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WHAT  WOULD RUSKIN SAY? 

Stuart Eagles 

As a student of Ruskinõs worldwide reach, it is tempting 
to see him lurking in every shadow. One must  
necessarily be sensible and cautious. Yet one does find 
him in unlikely places. Among the joys of the past year, 
and of every year, has been the making of new friends. 
One, Ksenia, who lives in Minsk in Belarus, told me 
that she read Ruskinõs Crown of Wild Olive at school. She 
is now a student of Arabic, and has opened to me some 

sources of interest in Ruskin in the Arab world. There 
are a surprising number of translations of Ruskin in 
Chinese, at least one in Romanian, many in Czech, and 
many more in dozens of other languages. Ruskinõs 
writing continues to have impact all around the world, 
and this issue of The Companion reflects that, with pieces 
by Russian, Italian and five different American writers, 
as well as a review of a French translation. There is also 
news of Ruskin in South Africa.   
The breadth and significance of Ruskinõs influence 

justifies, it seems to me, the question I often find myself 
asking: what would Ruskin say? The ongoing 
controversy about how Putin handles his opponents in 
Russia would surely have exercised Ruskin if he were 
alive today? It is doubtful that he would approve of the 
methods of Pussy Riot, for example, the all-female 
punk group who staged a stark demonstration in a 
leading Moscow church. But their exposure of what 
they see as the corrupt relationship between Church and 

State, religion and politics, would surely have chimed 
with his perpetual challenge to hypocrisy, especially in  
its Establishment form. In this case, the head of the 
Church where the protest took place is a former KGB 
spy, appointed by his old colleague, Putin. Putin was 
then the ex-President and current Prime Minister 
seeking re-election and utilising the Orthodox Church 
for his own political propaganda. One can only imagine 
what scorn Ruskin would have poured on that. And on 
Putinõs successful re-election as President! 

So, too, the noble words of an Archbishop of 
Canterbury, taking on the forces of Usury in the twenty-
first century. Ruskin could not fail to join in this chorus, 
nor to miss the opportunity to berate the Church itself 
for its more than embarrassing investment in the 
symbolic leader of these modern-day Shylocks, Wonga. 
The breadth of Ruskinõs interests is reflected not 

only here, in The Companion, but in the Guildõs activities 
as a whole. This journal is primarily an account of what 
the Guild does, and what it is involved in. As 
Companions, you are invited actively to participate in all 
that we do. I hope to see many of you at our AGM at the  
Millennium Galleries, Sheffield, on Saturday, 16  
November, when we shall hear more about the Guild, its 
history, achievements, Companions and plans for the 
future.  

secretary@guildofstgeorge.org.uk 

ISSN 2053-8715 (print) ISSN 2053-8839 (online) 



2 

Ruskin Bibliography 2012-13 
James S. Dearden 

 
Amaral, Claudio Silveira: The Influence of John Ruskin on the Teaching of Drawing in Brazil: How his Spatial 
Way of Thinking Affects Architecture and Painting. Edwin Mellen Press, 2011. 
 
Breton, Rob, Becker, Alayna, and Schurter, Katrina (eds.): From Seven to Seventeen. Poems by John Ruskin. 
Sydney, NSW: University of New South Wales, 2012. 
 
Brodie, Ian O.: Thirlmere and the Emergence of the Landscape Protection Movement. Carlisle: Bookcase, 2012. 
 
Davis, Alan (ed.): Ruskin Review and Bulletin, Autumn 2012, Vol.8, No.2. 
(includes: S. Eagles: ôRuskin's "very small circle" of Readers in Denmarkõ; P. Yeandle: ôRuskin and the 
Christian Socialist Conscienceõ; J. S. Dearden: ôThe Two Misses Harrisonõ; G. Mawby: ôRuskin in 
Barbadosõ; S. Bunney: ôTwo Ruskinians in Veniceõ; P. Dawson: ôHugh Allenõ; J. Richards: ôThe Good 
Fairy Ruskinõ). 
 
Dawson, Paul (ed.) Friends of Ruskin's Brantwood Newsletter, Autumn 2012  
(includes: P. Dawson: ôRuskin's View, Kirkby Lonsdale, Cumbriaõ; G. Mawby: ôFrances Tolmie and 
Ruskinõ; A. Russell: ôAll that the world contains of dignity, delicacy and sadness: Ruskin's friendship 
with Prince Leopoldõ). 
 
Dawson, Paul (ed.): Friends of Ruskin's Brantwood Newsletter, Spring 2013 (includes: J. S. Dearden: 
ôRuskin in Londonõ; P. Dawson: ôThe John Ruskin Cigar and an unusual portraitõ; P. Dawson: ôJohn 
Ruskin as seen by Linley Sambourneõ). 
 
Dearden, J. S.: The Library of John Ruskin. Oxford: Oxford Bibliographical Society, 2012. 
 
Jones, Samuel (ed.): òTo the utmost of her power ...ó  The Enduring Relevance of Octavia Hill. London: Demos, 
2012. 
 
King, Sue: A Companionõs Story: Egbert Rydings at Laxey. Bembridge: Guild of St George, 2012. 
 
Kinser, B.E. and Sorensen, D.R. (eds.): Carlyle Studies Annual, No.27, 2011  
(includes: ôJohn Ruskin and the Choral Master John Pyke Hullahõ; ôJohn Ruskin and the younger critic 
Harry Quilterõ; ôJohn Ruskin as recounted in Thomas  Woolner RAõ). 
 
Kite, Stephen: Building Ruskin's Italy.  Watching Architecture. Farnham: Ashgate, 2012. 
 
Sdegno, Emma and Reichler, Claude (eds.): John Ruskin: ®crits sur les Alpes, translated by Andr® H®lard. Par-
is: Presses de lõuniversit® Paris-Sorbonne, 2013.  
 
Warrell, Ian: Turner's Secret Sketches. London: Tate Publishing, 2012. 
 
Wildman. Stephen (ed.): Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites. Ruskin's Complete  Writings on the Pre-Raphaelites, 
with an Introduction by Robert Hewison. London: Pallas Athene, 2012. 
 



3 

A wonderful young Octavia Hill 
seems to sum up all she cared about: 
She walked in, a little figure in a long 
skirt, seeming much older than her l7 
years, and followed by a troupe of poor 
and ragged children. They came from 
back streets and crowded hovels. 

She had just walked the children 
to Romford and back to visit her 
friends, the Marshals, giving them 
their first taste of fresh air and green 
spaces. 

The episode captures what is 
special about Octavia Hill, one of 
three founders of the National Trust 
in 1895. The children came from her 
Ladies Guild, which provided 
education and work for the poor. 
The walk, long by today's standards, 
reflects her emphasis on self-reliance 
and her belief in the power of the 
outdoors and nature to refresh, 
inspire and transform. The whole 
enterprise was the act of a 
determined, passionate woman. 

She was a visionary, ahead of her 
time in the links she made between 
access to fresh air and physical and 
spiritual wellbeing. This is a 
philosophy with which we are only 
now getting to grips,100 years after 
her death. Only now are we 
beginning to develop ways to 
measure national happiness as well as 
gross domestic product. Then her 
views were truly revolutionary. 

She was also a pragmatist, 
devoting her whole life to doing 
something about the social inequality 
all around her. She shied away from 
influencing government policy, 
believing instead in direct, personal 
intervention. For much of her life, 
her achievements were at the scale of 
the individual, or of small 
communities, dependent on direct 
influence and personal effort. That 
effort was so great that she 
frequently exhausted herself. 

The National Trust bore her 

imprint from the first. You hear her 
voice in our far-sighted goal ñto 
protect special places for ever. She 
concluded after her failure to protect 
Swiss Cottage Fields from 
development that the legal means to 
do that didn't exist. The 1907 
National Trust Act created the 
power to hold land and buildings in 
perpetuity. This concept of 
"inalienability" is central to what 
makes the Trust so unique and 
successful today. Her emphasis on 
conservation of places in perpetuity 
and on benefit for the nation has 
shaped us ever since. 

As we mark the centenary of her 
death, I have felt the spirit of Octavia 
Hill sitting on my shoulder. How are 
we measuring up against her 
ambitious, exacting vision? 

The first gift of land to the Trust 
was a tiny 4.5 acre plot at Dinas 
Oleu, overlooking Barmouth on the 
Welsh coast. "We have got our first 
property," she wrote. "I wonder if it 
will be our last." It wasn't. We now 
care for more than 630,000 acres, 
including parks, country houses, vast 
tracts of wild landscape and small 
special places such as the Bath 
Skyline, a ridge that provides both a 
green lung for that city and ensures 
development does not sprawl over 
its historic landscape. 

We hope she would be 
impressed, if not daunted, by just 
how much we now care for. More 
familiar would be some of the 
challenges we face. She and her 
contemporaries feared that rampant 
industrialisation was severing the 
connection between people, history 
and nature. They saw urbanisation 
gobbling up the countryside around 
towns. It was a century concerned 
with making money. The movement 
to check it, or at least to argue that 
beauty must be safeguarded, 
inevitably came from civic society. 

With today's political agenda 
dominated by the drive for economic 
growth, it remains a battle to 
safeguard beauty, nature and 
heritage. Large infrastructure 
projects threaten landscape and 
historical places; again, urban sprawl 
threatens to eat up green space. 
Again a solution outside government 
is needed. 

When I joined the Trust, I 
thought Octavia Hill might have 
questioned if we focused enough on 
"benefit for the nation". We had 
drifted a little from the "everlasting 
delight of the people" that had been 
her watchword. Now we bring our 
places to life, focused both on their 
care in perpetuity and on enjoyment 
for people now. 

When she died in 1912, the 
National Trust had 713 members. 
We now have four million. While 
she would no doubt be impressed, 
she would not be surprised, and she 
would certainly not be complacent. 
She believed, as we do, that beauty, 
nature and heritage are fundamental 
to the human condition. She spoke of 
everlasting delight. If she were here 
now, she would describe the past 
hundred years of the Trust and what 
we stand for as one of enduring 
relevance; a cause which we must 
never cease to pursue. 

100 years on, Octavia Hill's battles are not won 

Dame Fiona Reynolds, former Director-General of the National Trust 
(reproduced from The Times, 29 May 2012, with the kind permission of the author) 

Dates For Your Diary 
  

Saturday, 16 November 2013:  
Guild AGM. Millennium Gallery, 
Sheffield. The Ruskin Lecture 2013 
will be given by Dr Mark Frost, on 
Ruskin, Henry Swan and the Guild. 
Saturday, 12 July 2014: 
Companionsõ Day, Bewdley. 
(Details to follow). 
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Dear fellow Companions 
In Sheffield at the end of June, the second of our Triennial exhibitions, Force of Nature, closed 

after an unusually long run of six months. Statistics show that it was more visited than any other 
free exhibition that the Millennium Gallery has hosted: on average, more than 400 people saw it 
every day. Credit for this must go to many people, not least to the resilient management and staff of 
the cash-strapped and beleaguered Museums Sheffield, our Curator Louise Pullen outstanding 
among them. The Guild itself deserves some credit too, not least for insisting that this time the 
exhibition should be free and should have Ruskinõs name in its strapline. (Neither was the case with 
Can Art Save Us? the first Triennial show.) Most of the credit, though, should go to John Ruskin, who 
demonstrated again that not only does he generate a terrific exhibition but that he has durability 
and speaks to the future. What Force of Nature showed, above all, was how alive and vigorous 
Ruskinõs ideas and values are ð how readily they can be adapted to the circumstances of twenty-first
-century life.  

Many of my friends outside the Guild and the world of Ruskin studies imagine that I work 
for a slightly fogeyish antiquarian body that calls its Chief Executive a Master. I am constantly telling 
them that the Guild is neither fogeyish nor antiquarian, and that a Master (at any rate, in Ruskinõs 
understanding) is one who serves. Actually, I doubt if the Guild has ever been less than vigorous, 
but it does seem at the moment to have a spring in its step. The Companionship is getting larger and 
its average age younger. We are involved in more and more projects and seem to be considering 
many possible future plans. Our Board agendas these days have more items to discuss than we have 
time to discuss them in. A number of projects are coming our way which stem from the energies of 
Companions who are not on the Board: something some of us have wanted to happen for a good 
many years now. The most striking example of this is the development of a North American branch 
of the Guild set up by Companions Sara Atwood and Jim Spates. (Companions should take note of 
the account Sara gives of their first event on pp. 41-42 of this issue.)  As this suggests, the Guild is 
moving forward. 

Let me give you a few examples. (1) We recently made the decision to get all of our 
properties at Bewdley on to the National Grid. Electrification has been hugely expensive, but in the 
long term it will save money and be kinder to the environment than living with generators has 
been. It is also a form of investment, of course, which will add to the value of the properties. 
Before too long there will have to be new developments there anyway, and we want to be sure that 
they are creative ones in the best traditions of the Guild. (2) As a result of the financial crisis, we 
have made the decision to fund Museums Sheffield at a much higher rate than we had been doing. 
This was inevitable and the alternative would have been as bad for us as for them. In Sheffield, too ð 
rather later than intended ð we are about to launch the Ruskin-in-Sheffield project, and that too 
will require investment. (See my article on pp. 26-29 for a fuller account of this.) (3) We have re-
engaged with the Campaign for Drawing to set up the John Ruskin Prize (see pp. 13-15). The 
Campaign, the judges of the first exhibition and the Board of Directors agree that the results of that 
exhibition more than justified our outlay, but it is inevitably another large expense, especially as we 
give an annual grant to the Campaign anyway. The Campaign has been unable to run a competition 
this year, but we shall be back in business in 2014 ð conveniently we shall be able to exhibit the 
shortlisted in the Millennium Gallery in Sheffield. (4) We have recently agreed to provide funding 
for two modern bodies with something of a Ruskinian dimension. First, we have made a grant to 
42nd Street, a charity for young people under stress in Ancoats, which has launched a project, ôA 
Different Spiritõ. It aims to revive aspects of the work initiated by Ruskinõs disciple Thomas 

LETTER TO COMPANIONS  
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Horsfall, who founded an Art Museum in that deprived district of Manchester in the 1880s. Secondly, 
we have made a donation and a gift of oak to the Gloucestershire Guild of Craftsmen who are 
opening a craft shop as part of the refurbished Cheltenham Art Gallery and Museum. The 
Gloucestershire Guild is the most obvious modern heir of the Arts and Crafts Movement, which 
Ruskin inspired. (5) Director Peter Miller has taken over the Guildõs publications and will be working 
to provide us with more attractive books, though this, too, will involve a small increase in outlay. 

This could, of course, end in tears. The Treasurer tells me that our financial position is strong, 
and he and I agree with Ruskin that the Guild does not exist to save but to spend money, so long as it 
spends it well and generates new income. But we donõt want to expand so far that we lose control of 
our activities, or to spend so much that our funds are not replaced. As far as administration is 
concerned, we are beginning to take stock. Last year the Board spent a day in London discussing 
strategy. (On pp. 11-12 you will find a paper I presented on that occasion to underline the case I am 
making here from what is very much, in my judgement, a Ruskinian point of view.)  We have now set 
up a sub-committee to examine our finances and our general strategy more closely and more 
frequently. Well and good, but where is new funding to come from? 

Last year I wrote to you to suggest that you might consider making donations to the Guild. I 
also suggested that you might each think of making us a legacy in your will, or even leaving us a 
property. It was Ruskin who gave the works of art we own. Our properties at Bewdley, Sheepscombe 
and Westmill were given by Companions or well-wishers. The late Anthony Pageõs son recently gave 
us his fatherõs Ruskin library: four hundred volumes to be housed at Bewdley, probably in the 
Museum there. I simply ask todayõs Companions to do what their forebears have done. 

But more than that: why not think of taking out a standing order and paying us a small sum 
annually? It costs nothing to belong to the Guild. I like to think that Companionship brings pleasure 
and that the Guild does good in the world. Any sum donated, however small, will add to and 
strengthen our assets. You will find a form enclosed in this issue of The Companion. Do please think 
about filling it in. 

Best wishes to you all, 
Clive Wilmer. 

The Master, in Tudor costume at the head of 
the table at a dinner in the  
Ruskin Studio, Bewdley, in April 2013, 
held further to cement the Guildõs links with 
the Wyre Forest.  

Photo: Jacqueline Yallop. 

(Left) Student Aly McKnight at the  
Ruskin Display at Gandhiõs house in Dur-
ban, South Africa (see p. 6 for article).  
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Aly McKnight is a student at William Smith College in Geneva, New York. 
Last semester she took Companion Jim Spatesõs course òMoral Sociology and 
The Good Society,ó where she not only read many of Ruskinõs sociological 
writings but learned that Gandhi had been much influenced by Ruskinõs 
thought. She studied abroad this semester in South Africa and writes: 

The roots of Gandhi's beliefs and teachings lie in South 
Africa. As a firm believer in many of the same practices of 
love, tolerance, and nonviolent resistance that he preached, I 
knew I had to learn more about his roots during my semester 
studying in South Africa. I was pleasantly surprised to find 
out that the first stop on our township excursion in Durban 

was his house! I knew of Gandhi's humane ideologies, but 
was not deeply familiar with how he came to develop them. 
One room in the house displays the great works of literature 
he read. As I looked at the very first wall, the words "Unto 
This Last" immediately caught my eye! Ruskin! On the same 
wall of this incredible leader's house, here was a tribute to 
the very same book and the very same man I'd learned so 
much about in my life-changing òMoral Sociology and The 
Good Societyó course when I was studying last semester back 
in the US. Gandhi read Ruskin! Hardly surprising, now that I 
think about it! 

RUSKIN IN SOUTH AFRICA 

Aly McKnight 

Forever-Modern PaintersñôPre-Raphaelites: the Victorian Avant-Gardeõ (exhibition) 

Tate Britain, 12 September 2012ñ13 January 2013 
Pavel Chepyzhov  

When you see a cultural phenomenon, that once rebelled 
against its time, represented in a classical way in the gallery, 
you can only wonder at changing times.  

Pre-Raphaelitism did to art what Ancient Greek culture 
did: it transformed the old into the new, reflecting nature 
but representing it with a new attitude, texture, new 
colours. Worshipping the symbolism of the light the PRB 
managed to break through the banality of Victorian art and 
create the new vision.  

The works of the Pre-Raphaelites are scattered across 
the world, so gathering them together for an exhibition takes 
an effort. The purpose was noble and the result lived up to 
expectations. It doesn't really matter how good is the lighting 
and how appropriate is the organisation of the worksñwhen 
you see Rossetti, Hunt, Morris, Millais and others together 
(just like in the good old days) you are sentenced to be 
impressed. But paying tribute to forever-modern painters we 
necessarily draw our attention to the different traits of this 
particular exhibition, successful and unsuccessful. 

The organisation of the exhibition is an art in itself. 
How to arrange the paintings? How to create a good flow of 
the rooms? It's all a question of harmony. Each painting 
works in itself. But how would a 'Scapegoat' feel near 
Ruskinõs portrait? And even if the scapegoat would pay no 
attention to that due to his own inner burden, how would 
Ruskin feel?  

The exhibition started very solidly with the hall of the 
painters who inspired the movement. That shows us from the 
very beginning that the Pre-Raphaelites were very much 
about following, that is, they were about remembering 
forgotten techniques and shades. But it contradicts to some 
extent the exhibitionõs title. After all, avant-garde is 
something law-breaking. You wouldn't expect to go to a 
Kazimir Malevich exhibition to look for his influences. But 
you would like to know about Greek architecture when you 
look at the architecture of classicism. There is something 
uncomfortable in this contradiction of influence and avant-
garde.  

In the next rooms, we plunge into the world of soft 
light and heavy symbolism.  

All the paintings were organised thematically: 'nature', 
'beauty', 'salvation' and so on. It is very hard to work out a 

sound principle in this situation, the paintings work on so 
many different levels. The easiest way is to arrange them by 
painters or by periods. That's probably the most reliable, it's 
how life itself arranged it. But in keeping with the avant-
garde, the organisers decided to accept a challenge. The first 
trap that appeared on their way was that it's not very 
straightforward where to place some paintings. If it's quite 
plain that landscapes by William Dyce go to the 'nature' room 
itõs not so clear where to place Opheliañ'beauty' or 'nature' 
or ôsalvationõ depending on your emphasis? So it's evidential 
that the decision about the location of every painting would 
be very subjective. The organisers took the risk. Sometimes 
it worked very wellñall the landscapes by different 
members of the movement brought together made a great 
impact. On the other hand we could see in the same room 
Millais' portrait of Ruskin who looked isolated by the 
waterfall. That portrait should really have been placed in the 
very first room with the influences on the movement. The 
glorious Ophelia ended up opposite to Ruskin. There was 
something discomfiting about Ruskin apparently looking at 
the floating Ophelia.  

There's no need to praise the quality of the material 
exhibited at the Tate. The artistic power that is created by 
bringing so much of the movementõs work together is 

The Power of Art: Pavel Chepyzhov, an antiquarian bookdealer,  
brandishing a Dalek during last yearõs  

anti-Putin protests  
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enormous. We should be grateful to the organisers whoñ
like the wizard making a love potionñbrought all the vital 
ingredients from all over the country to mix them in the 

copper of the Tate. The result is magnificent and 
memorable. It was the perfect opportunity to receive this 
communion of art's potion. 

 òThe Mountain Gloryó. A respect and reverence for Ruskinõs 
linguistic prowess and originality run throughout these 
translations. Obstacles are faced rather than ducked and 
replaced by omission marks. Some linguistic challenges are 
explained in notes, such as good keeping (p. 46, note 10) and 
the untranslatable play on the words gneiss and nice (p. 42, 
note 4). This is an excellent, smooth, sensitive, careful 

translation of difficult prose. 
All the material is taken from The Library 
Edition of The Works of John Ruskin, and the 
numbered paragraphs are maintained. That is of 
enormous help in referencing the canon and it 
maintains Ruskinõs style and method of 
presentation. The importance of Turner in 
Ruskinõs life and works and in mountain 
literature and art is present throughout, both in 
the choice of texts and in the chapters by the 
authors. The focus is Ruskinõs lifelong passion 

for mountains, their inspiration and spiritual importance for 
him, as well as their beneficial effects on his health and on 
those of his friends (Osborne Gordon for example). In a 
second edition, it would be useful to include an index to 
enable the reader to navigate among several other themes, 
such as Donizetti. 

This is an attractively produced book, with black and 
white illustrations (many by Turner), and a colourful front 
cover of Ruskinõs watercolour Aiguilles at Chamonix by 
Moonlight and his daguerreotype of the Mer de Glace, Chamonix 
(1849) on the back cover. It is well worth 22 Euros.  

Emma Sdegno and Claude Reichler (eds), John Ruskin: ®crits sur les Alpes,  

translated by Andr® H®lard (Paris: Presses de lõuniversit® Paris-Sorbonne, 2013) 290 pp. 22 Euros 
Cynthia Gamble 

Like Ruskin himself, Praeterita famously resists classification. 
Although understood to be Ruskinõs autobiography, it fails to 
conform to nearly all autobiographical conventions. As Tim 
Hilton has observed, it is òevocative rather than 
consequentialó (p. 502), nor is it linear. Ruskin gives only a 
passing nod to chronology and incident and pays scant 
attention to his role as public figure. The aspects of his life 
and career that would normally form an essential part of the 
life writerõs frameworkñthe Slade Professorship, Ruskinõs 
travels abroad, his publications and public lectures, the Guild 
of St George and the St Georgeõs Museum, to name a fewñ
are nearly, in some cases entirely, absent from his account. 
Like much of Ruskinõs late work, it is intimate, allusive and 
associative, revealing òthe interwoven temperó (35.56) of his 
mind. While most biographical accounts and reminiscences 
published in the period following Ruskinõs death rely heavily 
on Praeterita, modern commentators approached the book 
more warily, citing its inaccuracies, gaps, and general 
unreliability. Some even dismissed outright Praeteritaõs value 

as autobiography. In Ruskinõs Scottish Heritage (1956), Helen 
Gill Viljoen attempted to break the òspell cast by 
Praeteritaó (p. 17), arguing that it was too unstable a 
foundation upon which to build an understanding of Ruskinõs 
life. Of course one may well ask whether any autobiography 
(or any biography either) can possibly offer a literal and 
unfiltered truth. Many critics and biographers followed 
Viljoen in quibbling with Praeteritaõs errors and lacunae, 
often reinterpreting Ruskinõs account of his life from various 
theoretical perspectives. Yet we must be wary of being 
betrayed, as Ruskin warned would-be biographers of Scott, 
òinto that extremest folly of thinking that you can know a 
great man better than he knows himself. He may not often 
wear his heart on his sleeve for you, but when he does, 
depend upon it, he lets you see deep, and see trueó (27.598). 
Writing about Turner, Ruskin declared that: 

The aim of the great inventive landscape painter must 
be to give the far higher and deeper truth of mental 

John Ruskin, Praeterita, ed. Francis Oõ Gorman (Oxford: OUP, 2012) 480 pp. Ã10.99. 

Sara Atwood 

(Continued p. 47) 

The book, entirely in French, is divided into three main 
parts: Ruskin the Traveller; Mountains in Art; Man and the 
Mountain. 

The texts are extracts, judiciously selected, from 
Ruskinõs many writings about mountains between 1833 and 
1887, ranging from an early account of a tour on the 
continent to recollections in Praeterita. The focus of the 
book, however, is Modern Painters. 

The work has been shared between three 
scholars of three nationalities with differing 
and complementary expertise: Andr® H®lard, 
the author and translator of Ruskinõs writings 
about Chamonix, Ruskin et les cath®drales de la 
terre (2005); Emma Sdegno who teaches 
English Literature at CaõFoscari University in 
Venice; and Claude Reichler, formerly 
Professor at Lausanne University, writer and 
editor of the collection Le voyage dans les Alpes. 
Sdegno and Reichler are responsible for the choice and 
presentation of the texts translated by H®lard. 
The challenge of translating into French Ruskinõs 

heavily-incrusted Biblical, oral English, the length and 
complexity of his syntax, is enormous and H®lard 
acknowledges this at the start. French neologisms of la 
merveillosit® and la terribilit® were coined to cope with 
Ruskinõs creations of marvellousness and terribleness (p.8). 
Other problems were how to express the deep meaning of 
gloom in the context of òThe Mountain Gloomó and glory in 
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Keith Hanley and Brian Maidment (eds), Persistent Ruskin:  
Studies in Influence, Assimilation and Effect (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013) 232 pp. Ã55. 

Stuart Eagles 

This book is an impressively wide-ranging and original  
collection of essays exploring many aspects of Ruskinõs  
legacy. It represents a valuable contribution in a growing 
area of Ruskin studies, and feeds an increasing appetite for 
histories of influence. It covers significant new ground across 
a variety of intellectual disciplines, providing insights into  
aspects of working-class history, museum practice, the role 
of women, nineteenth-century periodical production, art 
history and education, the theatre, literary modernism,  
architectural history and practice, utopian/science-fiction 
literature and it ends with an overview of Ruskinõs ôdiasporaõ 
by Keith Hanley that acts as an effective, theoretically and 
thematically fitting conclusion. Furthermore, Ruskinõs  
international reach is explored in essays that address issues 
relating to Britain, America, Australia, India, Japan and 
(briefly) Russia. 

A mixture of emerging and well-established scholars 
have between them contributed twelve papers arranged 
logically and persuasively into three connected sections, 
introduced by a solid opening essay that        
discusses dichotomies, contradictions and         
connecting themes in Ruskinõs educational    
theory and cultural values.  

 The first section considers how Ruskin 
addressed different groups, in person and in 
print, and how his message was mediated by 
various institutions. Lawrence Goldman 
addresses the question of why it took a couple of 
decades for Ruskinõs message to British artisans 
to resonate (an under-explored complex), using 
an intervention by Ruskin at the Social Science 
Association in 1868 to demonstrate that the 
British working class was not yet ready to heed 
Ruskinõs message. Marcus Waithe uses the 
online reconstruction of St Georgeõs Museum, 
Walkley <www.ruskinatwalkley.org> to 
interrogate Ruskinõs contribution to museology, presenting a 
sophisticated and nuanced interpretation of the interaction of 
Venice-Sheffield, past-present, conservation-recapture, 
presentation-consumption. Rachel Dickinson explores 
Ruskin and gender both in terms of the multiple messages he 
empowered women to interpret for themselves (insisting on 
separate spheres that nevertheless overlap and interact with 
the public and private), and his own ambiguous occupation of 
a range of traditionally feminine positions. Brian Maidment 
investigates the role of the periodical press, scrutinising 
Ruskinõs own contribution and the products of Ruskinians (in 
the Ruskin Reading Guild and Ruskin Society), analysing 
issues of absence, appropriation and influence, and 
concluding that the true significance of these groups lay in 
their stimulation of and contribution to cultural and 
intellectual debate.   

Part two concentrates on the breadth and diversity of 
Ruskinõs influence. Francis OõGorman crucially recovers 
Ruskinõs own motivations and intentions, specifically in his 

first public lectures at Edinburgh in 1853, to reconsider 
Ruskinõs often unjustly unproblematised relationship with the 
Pre-Raphaelites to provide an extended warning to scholars to 
distinguish between appropriation and influence, intention and 
result. Peter Yeandleõs account of Henry Arthur Jones, the 
dramatic staging of Ruskinõs political economy, and the 
interrelation between Ruskin, the social-realist theatre and 
Christian socialism uncovers what was until very recently   
forgotten material which reveals unfamiliar associations.  
Andrew Leng focuses on Ruskin and Bloomsbury, also     
presenting some unfamiliar material, in particular reflecting 
on Roger Fry, largely as mediated by Virginia Woolf, in an   
elegant and persuasive essay. Anurhada Chatterjeeõs         
contribution is an imaginative exploration of the connections 
between Ruskinõs descriptions and ideas of dress and the 
female form with architectural ornamentation and design that 
unfolds multiple layers of meaning and association. 
ôWorld-wide Ruskinõ is, as one would expect, about 

Ruskinõs international reception. Melissa Rennõs history of art 
education at Harvard identifies individuals and practices that 

drew, directly and indirectly, on Ruskinian 
pedagogy. Mark Stiles looks not only at Ruskinõs 
influence on architectural practice in 1890s 
Sydney, not merely on workers engaged in the 
building process, but also on the co-operation 
and antagonism between employers protected by 
association and workers arranged in unions, and 
he underlines the extent to which Ruskin 
resonated with them. Tony Pinkney surveys some 
modern science-fiction literature, providing a 
narrative of influence that connects with Ruskin 
through utopianist literary tradition, exemplified 
by Morrisõs News from Nowhere. The collection is 
elegantly rounded off with Keith Hanleyõs version 
of Ruskinõs diaspora, told in terms of faiths and 
territories, which engages with Saidian 

orientalism to uncover the nature and extent of Ruskinõs 
cultural presence. He   locates the ômissionaryõ Ruskin among 
disciples such as   Gandhi, Tolstoy and Mikimoto, and 
American utopian colonists. 

There are some minor errors that are irritating at times. 
My own book, After Ruskin (2011) is given as 2010 (p. 72, fn. 
8), Sara Atwood is ôSarahõ (p. 73, fn. 15). Arnold Toynbee 
was not ôthe man who founded Toynbee Hallõ, rather TH was 
named in his honour, being founded in 1884 shortly  after his 
death. There is no ôkõ in ôFrederic Harrisonõ (p. 169). It is not 
accurate to say that Tolstoy translated ôlengthy passagesõ of 
Ruskin (p. 195): the majority of it was a couple of sentences at 
most and these are renderings rather than  actual translations. 
None of this detracts from the value of such a richly varied and 
wide-ranging anthology, though it really does suffer from an 
inadequate index. Nevertheless, the   collection holds together 
well, and will appeal to cultural and intellectual historians, 
those interested in the transmission of ideas and issues of 
cultural affinity and influence, as well as to Ruskin scholars.  
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Sadly, Bryan Nash Gill died unexpectedly on May 17, after a sudden illness. He was 51 years old and leaves behind his 
wife and young son. It is hard to imagine that he is no longer in his studio, making beautiful work. I am glad that he had 

the chance to read this essay before it went to press. 

ôA VEIL OF STRANGE INTERMEDIATE BEINGõ: THE ART OF BRYAN NASH GILL 

Sara Atwood 
 

But that all the trees of the wood . . . should be beautifulñmore than Gothic tracery, more than Greek vase-imagery, more than the 
daintiest embroiderers of the East could embroider, or the artfullest painters of the West could limn,ñthis was indeed an end to all 
former thoughts with me, an insight into a new silvan world.ó 

         ñ from Praeterita  

As I have said elsewhere in this issue, there seem to be 
an increasing number of people putting Ruskinõs ideas 
into practice. Connecticut-based artist Bryan Nash Gill, 
whose work is both rooted in and reflective of his native 

landscape, is 
among them. 
Gill works in 
various 
media, but I 
have been 
particularly 
drawn to his 
woodcuts. 
Made from 
the cross-
sections of 
trees, Gillõs 
woodcuts not 
only capture 
a strange 
beauty, but 
remind us of 
the elemental 
connection 
between 

humans and 
nature. They are at once abstract and organic, studies in 
pure form and images of the natural world. His 
woodcuts combine reverence for nature with technical 
proficiency. Verlyn Klinkenborg, in his foreword to the 
beautifully produced book of Gillõs prints, Woodcut, 
describes the images as a view ôalong time, along the 
succession of growth cycles that end in what is, after all, 
the death mask of a plant, the sustained rigor mortis of 
maple, ash, spruce, locust and other speciesõ. Yet 
despite the biological truth of this observation, these 
images radiate life. They seem to suggest that ôveil of 
strange intermediate beingõ that Ruskin found in the 
natural world. After all, these woodcuts are on one 
level a record of the lives of trees, documenting the 
accumulation of years, the scars of sickness or trauma, 
the buffetings of wind and weather. They suggest other 
comparisons as well; amoebae, certain fungi or corals, 
ripples made on water by a pebble. 

I was struck from the start by the Ruskinian spirit 

of Gillõs work. It is an unconscious, rather than an 
elective, affinity, but it isnõt arbitrary: Gillõs feeling for 
the natural world, his habit of looking closely, his 
respect for skill and process, his intimate knowledge of 
his materialsñthese are all Ruskinian qualities. This 
sympathy points to the continued helpfulness of 
Ruskin's ideas about art, which often possess archetypal 
qualities that transcend time and fashion.  

Gill credits his childhood experience as the source 
of a lasting and meaningful engagement with nature. 
The natural world also taught him the value of close 
observation, hard work, and attention to process. 
Growing up on a farm in rural Connecticut, Gill and his 
brother looked to nature as both playground and 
workshop. Together they built forts and lean-to villages 
and rerouted streams in order to make waterfalls. Gill 
remembers his appreciation for the patterns, textures, 
and colors of the landscape and writes that òThis sense 
of discovery has been a governing force throughout my 
lifeõ.  

Cedar Burl by Bryan Nash Gill. 

Willow by Bryan Nash Gill. 



10 

Having studied art at high school, Gill went on to 
earn degrees from Tulane University in New Orleans 
and the California College of Arts and Crafts in Oakland 
(now California College of the Arts). He lived in Italy 
for a time and spent a winter at Libre, an artistõs 
community in Colorado, before settling back home in 
Connecticut where he once again farms his familyõs land 
and has built a studio near his home, using pine and 
hemlock from his own property. Returning to New 
England, Gill ôfelt a 
connection between my 
creative process and the 
natural environment in which 
I was raisedõ.  

While constructing his 
studio, Gill began to see the 
patterns in wood in a new 
way. His first woodcut was 
made from a piece of wood 
salvaged from the constuction 
of the studio. Further 
explorations resulted in tree 
prints. ôLooking inside the 
treeõ, Gill writes, ôI 
discovered its history and 
character, and then printed 
itõ. Gillõs prints reinterpret 
the traditional practice of 
wood engraving: the 
woodblock is not a surface 
awaiting decoration, but an 
intricate composition in itself. 
Gill directs our focus to the 
beauty and formñindeed the 
essenceñof the woodblock 
itself.  One feels that Ruskin 
would admire their animating 
spirit. 
Gillõs prints are made 

from a variety of sources and species. Sometimes he is 
able to record local culture, as in Southport Oak, made 
from a piece of a venerable tree in Southport, 
Connecticut. Gill has plans to make a print from a 
section of the famous Charter Oak, which came down 
in an eighteenth-century storm. One imagines that 
Ruskin would appreciate this intersection of art, nature, 
and place. Gill has printed burls as well, having long 
collected and sculpted them. The burls, with their 
irregular, dendritic forms, are graceful and compelling. 
Their swirling, foliated lines, blurring at the edges, 
reveal a surprising beauty born from the stress of the 
tree. Rolling Burl is a 360-degree record of a burl that 
encircles an entire tree trunk.  
Gillõs tools include rather more than the burinñ

Ruskinõs ôsolid ploughshareõ; he works with a chain 
saw, hand planer, sanders, Bunsen burner, wire brush, 

spoonñand his hands. Yet the process is no less 
painstaking than nineteenth-century work and its end is 
not imitation (the type of wood engraving that most 
irritated Ruskin), but illumination. Gill cuts and sands 
the block, burns it to reduce the springwood and bring 
the growth rings into relief, then scrubs the surface to a 
high degree of finish. After inking the block, he presses 
the paper over it with his hands or the back of a spoon. 

His aim is ôto get the block 
of wood to come alive on 
paperõ. He knows the 
qualities of different woods 
intimately and he 
experiments with different 
inks and papers, even using 
cotton cloth, or  pine still 
wet with sap. He sometimes 
uses colored ink, as in Red 
Ash and Eastern Red Cedar 
(printed in yellow). He 
continues to work with 
lumber as well, seeing in 
these manufactured 
materials an often 
overlooked beauty. He has 
plans to print roots, bark, 
different cuts and surfacesñ
and someday an entire tree. 
The woodõs inherent 
variability means that no two 
prints are exactly alike. 
ôWood is always moving,õ 
Gill explains. Often the 
changes are external, driven 
by variations in temperature; 
sometimes they come from 
within, the work of insects 
still living in the wood. 

Gillõs woodcuts embody both the practical and the 
philosophical truth of Ruskinõs Law of Help, recording 
the patterns and interweavings of organic growth, while 
subtly suggesting our human connection to their source. 
The woodcuts seem to recognize what Ruskin describes 
as the ôlink between the Earth and Man; wonderful in 
its universal adaptation to his need, desire, and 
disciplineõ. It somehow seems certain that the Ruskin 
who, writing about trees in Proserpina, understands ôthe 
imperishableness, and the various uses of the substance 
which in a state of death and decay abides through the 
coming and passing away of our many generationsõ, 
would also understand and admire what Bryan Nash Gill 
is attempting to express with these woodcuts. After all, 
ôif human life be cast among trees at all, the love borne 
to them is a sure test of its purityõ.  

 

Honey Locust by Bryan Nash Gill 
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The emphasis then was on land and community. But 
notice two things. It was about giving money and 
spending it, not making it or saving it; and it included the 
nourishment of the soul through art as well as nature. 

The Guild has never been accounted one of 
Ruskinõs successes. It was founded at a time when he 
was hectically busy and subject to huge emotional 
pressures which culminated in 1878 with the first of his 
seven breakdowns. By the end of the Eighties he had 
fallen silent. Few of his close friends joined the Guild, 
presumably because his instability was all too apparent. 
Probably doubting his ability to make a success of it, 
they in effect made some sort of failure certain. Yet 
there were substantial successes and a younger 
generation proved more willing to trust his vision than 
his contemporaries had been. That is why the Guild has 
persisted. 

In my view, the Guild has a better chance of 
success today than it has ever had ð and I partly mean by 
that that we have a better chance of doing Ruskinõs 
work. Ruskinõs reputation has risen steeply in the last 
three decades and his name is more compelling now 
than at any time since the end of the First World War. 
The range and number of our new Companions is 
evidence of that. Moreover, the issues he made his own 
are the issues of our own day: that is why several of the 
newer Companions have joined us without much 
knowledge of Ruskinõs books. Environmentalism is the 
obvious issue and is central to our concerns and 
practices. But as we move further and further away 
from the post-war consensus, Ruskinõs political and 
social concerns, which through Attlee and Beveridge 
helped to shape that consensus, have also acquired a 
new urgency. Socialism seems to have failed, but the 
social questions Ruskin raised, which influenced 
Socialists, still demand answers. The economic crisis we 
are living through now, as Andrew Hill and others have 
noticed, has been caused by the very flaws in capitalism 
which Ruskin diagnosed in Unto This Last We have 
surrendered to competitive individualism. Whatever 
happened to social justice and social responsibility? 
Most of us will disagree with Ruskin that democracy is a 
bad system, but the functioning of contemporary 
democracy would be hard to defend against his 

criticisms. Are our governments interested in the 
Good? Do they seek the extension of justice? Or are 
they motivated by the limited goal of immediate 
electoral success? I am not, of course, suggesting that 
the Guild can put these matters right, but it does seem 
to me that organisations who dissent from the common 
ethos and are motivated by different and higher values 
can provide some focus for those who seek alternatives. 
Ruskinõs ideas about the arts and the crafts and his 

theories of education are also gaining in credit. I donõt 
mean that the shortlists for the extraordinarily ill-named 
Turner Prize are likely to show you Ruskinõs ideas 
triumphant. I do mean that many of the things which 
people look for in art ð and which they miss in much of 
the work promoted by the art establishment ð are 
things that Ruskin would have encouraged. The value of 
drawing, for instance: something accounted for in the 
success of the Campaign for Drawing. It is, moreover, 
not just the skill in drawing ð valuable as that is at a 
time when not even art students are taught how to draw 
ð but the way drawing helps us to see what is there. 
That is the crucial thing, of course. As ordinary human 
skills and modes of work get taken over by 
computerisation, as a sense of the real world gives way 
to the virtual, as the natural world is swallowed up by 
the urban ð then more than ever we need to be able to 
see the world we live in now. And if you canõt see the 
leaves on a tree, there is even less chance that youõll be 
able to see the deeper truth of things. ôTruth to Natureõ 
may become the watchword that enables our survival.    
The Guildõs work is always specific and practical. 

The road-mending at Hinksey was never going to solve 
the problems of decaying infrastructure or bad 
sanitation or upper-class idleness across the nation. It 
was rather that if you didnõt deal with the problem that 
was under your eyes, there was no chance of anyone 
dealing with larger problems. And the small solution 
was exemplary. 

I think we are all conscious that, under Jim 
Deardenõs Mastership and mine, the Guild has been 
expanding its activities, and with them, its aspirations. 
It has done so for many reasons. I think the kind of 
society we live in demands it. With Ruskin as our 
inspiration and with the assets we have in trust, we 

THE GUILD TODAY AND  TOMORROW 

Clive  Wilmer 

Here is Ruskin in 1871, planning St Georgeõs Fund: 
 
First, let whoever gives us any [money], be clear in their minds that it is a Gift. It is not an Investment. It is a frank and simple gift 
to the British people: nothing of it is to come back to the giver. 
 But also, nothing of it is to be lost. The money is ... to be spent in dressing the earth and keeping it, ð in feeding human 
lips, ð in clothing human bodies, ð in kindling human souls.  

Fors Clavigera, Letter 8 
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cannot look at the failures of our society with 
indifference. We must use those assets as Ruskin would 
have used them ð with this difference: that we have to 
recognise the realities of the world we live in and work 
in response to them, not in response to Ruskinõs. So 
younger Companions will expect to become more 
involved in the Guild and its activities than their elders 
have. They will want to participate and argue. That is 
the nature of modern society. Some of us ð I include 
myself in the number ð are not very computer-literate. 
But we must recognise that the worldwide web 
provides the main organ of communication in the world 
of the twenty-first century. Somebody has said that the 
Ruskin of Fors Clavigera was the first blogger. Well, the 
letters of Fors demand rather more close reading and 
reflection than the average blog, but there are some 
similarities, not least of which are the wish and need to 
communicate and to make important but improbable 
connections. Inevitably, Information Technology 
creates all kinds of problems, not the least of which is 
that loss of reality I spoke of earlier. But it also makes it 
possible to reach a massively larger audience. It is no 
accident that we now have Companions in Japan, 
Canada, the United States, Russia, Norway, 
Switzerland, France and Italy. We will have to find 
ways of involving those Companions in our activities 
and the first way of doing so is through the web. 

We are also faced with a number of opportunities. 
Through the work that has recently been going on in the 
Wyre Forest, we have the opportunity of achieving on 
that land, in twenty-first century terms, something like 
Ruskinõs original plan for it. In Sheffield we have the 
opportunity, through the Ruskin-in-Sheffield project, of 
digging deeper into that community and finding the 
meaning of our Collection in the continuing life and 
work of the city where Ruskin placed it. We shall carry 
on promoting the art of drawing from nature through 
the Campaign for Drawing and elsewhere. We shall 
debate the great issues that confront our society as 
Ruskin would have done ð and I hope that in doing so 
we shall also enjoy ourselves. And at some time or 
other, I hope we shall be able to begin the process of 
more intricately integrating these different aspects of 
our work. I look forward to a not too distant time when 
Sheffield craftsmen will win bursaries to work in Wyre 
Forest studios and the products of Worcestershire will 
turn up for use in South Yorkshire. Integration will cost 
money over the years, but integration will surely be 
productive. I believe we have to breathe deeply and 

make it happen. We will also have to think about 
organisation. We have recently taken on a Treasurer for 
the first time. Will a more permanent kind of 
administration be necessary? And should we now be 
planning further ahead and in a more integrated 
manner? 

For much of the twentieth century, the Guild 
struggled to preserve its existence and identity. In the 
process it sold important assets in order to maintain a 
bare presence. It is no longer in that position and it is 
possible to look back on that era now and wonder if 
selling the Verrocchio Madonna wasnõt in fact a 
mistake. It is a question of judgement, of course. We do 
not have assets merely to sit on them. They are there to 
be used. Ruskin argues in Unto This Last that 
ôconsumption absolute is the end, crown, and 
perfection of production.õ ôWise consumption,õ he goes 
on, ôis a far more difficult art than wise production. 
Twenty people can gain money for one who can use it; 
and the vital question, for individual and for nation, is, 
never òhow much do they make?ó but òto what purpose 
do they spend?óõ Money exists to be spent ð not to be 
squandered, not spent for the sake of spending ð but to 
be spent on what is valuable and to put what is valuable 
into the hands of those who can use it: ôthe valiantõ, as 
Ruskin calls them. Our purpose today must be to 
discuss how that is to be done.  

Let me remind you of a remarkable passage from 
Modern Painters. In the first of those five volumes, as also 
subsequently in The Seven Lamps, The Stones of Venice and 
elsewhere, Ruskin praised Giorgione and Titian for 
lavishing their art on the outer walls of palaces along the 
Grand Canal, where it would inevitably fade in time and 
where indeed he actually saw it fading. ô[T]en years 
ago,õ he wrote in Volume 5, ôI saw the last traces of the 
greatest works of Giorgione yet glowing like a scarlet 
cloud, on the Fondaco dei Tedeschi. And though the 
scarlet cloud ... may, indeed, melt away into paleness 
of night, and Venice herself waste from her islands as a 
wreath of wind-driven foam fades from their weedy 
beach; ð that which she won of faithful light and truth 
shall never pass away.õ We should take this notion 
seriously. Art is about giving and spending, not about 
hoarding, and it is only through the giving and spending 
that light and truth are communicated. I am not, of 
course, suggesting that we should waste the assets of the 
Guild. I am insisting that we should use them and, work 
to replace them when necessary with new 
contributions.  

Please note that all references in the form ô(x.x),õ where x is a numeral, refer to the Library Edition of Ruskinõs Works, 
namely The Works of John Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn, 39 vols. (London, 1903ð12). 

American spellings have been retained in articles by American authors. 
The Editor owes a huge debt of gratitude to all contributors. For proof-reading the entire text of this 

issue, heartfelt thanks to James S. Dearden, Clive Wilmer, Sara Atwood and Christine Eagles. 
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It is with sadness that we note the death at the age of 93 
of Sir Roy Shaw. He became a Companion when he 
served as Secretary General of the Arts Council (1975-
1983). It was a period, like now, when arts grants were 
being cruelly slashed, a time of rising costs and financial 
difficulty. In 1987 his The Arts and the People was 
published, in which he articulated his belief that the 
Government had a moral duty to subsidise the arts. In 
the same year he gave the Ruskin Lecture on ôThe 
Relevance of Ruskinõ. 

A working-class boy from Sheffield, schooled there 
at Firth Park Grammar, he discovered literature, like so 
many Ruskinians before him, in the libraries and adult 
education centres. He graduated in German and 
Philosophy from Manchester University and became a 
lecturer at the University of Leeds, then Warden of its 
Adult Education Centre at Bradford. He was appointed 
Director of Adult Education at Keele University in 1962 
and full Professor in 1967. Here he organised 
exhibitions and encouraged theatre and arts groups on 
visits. He became an unpaid adviser to Britainõs first 
woman Arts Minister, Jenny Lee. It was her successor, 
the Conservative Lord Eccles, who appointed him as an 

unpaid member of the Arts Council in 1972. When he 
was Secretary General of the Arts Council, he was also a 
Visiting Professor at the Centre for the Arts, City 
University, London.  

Theatre critic of The Tablet throughout the 1990s, 
he wrote many articles and chapters on the arts in a 
lifetime committed to what he called òlearningõs golden 
giftsó. He was a Director of the BBC and the BFI, 
involved in the foundation of the Open University. He 
was knighted in 1979. 

SIR ROY SHAW (1918-2012) 

A NEW LOOK AT NATURE: 
THE FIRST JOHN RUSKIN PRIZE, 2012 

Clive  Wilmer 

Our title, A New Look at Nature, puts me in mind of a 
passage in Praeterita, John Ruskinõs autobiography. In it 
he recalls a moment from his early life: he is about 20 
and just recovering from a bout of flu. He has gone for 
his first quiet walk since falling ill and, feeling weak and 
sorry for himself, lies down wearily on a roadside bank. 
He is drawn out of this dreamy condition by ôa small 
aspen tree against the blue skyõ and he goes on to tell us 
of his response: 

Languidly, but not idly, I began to draw it; and as 
I drew, the languor passed away: the beautiful 
lines insisted on being traced, ð without 
weariness. More and more beautiful they 
became, as each rose out of the rest, and took its 
place in the air. With wonder increasing every 
instant, I saw that they ôcomposedõ themselves, 
by finer laws than any known of men. At last, the 
tree was there, and everything that I had thought 
before about trees, nowhere. 

What Ruskin is saying here, and in the chapter 
from which the passage is taken, is that nature comes 
first, art second. The importance of art is that it shows 
us the world we live in, teaches us to see it and, seeing 
it, to know it. If a work of art is beautiful, it is so 

because the artist has learnt about beauty in the school 
of Nature. The ôcompositionõ of natural forms is 
infinitely more subtle and complex than anything 
human imagination can invent. Artists therefore learn to 
compose by observing and seeking to understand the 
forms and shapes they find in the world around them. 

But it is not just a matter of art. Drawing, Ruskin 
tells us, teaches us to see, and seeing is ôpoetry, 
prophecy, and religion, ð all in oneõ. It is because 
Ruskin taught that, and because his modern followers in 
the Guild of St George believed that he was right, that 
my predecessor but one as Master of the Guild, Julian 
Spalding, set up the Campaign for Drawing in 2000, the 
year of Ruskinõs centenary. The Campaign is now an 
independent charity, still run by its original Director, 
Sue Grayson Ford. Since it became independent, the 
Guild has continued to make a grant to it, but only as 
several other charities do. At some time after becoming 
Master of the Guild, I began to think it would be a good 
thing for the Guild to launch a new initiative with the 
Campaign and to reconnect with them. In particular, I 
wondered if the Guild could fund a prize for drawing. 
Why? 
First of all, because in spite of the Campaignõs 
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success, which is considerable ð you have only to notice 
the thousands who turn up each year for the Big Draw ð 
it is still the case that art is marginalised in our 
secondary schools and that, at most of our Art Schools, 
drawing is simply not taught at all. It is the idea that is 
important, we are told, the concept: not the ôhowõ of it, 
not the mere mechanics of production. Damien Hirst, 
asked why he does not personally make his works but 
employs assistants to do so, is said to have replied: 
ôBecause I couldnõt be arsed to do it.õ Ruskin would 
have been appalled by such contempt for the physical 
world and the work of the artistõs hands. It is only in 
physical activity, Ruskin would have argued, that we 
can come to know our world. Any ôconceptsõ that 
might enter our heads arise from bodies in touch with 
their environments.  
Hirstõs arrogance is, in my view, part of that larger 

arrogance that has endangered the survival of the Earth 
as a possible home for humans. So the second reason for 
the Ruskin Prize is that the Guild wants to encourage 
people to look at nature. Not just to run the eyes over 
it, not just to notice that it is there, but to see it in all its 
richness. Only with that knowledge can the earth be 
saved. 

And the third reason for the Prize is that, in my 
judgement, we have a duty to continue the English 
traditions of landscape art and the close representation 
of nature. Ours is the culture that produced the 
watercolourists of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, whose work reached its climax in the art of 

Turner and 
Constable. Those 
painters inspired 

the French Impressionists and their followers, while 
another visionary tradition gave us Samuel Palmer, the 
Pre-Raphaelite landscapists and such modern heirs as 
Spencer, Nash, Hitchens and Sutherland. But as those 
last four names suggest, we should not continue the 
tradition in a reactionary or nostalgic spirit but should 
take ð as Ruskin would have wanted us to ð a New 
Look at Nature. That new look might well include 
some sense of the peril in which our environment 
stands. 

The short list assembled for exhibition at 
Brantwood from 7 September to 14 October 2012 
amply demonstrated the force of what I have just said. I 
do not say this in self-satisfaction or complacency. I 
hoped it would be so, but like the other judges, I have 
been hugely surprised and gratified by the extent to 
which the exhibits answer to our prescription in all its 
aspects, though the competitors could never have 
known what was in our minds. The exhibition, 
moreover, is full of variety and the pictures original in 
what are mostly unpredictable ways. What this perhaps 
suggests is that, in spite of the worldly success of artists 
who ôcanõt be arsedõ, there are many artists around who 
want their work to bear witness to the real things that 
theyõve seen, and who recognise that our very use of the 
word ôworkõ in such statements is not merely 
conventional.  

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all 
those who have contributed to the success of the 
competition and the subsequent exhibition. The first 
entries were trawled through by Sue Grayson Ford and 
her assistant Nick Bullions. They narrowed the number 
of entries down from 450 to 150. Then the official 
judges ð Howard Hull of Brantwood, the sculptor Peter 
Randall-Page, Sue and myself ð took over. One cold 

Carol Wyss was awarded a cheque for 
Ã1,000, a bottle of Champagne and 

some Derwent pencils in an oak pencil-
box. The oak was from the Guildõs land 

in the Wyre Forest and the box was 
made by the Bewdley craftsman Wade 
Muggleton. Another of Carol Wyssõs 

etchings, ôButterfly Bushõ, was exhibited 
at the second of the Guildõs Triennial 

exhibitions, Force of Nature: 
Picturing Ruskinõs Landscape, which 

was shown at the Millennium Gallery, 
Sheffield, between15 December 2012 

and 23 June 2013. This article is based 
on the address I gav e when the prize 

was awarded.  



15 

summerõs day in London we went through the long list 
and put together the Brantwood exhibition. We were 
to have met again at Brantwood to choose the winner 
but, unfortunately, Peter was taken ill and had to be 
replaced for that last decision by Hayley Skipper, Arts 
Curator for the Forestry Commission, who is based in 
Grizedale. It goes without saying that we are 
enormously grateful to her. So Iõd like to thank her, 
Sue, Howard and Peter, Nick Bullions and the brilliant 
staff at Brantwood, who were unbelievably patient and 
helpful. I am also grateful to the Directors of the Guild 
of St George for supporting and agreeing to fund this 
project. 

 Ruskin disapproved of competition. I hope this 
will not therefore be thought a cynical or hypocritical 
exercise. As I know my four colleagues agree, the 
competitive aspect of the show was never the main 
point. We set up a competition because that seemed to 
us a good way of giving assistance to artists and drawing 
attention to the issue. But the issue ð how we relate to 
the physical world we belong to ð and the range and 
variety of responses to it count for much more than the 
question of who wins ð and who apparently loses. 
Furthermore, one of the judgesõ most serious 
discussions concerned the principle by which we arrived 

at our judgement. Were we to ask ourselves ôWhich is the 
best picture in this show?õ or ôWhich of these pictures best 
represents a genuinely new look at nature?õ? We were 
unanimous that the right question was the second one. 

In addition to thanking all those involved in 
organising the exhibition and judging it, I also want to 
thank the sixteen artists, whose twenty-seven works gave 
us such pleasure. They had to organise the framing and 
transport of their own pictures and must all have been sure 
that there was not much chance of winning what is anyway 
a not very opulent prize; they must also have realised that 
Brantwood is not Bond Street, nor Coniston a great 
metropolis. Their enthusiasm and interest in one anotherõs 
work was delightful and I shall not forget it. The winner, 
as things turned out, was Carol Wyss for her large, 
brooding etching of the thistle Greater Knapweed, the 
contours of which turn out on close inspection to be the 
outlines of human bones. This picture, we thought, not 
only looks at the natural world but draws the human into 
it. In that natural context she reveals both our destructive 
potential and our frailty. ôAll great and beautiful work,õ 
Ruskin wrote, ôhas come of first gazing without shrinking 
into the darkness.õ I am sure the first winner of the John 
Ruskin Prize understands that well. 
 

In July last year I was very happy to hear that three of 
my artworks had been selected for the John Ruskin 
Prize shortlist and would be part of the show, ôA New 
Look at Natureõ, in Brantwood. The prospect of 
showing my work in an exhibition associated with 
Ruskin and drawing was very exciting! Having heard so 
much about the beauty of the Lake District it was also 
great to have an excuse to visit it in connection with my 
art. 

For an artist trying to find exposure, entering one 
of the large number of art competitions is one possible 
option. They range from very prestigious to virtually 
unknown, free-to-enter to ruthlessly expensive, well-
organized to shambolically chaotic, very supportive to 
blatantly exploitative. It is crucial to select carefully 
which events to enter. This being an inaugural Prize 
there was no feedback available but I entered the 
competition for several reasons. The theme, ôA New 
Look at Natureõ resonated with me as did the name 
Ruskin. The involvement of the Campaign for Drawing 
and the affordable entry fees gave reassurance.  And of 
course a chance to win the prize money and (very 
unusual and endearing) a handcrafted wooden pencil 
box, to be part of an exhibition at Brantwood, and to 
have one of my art works in an exhibition at the 
Millennium Gallery were all very tempting. The 

selected artists also received financial support for the 
journey to the Lake District and for one night of 
accommodation. 

Arriving at Brantwood for the opening I was 
stunned by its beautiful location; the lake, Brantwood 
house and its garden! Of course I had looked at the 
website, but the reality was simply breathtaking! The 
exhibition in the Severn Studio was of a high standard 
and well hung. To install the works of fifteen artists 
with a diverse range of techniques canõt have been an 
easy task, especially as the Severn Studio is full of 
character with many inbuilt features. It was great to 
meet the other artists and I also really enjoyed meeting 
Sue Grayson Ford (Campaign for Drawing), Clive 
Wilmer and Howard Hull. Having noticed the name 
before on the competition announcement, it was at this 
stage that I became properly aware of the Guild of St 
George. 

The artworks I was able to show at Brantwood are 
part of the ôFlowerõ series. They are large etchings of 
wild flowers and weeds. What you see at first glance is 
not necessarily what it is. At close range the Bluebell 
reveals itself as consisting of ribs, hand and arm bones, 
the Butterfly Bushõs single flower as four tiny hip bones, 
the Ribwort Plantain as vertebrae etc. My work is a 
concerted search for the structure of things: taking 

ON WINNING THE JOHN RUSKIN PRIZE 

Carol  Wyss 
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recognised, existing structures apart and putting them together again, 
generating chaos, ordering the parts and discovering and creating new 
formations. The physical aspect is important: handling human bones, 
creating large steel etchings, inking them up and printing them are very 
physical acts. 

I was delighted when my piece  ôGreater Knapweedõ won First 
Prize. Following the exhibiton at Brantwood, one of my ôFlowerõ pieces 
recently shown at the Millennium Gallery in Sheffield as part of the show 
ôForce of Nature: Picturing Ruskinõs Landscapeõ. 
The Ruskin Prize has made me much more aware of Ruskinõs 

philosophy. I keep being amazed about his visionary ideas. It is impressive 
how they are being implemented today through the Guild of St George. 
Projects like that at the Ruskin Mill Trust to address nature deficit and 
offer ôprimordial experienceõ are crucial in our increasingly digital 
world. 

(Left) The winning 
entry for the 
inaugural John 
Ruskin Prize: Carol 
Wyss, Greater 
Knapweed. Exhibited 
at Brantwood 
(right). 

FORCE OF NATURE: PICTURING RUSKINõS LANDSCAPE (AN ESSAY) 
Text for the exhibition catalogue, by Jacqueline  Yallop 

THE MOUNTAIN IN MINIATURE 
 
In his approach to landscape, Ruskin advocated an 
ôinnocent eyeõ. This meant observing the natural world 
closely, and then depicting it honestly. 

He repeated this idea at many times and in many 
ways in his writings. It was his fundamental principle for 
encouraging people to appreciate landscape, and for 
teaching artists to draw landscape. But it was not just a 
question of technique ð Ruskin believed that close 
observation would in turn lead to imaginative 
engagement, moral rightness and even God: 

The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this 
world is to see something and tell what it saw in a 
plain way ... to see clearly is poetry, prophecy 
and religion, ñ all in one. 

ñModern Painters, III (1856). 
This approach demanded attention to the smallest 

detail. For Ruskin, the first step in appreciating 
landscape was the study of its composite elements such 
as stones, plants and trees.  

His interest in science, particularly geology, 
mineralogy and botany, informed his views: he was 
convinced that disciplined scientific study and 
observation was valuable not just in its own right, but as 
a way of understanding the natural world ð and better 

representing it. He became preoccupied with the idea 
that a landscape was replicated on a variety of scales: he 
talked, for example, about how a stone could be seen as 
ôa mountain in miniature.õ He encouraged the viewer to 
see how all the fragments came together to make up the 
whole: 

Be resolved, in the first place, to draw a piece of 
rounded rock, with its variegated lichens, quite 
rightly, getting its complete surroundings, and all 
the patterns of the lichen in true local colour. Till 
you can do this, it is of no use your thinking of 
sketching among hills, but once you have done 

Study of Rock, Moss and Ivy by Kate Greenaway (1846-
1901). Watercolour and bodycolour on paper, 1885. 
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this, the forms of distant hills will be 
comparatively easy. 
ñThe Elements of Drawing, Sketching from Nature 

(1857) 

The Matterhorn from the Moat of the Riffelhorn by John 
Ruskin (1819ð1900) pencil and watercolour on paper, 
1849. 

 
Ruskin also saw common forms from nature ð 

particularly mountains and trees ð repeated in buildings 
and their decoration, and he became fascinated by the 
way lines and patterns from a natural landscape could be 
seen, on a new scale, in architecture. 
 
SEEING THE LANDSCAPE 
 
As a young man, Ruskin travelled in France and Italy 
and he became fascinated by the impressive landscapes 
of the Alps; in later life, the hills and lakes around his 
home in Coniston provided inspiration. These 
experiences encouraged him to advocate drawing and 
painting as a way of recording new and interesting 
places, as a kind of simple pictorial travelogue. He 
offered frequent commissions to artists to faithfully 
represent townscapes, 
buildings and 
landscapes, and he was 
enthusiastic about the 
potential of 
photography as a means 
of creating an accurate 
record: 

Whenever you set 
yourself to draw 
anything, consider 
only how best you 
may give a person 
who has not seen 
the place, a true 
idea of it... Donõt 
get ar t ist- l ike 
qualities for him: 

but first give him the pleasant sensation of being 
at the place, then show him how the land lies, 
how the water runs, how the wind blows, and so 
on. 

ñLectures on Landscape (1871) 
Ruskinõs preoccupation with how we look at things 

and record them, contributed to the ongoing Victorian 
debate about realism ð about the best way to represent 
the world around us. But it should also be remembered, 
that his comments about landscape were controversial, 
and even revolutionary. 

He was writing at a time when traditions of art 
were changing: the industrial revolution, scientific 
advances and increasing religious doubt were 
challenging the old hierarchy of painting ð which 
traditionally placed classical, allegorical and biblical 
subjects at the top. Ruskin was part of a movement 
which proposed landscape, instead, as a serious subject 
worthy of the best artists. He was keen to reinvigorate 
the form, and he saw modern exponents like Turner 
and the Pre-Raphaelites as the key to a new approach. 

 

Laon, with the Cathedral from the South (Detail) by Thomas 
Matthews Rooke (1842-1942) watercolour on paper, 

1886. 
 

During the late eighteenth and into the nineteenth 
century, English landscape painters brought a new 
degree of intensity and sophistication to the subject. 
Ruskinõs writings not only helped inspire this change, 
they also helped create a whole new idea of what was 
beautiful: 

The hide of a beech tree, or of a birch, or fir, is 
nearly as fair a thing as an animalõs; glossy as a 
doveõs neck, barred with black like a zebra, or 
glowing in purple grey and velvet brown like 
furry cattle in sunset. Why not paint these... as 
they are? 

ñModern Painters, II (1846) 
 

 
 

Study of an acanthus Boss, 
archivolt of the Central Door, San 

Marco, Venice by John Ruskin 
(1819ð1900) pencil and body 

colour on paper, 1877. 
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SENSING THE LANDSCAPE 
 
Ruskinõs defence of Turner and the Pre-Raphaelites was 
founded in his belief that their work brought together 
the act of seeing with an act of imagination to recreate 
landscape. While close observation was the starting 
point, Ruskin believed that it was imagination that 
subsequently allowed a proper understanding, 
transforming truth to nature though the imaginative 
sight of the viewer. 
In many ways Ruskinõs concept of the imagination 

drew on the European Romantic tradition of the later 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries which was 
also very much concerned with landscape, and the 
human relation to nature. Ruskin admired the work of 
William Wordsworth, for example, who often 
transformed familiar landscapes through imagination, 
infusing them with personal meanings. Ruskinõs 
approach to nature, especially as a young man, often 
had a Wordsworthian intensity about it ð clouds and 
mountains, in particular, he described with a sense of 
excitement, almost delirium ð and he often drew links 
between poets and painters. 
Ruskinõs concept of a beautiful landscape was 

complicated, but in essence it tended to be connected 
to morality and humankind. In the spirit of the 
Romantics, Ruskinõs love of nature and his ideas about 
landscape were inescapably 
connected to his ideas about 
the individual and society: 

Only natural phenomena 
in their direct relation to 
humanity ð these are to be 
your subjects in landscape. 
ñLectures on Landscape 
(1871) 

His view of the world 
around him remained 
intensely personal throughout 
his life; his sense of self was 
intricately linked with the 
landscapes and cityscapes he 
loved and studied. 

When my mountains and cathedrals fail me, and I 
feel myself feeling dull in a pine forest or a 
country town, I directly think I must be dying. 

ñLetter (December 1863) 
Despite this intimate response, however, landscape 

had value for Ruskin in a much wider context. As he 
grew older, and began thinking and writing more about 
social and political economy, so he increasingly drew 
parables from nature to make wider arguments. 
Increasingly, it was humankindõs relationship with 

the natural world, rather than the natural world itself, 
which inspired his interest and admiration. 

Niagara, or the North Pole and the Aurora 
Borealis, wonõt make a landscape; but a ditch at 
Iffley will, if you have humanity in you ð enough 
in you to interpret the feelings of hedgers and 
ditchers, and frogs. 

ñLectures on Landscape (1871) 
Inevitably, Ruskinõs complex religious beliefs had a 

role to play: his sense of beauty in landscape owed 
much to his religious principles and to ideas of order 
and symmetry with their roots in the eighteenth-
century. 

In his early writing, particularly, a beautiful 
landscape was very much a representation of the glory 
of God; drawing or painting was tantamount to an act of 
faith. Ruskin frequently emphasised the positive moral 
value of appreciating and understanding landscape, 
either as a painter or a viewer: 

The next character we have to note in the 
landscape-instinct...is its total inconsistency with 
evil passion; its absolute contrariety...to all care, 
hatred, envy, anxiety, and moroseness. 

ñModern Painters, III (1856) 
After his ôunconversionõ in 1858, when he broke 

away from the biblical Evangelical tradition of his youth 
and his religious views became more complicated, 
Ruskinõs approach to landscape changed. In later life, he 
became confused and alarmed; without divine 

direction, many natural forces 
seemed ugly to him. He even 
described nature as something 
evil: ômy disgust at her 
barbarity ð clumsiness ð 
darkness ð bitter mockery of 
herself ð is the most desolating 
é õ (Letter (1871)). 
 Despite his growing 
disillusion, however, Ruskin 
never really lost his belief that 
nature was sacred. He 
continued to articulate an 
approach to landscape that 
celebrated awe and power, that 
evoked intense feeling, and that 

required the highest spiritual faculties: 
Landscape is to be a passionate representation... 
It must be done, that is to say, with strength and 
depth of soul. 

ñLectures on Landscape (1871) 

Coastal Scene, italy (Detail) by John Ruskin (1819ð
1900) watercolour on paper, 1841. 

We are proud to welcome the following new 
Companions to the Guild of St George, elected in 
2012-13: Gill Cockram, Natalia Dushkina, Paul 
Elmhirst, Norman Hobbs, Helen Kippax, Harry 
Malkin, Andrew Russell, Tim Selman, Suzanne 

Varady, Brian Walker, Joseph Weber and Carol Wyss.  



19 

At Bewdley Museum we 
have been incredibly 
fortunate, through the 
support of the Guild of St 
George, to have been able to 
display two Ruskin 
Exhibitions over the last few 
years. Ruskin was one of the 
greatest celebrities of the 
1800s, foremost as a critic of 
art with his dogmatic and 
charismatic style but later as 
a social and political writer.  

This year the Guild 
funded òThe Force of 
Natureó, the second in a 
series of three Ruskin 
themed exhibitions reflecting 
his thoughts and opinions. 
The show was unable to 
travel in 2013, so The 
Friends of Bewdley Museum 
decided to take Bewdley to Ruskin, or more accurately, 
to Sheffield and the Millennium Gallery. The coach 
departed with over 30 making the trip up north to the 
home of the Ruskin Collection: created for Sheffieldõs 
workers over 130 years ago and designed to inspire 
creativity and to be a haven from the busy workday 
world.  

We had a really pleasant journey and were met by 
Louise Pullen, the curator of the Ruskin Collection, and 
Peter Miller, a Director of the Guild of St George. 
Louise gave us a real insight into the mind of Ruskin, 
how he developed his ideas so that through art we 
should gain not so much an image of precisely what 
nature òlooksó like, but more precisely what it would 
òfeeló likeñif we were there. She explained how 
Ruskin wanted everyone to be able to respect and love 
the landscape, especially the everyday and small delights 

that everyone should be able to enjoy. The latest 
exhibition included not only Turners, Lears, Constables 
and Pre-Raphaelites, but objects and visuals from today 
which are suggestive of what he might have collected 
had he been with us still. Louise finished by explaining 
that the mix of current, historical and craft work would 
help us understand his ideas more fully. The uniting of 
Sheffield and Bewdley is perfect because the Guildõs 
major focus outside that city is in the Forest of Wyre at 
Uncllys Farm where the Guild of St George still aims to 
promote the advancement of education and training in 
rural economy, craftsmanship and design and an 
appreciation of the arts. And, just in case you think we 
were all so learned and intense throughoutñthe caf® at 
Museum Sheffield and the local hostelries were all 
incredibly friendly and the refreshments were excellent! 

WE  TOOK òBEWDLEYó TO RUSKIN 

Penny Griffiths 

THE IMPACT OF RUSKINõS IDEAS IN ITALY 

(from the 2012 AGM at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford) 
Emma Sdegno 

It is an honour to have become a Companion of the 
Guild of St George and to have been asked by Clive 
Wilmer to give a short talk on the impact of Ruskinõs 
ideas in Italy at the 2012 AGM in Sheffield.  

This topic would merit extensive discussion (see 
Daniela Lamberini, ed., Lõeredit¨ italiana di Ruskin, 
Florence, Nardini 2008 for recent contributions). And 

even when we limit consideration to translations of 
Ruskin's writings into Italian, it is clear that reception of 
his work in Italy is marked by dishomogeneity and 
variety. The situation is quite unlike that in France, 
where in the early 20th century Ruskinõs major works 
were translated in a systematic way, as a sort of 
collective enterprise under the direction of Robert de la 
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violenceó. Our aim is basically to continue critical and 
philological research on Ruskinõs work on Venice and 
circulate it by means of publications, possibly in 
bilingual editions, as well as conferences and 
exhibitions. This should encourage discussions outside 
the boundaries of the University, addressing the general 
public and possibly involving the townõs institutions. A 
first step to this was an evening conference on John 
Ruskin e Venezia, hosted in the wonderfully appropriate  
location of the Scuola Grande di San Rocco in May 
2012.  

Our keynote speaker was Prof. Salvatore Settis, an 
eminent scholar and former professor in Archeology at 
Scuola Normale in Pisa, whose intense lecturing activity 
has recently turned to issues of conservation, which are 
declared in the title of the lecture he gave: òWhy should 
we preserve? Historical and Ethical Reasons of 
conservationó. After a presentation of the Italian 
Constitution Chart concerning the laws to preserve 
what Ruskin had called the òNational Storeó he 
mentioned a series of examples of utter neglect and   
mis-application of it, and concluded with the topical 
case of cruise ships regularly crossing the Giudecca 
Canal.  The day after, Prof. Settisõs talk was reported by 
several local and national newspapers and we can say 
that it contributed to give a certain popularity to the 
Ruskinian event that framed it. Within the limits of our 
strength and financial capacities, we shall undertake 
several joint activities, hopefully counting on the 
collaboration of institutions such as the Scuola di San 
Rocco, somewhere that could establish fruitful 
relationships also with the Guild of St George. 

Sizeranne and according to the tenets of the fin-de-si¯cle 
Religion of Beauty. By contrast, early-20th-century 
Italian translations were made by individual translators 
and publishers, members of a fragmented cultural 
community whose interest in Ruskin had different 
ideological matrices.  This variety of reception and of 
ideological appropriation may have contributed to 
continuing interest here in the figure of Ruskin, both as 
a translated author and as a subject of cultural interest. 
Italy is the country that Ruskin most extensively wrote 
about, and early translations of  his works on Italian art 
and architecture were meant to be ways of cultural 
reappropriation and self-definition. Today we have a 
large corpus of works translated into Italian, and a good 
number of them are editions of his early works. Late 
Ruskin is difficult to deal with also in translation, both 
for his compressed language and for his approach that 
not only nurtures controversies, but which is also 
strongly bound to  contingent circumstances. Iõm happy 
to say that a new bilingual fully-annotated edition of 
Ruskinõs Guide to the Principal Pictures In the Academy of 
Fine Arts at Venice (1877) is forthcoming from Electa, 
edited by Paul Tucker, with my Italian translation. 

This is part of a project that Paul and I, with the 
invaluable assistance of Jeanne Clegg, have been 
thinking about and working upon for some time.  Our 
idea was to do some joint work on Ruskinõs activities in 
Venice in the late 1870s.  In 1884 Ruskin was writing to 
Giacomo Boni: òThere must be some other true Italians 
in Italy; you must blend yourselves together to save her, 
by your goodness, gentleness, steady labour, and 
patient hope, through all surrounding folly and 

 tells us about the intellectual and aesthetic life is of vital 
concern to us at a perilous moment in our history when 
technology is radically changing mankindõs contact with 
the cosmos. 
Hull recognises modern manõs supreme 

technological advance, his exploration of outer space, but 
contrasts it with a loss of inner space, instincts, energies 
and sensibilities which once forged a living relationship 
with the universe and defined a divine destiny. He 
presents Ruskin as having retained these powers, whose 
thinking about nature is a dramatic trajectory, a struggle 
to combat what he saw advancing in nineteenth century 
society as a misguided ideology of technological progress 
marketed by consumer capitalism, a system leading to 
enslavement of workers and the withering away of a 
precious human wisdom.  

Ruskin opposes modern materialismñmechanistic 
in method and agnostic in principleñas literally soulless 

Members of Guild were privileged to hear the Annual 
Ruskin Lecture by Howard Hull after the AGM in 
November 2012. It was in the context of the recent 
competition for drawing and a prelude to the triennial 
exhibition Force of Nature: Picturing Ruskinõs Landscape. As 
delivered the lecture was naturally an abridged version 
and companions are urged to read the complete text: the 
beauty is in the detail. 
Howard Hullõs personal meditation combines 

aesthetics with the instincts of an artist and painter who 
has lived at Brantwood for many years. A rich 
interweaving of ideas and feelings reflect Ruskinõs 
cultural, moral and even metaphysical responses to 
landscape. There is a strong tidal thrust of argument 
diversified by gentle contributory streams of thoughtñ
the nature of change, optical journeysñleading finally to 
an opening of Ruskinõs own inner landscape. What the 
enlarged vision of a man of extraordinary imagination 

THE RUSKIN LECTURE, 2012, OXFORD: 
HOWARD HULL, DEMETERõS DOWRY: RUSKIN AND LANDSCAPE 

Celia de Piro 



21 

and consequently inhuman because detached from the 
great formative ideas and traditions of the past. He 
attacks the assumption that science is the net in which 
everything is caught, insisting that these fine meshes fail 
to retain what is most sacred in nature, its life and 
therefore its reality. Leibnitz described abstract truth as 
having no windows ð nothing enters it and nothing leaves 
it ð but nature is fertile, resisting, breaking free, and no 
mechanistic philosophy can do justice to its 
complexities. He gazed with alarm at how in the 
context of mass production and the cultivation of the 
image of the object rather than its essence, manõs 
perception was becoming spectral, emptied out. It 
required all Ruskinõs colossal intellectual energy to 
describe these failing powers let alone prescribe ways of 
correcting the disorder. That he did both testifies to his 
genius.  

Hull shows us how there is always a balance in 
Ruskin between the realist and the intellectual. A lesser 
artist might have retreated into a cult of beauty, to 
sterilize technology through ornament. Ruskin faced 
dire social dysfunction with clearly defined remedies 
refusing to yield to the forces of materiality which 
preach only despair, decay and dust. His recognition 
that within consumer capitalism something artificial has 
to be added to the material objectñthe false lustre of 
the commodityñis one of his greatest insights. 

Medieval cosmology enabled former civilizations 
to understand the harmonics of nature, the cycles of the 
seasons and the stars as part of a spiritual patrimony.  
Ruskinõs essentially Platonic vision garnered in part 
from his reading of the English Romantic poets shows 
itself in a vibrant response to natural forms, rocks and 
minerals:  

..all is touched and troubled like waves by a 
summer breeze: rippled, far more delicately than 
seas or lakes are rippled: they only undulate 
along their surfaces ð this rock  trembles through 
its very fibre, like the chords of an Eolian harp.  
A passage from Ruskinõs reflections on Veronañ

unlike his more florid prose and in more serene 
moodñ is a clear example of his approach to the way 
head, heart and hand (The Two Paths 1859) inter-connect 
in a landscape that has become humanised. He describes a 
trench adjoining the city wall, later found to be rich in 
fossil forms, noting how the impulses which guided the 
fortification of the city indirectly gave birth to the 
modern science of geology. The passage shows Ruskinõs 
profound feeling for the society of the Middle Ages co-
existing with his scientific, artistic and human insights in 
an intimate correspondence. The landscape speaks to 
him of how these battlements facilitated the cultivation 
of the arts and how the first artillery tower in Europe 
directed the continentõs destiny. Ruskinõs concept of 
timeless truth is not merely a contingent fact of 
knowing but is bound to a nucleus of time and space 

lying within the known and the knower alike. It is a 
kind of pure beholding inherent in the artist who, in 
striving for scientific accuracy of detail, also detects in 
each delicate curve or undulating shadow the formõs 
unique being. To Ruskin forms are part of a dynamic 
eco-system. He notes their habitation, their special 
history and fate, almost their sufferings. For as he insists 
in Ethics of the Dust, even inanimate objects suffer. 

As an artist Hull is especially sensitive to the way 
the landscape paintings of Turner drove Ruskin to a 
more specialist knowledge of geology. The sustained 
metaphor of geology in Ruskinõs work was seized upon 
by Proust, indeed Proustõs own conception of the 
involuntary memory was conceived in terms of 
excavating the inner life, seeing memory as a cross-
section in geology which reveals reversions, repetitions, 
throw-backs and convolutions. Thus Proust ð and 
Ruskin never had a more devoted discipleñconnected 
his own interior life with a wider mythic imagination 
continually renewing itself across a vast duration in 
time. What never ceases to amaze us in Ruskin is that 
this deep past was closer to him than the events in his 
daily newspaper! 

It is always illuminating to note the frequency of 
certain words and phrases in a lecture, and the 
overwhelming preoccupation in Hullõs work is the 
optical sense: looking and seeingñnot necessarily the 
same ð the eye is an explorer, a logic of the eye, the 
subjective, emotional eye. Such phrases reverberate with all 
the associations of light and colour, spatial differentials 
such as enlargement and miniaturization, perspective 
and scale. Ruskin is referred to more than once as a Seer 
and in its dual sense.  The eye that finds ancient 
columns in horse willow, a bishopõs crosier in the fern 
and Gothic tracery in the thistle inhabits not just an 
optical, but a metaphysical landscape.   

Through his close knowledge of painting and 
sculpture Hull takes us even into a psychology of the 
human body: 

Imagine the earth itself as the face of another 
person, its surface responsive not just to the 
touch of your hand, but sensitive even to the light 
of your eye. 

It is as if the closer one looks the greater the distance 
from which nature returns our gaze. This connects with 
Ruskinõs sublime image of man: 

Man is the sun of the world; more than the real 
sun. The fire of his wonderful heart is the only 
light and heat worth gauge or measure. Where 
he is, are the tropics, where he is not, is the ice-
world. 

A whole lecture might be given on this single 
statement. In speaking of the polarities of ice and fire 
Ruskin sees man as taking part in a drama in which heart 
redeems all and unlocks the mystery of the spirit. He 
elevates man to a being with infinite inner powers. In 
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contrast, technology with its sphinx-like gaze is busy 
abolishing the space where meditation once lived.  

A memorable and moving part of the lecture is 
Hullõs description of seeing cave paintings at Altamira, 
an aesthetic experience which he recalls crossed a 
personal threshold. We return to the springtime of the 
world:  

Every bulge of the ceiling was a life-sized 
bison! An entire herd thundered the grassy hills 
above, as it had silently continued to thunder 
without hunter, artist or archaeologist to chase it 
for 13,000 years. A magical and sacred presence 
inhabited the land. 
Here was manõs earliest religious experience, the 

product of an eye undamaged by science where 
everything around him appeared wondrous and holy. It 
seemed an emanation of the earth itself, a lost language, 
the childõs ecstatic gaze. Such freedom of expression, 
such intensity of feeling has no arty pretensions and is 
far removed from much modern art where meaning 
exists only in the caption, in a blatant desire for 
celebrity status, or adorns the blank face of a 
multinational bank! As Walter Benjamin observed, 
modern artistic sensibility might seek to endow a soup 
can with metaphysical significance but cannot grasp a 
single human connexion in which it exists. 

It is a rather miraculous aspect of genius that it 
appears in its most potent form at a time in history 
when the intellectual forces are most polarised. Ruskin 
was not only a contemporary of Turnerõs but also 
Darwin and Marx. Opposition braces the mind and 
explains in part how Ruskin became one of the greatest 
art critics of all time. Hull keeps this paradox always 
before him showing how Ruskinõs genius belongs to the 
historical moment ð a particular epochñ at the same 
time that it is in harmony with the greatest minds of 
every age. It brings him naturally to Turner and one of 
the most fascinating sections of his lecture where his 
experience as an artist is valuable: the metaphysic of 
distance or the nature of the horizon. 

Horizons are wonderfully rich in mathematical and 
metaphysical meanings. Hull describes the bleak 
impression that Rothkoõs last abstracts had upon him 
where sharply defined horizons convey only sterility and 
deadness. He contrasts this effect with Belliniõs Agony in 
the Garden where the eye meets a series of curved 
horizons.  In the religious paintings of Botticelli and 
Leonardo da Vinci horizon becomes a mystical veil: an 
infinity of possibilitiesé.a realm, not a line. Hull suggests 
that the dawning of perspective liberated not only the 
eye but the soul and every great landscape painting 
should facilitate this awakening. Awakening implies the 
pre-existence of a former reality; thus El Greco seems 
to tear open the sky in a moment of passion. Turnerõs 
landscapes stretch and orchestrate the optical sense. Full 
of spiritual and emotional energy, they are dramas not 

tied to the present but moving through continuous 
time. In his sea-scapes and shipwrecks what happens on 
the horizon such as a passing ship, is an essential part of 
the tragic action. Here are pictorial and poetic thinking 
at their most moving which transcend mere style; an 
alchemyñthe word is perfectly chosen, for the fire 
symbol embodies the idea of metamorphosis through 
suffering, that which only fire reveals: the fire of the 
heart. 
In listening to Hullõs lecture, as opposed to a later 

reading of it, I was struck at this point by the thought 
that Ruskin was there at a precise moment in history 
when a great paradigm shift in human consciousness was 
happening, one deeply connected with the nature of 
distance and nearness. The truth content of great art 
increases with its distance in time. It has meanings and 
extensions such as the first viewers could not imagine 
but its spiritual quality is never fully disclosed. After the 
Enlightenment ð and Hull raises this topic perhaps a 
little too late in the closing sections of his lecture ð man 
desired to draw objects closer, to bring the distance 
nearer. What we may call trace evidence conflicted with 
auratic evidence, the former having acquired a degree of 
certainty while the latter became associated with dream 
and superstition. Earlier civilizations thought the stars 
were divine, partly because of their infinite distance. In 
landscape the sense of distance facilitates an opening of 
the unique inner life. It awakens sensibilities that cannot 
be learnt. Such spirituality was central to early man 
because we can say that he actually inhabited it, an idea 
which is almost impossible for us to imagine. Until the 
industrial revolution distance in time lent a special value 
to objects utterly distinct from their material value, 
hence the bequeathing of family objects made sacred by 
memory. With mass production the endless copying of 
the object turned it into an image.  It stripped it bare. 
Ruskin breathed the very aura of mountains, the unique 
semblance of distance no matter how close. Underlying 
his marvellous sensibility is this ancient and intuitive 
wisdom ð for it is more than a faith. 
Hullõs statement:  

Ruskin inherits what we might call the DNA of 
English landscape painting ð that the fashioning of 
a certain harmony between man and nature is a 
moral good 

is of profound importance. Moral goodness is referred 
to frequently in his lecture:  
énothing but art is moral éa type of 
knowledge that is whole in its balance of the 
material and the spiritualéé.Ruskin and 
medieval man, at least, believed it to be good.é 
art believed in its power to represent the 
consciousness of an individual as a force for good 
in itself. 

The concept of morality as the bed-fellow of art 
always raises questions. The lectureõs title: Demeterõs 



23 

Dowry might suggest this moral good to be manõs 
responsibility as caretaker of the earth. But does art 
have a specifically moral purpose?  The Christian 
morality is certainly at the heart of Ruskinõs aesthetic 
life although he was inclined in later years to soften its 
profile. Hullõs reference to the DNA of English 
landscape painting has a rather marvellous implication: 
that Ruskin seemed to haveñalmost in his blood ð 
spiritual powers considerably older than the Christian 
faith. He was certainly no pantheist in the 
Wordsworthian sense, but he possessed mystical 
intuitions which ran parallel with his artistic insights: 
that is why he  can relate the Hellenic to the Medieval, 
see a harpy in a cherub or a Greek vase in a Byzantine 
dome. Bringing Ruskin into line with modern 
humanism may be mistaken. To detach Ruskin from his 
spiritual forebears is to damage his universal importance 
in the history of thought. 
The theme of morality returns in Hullõs reference 

to Ruskinõs Platonic instincts and to Cudworthõs 
refutation of Hobbesõs rationalism. Perhaps Platoõs idea 
that the goodness of anything as dependent on the proper 
ordering of its parts is closer to this moral goodness in 
nature and art than medieval Christianity, profound and 
wonderful as that moment in spirituality was. Hullõs 
heartfelt, elegantly phrased lecture demonstrates how 
poetic metaphor is itself a medium of truth. It opens 
many avenues of thought and his final words, gracefully 
sustaining a central theme, bring a distinguished lecture 
to an impressive close:    

The beauty and necessity of mystery have 
become invisible to us. We have only a bloated 
foreground and anxiety about anything that is not 
defined. The artist has the potential to address 
this and to open a relationship with that which 
lies beyond. We must never cease in our desire 
to see all horizons as open, infinite, a mystery 
beyond. 

INDUSTRIAL VILLAGE, SHEFFIELD 

Clive  Wilmer 
 
...sent like fuel to feed the factory-smoke 

John Ruskin, The Nature of Gothic 
 

The wind came in my dream and blew away 
Your visionary pages: how we work, 
How we once worked, how we might come to work. 
It sluiced them in a stream turgid and black 
With grease and effluent ð thence to be rescued, 
After a fashion, by a passing soldier... 
 
I in turn needed again to know 
How those men sent to feed the factory-smoke 
Were indeed sent, did in fact feed it... 
 
How the ôpuller-upõ, for instance, had 
First to be drenched in water head to toe 
Before he could be, powerful as he was,  
Sent into the furnace to pull up 
The crucible charged with Sheffield ore 
At white heat. 
 
The dream of men like him and what they did 
Fed your imagination and just rage, 
And I must dive, too, into the cold stream  
And sizzle like iron in heat  
To drag the vision out.  
                                        At which point, 
The tall spires and pinnacles arose 
The river cleared, flowed with water of life 
Flowed again, and the craftsman, once a soldier, 
Dipped his flame-red steel in living water. 
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BARMOUTH  (In Pictures) 

(Right) The gravestone of Fanny 
Talbot (centre of photo) in neigh-
bouring St Maryõs Churchyard, 

Llanaber, overlooking the sea. One 
of the many women to support 

Ruskinõs ventures in the Guild of St 
George, she became a keen corre-
spondent of his. He called her õa 

motherly, bright, black-eyed  
woman é if you answer one  
question sheõll ask you six.õ   

(Left) Mrs Fanny Talbot  (1824-1917), Guild donor and Companion. A landowner 
and philanthropist, she not only donated thirteen cottages in Barmouth to the 
Guild, but is credited as the first donor to the National Trust, with the gift in 1895 
of four and a half acres of land, Dinas Oleu (ôFortress of Lightõ) in the same west-
coast Welsh town. Growing up in Bridgwater, Somerset, the daughter of John and 
Mary Browne, she married George Tertius Talbot and later moved to Barmouth. 
He died in 1873. The couple had one son, George Quartus (ôQuarryõ) Talbot. 

(Left, with plaque above) Tyn-y-Fynnon today: 
the totally rebuilt home of Mrs Talbot, high 
on what the locals call ôThe Rockõ (of  
Gibraltar), just above the cottages she  
donated to the Guild, and just below the 
National Trust land, Dinas Oleu. Sadly, the 
original house was destroyed by fire.  

Talbot shared the property for some time with another of Ruskinõs correspondents Blance Atkinson (1847-1911). 
The daughter of Jonathan Atkinson, a prosperous Liverpool soap manufacturer, she became a novelist and childrenõs 
writer. She also edited two works by the Irish feminist and social reformer, Frances Power Cobbe (1822-1904). 
Talbotõs donation to the National Trust was largely the result of her respect for and friendship with its two 

Ruskinian co-founders, Canon Rawnsley and Octavia Hill.  
One of the first residents of Talbotõs St Georgeõs Cottages was August Guyard (1808-1883), the French political 

activist and participant in the 1848 revolution, who counted both Alexander Dumas and Victor Hugo among his 
friends. A ôback-to-natureõ community experiment in Frotey-les-Vesouls having fallen foul of the Church authorities, 
he moved to Paris and eventually fled Prussian invaders in 1870 to move to Barmouth, the home of his daughter, the 
wife of Mrs Talbotõs son, Quartus. 


