Portrait of an idealist
ALWAY,S RELEVANT: He was a writer, artist and social campaigner, but with John

Ruskin'’s legacy in danger of being forgotten, Stephen McC ce reports on a new
project to preserve his place in history. Main pictures by Scott M ees.
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HAIR APPARENT: John Ruskin, the Victorian
writer and social campaigner, whose connections
with Sheffield are explored by a new project

extended before moving in 1890 to bigger
premises across the city in Meersbrook
Park, where it attracted more than 60,000
visitors a year from all over Britain, the
continent and the Far East. By the 1950s,
however, Ruskin'’s ideas had fallen out

of favour, he gradually slipped from the
collective Sheffield memory, and much of
his collection was put into store in Reading.

It returned to Sheffield in 1981 and a
new —and for many people enchanting
and enriching - Ruskin Gallery opened
in the city centre four years later. One
newspaper reviewer reckoned it sat “like a
new-minted jewel amidst the urban clutter
of Brutalism”.

Its first keeper was Dr Janet Barnes, now
chief executive of York Museums Trust
and a director of the Guild of St George,
the educational charity which owns the
collection and promotes Ruskin'’s ideas.

“If you look at the reasons other
philanthropists gave collections, it was
because they reflected their status and
wealth, but Ruskin’s was in a completely
different arena,” she says. “My first
reaction when I saw the collection was:
‘What's the connection between these
minerals and bird prints and manuscripts?
What's the key to it all?".”

The key, she decided, was “looking
carefully and being mindful of what you're
seeing” —reflecting Ruskin’s belief that
“You can no more see 20 things worth
seeing in an hour, than you can read 20
books worth reading in a day. Give little,
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but that little good and beautiful, and
explain it thoroughly.... The less you have
to look at, the better you attend.”

That philosophy continues today at the
Millennium Gallery, which has housed the
goUecﬁon since 2001. Only a fraction of it
is on show at any one time, but a central
exhibit is a huge canvas, from around 1880,
of St Mark’s Basilica in Venice.

Its artist, John Wharlton Bunney, spent
570 early morning sessions creatingit to
Inspire people who could never hope to
see St Mark’s for themselves: these were
the days before affordable package tours.

The collection’s delights are generally
onamuch smaller scale than Bunney’s
picture, however. There are copies of Old
Masters and plaster casts of Renaissance
sculptures (mostly commissioned by
Ruskin), detailed architectural studies and

wings of flowers, insects and leaves,
and Ruskin's own painstaking watercolour
of a peacock’s feather. There are medieval
Books of Hours, their margins alive with
Strange beasts, and displays of minerals
quartz, agate, amethyst - with the sign
l:mse feel free to touch.”
soundtrack of birdsong and running
water plays almost impenrgepm'bk_\‘ in
the background. Ruskin admired the
countryside around Sheffield, the fact that
Yyou could see the hills from the city centre.
The East End may have been polluted but
the horizon always promised fresh air.
Ruskin-in-Sheffield will celebrate this

rural side of his vision with events
inspired by St George's Farm in e
Totley, on the Peak District border,
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ct froma visitors ook rom St George's Museu. ,
Project, with a nature journal by Mary Gregg.

“Yes, the abiding thing about Ruskin
is that he’s always relevant,” says Janet
Bames, author of an absorbing book about
his Sheffield associations. “He was a free
spirit, with a very original outlook, which
he described from his own experience, so
you can have that experience yourself.”

But, if he's always relevant, is he always
right? “That’s difficult,” she says. “I
wouldn't say he was always right; he
contradicted himself all the time. But
no-one would argue about the value of
opening people up to a broader range of
experience.” She adds that he appealed to
Sheffielders’ radical, independent spirit,
and that the project is “as much about
Sheffield as it’s about Ruskin.”

Ruskin remains a contradictory figure.
Asked which political party he would
support today, one admirer reckons he
would be “Labour or Green - but mostly
Green”. Another, however, sees him as “an
old Tory, a rich boy... sometimes accused
of being patronising”.

There is, after all, a story about a man
who tugged eagerly at Ruskin's sleeve after
alecture and said how much he'd enjoyed
reading his books. “I don't care whether
you enjoyed them,” said Ruskin. “Did they
do you any good?”

W For more information visit www.
ruskininsheffield.com

W Millennium Gallery (0114 278 2600,
www.museums-sheffield.org.uk).

W Ruskin in Sheffield by Janet Barnes,

is published by Museums Sheffield in
association with the Guild of St

George, available at the gallery, @
priced £6, and online.



