadow. John James inherited a sherry importing business after his own father committed suicide in 1817. This meant that Ruskin’s upbringing was tinged with his parents’ memories of madness and fear of bankruptcy, with the added class anxiety of being ‘in trade’. 

			John Ruskin was a late and only child, born in 1819 when his mother was thirty-seven. He was mostly taught at home, with tutors for drawing, Greek and Latin. But he admitted that as a young man, he ‘was allowed without remonstrance to go on measuring the blue of the sky, and watching the flight of the clouds, till I had forgotten most of the Latin I ever knew, and all the Greek’.7 His parents enjoyed travelling and had the money to hire the most comfortable carriages, so some of Ruskin’s earliest memories were of looking over hedges from his own little high seat at the landscapes of the Lakes or Wales. His affection for the old ways wells up in his description of one of these journeys in a marvellous carriage, with ‘store-cellars under the seats, secret drawers under front windows, invisible pockets under padded lining, safe from dust . . . the fitting of cushions where they would not slip, the rounding of corners for more delicate repose; the prudent attachments and springs of blinds’. The family would set out in late spring, after his father’s birthday, ‘in the midst of hawthorn, laburnum, and lilac blossom’.8

			One remarkable year, 1833, he and his father treated themselves to a collection of prints of Flanders and Germany by Prout. That evening, as father and son shared their new treasure, Margaret suggested, ‘Why should not we go and see some of them in reality? My father hesitated a little, then with glittering eyes said – why not?’9 And so, after a fortnight of bustle, they were at Calais, and setting off across Europe. They outpaced Prout. Flanders and Germany were not enough. They wanted to see Mont Blanc and the Black Forest, Lucerne, Como and Milan. They reached Genoa in the middle of June. There Margaret Ruskin found that the heat was too much for her, and they turned for home. But the Alps had worked their magic. For John the sight of the mountains was a revelation: ‘They were clear as crystal, sharp on the pure horizon sky, and already tinged with rose by the sinking sun. Infinitely beyond all that we had ever thought or dreamed’. It was a Sunday. Many years later, he wrote, ‘To that terrace, and the shore of Lake Geneva, my heart and faith return to this day.’ He believed, on that evening, his ‘destiny [was] fixed in all of it that was to be sacred and useful’.10

			What was this sacred and useful work? He had considered becoming ‘an amiable clergyman’. He was bred, he said, for the Church. And his father could never quite accept that he had turned to writing instead. ‘With tears in his eyes’, he would explain that John could ‘have been a Bishop’. Still, his lectures were often more pithy and devotional than the sermons he had heard as a child, and his essays were laced with Biblical allusions. John had grown up with God (and his mother) watching over him, and he wrestled with her Evangelical Christian teachings throughout his life. He was ‘withdrawn from the sherry trade, as an unclean thing’, to be educated as a gentleman-commoner at Christ Church, Oxford. His mother came with him. She took rooms in the High Street, and during term time he visited her every evening for tea, jogging back to college when the great bell was sounded because the gates were being shut for the night. 

			At the end of his life, when both his parents were dead, Ruskin wrote his memoirs, published as Praeterita. That is how we know so much about his childhood – or at least, one version of the story, for his retelling of his early life was sometimes accurate, sometimes overlaid by regrets or wishful thinking. Some things were best forgotten. 

			Ruskin and Turner

			So why did Ruskin become an art critic, choosing to ‘tell the public about Turner and Raphael’, rather than training to be a priest?11 He found that art was about God. And history, and growing things, and imagined marvels, and hard facts about truth and dishonesty, and the way rivers flowed, and clouds were tinted at dawn, and mountain peaks sang in the wind. Paintings and buildings were only the starting point. To explain them, to look into them and through them was to begin to understand the whole culture that created them, from a single worker to an economic system. And then there were the materials the art was made from, and the landscapes or characters they represented. And who owned them, and all the poetry and myths they sprang from. Layer upon layer of ideas and images to be sifted, and to learn from. This was the wonder of art history. It still is. 

			Ruskin could reach a far wider audience through his books on Modern Painters or The Stones of Venice than he could as a vicar (or even a bishop) on a Sunday morning. He never wavered from his belief that ‘All great Art is Praise’12; this was the bedrock of his teaching. Perhaps it has also been his undoing in a post-Christian era, because he does sometimes sound too much like a preacher scolding us from the pulpit. For him, praise meant looking outwards and upwards to something more magnificent than our own little lives. It meant, as he said in The Crown of Wild Olive, questioning whether you believe that this world, here and now, is all there is. Or whether there is more, beyond. 

			His first serious piece of art criticism set the tone for his life’s work. He was outraged by negative reviews of J.M.W. Turner’s paintings in the 1836 Royal Academy exhibition, and decided to write a riposte. He had hoped to impress Turner by the fierce enthusiasm of his essay, but the artist was unmoved, and the piece was not published. This desire to demonstrate Turner’s pre-eminence, and Ruskin’s complex interaction with his readers, was a constant thread in his career. Ruskin never wrote to please. He wrote to probe and question, to stir up and to reimagine. 

			He devoted much of his attention from 1843 (Volume 1) to 1860 (Volume 5) to a study of Modern Painters. This was begun, again, as a response to Turner’s recent work, but it developed into a provocative survey of art (ancient and modern), mountains, clouds, and truth to nature. Influenced by his own studies in geology and botany, as well as a belief in natural theology, Ruskin argued that ‘There is a moral as well as material truth, – a truth of impression as well as of form, – of thought as well as of matter’.13 And Turner was the artist who best expressed these truths. Modern Painters caused a sensation. His luminous writing was, for some, revelatory. Charlotte Brontë said, ‘I feel now as if I had been walking blindfold – this book seems to give me eyes.’14 Ruskin became something of a celebrity in London intellectual circles, and began to lecture as well as write. 

			Ruskin and Effie Gray

			In May 1848, after a brief courtship, mostly conducted by letter, Ruskin married nineteen-year-old Effie Gray. He was thirty, and had known her since she was a schoolgirl. Effie Gray turned heads. Even as a teenager, she was ‘extremely admired in appearance and manners’, with thick coppery plaits. Tall, confident, and the eldest of thirteen children, she was used to holding court at dinner and running the household when her mother was in confinement. Full of energy, she loved to dance and chat and travel. Effie particularly enjoyed staying with the Ruskins as they took her into London, to the theatre, and to meet artists and poets. She had stopped with them several times on her way to school in Stratford-upon-Avon. John had enjoyed her visits, and, as was his way with girls he liked, he wrote for her. His only fairy tale, The King of the Golden River, was a gift for the bright twelve-year-old. But the next time she visited, Ruskin already thought she was ‘very graceful but had lost something of her good looks.’ Effie, for her part, treated Ruskin and his parents like extended family. 

			The Grays and the Ruskins had been friends for many years; Effie grew up at Bowerswell, the house near Perth that had previously been owned by John James Ruskin’s family. Memories of the sudden, traumatic deaths of John James’s parents meant that Ruskin’s mother and father did not travel to Scotland for the wedding. (Effie had been born in the same bedroom in which Ruskin’s grandfather had slit his throat with a razor.)

			Their engagement was short. The couple did not see each other between Ruskin’s first avowal of love in the autumn and the week of their wedding the following spring. The honey­moon was marred by money worries, and both bride and groom were unwell. Their marriage was not consummated that summer. Ruskin agreed that they should try again after Effie’s twenty-fifth birthday, but by then, the misunderstandings and unhappiness could not be overcome. Effie found it difficult to conform to the expectations of Ruskin’s parents. They called her extravagant, and she called them interfering. Ruskin wrote later to his lawyer: ‘I married her, thinking her young and affectionate that I might influence her as I chose, and make of her just such a wife as I wanted. It appeared that she married me thinking she could make of me just the husband she wanted.’15

			In Venice, they came to a compromise. On both their visits, they enjoyed their time together and separately; ­Ruskin recalled his pleasure at watching Effie stand up to row a gondola, and he encouraged her to go out to parties or the theatre, often chaperoned by his new friend, a handsome Austrian officer called Charles Paulizza. Ruskin liked it when other men admired his wife. He laughed when they brought her bouquets, or tried to ingratiate their way into her opera box. As he pointed out in a letter to his father, she could ‘do as she likes, so long as she does not interfere with me’. And Effie tried to explain to her mother, ‘I am so peculiarly situated as a married woman, most men thinking that I live quite alone.’ According to Ruskin she was ‘very good and prudent’. She needed to be, as she could not risk ‘the only fortune I have, viz – a good name’.16 Increasingly she worried that her husband was trying to get her into what she called ‘a scrape’, some indiscretion or affair. 

			Effie left him in 1854, and obtained an annulment of the marriage; Ruskin did not contest the case. As a result, he was declared incurably impotent. After a decent interval, she was free to marry the young Pre-Raphaelite artist, John Everett Millais. Ruskin tried to sidestep the rumours concerning the breakdown of his marriage by travelling to the Alps with his parents, as if nothing serious had happened. In fact, his reputation was permanently scarred by the gossip associated with his sexual conduct. To this day, the only thing that many people know about Ruskin is that he never had sex with his wife. There may be some mutterings about pubic hair, based on his comment that ‘though her face was beautiful, her person was not formed to excite passion’.17 

			Effie did have one positive effect on him, though. She twice persuaded Ruskin to move to Venice, partly to avoid his overbearing parents, but largely so that he could complete his research into Venetian Gothic architecture and society. On the back of these visits, he wrote The Stones of Venice and reinforced his position as a cultural commentator as well as an art critic. This work helped to lay the foundations for the Arts and Crafts Movement and established Ruskin as an engaging and controversial voice for his own generation, and many younger followers. 

			Ruskin and Brantwood

			In later life, Ruskin moved from London to the Lakes. He watched the skies from Brantwood, his house on Coniston Water. He bought it just before his mother died in 1871. At times, his depression at the loss of his parents and his beloved Rose La Touche, the young Irish woman he had hoped to marry, developed into mania. He suffered from violent episodes, with paranoid hallucinations, and often could not work. He was looked after by his cousin, Joan Agnew and her husband Arthur Severn. 

			During this disjointed time he wrote his memoirs, ­Praeterita. The work was never completed. It is a poignant, partial account of his upbringing, often contradictory, sometimes extravagantly self-pitying. He never mentions Effie. But he lingers over lost loves, long walks in the mountains, and the beauty of ‘leaves, and pebbles’.18 His ability to share his delight in the small glories of the garden, as well as the great wonders of glaciers or Gothic cathedrals, makes his autobiography a joy to read. He transforms the memories of his boyhood into vivid set pieces. They may not always be entirely accurate, but that does not diminish their power. We remember his first sight of the Alps. Or his drawing of an aspen tree on a hot afternoon. Or the little boy sitting by the stream’s edge, watching the water flow. Ruskin understands the lasting value of a well-told tale. He gives us a glimpse of how he came to see so clearly, to question so intensely. These moments are polished and offered to us, as treasured possessions, as part of his personal mythology. And, as he reminds us: ‘Never confuse a Myth with a lie.’19 
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			‘Free-heartedness, and graciousness, and undisturbed trust, and requited love, and the sight of the peace of others, and the ministry to their pain; – these and the blue sky above you, and the sweet waters and flowers of the earth beneath; and mysteries and presences, innumerable, of living things – these may yet be your riches’.20

			Ruskin’s care for his reader overspills the page as he calls down blessings like an ancient prophet or seer. He conjures up delights, sensual and intellectual, full of colour and movement. He encourages us to believe, with him, in a brighter world. 

			The view from south London

			From his study window, John Ruskin looked across the suburbs of south London as he fashioned his phrases. Throughout his life, he was in the habit of watching the sun rise and set. He observed the clouds and the direction of the wind. The outer world was just as important to him as the inner workings of his mind. And so, when he pronounced a glorious benediction on his readers, he imagined the wonders, seen and unseen, that he desired for them, as well as for himself. 

			In Camberwell, and in Bradford, and in Woolwich, he had harangued the audiences at his lectures. He questioned their respectable, conventional ways of ‘getting on’ and made them feel uncomfortable. ‘What do you believe?’ he demanded. Why, then, do you live like this – wastefully, selfishly, without looking about you? Now, in 1866, as he wrote up his lectures in The Crown of Wild Olive, he tried to explain his urgency and his rudeness. What we do matters, he tried to say. We need to look at the world more clearly. We should ask whether we help or hurt the people around us, those we rely on, those we barely notice. Above all, we should be glad in the loveliness before our eyes. 

			Ruskin was often told that his way of thinking ‘is very beautiful but it is not practical’.21 His critics called him naïve, as he shifted his arguments towards politics or economics. When he was invited to speak in Bradford, he understood that his audience wanted his advice on how to build their new Exchange. 

			You know there are a great many odd styles of architecture . . . you don’t want to do anything ridiculous; you hear of me, among others, as a respectable architectural man-milliner; and you send for me, that I may tell you the leading fashion; and what is, in our shops, for the moment, the newest and sweetest thing in pinnacles.

			He refused. Instead he turned their preconceptions upside down. The good people of Bradford assumed that ‘taste is one thing, morality is another’. Ruskin insisted taste ‘is the ONLY morality . . . Tell me what you like, and I’ll tell you what you are’. He urged them to look for loveliness, a ‘simple love of that which deserves love’. He tried to explain that this ‘is not an indifferent nor optional thing whether we love this or that; but it is just the vital function of all our being’.22 It didn’t really matter whether they chose a pointed arch or a round one for their Exchange. What mattered was why they were setting up the building in the first place – out of pride or envy, or as a temple for the ‘Goddess of Getting-on’. So what was supposed to be a lecture on the relative merits of Gothic and Classical architecture became a fierce denunciation of the laissez-faire economics of merchants and mill owners, who looked after themselves but whose workers were left out in the cold. 

			He knew that his outspoken views made him unpopular. Even his father asked him to temper his blunt opinions and stick to talking about Turner or the Pre-Raphaelites. But he could not turn a blind eye. He knew he did not have to work for a living – his parents paid his way at every stage – but this meant that he had the time and training to give a voice to the voiceless, to see the details that other people missed, to pry and poke, and to open up the possibility of a richer life for some. This was not an easy option. He would have preferred to remain unremarked. He outlined this touchingly in his autobiography, and it explains a great deal about his gauche behaviour. As his father said, he was better on paper than in the flesh. 

			My entire delight was in observing without being myself noticed, – if I could have been invisible, all the better. I was absolutely interested in men and their ways, as I was interested in marmots and chamois, in tomtits and trout. If only they would stay still and let me look at them, and not get into their holes and up their heights! The living inhabitation of the world – the grazing and nesting in it, – the spiritual power of the air, the rocks, the waters, to be in the midst of it, and rejoice and wonder at it, and help it if I could, – happier if it needed no help of mine, – this was the essential love of Nature in me, this the root of all that I have usefully become, and the light of all that I have rightly learned.23

			Of course, we cannot take his claims to objectivity at face value. Often we are the ones asking the awkward questions about his points of view. Yes, he wrote as a privileged white man. For many years he hardly ever questioned this, except occasionally to discuss the education of privileged young white women. In his forties he turned his attention to the hand-makers and factory workers, speaking out against the desperate conditions created by industrial capitalism. He became a champion of clean air, education for all and fair wages. However, despite his enthusiasm for ‘lifelong learning’, older women are largely invisible in his writings. This is one element of the status quo that he failed to question. He was an outspoken opponent of empire at times, yet there is a deeply ingrained racism in much of his writing about colonialism. We could say that, in these prejudices, he was no worse than Dickens or Gladstone or Tennyson, or most of his generation. But that is not enough. Our job now is to respond to him by pushing back his boundaries and seeing further than he did. 
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