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WHEN I READ THE BOOK




When I read the book, the biography famous,

And is this then (said I) what the author calls a man’s life?

And so will some one when I am dead and gone write my life?

(As if any man really knew aught of my life,

Why even I myself I often think know little or nothing of my real life,

Only a few hints, a few diffused faint clews and indirections

I seek for my own use to trace out here.)

Walt Whitman, 1867/71










Textual Note

All references to Ruskin’s works, unless stated otherwise, are to The Library Edition of the Complete Works of John Ruskin, ed. E.T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn, 39 vols (London: Allen, 1903–12). There are problems with this edition, of course, as many critics have pointed out, and as I indicate in notes in this study. But, nonetheless, no serious Ruskin reader can do without its text, or its learning. All references to this edition are given in the main text as volume, followed by page number.

All references to Ruskin’s diaries, unless stated otherwise, are to The Diaries of John Ruskin, ed. Joan Evans and J.H. Whitehouse, 3 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953–6), continuous pagination. There are more problems with this edition (which actually reproduces less than half the existing text), and unfortunately, the more one reads it – the more one finds. This text is referenced in the notes throughout as Diaries.




The Nineteenth Century
General Editors’ Preface

The aim of this series is to reflect, develop and extend the great burgeoning of interest in the nineteenth century that has been an inevitable feature of recent decades, as that former epoch has come more sharply into focus as a locus for our understanding not only of the past but of the contours of our modernity. Though it is dedicated principally to the publication of original monographs and symposia in literature, history, cultural analysis, and associated fields, there will be a salient role for reprints of significant text from, or about, the period. Our overarching policy is to address the spectrum of nineteenth-century studies without exception, achieving the widest scope in chronology, approach and range of concern. This, we believe, distinguishes our project from comparable ones, and means, for example, that in the relevant areas of scholarship we both recognize and cut innovatively across such parameters as those suggested by the designations ‘Romantic’ and ‘Victorian’. We welcome new ideas, while valuing tradition. It is hoped that the world which predates yet so forcibly predicts and engages our own will emerge in parts, as a whole, and in the lively currents of debate and change that are so manifest an aspect of its intellectual, artistic and social landscape.


Vincent Newey

Joanne Shattock

University of Leicester







Introduction



Readers of Victorian non-fictional prose were once encouraged to believe that John Ruskin had died in 1860. Not literally, certainly, but intellectually and imaginatively. The publication of Modern Painters V on 14 June 1860 was thought once to signal the conclusion of his truly important work, and to prelude his fatal distraction into political economy, social critique, Greek mythology, utopian speculation, science, folktales, tea-shop owning, and village road building. All seemed part of a deteriorating whole, a disturbing eccentricity which concluded in, apparently, literal insanity.1 Ruskin’s later writing, the majority of it, with the exception of Praeterita, was uninteresting, sterile, puzzling, irritated, irritating, unreadable. Some of it plainly embarrassing: who could read The Ethics of the Dust (1866) or Love’s Meinie (1873–81)?

There has been a productive change. Ruskin’s later work, that from the publication of the essays in Smith, Elder’s Cornhill Magazine in the winter of 1860 which formed Unto this Last, a title Ruskin may well not have chosen, to the close of his active, publishing life in 1889, is now safely established as rewarding, surprising, rich. It no longer needs the sort of justification, that, for instance, the later work of Algernon Charles Swinburne or Robert Browning still, rather puzzlingly, does, though that it beginning to change, too. The Ruskin canon, at the Millennium, exactly one century since Ruskin’s death at Brantwood on 20 January 1900, now looks rather different. The energy and learning of individual critics and Ruskinians is partly responsible for this enlargement of sympathy. No study of later Ruskin can start without acknowledging with considerable gratitude the work of several generations: Dinah Birch, Van Akin Burd, James S. Dearden, Robert Hewison, Tim Hilton, Brian Maidment, Nicholas Shrimpton, Margaret E. Spence, Virginia Surtees, Helen Gill Viljoen, and Catherine Williams are among those whose work has greatly facilitated in various ways the reading and understanding of Ruskin’s later years. And this, to be sure, is not a comprehensive list. Such a study as the present one would be impossible without these, and other, Ruskinians’ work. Readers of later Ruskin may now read with a following wind.

This study builds on these foundations, takes advantage of this critical wind. But, to change the metaphor, it strikes out in new directions also, and makes new claims both for discrete texts from the 1860–89 period, and for more general features of Ruskin’s work, status, and public presence from these decades, and the cultural circulation of ideas about him both during his time and ours. Indeed, this book in part aims to refresh, revise, or sometimes plainly overturn some perceptions about Ruskin still lingeringly current among readers, including one that has only recently begun to regain purchase within the academy after a considerable period of lying dormant. Late Ruskin: New Contexts proposes a series of readings of texts from Unto this Last, the writing of which Ruskin saw, somewhat after the event, to be sure, as the ‘central work of my life’,2 and the major turning point in his intellectual career, to The Bible of Amiens (1880–85) which grows out of, and builds upon, the increasingly enlarging corpus of critical, biographical, bibliographical, and editorial work which addresses fruitfully the second half of Ruskin’s long and productive life, but in doing so it also make claims for new territory and critical perspectives, new contexts, and new readings.

Each of my chapters is discrete. Issues emerge which intersect and which comment on each other across chapters, but the richness and complexity of Ruskin’s later work profits, it seems to me, from treating texts and questions in this separate, separated manner. Ruskin’s multiple and intricate late work can ail-too easily be misrepresented if its specificity, the individual distinctness and complexity of single works, is not given the appropriate space it deserves. Each chapter, then, takes a text or a particular theme and examines it in its specificity, relating it where appropriate to a whole range of relevant contexts, broadly defined. These contexts include the political, historical, discoursal, generic, gendered, autobiographical, and institutional. In each case, I have taken advantage both of the considerable resource of published material, including the many scholarly editions of Ruskin’s writing, as well as consulting unpublished material, diaries, letters, autograph manuscripts of texts, and other remains, which so amply enable detailed historical study of Ruskin, a prolific documenter of his own life, allowing one, at times, to be able to piece together exactly what he was doing and thinking at particular points on particular days. A kind of historical criticism is thus allowed for Ruskin critics quite impossible for many other subjects. In leaving such detailed evidence of his own life, Ruskin himself was in fact partly determining that subsequent scholarship devoted to his work, life, and intellectual purposes, would prioritize, as it has largely done, the relationship between his public writing and his autobiography. It is not too much to say that Ruskin, leaving the traces of his real presence so profusely, leaving written evidence of himself in such generous abundance (much of it still only accessible in autograph manuscript), was ensuring that, in the later years of the twentieth century, his work would rarely appeal to critics working within the terms of post-structuralism and suspicious of the notion of authorial presence.

I begin with a study of an unregarded feature of Unto this Last. I consider this text, as I have said, chiefly because it is so frequently seen – as it was seen by Ruskin himself – as the turning point of his life and the beginning of second half of his public career. My treatment emphasizes, however, not the political and the public, but the private dimension of the text. I analyse the presence of John James Ruskin, Ruskin’s father, in Unto this Last, just as in Chapter 7, I assess, in part, the presence (and, indeed, the absence) of Margaret. But it is in an unexpected place that I argue for the role of John James to be recognized. Unto this Last is frequently cited as a text which left a substantial fissure in the father–son relationship, but I claim it as a series of essays which gains its private impetus precisely from John James’s work as a wine merchant with Ruskin, Telford, and Domecq. Though its purchase on the public world of political economy and national polity is now well known, this private dimension of the text as a tribute to John James, one saturated with references to his hard and spectacularly successful work at 7 Billiter Street, has not previously been examined. My first chapter shows the depth of Ruskin’s engagement with aspects of his own life as the root and foundation of ideas he formed into political arguments, and argues that Ruskin’s first prolonged meditation on admirable forms of male conduct in the modern, commercial world took off from a personal consideration of paternal professionalism.

Chapter 2 moves forward to consider another aspect of Ruskin’s engagement with the parental, in a text delivered ten months after the death of John James Ruskin from uremic poisoning on 3 March 1864. Sesame and Lilies (1865) has not proved a comfortable work for many modern readers, and its strictures on male and female behaviour, as I describe in more detail at the beginning of Chapter 6, have generated significant resistance. My approach to the lectures comprising Sesame and Lilies – initially two and then, in the 1871 edition, three – seeks to recover the autobiographical context of this carefully crafted and subtle work, and in doing so to reveal fresh dimensions, hitherto unconsidered, of its gender politics and its reflections on the nature and scope of female authority and power. I argue that ‘Of Kings’ Treasuries’ includes a substantial celebration of Margaret Ruskin as the possessor of wisdom from whom nations should learn; I also analyse the multiple presence of Rose La Touche in the text, and suggest that knowledge of her life and education helped energize for Ruskin a pro-feminist critique of conventional, mid-Victorian middle-class education infrequently recognized in the text. In the second half of my chapter, I problematize the discussion of the autobiographical traces in Sesame and Lilies by arguing that, at another level, the text is remarkable precisely for its distance from Ruskin’s own life, and for its celebration of ways of being and modes of living which he did not directly know. The displacements and distances which the text exhibit, I conclude, were realized and partially acknowledged by Ruskin in his 1871 Preface to the reissued work, and awareness of such discontinuities lay behind his decision later in 1871 to begin telling explicitly his own autobiography in Fors Clavigera.

In Ruskin’s own account, 1860 marked a profound change of direction. In chapter 3 I examine a text from another pivotal point of Ruskin’s later life, and consider the embeddedness, to use an inelegant word, of another major text upon public themes, which, like Unto this Last and ‘Of Queens’ Gardens’, contains further reflection on male labour but is much more varied in its ambitions. As a lecturer, a career that began in 1853, Ruskin was frequently notable for his direct involvement with his audience, his intervention into what he understood to be conditions specifically pertinent to them. A feeling for the concerns of particular environments and the dynamics of specific locations gave his lectures, sometimes, a risky edge. The ‘Traffic’ Lecture, which became the second chapter of The Crown of Wild Olive (1866), for instance, was addressed directly and mischievously to what Ruskin perceived to be the particular convictions and expectations of his original audience. He deliberately provoked them as they sat in Bradford Town Hall, awaiting advice on the architectural style of the proposed new Bradford Exchange from the distinguished author of The Stones of Venice (1851–53), by denying that he cared for the very thing he had been asked to lecture about. ‘I do not care about this Exchange’, he declared, then added the additional provocation, ‘– because you don’t; and because you know perfectly well I cannot make you’ (XVIII.433, italic original).3

Less riskily but intellectually more provoking was a performance from the other end of the late work, the lecture entitled ‘Living Waves’, subsequently published as the first chapter of the second volume of Deucalion (1875–83), but first given in the London Institution on 17 March 1880 as part of a lecture course involving different speakers. Ruskin began by reminding his audience that the series in which he was now speaking commenced with T.H. Huxley addressing the topic of evolution: Ruskin’s own lecture was an act of negotiation and reconfiguration, a succession of rebuttals and witty reversals of Huxley’s, whose very position at the lecture desk Ruskin was himself now occupying. Ruskin was using the specific context of his lecture as a way of organizing his own provocative material.4

Ruskin’s Inaugural lectures as Slade Professor of Fine Art at the University of Oxford, later Lectures on Art (1870), paid special attention to the conditions of their deliverance, though Ruskin was far from being as mischievous as he was in ‘Traffic’. His first lecture, simply entitled ‘Inaugural’, delivered on his fifty-first birthday, was in particular a remarkably ambitious effort to intervene in a densely-woven fabric of local and national debates, as well as a peculiarly personal statement which addressed Ruskin himself at an important level, and grew out of a number of coinciding issues of direct relevance to him at the close of 1869 and beginning of 1870. Considering these lectures has a particular relevance for Victorian Studies today, for the first of the Lectures on Art has recently emerged in the Anglo-American academy as a major document in the formation of mid-Victorian ideologies of colonization and, implicitly, of empire. But my chapter argues that its meaning was much more complex than this, more attuned to hidden but urgent debates unassociated with empire, and that ultimately the meaning of ‘colonization’ which Ruskin came to endorse as relevant for his undergraduates at Oxford was not to do with the annexation of foreign lands or the subduing of peoples overseas but with practices of redemptory agrarian labour at home.

The first three chapters recuperate lost contexts for Ruskin’s work, and tease out some of the levels of engagement between Ruskin’s writings and their environments. Chapter 4 continues this exploration of place of context, though in a new direction, and examines the distinctive practice of writing which engaged so much of Ruskin’s energy in the 1870s, and which gave expression to his central, mature political ideals: Fors Clavigera: Letters to the Workmen and Labourers of Great Britain (1871–78, occasionally 1880–84). Rather, however, than restoring occluded contexts to enable the reading of these letters, this chapter considers Ruskin’s own deliberate and absolutely explicit engagement with the immediate particularities of his imagined audience’s life, his profusive textual assimilation of specificities and meaningful details from the texture of lived life in England in the early 1870s and his weaving from them a provocative, challenging mode of expression which required, as it repaid, his audiences’ serious attention. Through a consideration of the play of particularites in Letter 6 of Fors, written at a time of especial international crisis, I examine the nature of Ruskin’s efforts to intervene in the judgement and perception of his readers, and to enforce, through a deliberately challenging mode of writing, the centrality of a doctrine of labour coherent with the core political programme of Fors.

Where Chapter 4 considered the deliberate, densely-worked embeddedness of Fors Clavigera in the stuff of lived life, Chapter 5 takes a different approach to Fors and considers how its politics pressured elsewhere on Ruskin’s activities in his last full creative decade, specifically analysing how Ruskin’s gaze at the visual was related to arguments worked out in Fors. I examine the nature of Ruskin’s approach to Pre-Raphaelitism in the 1870s and 1880s, chiefly in The Three Colours of Pre-Raphaelitism (1878), and in the Oxford lectures from Ruskin’s concluding tenure as Slade Professor, analysing the terms of his rhetoric there and its relation to the politics of ordinary, orderly living – a series of values closely related to those advocated in the Inaugural lectures in 1870 – which were valorized in Fors Clavigera as central to healthy English life. I consider how even Ruskin’s entranced reading of the verisimilitude of William Holman Hunt’s Our English Coasts 1852 was inextricable from the matrix of his politics in the 1870s. Throughout this chapter I also think about the gender politics of Ruskin’s gaze, discussing his investment of the female body with ideology.

Unto this Last proposed forms of male labour in the modern commercial world which, through the recuperation of an eighteenth-century model of honest merchantship embodied in John James, resisted the typre of competitive, rapacious manhood Ruskin considered intrinsic to the thinking of the Classical Economists; in the Inaugural lectures Ruskin was conscious of the need to promote the University study of art within masculinist terms which the wider culture would understand. In Chapter 5, I consider other aspects of Ruskin’s thinking on manliness in the 1870s and 1880s, arguing that, while endeavouring to aggregate the language of unimpeachable manliness to the study of art, and to associate it with prestigious practices of male labour, Ruskin was still highly conscious of his own distance from culturally-normative masculine work. In the models of masculinity he advocated in the last two decades of his life, for instance, in A Knight’s Faith (1884) and Walle Crucis (c. 1882), I argue, there was thus much personal discomfort and a degree of self-chastisement. Although there is an established academic tradition of perceiving Ruskin as an uncomplicated and archetypal Victorian patriarch, I maintain in this chapter that such a model overlooks, apart from anything else, the suggestive liminality of Ruskin’s own gender position, of which he was himself sharply conscious.

It is a suggestive liminality, however, which was aggressively erased by most writers on and biographers of Ruskin post-1880. In the second half of this chapter, therefore, I consider the operation of this masculinization and the forces that impelled it, the cultural issues which drove it. I look, not at the forces on Ruskin’s gendered gaze, as I had in Chapter 4, but the gendered forces of others’ gaze, as it were, at Ruskin. This construction of Ruskin has had profound and lasting consequences upon Ruskin’s reception ever since, and is greatly in need of rethinking. I focus particularly on the masculinization of Ruskin’s labour in the 1880–1920 period, the efforts to write over the cultural problematic of Ruskin’s gender position which he himself had recognized and with which he had endeavoured to negotiate. I also consider the more local anxieties about Ruskin and manliness as they surfaced in the (difficult) history of his desire. Dissident from normative models of heterosexual manliness in both his marriage to Effie Gray and in his loving, fraught, and deeply consequential relationship with Rose La Touche, Ruskin’s life history posed additional problems of gender identity for his biographers, and they assembled a range of strategies to deal with this and to underline again the manliness of this man of letters. Ruskin’s image as it was communicated into the twentieth century was thus embedded within a distinct gender ideology still needing to be revised.

The final chapter returns, like one of Ruskin’s own returns to previous territory, to the subject of Chapters 1 and 2, by considering the presence of the parental and what it stands for. Where Unto this Last paid tribute to the qualities Ruskin found in John James, I argue that his late rich and important meditation on the Venice of France, The Bible of Amiens, mused in part on the place of Margaret and her legacy within Ruskin’s own life story, and that it did so differently from the hidden celebration of her in Sesame and Lilies. The Bible of Amiens was driven partly by a desire to commemorate the distance Ruskin had travelled since first writing on the real Venice at the beginning of the 1850s, and of Gothic France in The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849), and this involved marking his migration from the theology of Margaret’s Evangelical Christianity. The Bible of Amiens is thus claimed as a form of autobiographical reflection, prior to the writing of Praeterita, in which memorializing the distance of the present from the past is a key dynamic, a memorialization quite distinct from Praeterita’s alternative strategy of affirming, in fact, a life which had not changed, a life characterized by sustained continuities.

The essays comprising this book explore some of the most significant of the literary productions of Ruskin’s later years and in doing so they reveal them rich, multifaceted, and deeply energetic. John Ruskin did not die in 1860. He continued a career of startling diversity and consequence: exploring the serious purposes of that thinking and writing from the second half of this remarkable career is the task to which I now turn.




Notes

1The question of Ruskin’s ‘sanity’ has dogged readings of the work of his late years, Fors Clavigera especially. Leslie Stephen’s view, expressed in the National Review of April 1900, had long-lasting reverberations. The ‘discursiveness and eccentricity [of Fors] were indicative of a morbid irritability of brain which was to cloud his intellect’, he said. See J.L. Bradley (ed.), Ruskin: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984), p. 413. Judith Stoddart considers the tradition of seeing Fors as the product of madness in Ruskin’s Culture Wars: Fors Clavigera and the Crisis of Victorian Liberalism (Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1998), pp. 19–20.

2E.T. Cook, The Life of John Ruskin, 2 vols (London: Allen and Unwin, 1912), II.2.

3Malcolm Hardman has provided an exhaustive study of the detailed levels of Ruskin’s engagement with local issues in his various involvements with Bradford in his Ruskin and Bradford: An Experiment in Victorian Cultural History (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986). More discussion of the attentiveness of Ruskin’s words to specific environments is found in Michael Wheeler, Ruskin’s God (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 188–9.

4For more on this lecture, see Francis O’Gorman, ‘“The Eagle and the Whale”? John Ruskin’s Argument with John Tyndall’, in Michael Wheeler (ed.), Time and Tide: Ruskin Studies – Ruskin and Science (London: Pilkington, 1996), pp. 61–2.







1 ‘An Entirely Honest Merchant’: the Domestic Context of Unto This Last (1860)




My father began business as a wine-merchant, with no capital, and a considerable amount of debts bequeathed him by my grandfather. He accepted the bequest, and paid them all before he began to lay by anything for himself, for which his best friends called him a fool, and I, without expressing any opinion as to his wisdom, which I knew in such matters to be at least equal to mine, have written on the granite slab over his grave that he was ‘an entirely honest merchant’. (XXVII.169)



The initial public reaction to Unto this Last, as it appeared in the Cornhill Magazine from August to November 1860, was hostile. It was berated by reviewers, and among the many strongly worded opinions, the Saturday Review for 10 November 1860 was most famous in its notoriously trenchant criticism: ‘worse than ridiculous’, ‘positively wicked’, showing the ‘utter imbecility of Mr. Ruskin’s reasoning powers’,1 the anonymous reviewer said, caricaturing and condemning Ruskin’s views with a viciousness remarkable even by the standards of a highly flammable Victorian press. The essays ‘were reprobated in a violent manner,’ Ruskin said gloomily later in 1862 in the Preface to the book version, ‘as far as I could hear, by most of the readers they met with’ (XVII.17). William Makepeace Thackeray, editor of the Cornhill, it is usually said, was sufficiently alarmed by the protests to stop publication of any more instalments in the journal after November to avoid further controversy.

This public humiliation was of a different order from anything Ruskin had previously encountered, though he tried to make light of it to some. People ‘really are speaking so much ill of my books just now’, he told the sympathetic Miss Huish at Winnington School, on 3 November 1860, obviously thinking partly of the Unto this Last furore, ‘that I think there must be something very good in them’.2 But the outcry was not the conclusion of the story. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, other readers, increasingly, found in the alternative political economy Ruskin had been proposing a timely message for the age and illuminating answers to pressing contemporary questions urgently in need of solution. The popularity of Unto this Last grew. In due course, it established itself as central to Ruskin’s public reputation as a critic of Victorian society, ‘the single most cogent exposition of his economic ideas’,3 as Lawrence Goldman remarks, its proposals and high moral tone attractive, not least, to the incipient Labour movement at the end of the century.4 So when Charles Rowley, founder of the Ancoats Brotherhood in Greater Manchester, printed the resounding words There is no wealth but life’ from the last essay of Unto this Last on the title page of his Social Politics (1885), he was only restating what by that stage had become something of a truism for many reformers. Of Ruskin’s other works, only Fors Clavigera (1871–84), with its plans for the Guild of St George, came close to its influence on and importance for tranches of reformist social and political thought in the later nineteenth century. Unto this Last followed by Fors tended to head the reading lists and reading programmes of the various late nineteenth-century Ruskin Societies and Ruskin Reading Guilds. And it was an influence which stretched beyond the century and beyond British shores. That Mahatma Gandhi found Unto this Last inspiring suggests something of the powerful and enduring public force the initially repudiated essays enjoyed into the new century. Reading it on the 24-hour journey to Durban in October 1904, he said, prompted a new direction in his life: ‘I was determined to change my life in accordance with the ideals of the book’, he remembered afterwards.5

This public context of Unto this Last is now well known. Yet it is not the only context in which the book should be placed if the full resonances of its meaning are to be made out. Unto this Last was not a text with a public audience only, and the factors influencing the shape of its ideas, the nature of its politics, and the language of its argument, were not to be found in Victorian society and nineteenth-century economic thought only. Ruskin’s essays on the first principles of political economy belonged also within a domestic, family context, and the pressure of this, and Ruskin’s negotiation with it, left legible traces in various parts of the essays. If we think only of Unto this Last in terms of its purchase on a wider world, or its engagement with the ideas of other major nineteenth-century political economists,6 or its impact on the history of social reform, we overlook this other important environment in which it belonged, and forget to consider the role of the particular, private circumstances and domestic conditions under which, broadly speaking, it was written in 1860 and to which it was necessarily and peculiarly attentive. For Unto this Last was responsive to the delicate and complex dynamics of the Ruskin family home, and aspects of it were inseparable from the matrix of parental influence, identity, and values into which Ruskin had been born, amid which he had grown up, and within which he was still continuing, in 1860, to live.

That Unto this Last addressed the family was in one way obvious. Ruskin, following the ideas of Xenophon whose economics he always respected and eventually edited as part of the Bibliotheca Pastorum (1876–85),7 drew on family examples throughout his essays, illustrating various features of his alternative economic polity with instances of paternal duty, filial obedience, family responsibility to the household, and maternal care. In the first essay, he illustrated the point that human beings were not necessarily ‘antagonistic because their interests are’ with an example of a starving mother and children: ‘it does not necessarily follow that there will be “antagonism” between them,’ he said, ‘that they will fight for the crust, and that the mother, being strongest, will get it, and eat it’ (XVII.27), and therefore it did not follow that men and their masters are in opposition to each other because their ‘interests are diverse’ (XVII.27). (He was perhaps thinking of the harmonious but disciplined relations between master and men he had seen in the autumn of 1859 in the Anderton Boat Company on the Trent and Mersey Canal run by the authoritarian but firmly fair Captain James Leslie.)8 Later in the same essay Ruskin took as another way of illustrating the most successful of relations between masters and operatives the example of the behaviour of the head of a household to his domestic servants.9

Ruskin’s provocative insistence that the ultimate obligation of men in positions of responsibility to the nation was, like soldiers, to die rather than fail their duty was also summed up with the heroic example of a father’s death to save his son. All true men, Ruskin said in Unto this Last, must behave in extremis ‘as a father would in a famine, shipwreck, or battle,’ by ‘sacrific[ing] himself for his son’ (XVII.42). Paternal self-sacrifice, an inversion of the Christian norm and part of Unto this Last’s whole investment in the rhetoric of heroic action arising from Ruskin’s lifelong admiration for soldiers and belief in a just war, was the type of ideal, noble behaviour for all men of duty and responsibility in Unto this Last. As Ruskin would later imply in Fors Clavigera – I return to this in Chapter 6 – Unto this Last had provided him, apart from anything else, with his first major opportunity to consider the appropriate forms of prestigious male behaviour for the middle-class man in Victorian culture, and a space in which to reflect on the duties of men, the nature of their calling, which would preoccupy him in many forms during the coming prolific years.

If the self-sacrificing father was the paradigm of ideal behaviour for men, maternity, correspondingly, was the primary type of the creation of true wealth. ‘I believe nearly all labour may be shortly divided into positive and negative labour’, said Ruskin in ‘Ad Valorem’, the final essay, usefully punning on the word ‘labour’: ‘positive, that which produces life; negative, that which produces death; the most directly negative labour being murder, and the most directly positive, the bearing and rearing of children’ (XVII.97). In a redefined, reorientated economics where wealth was life, the literal act of bearing and caring for life was the childless Ruskin’s clearest model of the most exemplary economic behaviour. So when Ruskin commended Dickens’s Hard Times (1848) in his long self-reflexive and self-chastising footnote10 in ‘The Roots of Honour’ as worthy of ‘close and earnest’ study and as ‘entirely right’ (XVII.31n.) in its main drift and purpose, it is neatly appropriate to the economic scheme of Unto this Last that the naturally moral heroine of the novel, Sissy Jupe, is the only woman rewarded at the book’s conclusion with the birth of children.

Assimilating examples of family life as illustrative of the arguments of Unto this Last, Ruskin was underlining his essential point that Victorian society needed a model of economic activity which was humane, which understood the motivating role of the affections, which saw economics within the whole web of social activity, and which treated human beings in communities rather than as individuals seeking their own financial self-advancement. Unto this Last was, as Nicholas Shrimpton points out, a stage in Ruskin’s long process of thinking about ‘the possibility of extending principles already active in private life to public life’,11 begun in the third volume of The Stones of Venice (1853), which reached a climax in Sesame and Lilies (1865), the text Ruskin significantly asked to be read ‘in connection with Unto this Last’ (XVIII.52) in his 1882 Preface to the reissued Sesame and Lilies. The family, with its particularly well-demarcated gender roles, served as a model of the social in the signification practices of Unto this Last, and the well-regulated, dutiful, and harmonious home modelled the well-regulated nation to which the text aspired. But while they contained various allusive gestures to this abstract, ideal family, the Cornhill essays were also more deeply involved in the specifics of Ruskin’s own, real family, embedded within the structures, values, social anxieties, and intellectual pressures, both creative and inhibiting, of 163 Denmark Hill. To put this more plainly, Unto this Last was in part in dialogue with John James Ruskin, Ruskin’s strong-minded father, successful wine merchant with the company of Ruskin, Telford, and Domecq he had helped found in 1815, water-colourist, and art collector, who played such an important, sustaining, and sometimes burdensome role in his son’s public career throughout, and whose early approval was a fundamental source of Ruskin’s energy, ambition, and authority as a writer and critic.12 Unto this Last registered in places the capacious presence of John James, his values, his aspirations; it purposed variously to accommodate him, applaud him in some ways, to raise the status of his own profession, and to commend principles and attitudes he embodied. If the vision of society Ruskin approved in his political writing throughout his life was a paternalistic one, then Unto this Last was anchored in the paternal in a more specific sense also.

Ruskin’s first essay, ‘The Roots of Honour’, assailed the ‘curious’ and ‘soi-disant science of political economy’ (XVII.25) not as illogical – it was, he said, ‘perfectly logical and successful’ (XVII.25) as a hypothesis – but as based on a false premise about the nature of human beings which rendered its conclusions entirely deficient and inapplicable. Thinking only of the human being as a ‘covetous machine’ (XVII.25) and as driven by desire for financial or material gain, modern economic thinking fatally overlooked the affections, the role of fellow-feeling, the place of love in the operation of human society. Ruskin, pushing away the figure of the competitive capitalist as a model for appropriate and approvable male behaviour in a commercial society, illustrated the significance of the affections as a motivating force by considering the higher quality of work done by a domestic servant who respected his or her master and the pivotal importance of soldiers’ regard for their commanding officer: ‘a battle has rarely been won, unless they loved their general’ (XVII.32), he said, continuing a theme from the last chapter, ‘Peace’, of Modern Painters, V (1860).13 Men in authority, Ruskin insisted, have power over as well as responsibility for those in their charge, and they are called upon to be honourable and worthy of respect and affection. But the honourableness of a good officer is culturally acknowledged, Ruskin said (even if the recent Crimean War had brought many senior British officers into significant disrepute), moving the terrain of his argument toward a key claim of his first essay, while in the world of commerce, honourableness was rarely a recognized category and the ‘consent of mankind’ (XVII.36) habitually placed the merchant and the man of business in a much lower position. This unfortunate situation prevailed because the public mistakenly believed the man of commerce to be an exemplum of the economic man Ruskin thought was proposed by Smith, Ricardo, and Mill: always selfish. His ‘first object in all his dealings must be’, it is assumed, ‘[…] to get as much for himself, and leave as little to his neighbour (or customer) as possible’ (XVII.38).14 But this was an entirely mistaken attitude, Ruskin declared, endorsing in a new form an earlier message from his children’s tale, The King of the Golden River (1850). The acknowledgement of the merchant’s true dignity and honour in the eyes of the Victorian public, in the general ‘consent of mankind’, was an aspiration of this first essay.

The ‘true functions’ of a good merchant needed to be properly and publicly understood, his status and equals acknowledged. The man of commerce, Ruskin said, was one of the ‘Five great intellectual professions, relating to daily necessities of life’ (XVII.39), together with the soldier, pastor, physician, and lawyer, and like them he has an essential and honourable duty, which, if honestly and ably fulfilled, was worthy of national respect and to be ‘held […] in honour’ (XVII.36). If the functions of the soldier, pastor, physician, and lawyer, however, were clear and well-known to the ordinary person, the merchant’s, Ruskin admitted, was not. This was a situation which must change. The merchant’s function was no less a form of service and no less significant for the well-being of society: it ‘is to provide for the nation’ (XVII.40) just as it is the soldier’s to defend it, the pastor’s to teach it, the physician’s to keep it healthy, and the lawyer’s to maintain justice within it. Here was the heart of the moral identity of the man of commerce. And the honest, responsible merchant discharged this national duty of provision because it was a duty, not from any motive of self-interest such as Adam Smith or the Classical Economists would recognize: firmly criticizing the assumption of the selfishness of commerce, Ruskin declared, it ‘is no more [a merchant’s] function to get profit for himself out of that provision than it is a clergyman’s function to get his stipend’ (XVII.40).

The honest merchant provided for the nation – irrespective of fee, in fact – and what he provided must be of the highest quality. As Ruskin had described the condition of Turner’s mind ‘in which [he] did all his great work’ at the end of Modern Painters V as ‘simply this: “What I do must be done rightly[”]’ (VII.
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