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UNTO THIS LAST
AND OTHER WRITINGS

JOHN RUSKIN was born in London in 1819, of Scottish descent. His father was a successful wine-merchant and art lover; his mother a strict Evangelical whose religious instruction affected him deeply. He entered Christ Church, Oxford, in 1836 and graduated in 1842. In 1843, the first of the five volumes of Modern Painters was published, a work written in defence of J. M. W. Turner. The other volumes survey the main traditions of European painting from Giotto to the nineteenth century. Ruskin was also passionately interested in Gothic architecture and published two books on the subject before the completion of Modern Painters: The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) and the three volumes of The Stones of Venice in 1851 and 1853. He married Effie Gray in 1848, but seven years later the marriage was annulled on grounds of non-consummation. In 1858 he met Rose la Touche, a girl of nine, with whom he fell in love and became increasingly obsessed, and in that year he finally lost his Evangelical faith. In 1860, disillusioned with a society in which poverty was rampant and the poor exploited, he began the first of four essays attacking the science of Political Economy. They were published in book form in 1862, under the title, Unto this Last. This was followed in 1863 by Munera Pulveris, which puts forward some positive proposals for economic change and reform. In 1869 he became the first Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford and in 1871 began writing Fors Clavigera, a series of open letters which draw connections between diverse subjects. He also took part in many practical projects, many of which he directed by way of his Utopian pressure-group, the Guild of St George. When Rose la Touche died insane in 1875, however, he began to show signs of mental disturbance and suffered the first of seven mental breakdowns in 1878. In 1885 he began publishing his autobiography, Praeterita. This moving and lyrical book was brought to a premature conclusion by his last and most violent breakdown in 1889. He lived on, withdrawn and inactive, until 1900.
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1

In May 1860 John Ruskin delivered to his publishers the fifth and final volume of Modern Painters, his monumental study of landscape art. He was forty-one. The first volume had appeared in 1843 and established his reputation almost overnight as the most influential art critic in England, probably the most influential that English culture has ever known. It had been inspired by the greatest landscape artist of the early nineteenth century. The late paintings of J. M. W. Turner, with their unfocused washes of luminous colour, had moved conservative art critics to ridicule and contempt. Angered by what he judged prejudice and ignorance, Ruskin had risen to Turner’s defence, never for a moment anticipating the scope of the finished work. As it grew, however, and as Ruskin’s knowledge of art grew with it, the book began to encompass the whole field of European painting. But that was not the limit of Ruskin’s interests and activities. The composition of Modern Painters was twice interrupted by studies of medieval architecture. He was much in demand as a public lecturer. He taught drawing free of charge at the new Working Men’s College. He campaigned for sound principles of industrial design and interested himself in educational experiment. He helped to plan and build the Oxford Museum of Natural History. He spent a great deal of his time and money sorting, cleaning, framing and cataloguing the Turner bequest. Nor was he purely a theorist and critic. His ideas about art were based on a close study of nature, and his considerable powers of observation were reinforced by scientific knowledge of natural forms. His first great passion was geology – he had published essays on the subject at the age of fifteen – and he remained an original amateur of the subject for most of his life. He was a skilled and sensitive draughtsman and watercolourist, and illustrated most of his own books, making copies after great masters, architectural drawings, studies of natural forms. He was a considerable literary critic, and was widely regarded as the outstanding prose stylist of the age. Yet despite this reputation for various accomplishment, the subject of his next book took the public completely by surprise.

 The completion of Modern Painters had exhausted him. Before the book appeared, he left for a holiday in the Swiss Alps, the landscape that from boyhood had inspired his love of nature. There, too, through Turner’s impressions of it, he had learnt the role of the artist as interpreter of divine truth. Now, looking out on the scene he loved before all others, the ‘cloudless peace of the snows of Chamouni’, he turned his mind to the study of Political Economy. The first product of his meditations, the four essays later collected as Unto this Last, appeared that same year in the Cornhill Magazine, and with their publication Ruskin experienced what might have been judged the first setback of his career. The present selection has been designed to put Unto this Last in a context. Though the writings grouped around it illustrate the range of Ruskin’s concerns, there is also a remarkable consistency of moral and social emphasis. It is the purpose of this Introduction to show that what then seemed at best a diversion, at worst an aberration, was in fact central to Ruskin’s work and thought. It has become customary for critics and biographers to insist that the seeds of Unto this Last are to be found in his previous work and that no fundamental change of direction was involved. The arguments adduced to support this view are indisputable. Nevertheless, the book was, in subject and in manner, quite different from anything Ruskin had written before – disturbing to the complacency of his more genteel admirers. To feel something of its impact and originality, the modern reader needs to recognize this, and to learn by what paths Ruskin arrived at this unexpected point of departure.

2

Ruskin was an only child. He was born in 1819 in London but, like so many of those who have sought to explain the laws of economics, he was of Scottish descent. His father was a self-made man, a prosperous wine-merchant with a passion for Romantic literature and the visual arts. His mother was an inflexibly devout Evangelical; under her pious regime, Ruskin had to learn great tracts of the Bible by heart. As a child he was both spoilt and deprived: he had few companions and was denied many of the ordinary sensual delights of childhood, while his intellect and self-esteem were nourished and pampered. The denial of ordinary pleasures, as Ruskin suggests in his autobiography Praeterita, seems to have stimulated and refined his aesthetic sensibilities. In particular, it heightened his powers of sight, the faculty whose moral value his writings consistently stress. Modern biographers have tended to abominate his parents for their snobbery, their puritanism, and the suffocating excess of their devotion to their only son. But though Ruskin himself recognized these failings and the harm they had done him, he also praised his parents for the conduct of their lives and valued their commitment to honesty and hard work. Moreover, most of his attitudes and preoccupations can be traced to their teaching. To his mother he owed his religious awe, which set nature above all human endeavour, and his feeling for the rhythms of English prose, rooted as it is in the language of the Authorized Version. From his father he acquired his love of travel, landscape, painting, architecture, Byron and Scott and Turner; perhaps also something of his economic awareness.

Yet he despised their narrowness. Caricaturing their absurd ambitions for him in Praeterita, he wrote that they wanted him ‘to write poetry as good as Byron’s only pious; preach sermons as good as Bossuet’s only Protestant; be made, at forty, Bishop of Winchester, and at fifty, Primate of England’. It is a beautifully neat sketch and only mildly exaggerated. It points quite clearly to the sources of Ruskin’s thought in two movements of the late eighteenth century: Romanticism and Evangelical Protestantism. One wonders whether he ever realized how nearly fulfilled these parental ambitions were. If he never became a prince of the church, he certainly attained a comparable degree of public respect; and the literary manner he made his own might be seen as a marriage of poetry and the sermon.

His father did much to encourage the enthusiasm which led to Modern Painters. On his thirteenth birthday, Ruskin was given a copy of Samuel Rogers’ Italy, a topographical poem illustrated with vignettes by Turner. He was ravished by these engravings. The following year the family went on holiday to Switzerland and there, for the first time, Ruskin glimpsed some of the mountain landscapes Turner had made his own. Soon, with his father’s help, he was collecting Turner watercolours and the continental visit had become an annual event. In 1836, incensed by attacks in the quarterlies on Turner’s late style, he launched himself into a spirited defence of those great paintings. The article was never published but its argument – that Turner shocked the critics because he was more ‘truthful’ than the conventional artists they praised – was the germ of the book Ruskin began in 1842, as soon as he had graduated from Oxford. ‘Truth to Nature’ is the theme of Modern Painters, and from the outset it has moral implications. If the criterion of greatness in art is truth, it follows that inferior art is bad because it is false. Good taste, therefore, is a moral quality. Ruskin did not shirk the awkwardness of this conclusion, and thereafter his development is marked by an inability to turn his back on disturbing questions.

It took Ruskin eighteen years to complete Modern Painters. He had originally conceived it as an essay, but the essay grew and, by the time the book was published, he was thinking in terms of three volumes. The second volume, which appeared in 1846, is hardly concerned with modern painting at all. It announces his discovery of Italian religious art – of Giotto, Fra Angelico, Bellini and, in a later period, Tintoretto. This discovery provoked a long but fruitful digression into the study of architecture, the outcome of which was four more books: The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) and the three volumes of The Stones of Venice (1851 and 1853). Modern Painters was shelved for nearly ten years; then, in 1856, Volumes III and IV appeared, only to be followed by more digressions – this time not only into writing but into projects of a practical and socially constructive nature. During this period he began addressing himself to religious and social questions and became, through his defence of the Pre-Raphaelite painters and his detailed annual reviews of the Royal Academy exhibition, a powerful influence on the course of contemporary art. By the time the last volume appeared, his mind was on other things and his views on most subjects had changed or developed. This is hardly surprising. He was twenty-four, precocious and opinionated, when the project began. He had studied a lot of pictures but his knowledge was far less wide-ranging than the autocratic tone of the first volume might suggest. As his knowledge increased, he noticed his errors and changed his mind. Moreover, the changes that took place in his personal development affected the book’s focus and angle of vision. He had begun writing it as a pious Evangelical who saw nature as the visible language of God. By 1860 he had been ‘unconverted’ and the focus of his interest had moved from landscape to man.

This is as much as to say that Modern Painters is not one book, but five – as Ruskin himself realized. And yet, as he observed in his Preface to Volume V, there is a unifying theme: ‘In the main aim and principle of the book, there is no variation from its first syllable to its last. It declares the perfectness and eternal beauty of the work of God; and tests all work of man by concurrence with, or subjection to that.’ The development then, as he goes on to say, was organic: ‘as the work changed like a tree, it was also rooted like a tree.’ Ruskin’s belief in the divinity of nature is Romantic. A quotation from Wordsworth appeared on the title-page of each volume of Modern Painters. This would seem to stress the modernity of Ruskin’s thought, and not incorrectly. But his idea of creation, like Wordsworth’s, is founded on the Natural Theology of the eighteenth century. Nature was, after the Bible, the second book of divine revelation. It could therefore be read by the pious observer. The function of art, Ruskin argued, was to interpret it and, thereby, the ‘word’ of God. And so the artist’s main duty was to be truthful in his representation. Thus, when an artist was judged untruthful, as Turner had been, his only court of appeal was to nature herself. It was to her, therefore, that Ruskin turned in the painter’s defence. The aspect of Modern Painters that is likely to seem most extraordinary to present-day readers is the detailed analysis and description of natural forms. Before we can judge the fidelity of a painting (these passages suggest) we must learn to perceive the subject correctly. Turner seems eccentric in his late work not because he distorts but because, on the contrary, his observation is so accurate. This is difficult to judge for two reasons: first, because the accuracy is not a matter of the single photographic image, but of overall impression (the painting has a context – in the larger landscape beyond the frame’s confines and ultimately in the whole of the natural order); and, second, because people tend to judge pictures by the standards of other pictures. Turner’s critics were hidebound by convention. They admired the kind of painting that emulated the Old Masters and observed the ‘rules’. For Ruskin such pictures merely drew on the history of pictorial convention and, in so doing, perpetuated what might be falsehood, flattering human skill at the expense of truth. He condemned the neoclassical notion that nature should be idealized and that the artist should ‘improve’ it. On the contrary, he argued, the real world is the source of all our ideas of beauty: to idealize is to deform. The difficulty of Ruskin’s criticism is that it also partakes of idealism. This is not a contradiction. He believed that the artist should render particulars with accuracy at the same time as giving the spectator an idea of the essence and meaning of created things. For this reason he also condemned what he saw as the debased and materialistic realism of Dutch genre painting. Beauty in nature was the signature of a loving God: it was the artist’s duty to communicate that.

But beauty is not the only subject of art. From the outset, Ruskin realized that attention to truth involved knowledge of good and evil. The artists he praised as ‘Naturalists’ had the courage to look on evil as well as beauty. This is most clearly stated in the later volumes of Modern Painters (see, in the present selection, ‘The Two Boyhoods’), but it is already apparent in the first. The early volumes were famed for their purple passages of descriptive prose. Here is one of the finest, the description in Modern Painters I of an oil by Turner that Ruskin owned, Slavers throwing overboard the dead and dying (1840):

It is a sunset on the Atlantic, after prolonged storm; but the storm is partially lulled, and the torn and streaming rainclouds are moving in scarlet lines to lose themselves in the hollow of the night. The whole surface of sea included in the picture is divided into two ridges of enormous swell, not high, nor local, but a low broad heaving of the whole ocean, like the lifting of its bosom by deep-drawn breath after the torture of the storm. Between these two ridges the fire of the sunset falls along the trough of the sea, dyeing it with an awful but glorious light, the intense and lurid splendour which burns like gold, and bathes like blood. Along this fiery path and valley, the tossing waves by which the swell of the sea is restlessly divided, lift themselves in dark, indefinite, fantastic forms, each casting a faint and ghastly shadow behind it along the illumined foam. They do not rise everywhere, but three or four together in wild groups, fitfully and furiously, as the under strength of the swell compels or permits them; leaving between them treacherous spaces of level and whirling water, now lighted with green and lamp-like fire, now flashing back the gold of the declining sun, now fearfully dyed from above with the undistinguishable images of the burning clouds, which fall upon them in flakes of crimson and scarlet, and give to the reckless waves the added motion of their own fiery flying. Purple and blue, the lurid shadows of the hollow breakers are cast upon the mist of night, which gathers cold and low, advancing like the shadow of death upon the guilty ship as it labours amidst the lightning of the sea, its thin masts written upon the sky in lines of blood, girded with condemnation in that fearful hue which signs the sky with horror, and mixes its flaming flood with the sunlight, and, cast far along the desolate heave of the sepulchral waves, incarnadines the multitudinous sea.

(Library Edition III, 571–2)

By the time he wrote Unto this Last, Ruskin had turned against ‘fine writing’ of this kind: it allowed the reader to admire the style without attending to the content. The passage is undeniably over-written. Yet the content could hardly have been expressed more powerfully or in any other way. The matter of the painting is described as if it were real: the very style has been influenced by Turner. By this means Ruskin’s words unite with nature and the painter’s hand in legible condemnation of the slavers’ evil: ‘written upon the sky in lines of blood’. Even though the message is refracted through praise of a work of art, there is no mistaking Ruskin’s generous outrage. The prophetic voice of Ruskin the social critic is heard here for the first time. In 1856 he wrote (in Modern Painters III): ‘the greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and tell what he saw in a plain way… To see clearly is poetry, prophecy, and religion – all in one.’ He was to be more and more tormented by the fact that sometimes he saw things only too well.

As Modern Painters develops, the broad theme of Truth to Nature increasingly takes on this darker colouring. As Ruskin grew older, the bold certainties of his Evangelical faith began to weaken. His travels and his knowledge of Christian art had removed his hatred of Catholicism, and he began to think of his parents’ religion as sectarian, provincial and life-denying. More seriously, by 1858 (the year of his ‘unconversion’) the advances of modern science were troubling him. The Origin of Species appeared in 1859, but more disturbing to Ruskin – since his own knowledge confirmed it – was the evidence of geology. As early as 1851, he expressed his fear of the geologists’ ‘dreadful Hammers’, the clink of which he heard ‘at the end of every cadence of the Bible verses’. It seems unlikely that Ruskin ever became an atheist, but before he completed Modern Painters he had certainly lost his faith in the idea of the visible world as the language of a loving God. Accordingly, the author of Volumes IV and V finds that when he beholds the wonders of nature his eyes come to rest on pain, cruelty, corruption and death. Moreover, the digression that had led him from religious painting in Modern Painters II to religious architecture in The Stones of Venice also caused him to consider the response of human life to its natural context: for architecture, though it too may express delight in leaves and mountains, is above all a social art, ‘born of man’s necessities and expressive of his nature’. But when Ruskin looked at the social order around him, he found a way of life which did nothing to mitigate the hardness of the human lot and which, as far as the weaker members of society were concerned, did much to aggravate it. A society so dedicated to squalor and heartless brutality was, in Ruskin’s view, indifferent to the beauty he had preached; and most of its professions of Christian charity were mere hypocrisy. Its real God was not the man of sorrows, but Mammon.

3

For Ruskin, the study of architecture had never been distinct from the study of landscape. Turner, like many of the watercolourists of his generation, had first made his mark as an architectural draughtsman, with cathedrals and ruined abbeys as his subjects. Among the lesser artists celebrated in Modern Painters are the designers of popular architectural prints, Samuel Prout, David Roberts, Clarkson Stanfield and Ruskin’s drawing master, J. D. Harding. These artists did much to popularize the revival of interest in medieval architecture that is part of Romanticism. But the tradition they belong to is connected with the movement of eighteenth-century taste known as the Picturesque. Picturesque landscape is not conventionally beautiful. The beauty lies in the handling; the scenes themselves are wild or disordered and associated with poverty. Often, antiquated buildings, usually falling into ruin, give focus and human meaning to the composition. The fashion for Gothic remains was closely connected with the Romantic nostalgia for the medieval. It was in origin sentimental and decorative, but by the early nineteenth century it had acquired dignity and antiquarian earnestness – mainly through the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott, which Ruskin devoured in his childhood.

Ruskin was, even in his teens, a superb architectural draughtsman – to begin with, very much of the Picturesque school. His first full-length prose work, The Poetry of Architecture, also belongs to the tradition: serialized in the Architectural Magazine in 1837, it deals with the relation of vernacular buildings to landscape. Ruskin’s feeling for the Picturesque never quite diminished. The mouldering wall furred with lichen recurs throughout his writings. But he soon began trying to understand the emotion it generated, and wrote of the way the ageing of stone allows nature to blend with the man-made environment. And his work acquired a scholarly dimension. By the late 1840s, his knowledge of medieval iconography and the motifs of Gothic ornament in England, France and Italy was encyclopedic.

The first product of this knowledge was The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849). Two preoccupations caused him to write it: his new estimation of early religious painting* and anxiety about the fate of the medieval heritage in modern times. In spite of – in some cases because of- the Gothic Revival, the great buildings of medieval Europe were under threat. Many of them were endangered by neglect; still more by the fashion for ‘restoration’ – at the hands of craftsmen and designers who were ignorant of medieval skills and unable to judge the value of the work they were so assiduously replacing. The Seven Lamps was written partly to make the case against the restorers and partly to record work that Ruskin believed was soon to be lost. As he both celebrated the art of the Middle Ages and lamented the failure of his own time to emulate or properly value it, he began to perceive the extent of the gulf that divided the two eras. He was forced to conclude that at some stage in its development, European culture had gone disastrously wrong.

This conclusion was new to Ruskin. Modern Painters I had championed modern artists and claimed to prove their ‘superiority in the Art of Landscape Painting to all the Ancient Masters’.* But during a long Italian tour in 1845, the religious masters from Giotto to Tintoretto took him by storm. He learnt that many of the claims he had made for the English landscapists could also be made for medieval painting. For instance, he praised fifteenth-century artists like Benozzo Gozzoli or Giovanni Bellini for what he called their ‘naturalism’: the way they paid homage to the hand of God in creation through the loving and accurate representation of natural forms. It was precisely this quality that he admired in Gothic architecture.

Anyone who has ever looked closely at a Gothic cathedral will have been struck by the proliferation of natural forms in its ornamentation. These forms are rarely abstract or idealized. They are usually particular, and identical motifs are rarely repeated. Pages of Ruskin are devoted to the study of all this richness. He sees it as one of the many ways in which the Gothic builders praised the glory of God’s creation. The whole building honours the laws of the physical world. It respects the materials it is made of, being as much concerned to express the material’s character as to convert it into wall or statue. In so doing, it harmonizes with the natural environment, seeming to grow out of the land. It further celebrates the beauty of natural forms by evoking them in its own formal dispositions – in rose-windows, in foliated tracery, in the analogies that may be drawn between forest and arcade, spire and mountain peak. And in the pursuit of organic beauty it discards formal perfection, thus in effect confessing the weakness of man and acknowledging that only God is perfect. It is because of this naturalism – as much as for dubiously historical reasons† – that Ruskin calls Gothic ‘Christian architecture’.

With the coming of the Renaissance, however, naturalism gives way to conventions diametrically opposed to it. The decadent Catholicism of the late Middle Ages had given birth to a delusive self-confidence. The Gothic adoration of external things had opened perspectives into infinity; the art of the Renaissance confined itself to the study of man, beginning and ending in his physical being. For Ruskin, this was ‘sensualism’ – what is now called ‘materialism’ inflated with the sin of pride. This sensualism required a more worldly style to reflect its values. The result was Classicism: a revival of the architecture of pagan Rome. Where Gothic had confessed man’s limitations, Classicism announced his perfections by means of symmetry, a mathematical concept of form, which centred on man and displayed the power of his intellect, but had no room for the wide world beyond him. The change in style represented, in Ruskin’s view, a covert rejection of Christianity, though Christian practice was to continue, as a mere form, into the nineteenth century.

Ruskin’s fullest account of this cultural apostasy is to be found in The Stones of Venice (1851 and 1853). Venetian builders in the Middle Ages created their own eclectic variations on the Byzantine and Gothic styles.* Much of the painting Ruskin called ‘medieval’ – Italian painting of the fifteenth century, for instance – now tends to be classed as ‘early Renaissance’. He usually reserved the word ‘Renaissance’ for sixteenth-century painting and for architecture that used classical forms and conventions. These were the styles the book was written to celebrate. When it appeared, Ruskin’s architectural taste was still bafflingly unfashionable. To the amazement of his critics, he denounced the famed Palladio and the Renaissance, lavishing his praise on buildings that for two hundred years had been thought barbaric and grotesque. The modern tourist is amazed to learn that, before Ruskin, St Mark’s and the Ducal Palace were not thought beautiful. Between 1849 and 1852, he spent long periods in Venice studying these ancient buildings, many of them obscure and disregarded. He studied them as exhaustively as he could: sketching, making daguerreotypes, writing voluminous notes, even climbing on the buildings to measure their proportions. At the same time he pursued their chronology in the city’s archives and gradually unfolded his moralized tale of a culture’s rise and fall.

Ruskin did not see buildings merely as works of art created by individuals for the use of other individuals. They were social artefacts and, as such, expressed the moral condition of the society in which and for which they were built. ‘… every noble form of architecture’ he wrote in Volume I, ‘is in some sort the embodiment of the Polity, Life, History and Religious Faith of nations.’ In the stones of Venice and their history, moreover, he believed it was possible to see the history of the European spirit neatly encapsulated. The period of the architecture he loved coincided exactly with the era of the city’s greatness. Her adoption of the Renaissance style signalled her decline and anticipated her fall. That Ruskin idealized Venice and the Middle Ages in general, there can be no doubt. This is not greatly important. What the architectural works create is a myth, a Utopia projected back into the past. The relevance of the myth was to be felt in modern England, a greater maritime empire in a Europe fallen deeper into spiritual and cultural decay. As Byron, one of the heroes of Ruskin’s youth, had put it:

in the fall

Of Venice think of thine.

If The Stones of Venice were merely the lament of a conservative cultural pessimist, it would be of little account. But Ruskin’s social critique has radical implications too. These are most plainly articulated in the central chapter of the work. ‘The Nature of Gothic’, an analysis of the style that is at once imaginative and scholarly, is one of Ruskin’s masterpieces. However, the most innovative passage, though its implications for the future of art are profound, is scarcely about art at all. It is about work. In the last chapter of The Seven Lamps, Ruskin had already suggested that the quality of architectural ornament is affected by the conditions of labour in which it is produced. This argument has social implications, and in ‘The Nature of Gothic’ they combine with Ruskin’s advocacy of ‘naturalism’. Ornament may be classified not only in aesthetic terms but in terms of the kind of labour that goes into its production. In Renaissance architecture and the neo-classicism that grew from it, the ornament is servile. Because the variety of natural forms is reduced to certain fixed conventions – so that ornament may be made subservient to ‘perfection’ of design – the creative freedom of the workman is repressed and controlled. In the industrial age, this tendency has been hugely and grotesquely magnified by the conditions of mass production. Gothic ornament, by contrast, is revolutionary. Christianity recognizes ‘the individual value of every soul’ and sees the hand of God in the richness of creation. It thus gives freedom to the workman’s imagination, encouraging him to respond as an individual to the various detail of the natural world. ‘Work’ and ‘art’ are thus virtually synonymous and remain so in Ruskin’s vocabulary for the rest of his career. The society which fails to provide work that develops the workman’s humanity in this way, he concludes, stands convicted of injustice.

Having once spoken out on these issues, Ruskin found it impossible to confine his work to questions of art. He began to dislike playing the part of what he was to call (in his lecture on ‘Traffic’) ‘a respectable architectural man-milliner’:a writer of purple prose and the darling of the increasingly wealthy middle class, of the people who collected modern pictures to enrich their drawing rooms and commissioned new town halls in the fashionable Gothic style. Partly because his family was wealthy, his conscience was deeply troubled by the sight of poverty or soulless drudgery. It made him angry to hear those who lived in comfort, their standard of living improving daily because of the labours of others, moralizing about the value of work – especially when the work was likely to be, literally, soul-destroying. Still more loathsome to him was the much-popularized science of Political Economy, which explained these inequities in terms of natural laws. Between ‘The Nature of Gothic’ in 1853 and the serialization of Unto this last in 1860, his social analyses surfaced in a variety of contexts: in the later volumes of Modern Painters (see ‘The Two Boyhoods’), in his lectures (see ‘The Work of Iron’) and in a series of letters to the press on political questions which his cautious father persuaded him not to publish.

In the published writings, however, the social lessons were nearly always connected with art. The culmination of this phase of Ruskin’s career came in 1857 when in Manchester he delivered the lectures he called The Political Economy of Art. * On this occasion he urged the state to involve itself in the promotion of art as an activity that gives fulfilment to society at large as well as to the individual. Fundamentally, the argument is for a practical application of the lessons he had preached in ‘The Nature of Gothic’, but it goes beyond that, implying the need for state intervention in the economy as a whole, and calling for a society based on co-operation rather than competition. The rhetoric is distinctly Tory and medievalist – he calls state intervention ‘paternal government’ – but he did not escape the charge of socialism.

With The Political Economy of Art the balance of Ruskin’s work is turned on its head. He began as a critic of art who incidentally commented on the state of society. In the Manchester lectures he was transformed into a social critic who illustrates his arguments with observations about art. Great art was the product of a just social order, which was in turn the response of a nation to Christ’s command that we love one another. Gothic art was great because it achieved an equable relationship between creativity and the given world; but it could not have been produced under modern conditions of labour. The architects of the modern Gothic Revival were therefore wasting their energy. For much the same reason it was fruitless for him to engage in the criticism of contemporary art. It was first necessary to change society. Only then would great art be attainable.

This is not to say that Ruskin criticized his age merely because its ugliness offended him. His condemnation of modern culture implied a condemnation of more deeply rooted social failures. What he sought to expose was a society statistically rich that could find no employment for its workers, lamented over-production as a cause of poverty, accepted the notion of planned obsolescence, encouraged an arms race as a source of economic growth, allowed extremes of poverty and starvation to co-exist with ostentatious luxury, professed Christianity but saw such poverty as a law of nature not to be tampered with, and expected the majority of its people to rest content in conditions of squalor and brutal ugliness. The responsibility for these evils could not simply be laid at the door of wicked individuals who cared nothing for their fellow-humans. The causes were to be found in the great European apostasy he had begun tracing in the history of Venice. Victorian England was still, superficially, Christian, but its real philosophy was to be found elsewhere. It appeared under various names but its principles were constant: a mechanistic account of human nature, belief in liberty (though for many the reality of deprivation rendered such liberty worse than useless), the conviction that communal prosperity is only to be achieved by the individual’s pursuit of his own interest. Ruskin had been stirred to social criticism by his sense of unjust conditions of labour. Labour conditions are shaped by the laws of the market. Not surprisingly, then, it was the new philosophy’s account of those laws that Ruskin now chose to attack.
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The modern science of Political Economy grew out of the empiricist tradition of English thought. It was a theoretical response to the vast expansion of manufacturing industry in the late eighteenth century and the consequent rise to power of middle-class entrepreneurs. For the first time ever, economic power was held by a class with no roots in the land. For this reason, the development of economic theory is connected with the beginnings of British democracy – in particular with the extension of the franchise to the urban middle class, eventually brought about by the Great Reform Bill of 1832.

The undisputed founder of ‘classical’ economics was Adam Smith (1723–90), whose book The Wealth of Nations (1776) was the first systematic study of the workings of modern economies. Smith’s aim was to examine the causes of economic progress and its effects. Like the American revolutionaries, he takes it that men are born free. Prosperity, which he thinks of as the ever-increasing accumulation of material wealth, is most likely to be achieved in a society which declines to restrict freedom more than is necessary. This means that individuals, set free to pursue their own economic interests, benefit the community as a whole by adding to the sum of their nation’s wealth. As Smith saw it, prosperity cannot be achieved by government. The state should play no role at all in the regulation of the economy, except to arbitrate – through the clear and firm administration of justice – when different self-interests come into conflict. Thus, in many respects, Smith’s political views anticipate the nineteenth-century doctrine of laissez-faire.

The Wealth of Nations begins with the observation that ‘the productive powers of labour’ had been greatly improved in Smith’s own time by what Ruskin was to call, with heavy irony, ‘the great civilised invention of the division of labour’. This term refers to the method of production that is at the heart of industrial economies. When labour is divided, the individual worker ceases to be responsible for the manufacture of a whole product. On the contrary, he is obliged to work only on a part of it, so that his work becomes the specialized repetition of a single process. This system promotes greater speed and efficiency of production, but – as Ruskin, Marx and other moralists argued – alienates the worker from the products of his labour. Smith was aware of this problem, and disturbed by it. But, though he was by training and profession a moralist, he deliberately excluded moral considerations from his analysis of material problems. He was trying to initiate a science, a study of the laws that determine material prosperity.

These basic principles were developed and their detailed implications questioned and explored by David Ricardo (1772–1823) in his book The Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817). Ricardo systematized the laws of cause and effect in the theory, to give it a more scientific finish. His best-known contribution to the debate was the Labour Theory of Value, according to which, differences in the exchange value of commodities are determined by the relative quantities of labour that go into their production and distribution. (This argument had a clear effect on what Ruskin has to say about work and cost in Unto this Last.) Like Smith, Ricardo was a man of libertarian social attitudes, but he lacked something of the master’s moral subtlety; and much of the inhumanity that appalled the critics of the classical economists had its origin in his work.

Still more disturbing to such critics were the theories of his contemporary, T. R. Malthus (1766–1834), author of An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). He argued that, since population increases at a faster rate than the means of subsistence, the latter will control the growth of the former through the agency of starvation. Malthus’s argument influenced Ricardo and resulted in the notorious ‘Iron Law of Wages’. This law, first hinted at by Smith, states that there is a natural price for labour: one which enables the worker to subsist but, through the threat of starvation, prevents the working population from increasing or decreasing in number.

The theories of Smith, Ricardo and Malthus were championed by the Utilitarian school of philosophy, whose founder, Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), had argued, in a famous sentence, that ‘The greatest happiness of the greatest number is the foundation of morals and legislation’. In his view, the principles of human conduct were governed by pain and pleasure alone. Laws were good if they were useful – that is, if they promoted as much pleasure in the individual as was compatible with the pleasure of others, and protected him as far as possible from pain. Human actions were therefore motivated by self-interest. It was the function of law and institutions to ensure that the individual subordinated his own need for happiness to the happiness of the community.

Bentham and the classical economists had a great deal in common, and their ideas were brought together mainly through the efforts of James Mill (1773–1836) – who had first encouraged Ricardo to write – and his son John Stuart Mill (1806–73). The younger Mill’s philosophical work goes far beyond the narrowly mechanistic materialism of those who inspired it. Nevertheless, it was he who became the main target of Ruskin’s assault, largely because his Principles of Political Economy (1848), which sought to integrate and develop the theories I have outlined, was, in Ruskin’s words, ‘the most reputed essay on that subject which has appeared in modern times’.

The assumptions preserved by Mill and criticized by Ruskin may be briefly summarized. Economies are governed by natural laws which cannot be changed by human will, any more than the laws of physical nature can. Among the effects of these laws is the tragic but inescapable fact that some individuals are condemned to poverty. Any attempt by governments or other institutions to interfere with the operations of these laws is doomed to worse than failure: in seeking to improve the lot of individuals, it will damage the economy and thereby the welfare of the whole community. The task of governments, therefore, must be to create conditions in which enlightened self-interest and the laws of supply and demand can work more freely and effectively. The sufferings of the poor will to a large extent be reduced when they perceive their condition and regulate their population accordingly.
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Ruskin’s Unto this Last is first and foremost a cry of anger against injustice and inhumanity; the theories of the Political Economists had outraged his strongest moral convictions. But he was arguing against thinkers who claimed to have founded a science. To limit the book’s message to questions of moral feeling would be to accept that he was what his critics called him, a sentimentalist who could not face reality. But the book is also a closely argued assault on the philosophical and scientific method the economists took for granted. Profoundly conservative, Ruskin was resisting the whole tendency of modern civilization on intellectual as much as on moral grounds. He objected to a method, peculiar to modern times, which worked by specialization. He argued that this deformed reality by isolating the object of study and detaching moral from material considerations. Ruskin’s argument may be connected with his objection to liberal democracy, which he thought of as the political expression of an outlook that sees each man as the sum of his own interests, detached from a social context. But of course Ruskin, quite as much as Mill, was a child of the nineteenth century. It is therefore necessary to trace the origins of the intellectual tradition he represents. This may be done under three headings: the scriptural tradition of Protestantism, high Tory paternalism, and the Romantic movement.

The first and most important key to Ruskin’s politics is to be found in his mother’s Biblical instruction. Evangelical Protestantism insists that the Bible is the word of God and must be taken literally. The Ruskin of the economic writings was no fundamentalist – when he wrote Unto this Last he was hardly a Christian at all – but, brought up in that tradition, he could not escape the implications of Biblical teaching on questions of money, labour, food and the status of the poor. It was no longer possible to regard the Genesis stories as historical, but there was no reason why the moral teaching of the New Testament should not be taken literally. Consider this passage on the Parable of the Talents*; all men are, he says,

… stewards or ministers of whatever talents are entrusted to them.

Only, is it not a strange thing, that while we more or less accept the meaning of that saying, so long as it is considered metaphorical, we never accept its meaning in its own terms? You know the lesson is given us under the form of a story about money. Money was given to the servants to make use of: the unprofitable servant dug in the earth, and hid his Lord’s money. Well, we, in our poetical and spiritual application of this, say, that of course money doesn’t mean money, it means wit, it means intellect, it means influence in high quarters, it means everything in the world except itself. And do not you see what a pretty and pleasant come-off there is for most of us in this spiritual application? Of course, if we had wit, we would use it for the good of our fellow-creatures. But we haven’t wit. Of course if we had influence with the bishops, we would use it for the good of the Church; but we haven’t any influence with the bishops. Of course, if we had political power, we would use it for the good of the nation; but we have no political power; we have no talents entrusted to us of any sort or kind. It is true we have a little money, but the parable can’t possibly mean anything so vulgar as money; our money’s our own.

I believe, if you think seriously of this matter, you will feel that the first and most literal application is just as necessary a one as any other–that the story does very specially mean what it says–plain money…

(from The Political Economy of Art, XVI, 98–9)

Literalism of this kind is uncommon and subversive. It blends, in Ruskin, with his peculiar honesty of temperament, an inability to turn away from what he had seen.

To the Biblical teaching of his mother was added the practical example of a high Tory father. John James Ruskin disapproved of his son’s economic writings, and in later years their political differences put strains on their relationship. But the younger man consistently praised what he saw as his father’s unfailing probity, and John James clearly provided him with a model of the honest tradesman. When the economic establishment reacted with alarm and contempt to the lessons of Unto this Last, it dismissed Ruskin as an amateur where practical business was concerned. There was small justification for this. Through his father, Ruskin had learnt as much about the operations of the market as Smith or Mill had; and though, detesting industry, he had little or no experience of its practice, his study of craftsmanship had taught him more about actual conditions of labour than was available to many ‘professional’ economists.

From his father he learned his political attitudes too. His autobiography begins with the words T am, and my father was before me, a violent Tory of the old school’. * This Toryism, comparable to that of Swift and Johnson and Coleridge, is based on a belief in hierarchy, established order and obedience to inherited authority. He detested both liberty and equality, blaming them, more than privilege, for the injustices he condemned. Only those who held power by right, as he saw it, could be moved by a sense of duty to serve and protect the weak. This is a side of Ruskin that is likely to confuse and even repel the modern reader, in particular the radical who finds his apparent socialism attractive. But in the nineteenth century      political attitudes were not so neatly shared out between left and right as they are -or seem to be–today. Modern capitalist economics were then thought progressive, being associated with the expansion of personal liberty. A radical liberal like John Stuart Mill, who championed democracy and the extension of personal rights and liberties, was also an advocate of doctrines which can be blamed for the degradations of the workhouse (Utilitarianism) and the extremes of Victorian poverty (laissez-faire). By contrast, Shaftes-bury and Wilberforce, famous respectively for the Factory Acts and the abolition of slavery, were high Tories. State intervention in the economy and social welfare policies belonged to the right, for the right believed in the duty of government to govern–to secure social order and administer justice impartially.

No political label quite fits Ruskin’s politics. Though he detested the Liberals, he was far from being a supporter of the Conservatives. His ‘Toryism’ was such that it could, in his own lifetime, inspire the socialism of William Morris and the founders of the Labour Party; and when he called himself a ‘conservative’, he usually meant a preserver of the environment -what we should call a ‘conservationist’. The truth is that, despite an exceptional consistency of view, throughout his life, on most matters of principle, his specific opinions changed and developed as he grew older. His attitudes to war and imperialism and the rights of women, for instance, oscillate wildly between reaction and radicalism; and he in effect concedes the ambiguity of his position when, in Fors Clavigera (pp. 294 and 306–7 below), he calls himself, with conscious irony, both a Communist and a Tory. This complexity is partly due to the fact that Ruskin was never a political animal. One of his biggest failings as a social critic is his undiscriminating contempt for all political movements. At the same time, much of his strength derives from his indifference to partisan attitudes, which gives him the clear-sightedness of the boy who could not see the Emperor’s new clothes.

This virtue is one of the qualities Ruskin shares with the only contemporary writer to have influenced his social views. It is thanks to Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881) that the Romantic nostalgia he inherited from his father took on a radical tinge. Carlyle called Political Economy ‘the Dismal Science’ and condemned it from a broadly Romantic viewpoint. But he also understood the industrial age and, in the 1830s and 40s, stood almost alone as the new philosophy’s systematic opponent. Born in the same year as Keats, Carlyle was the only important English Romantic to survive into the Victorian era. Before the 1830s, when he began writing the apocalyptic history and social criticism for which he is now remembered, Carlyle had been mainly concerned with interpreting the literature and philosophy of Modern Germany to the British public. Then, in early middle age, he turned his Germanic transcendentalism to practical use. He had early lost his faith in Christianity but continued to believe in God. His philosophy retains the doctrines of predestination and divine justice, which he had learnt from his austerely Calvinist parents. He combines them with an unusually severe version of Romantic pantheism: not the Wordsworthian adoration of nature that Ruskin had imbibed, but belief in divinity as the indwelling principle of order in the universe. Man, in Carlyle’s system, was a spiritual being who achieved his destined state of blessedness by following the moral imperative at the heart of his nature. To do so meant disregarding the prospect of material satisfaction. Thus, the idea of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ as the end of all social endeavour was morally abhorrent to Carlyle. Man’s moral nature, as he saw it, was expressed through work. To deny him work–as laissez-faire governments, influenced by the economists, seemed to be doing–was not only injustice. It was a crime against nature.

Carlyle was probably the first thinker to insist that human beings have a right to work. He also thought they had a right to be governed. Laissez-faire, in his view, was the devil’s philosophy. It was simply a way of saying that those with authority to govern need not do so. The distress of their subjects could simply be disregarded. But a nation’s economy, as Carlyle understood it, was as much a social organism as its institutions. If parliaments could be reformed, why not economies? To counter the lethargy of modern government, he argued for government by great men and condemned the weakness of democracy. The hero as leader springs from Carlyle’s metaphysics; he is a man who by his actions reveals his superiority to all other men, embodies in effect the will of God.

Ruskin’s beliefs differed from Carlyle’s in detail and in tone. Both men were authoritarian (if compassionate) and both were driven by the Protestant work ethic. But where Carlyle’s obsession with men of power -which led him to the belief that ‘might is right’–anticipates fascism, Ruskin believed in government by the wise. Carlyle was indiscriminate in his praise of work. Ruskin, equally convinced of its importance, looks at the quality of work and sees division of labour as a form of slavery. The terms of the discussion in Unto this Last are frequently Carlyle’s, but it is conducted at a level that is profounder and less portentous. Carlyle had attacked the economists for the covert introduction–in an overtly scientific argument -of ideological values. But he had no head for the detail of their argument. It is the detail that Ruskin sets himself to demolish–the specifically economic issues. What moves us in Unto this Last is the way precise analysis unites with irony, passion and imagination. This has much to do with Ruskin’s prose, which has also gained from the influence of Carlyle. There is an urgency that is new to Ruskin. The lyrical passages are there, but the prose is more functional than in Modern Painters and the tone more intimate. The combination of these contrasting elements gives the book an emotional and intellectual range beyond anything in Carlyle.
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 Unto this Last sets out to do two things: to define wealth and to demonstrate that certain moral conditions are essential to its attainment. It is not an attempt to outline a new economic theory or to propose specific policies, though inevitably the latter are touched upon. It is first and foremost a critique of current beliefs and ideas.

At the outset, Ruskin’s objections to the classical theory are focused by a particular hypothesis. This is an abstract individual known as ‘economic man’, defined in an early essay of Mill’s as a being who ‘invariably does that by which he may obtain the greatest amount of necessaries, conveniences, and luxuries, with the smallest quantity of labour and physical self-denial with which they can be obtained in the existing state of knowledge’. * He was, in other words, motivated by nothing but the desire for material gain. Mill did not imagine that such an individual existed. He merely argued that it was necessary to isolate the object of one’s investigation, ‘because this is the mode in which science must necessarily proceed’. His aim was to discover how the laws of the market enabled interested persons to gain wealth, and economic man provided him with a model.

For Ruskin, this was precisely the way science ought not to proceed. If such an individual did not exist, how could he be used as a model for understanding real human actions?† Moreover, in cases of human nature, how was it possible to divide the understanding of an action from moral judgement of it? What Mill’s theory appeared to propose–even if this was in no way his intention–was that society as a whole benefited from the greed and materialism of selfish individuals. It seemed to follow that Mill was recommending such behaviour. Many politicians and industrialists certainly understood him in this way and acted upon what they took to be his advice, a fact which to Ruskin was sufficient proof of the method’s irresponsibility. *

Man, as Ruskin depicts him, is fundamentally moral. To make such a statement is not to deny that man is capable of greed and lust and every species of heartlessness and immorality. It is simply to assert that we cannot understand humanity, cannot even understand the nature of wealth or greed, if we do not recognize that man is also capable of selflessness, honour, justice, love. What the abstracting scientific method appears to have discovered in him will not only be false (and therefore useless) but will go some way towards discouraging these virtues in the interest of, in this case, economic progress. And the individual, divided (as always) between higher and baser motives, will learn that the baser ones are beneficial to society and will therefore feel justified in the choice of selfishness.

The first essay of Unto this Last, ‘The Roots of Honour’, begins with Ruskin’s attack on the notion of economic man. He argues that in most branches of human affairs–he cites the great professions–it is normal to regard personal gain as secondary to the disinterested service of one’s fellows. The same should apply in industry and commerce: the job of the manufacturer and merchant should be to provide for the community. The second essay, ‘The Veins of Wealth’, anticipates the charge of sentimentality. With the help of some simple fables, Ruskin shows that honour in commercial affairs is not only desirable but essential to true prosperity. The Political Economists miss this point because they isolate the individual from society. Ruskin’s model of the state is the family, in which survival and prosperity are grounded in interdependence. This leads naturally to a consideration of the fair reward for labour in ‘Qui Judicatis Terrain’. Here Ruskin argues that behind all human transactions is the concept of abstract justice. The concept is innate, and when it is violated the sufferer feels himself the victim of a crime. An unjust wage is therefore a form of theft. ‘Ad Valorem’, the last essay, begins with some redefinitions of key terms, misused–as Ruskin sees it–by Mill and Ricardo. The climax of the essay and of the book is a definition of ‘value’. As in the case of ‘justice’, Ruskin finds it necessary to define this word in absolute terms. Adam Smith’s distinction between value in use and value in exchange is relative and ultimately meaningless. The value of an object is its power to support fife. It is thus intrinsic.

The argument, it now becomes clear, is an extension of Ruskin’s view of art, for works of art, superficially useless, can only be justified by this conception of value. The book’s final message, that ‘There is no Wealth but Life’, is the logical outcome, in social terms, of Ruskin’s insistence on the morality of taste. The message of Modern Painters had been that ‘All great art is the expression of man’s delight in God’s work, not in his own’. The target of Ruskin’s attacks, aesthetic and economic, is the arrogance of the post-Renaissance intellect. Neo-classical theory had represented the artist as an improver of nature, and the result had been conventionalism–the artist imitating art, not humbly recording instances of nature. The economists saw wealth as the accumulation of money–not recognizing that money, too, is conventional, and that wealth is a quality anterior to the operation of markets. Just as neo-classical art missed reality by delighting in man’s work, so economic theory flattered itself by contemplating its own hypotheses. As Ruskin’s youthful fairy tale, The King of the Golden River, had suggested, the source of value is not gold–that is a token–but light and water, the sources of life itself.
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The ‘Four essays on the first principles of Political Economy’ were written in the summer of i860. Ruskin submitted them to the recently founded Cornhill Magazine in June of that year. The Cornhill was owned by his publisher, George Smith, and edited by the novelist Thackeray; both of them were, in a slight way, Ruskin’s friends. The essays appeared as monthly instalments between August and November. As Ruskin tells us in his Preface, they were immediately ‘reprobated in a violent manner’: the critics savaged them and subscribers sent in letters of complaint. To give one example, the Saturday Review declared that the world would simply refuse to be ‘preached to death by a mad governess’ and denounced the essays as ‘windy hysterics’, ‘absolute nonsense’ and ‘intolerable twaddle’. George Smith was seriously alarmed and instructed Thackeray to curtail publication: thees says were ‘too deeply tainted with socialistic heresy to conciliate subscribers’. After the appearance of the third essay, Ruskin was informed ‘that the magazine must only admit one Economical Essay more’. With Thackeray’s permission, he ‘made… the last one longer than the rest, and gave it blunt conclusion as well as I could–and so the book now stands’. This means that, in spite of the fourth essay’s concentration, Unto this Last remains in some sense a fragment. It is nonetheless a well-constructed and powerfully written work. To the end of his life, Ruskin considered it the best and most valuable of all his books. So as neither to dilute this effect nor to tamper with the evidence, he published it in book form unrevised. This explains why a few undertakings he makes in the earlier essays are never carried out.

Unto this Last appeared in 1862. Ruskin wanted it to be on sale by the time his next book started appearing in serial form. This was Munera Pulveris, an attempt to complete the arguments begun in the four essays. Where the latter are essentially destructive of the classical position, Munera Pulveris attempts to replace it with positive proposals. Ruskin had ‘resolved to make it the central work of my life to write an exhaustive treatise on Political Economy’. This ambition was never fulfilled, though some of Ruskin’s devouter followers have claimed that these two books, read in conjunction with Time and Tide (1867) and Fors Clavigera (1871–84), constitute an exhaustively argued position. This is debatable. However, there can be no doubt that Ruskin was severely discouraged by the response his first essays provoked, even though the scale and hysteria of the opposition went a long way towards proving his arguments. Munera Pulveris, commissioned for Fraser’s Magazine by a still more sympathetic friend–Carlyle’s biographer, J. A. Froude–suffered the same fate as its predecessor, the series being cut short by the publisher. Most readers have conceded, too, that the proposals put forward in Munera Pulveris are disappointing when compared with the destructive force of Unto this Last, and that the conscientious sobriety of the style makes for uncharacteristically dull reading. The argument is clogged with dubious etymologies and references to Greek and Latin literature, both of which contribute to the suspicion that Ruskin no longer has his mind on nineteenth-century conditions. As for the later books, brilliant though in many ways they are, they are also eccentric and fragmentary and unpredictable, the work of a man on the verge of mental collapse. Moreover, by the time he wrote Fors, Ruskin had stopped attending to significant developments in economics, and much of his thought had hardened into reaction.

To begin with, Unto this Last sold badly. Ten years after its publication, the first edition of a thousand copies was still not exhausted. Yet when the book was reissued in the standard edition of Ruskin’s works in 1877, it sold two thousand copies in the first year and continued to sell at that rate for the rest of the century. This must be seen partly as a measure of Ruskin’s fame and status, which were at their heightin the later Victorian age. But his fame as an art critic was already secure before i860. It was the reputation of his economic writings that had advanced, and it had done so because professional economists had begun to recognize the flaws in the classical position. The belief in accumulation of wealth as the source of prosperity had receded; Ruskin’s insistence on the importance of consumption–and the consequent danger of under-consumption–had been widely accepted. His influence on socialist thinkers like William Morris and the economist Henry George was by this time established, but it was not only socialists who recognized that the problems of the market were inseparable from social and, therefore, moral questions. By 1910, over a hundred thousand copies of Unto this Last had been sold and it had been translated into French, German, Italian and–by a certain M. K. Gandhi–into Gujarati. When the first twenty-nine Labour MPs were elected to the House of Commons in 1906 a questionnaire was circulated among them which showed, according to Clement Attlee, that the book they considered had influenced them most deeply was Unto this Last. It is indeed possible to see Ruskin as an important influence on English social legislation for much of the twentieth century–notably on bills introduced by the government Attlee was eventually to lead. Writing of Unto this Last in 1964, Kenneth Clark said of Ruskin’s social ideas that ‘the greater part of them are now the truisms of the Welfare State’. Twenty years later, Clark’s use of the word ‘truism’ sounds complacent, and the comment has an oddly period flavour; the interim has seen the rise of monetarism, a resurgence of laissez-faire without the insistence on non-economic liberties. Yet Clark’s observation is in substance true. Ruskin’s influence on our society has been incalculable.
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Ruskin emerged as a critic of Political Economy in 1857. In 1869 he became a Professor of Fine Art. During those twelve years, he put most of his creative effort into public statements. The genre that dominates this phase of his career is the public lecture, the best examples of which are collected in Sesame and Lilies (1865) and The Crown of Wild Olive (1866). He also became a prolific contributor of letters to the press on issues of the day; as innumerable asides in the lectures ‘Traffic’ and ‘Of Kings’ Treasuries’ indicate, he was now almost as concerned with the direction of foreign policy as with domestic questions. Though the period includes books on Greek mythology, for instance, and the formation of crystals, most of his writings are primarily concerned with topical problems. These can be strikingly diverse–war, commerce, work, education and public libraries, to name just a few at random. A by-product of this new emphasis is the juxtapository structure of his works, his many and various interests being brought together in a single lecture and made to reflect on one another.

In spite of Ruskin’s habitually apocalyptic tone, the enterprise began with an assumption of optimism. He seemed not yet to have given up hope of persuading the middle classes to abandon the economics and social morality of the market. The nation was not in good health but the disease was curable. Hence the sermonizing manner, which presupposes confidence in his own powers of persuasion. As the period drew to a close, however, this hope was gradually darkened by despair and the public manner frequently yielded to subjectivity and inwardness. This had much to do with his personal life, which now turned towards tragedy. It was also because he had begun to feel the immensity of the task and to see the evils of the modern age as irreversible.

To understand these changes it will be necessary to look briefly at Ruskin’s emotional life. In 1854, his seven-year-old marriage to Effie Gray was annulled on grounds of non-consummation. Effie alleged that this was due to her husband’s impotence, a charge which Ruskin always denied. In any event, the marriage had been a terrible burden to both of them and Ruskin felt relieved that it was over. There can be no doubt that, even by Victorian standards, Ruskin’s sexual repression was pathological. The whole emphasis on sight in his work, valuable as the depth of it is, must surely be connected with a neurotic distaste for physical intimacy. Much of the blame was presumably due to the overpowering possessiveness of his parents. In spite of growing disagreements, he continued to live with them and allowed much of his life to be ruled by them till their deaths. (His father died when he was forty-five; his mother when he was fifty-two.) The failure of his marriage was hardly tragic but it gives us a foretaste of the impending disaster. What made the repression wholly intolerable was his love for a girl thirty years his junior, which dominated his life for nearly seventeen years.

Ruskin met Rose La Touche in 1858 when she was ten and he was thirty-nine. This was the year in which he lost his religious faith: a dreadful irony, for Rose was soon to prove a religious fanatic. It seems probable that the sexuality of adult women terrified Ruskin and repelled him; in consequence, perhaps, he found it easier to direct his emotions to girls. In 1866, when Rose reached the age of eighteen, he asked her to marry him. Discouraged by her parents, she asked him to wait until she was older for an answer. He lived in hope for six years, aware all the while that her mind was increasingly threatened by religious mania. Gradually her neurosis began to express itself in symptoms of physical and mental illness. In 1872 she reached her decision and refused the offer of marriage. During the next few years, Ruskin staved off the emotional collapse that awaited him by increasing his already awesome load of work. In 1874, while studying the Giotto frescoes at Assisi, he even experienced a renewal of his religious faith, now purged of sectarian dogma. But in 1875 Rose died insane.

This tragic sequence of events ran through the busiest period of Ruskin’s life. In 1869, just as he had begun to feel the hopelessness of the tasks he had set himself, he was given the opportunity to fulfil one of his greatest ambitions. He was asked to become the first Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford. This was a chance to provide the young with an art education on Ruskinian lines. It meant that he would be able, in one sphere of his interests, to influence the future of England substantially. He therefore accepted, but not without some searching of his conscience. The professorship, as Ruskin saw it, demanded a vast amount of work, for he was not prepared to give up his political endeavours. Inevitably, though he refused to exclude social comment from his lectures, most of his energy would have to go into his art work. This meant that social questions would have to be dealt with elsewhere. Part of the solution was provided by Fors Clavigera, which began appearing in 1871.

Fors is a series of open letters addressed ‘to the Workmen and Labourers of Great Britain’. It was in effect a monthly periodical of which Ruskin was author, editor and publisher. It gave him the opportunity to speak on any subject and in any manner he chose. The epistolary form was a logical extension of his lecture-hall sermons. Characteristic of both is his use of the personal pronoun: the denunciatory ‘you’ with its Old Testament overtones modulating into the more ambiguous ‘we’ with its implications of shared guilt. By the late 1860s, the public lecture no longer met Ruskin’s needs. Something more personal was required that could reach a less exclusively bourgeois audience and address a variety of topical themes, as they arose, without neglecting general principles. In The Ethics of the Dust (1866), a school textbook on geology, he experimented unsuccessfully with Platonic dialogue. He hit upon the genre he needed, however, as a result of his correspondence with Thomas Dixon, a cork-cutter from Sunderland and one of the many self-educated readers who drew sustenance from his writings. What began as a private correspondence developed into a series of open letters on ‘the Laws of Work’ published in 1867 as Time and Tide. A second series of these letters was promised but never written. The need for them was met instead by Fors.

Throughout the series of ninety-six letters, Ruskin manages to sustain the informal atmosphere of correspondence, including a large element of autobiography. This was necessitated by his growing pessimism and the inevitable inwardness that followed from it, exacerbated by the deepening disturbance of his mind. Pursuing his old technique of intermeshing disparate themes and expressing his judgements as much through juxtaposition as through
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