Chapter 8

The Importance of Fors Clavigera (1871 - 1884): The Convergence of

Ruskin's Social and Educational Thought

Within a year of his appointment to Oxford as Professor of Fine

Art, Ruskin began writing Fors Clavigera, a series of letters to the

working men of England. The letters span the same pericd as the
years of the professorship at Oxford and the letters were

written as Ruskin explained "as a byework to quiet my conscience,
that I might be happy in ... my own proper life of Art - teaching
at Oxford and elsewhere, and through my own happiness rightly help
others".! The "byework" lasted for fourteen years, ending when
Ruskin was sixty-five years old. Ruskin published the first eighty-
seven letters at monthly intervals cammencing in January, 1871 and
terminating in March, 1878 with his breakdown in health. Nine
more letters appeared at irregular intervals between 1880 and 1884.
The last letter was written on the eve of Ruskin's final resignation

fram the Slade Professarship. The letters were subsequently published

in volume form and an abridged version alsc ves issued.

Fors Clavigera is the most extraordinary work in English literature.

This is a bold claim, particularly so when Tristram Shandy or Ulysses

are remembered. Yet there is no other work quite like Ruskin's strange,

often demented letters addressed to the working men of England. There
is a temptation, which saome critics seem unable to resist,? to see the

650,000 word deluge of Fors Clavigera as Ruskin's masterpiece in the

same way that the tables have been turned to claim that Wordsworth's

late poetry is greater than Lyrical Ballads or that Shakespeare's

"ramances" of his final period eclipse his tragedies. In Ruskin's

case, however, this will not do because much of Fors Clavigera, even

on the most charitable view, is sheer chaos and does not reveal
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the cunning hidden pattern of same Dedalus-like artificer.

Ruskin did claim on one occasion that his letters, although mosaic
wark into which he put pieces of coloured glass here and there to be

n3

set in patches, were nevertheless "not without design. Yet even

he despaired of giving his work unity despite his providing
"check-points”," summaries and lists of aphorisms to his readers as
the letters progressed. He was plagued by "the thousand things
flitting in my mind, like sea~birds for which there are no sands to
settle an"® and in a less despairing mood cheerfully admitted his
own discursiveness claiming that "I can well conceive how irritating
it must be to anyone chancing to take special interest in any one
aspect of my subject - the life of Scott for instance - to find me
or lose me wandering away fram it for a year or two and sending new
roots into new ground in every direction ..."® All these new roots
came a dense undergrowth and a clearing needs to be made to see

the essential purposes of Ruskin's efforts, otherwise the threads

that do give Fors Clavigera any claim to continuity - his

continual self-analysis, his plans for his utopian society and the
reflections on education together with his plans for proposed schools
in his agrarian commnity - are simply lost in Ruskin's extremely

long out-pourings.

Ruskin initially confuses the reader by his arcane title, Fors
Clavigera. He makes a number of efforts to explain it, but the
explanations are in no way cansistently followed through the book.

The very title, Fors Clavigera, let alone the contents, armoyed

some readers as a kind of hoax. The source for the title was fram
Horace (Cdes 1:35). Fors has three meanings: fortune ar trick of
fate, force and fortitude. Similarly, Clavigera has a threefold

meaning of club or key or nail-bearing. Not being able to stop his



own embroidering Ruskin added that Fors meaning Fate was also
associated with "the Three Fates of the Greeks which control the
thread of our destiny".’ All the meanings merge together and the
reader is tempted to read the letters according to whim, following

the waywardness of Fors itself.

It is the carbination of playfulness, ferocious invective and campassion

that make Fors Clavigera such an oddly endearing bock. Constant changes

of tone and emphasis as well as subject matter draw the reader into
Ruskin's web. In the present age which has seen the rise and retreat

of a counter culture it is still a moving experience to read Fors

Clavigera, aptly described as "a one man underground organ of Ruskin's

alternative society."®

The playful element is shown when Ruskin commenting on the message of
his own work spoke of "knowing no more as I unfolded the scroll of -t,
what next would be written there, than a blade of grass knows what the
form of its fruit shall be."® Ruskin opened his pages to replies fram
his readers which were printed occasicnally in the body of the

letters but usually as appendices together with cuttings fram newspapers,
anecdotes and "the gossip of aesthetic old ladies."!? Sometimes the
discursiveness knew no bounds. For example, the twenty-fifth letter
begins with a recipe for a Yorkshire Goosepie, "a Brobdingnagian pie,
which engqulfs also a turkey, ducks, woodcocks, a hare and any quantity
of spices and butter."!! When correspondents wanted to know what

he meant by randomly introducing this rather preposterous recipe,

Ruskin replied by introducing an assault on Darwinism into the subject
which hardly cleared the point.?? Yet included in the whimsy of this
letter - which also dealt with a description of the British penny,
discussions of heraldy and an account of the army of Edward III fighting

at Calais - is a most ferocious attack questioning "whether England is
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a Nation, mother of nations; or a slimy polype, multiplying by
involuntary vivisection, and dropping half-putrid pieces of itself

wherever it crawls or contracts?"!®

Even when the rhetoric is at its most violent and the irony at its
most scathing - usually in passages describing the plight of the
wretched poor at the hands of their "betters" - the reader is always
aware of a real human being!* imploring his readers to listen and

act. Fors Clavigera is possibly the most intensely personal work in

English literature, a prolonged act of catharsis, with few parallels,
"a private pulpit"!® fram which Ruskin made "almost a religion of his
own idiosyncrasy".!® As John Rosenberg has pointed out,what saves

Fors Clavigera fram being unbearably oppressive is the constant change

of tone. For example, Ruskin describes himself cast amidst a carnivorous
crowd and this is immediately followed by a description of a contented
pig "feeding on a mess of ambrosial rottemmess with whar Ruskin would

fain change places."!?

Ruskin saw Fors Clavigera as a prophetic work. In the same vein as his

three letters to The Times on social and educational matters in which he
claimed that rather than solving immediate prdblems he was writing for
posterity which would vindicate his position,!® similarily he

claimed he was writing his letter series for the labourers of England -
but not for the working classes of the eighteen seventies, rather

for future generations.!®

The letters were cast out into the world (or more precisely, only
inconveniently available for seven pence each, or "the price of twc
pints of beer"?? fram George Allen, Heathfield Cottage, Keston, Kent)

with the hope that whether Fors Clavigera "passed fram friend to

friend, or fram foe to foe, it must make its own way, or standing
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still biding its time."?!

2

Twenty years hard thought and reading, Ruskin tells us,?? went into

the production of Fors Clavigera. The letter series were at the same

time the culmination of his political economy and served a distinctly

educational purpose:

I begin to give these letters the campleted
character I intend for them; first, as it may
seem to me needful, cammenting on what is
passing at the time, with reference always

to the principles and plans of econcmy I have
to set before you; and then collecting out of
past literature, and in occasional front pieces
or woodcuts out of past art, what they confirm
or illustrate of things that are farever true:
choosing the pieces of the series so that, both
in art and literature, they may became to you,
in the strictest sense educational, and
familiarize vou with the look and manner of
finework. %3

Ruskin was often exasperated by his readers for not understanding much

of the content of Fors Clavigera and he had to warn his readers not to

take with literal sericusness what was often meant as irony.?" He
also repeatedly apologized to his readers for his lack of system but
inserted that "if any patient and candid person cares to understand
the book and master its contents, he may do so with less pains than
would be required for the reading of any ordinary philosophical

treatise on equally impartant subjects."?®

Readers were warned that Fors Clavigera served several purposes; this

explains the different tones and voices that are heard throughout the
letters "written, frankly, and as the mood or topic chances",?® but
behind the vagaries of the letter form there was nevertheless "a bitter
play, as stern a final purpose as Morgiana's dance"?’ even if "the

gesture of the mament must be as the humour takes me". 28
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Readers wrote to Ruskin about his own politics and his replies
showed him at his most ironical claiming to be both a Tory and a
Cammunist, claims that sorely puzzled his audience who demanded an

9

explanation. Ruskin never voted in elections,”® considering the

whole political party process a sham, calling the Houses of Parliament
"a mouldering toy".®°? Nevertheless he always tock a keen interest
in contemporary affairs and political events and was an inveterate

reader of newspapers and correspondent to editors of the national

press. !

Ruskin calling himself a Cammunist is a reverberation of his reaction
to the uprising of the Paris Camune. There are many allusions in the

early letters of Fors Clavigera to the Franco-Prussia war, the siege of

Paris and its aftermath as well as the revolt of the Commune. His
attitude to the Commune was ambivalent, as he seemed most distressed by

the destructiveness of the event and the possible damage to art treasures.

Contrasting himself to the "Communists” of Paris, Ruskin claimed he was

a "Cammmnist of the old school - reddest also of the red"*? and fervently
believed that "our property belongs to everyvbody and evervbody's property
to us"?®? whereas the "Cammunists" of the new school only wanted to destroy

other peoples' property.

In a passage full of wit and irony, Ruskin further divides "the old Reds"
into two classes. Although trying to keep a spare style in his letters
to working-men, the old intoxication with language reminiscient of

The Stones of Venice breaks through:

...we old Reds fall into two classes, differing,
not indeed in colour of redness, but in the depth
of tint of it - one class being, as it were, only
of a delicately pink, peach-blossom, or dog-rose
redness, but the other, to which I myself do
partly, and desire wholly, to belong, as I told
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you, reddest of the red - that is to say,
full crimson or even dark crimson ...

And between these two sects or shades of us,
there is this difference in our way of holding
our camon faith (that our neighbour's
property is ours and ours his) namely that
the rose-red division of us are content in
their diligence of care to preserve or gquard
fram injury or loss their neighbour's
property as their own...

The vermilion or Tyrian-red sect of us, however,
are not content merely with this carefulness
and watchfulness over our neighbours' goxdis,
but we cannot rest unless we are giving what

we can spare of our own; and the more

precious it is the more we want to divide it
with samebcdy. ®*

The "cammunism" that Ruskin wanted was that of Sir Thamas More's

Utopia with all its concamitant austerity of living. When he

came to found his Guild of St. George the precepts of More were very
much in his mind. (The parallels between More's and Ruskin's communitias
are discussed in Chapter 9.) At this stage it is suffice to note the
intensely conservative nature of Ruskin's "communism". What he

shared with modern cammunists was a violent distrust of liberalism,®®
claiming emphatically that "I am not a Liberal - quite the polar

contrary of that".?®®

Fors Clavigera continues Ruskin's attack on the prevailing laissez-faire

school of political econamy and Ruskin's invective reached new heights
when he claimed that the "modern Liberal politico—econcmist of the
Stuart Mill school is essentially of the type of flatfish - one eyeless
side of him always in the mud, and one eye, on the side that has eyes,
down in the corner of his mouth - not a desirable guide for man or
beast."?®’ Apart from invective - Ruskin freely admitted that "he was
always making myself a nuisance to people with my political econcmy" 3°-

there is little detailed analysis of the doctrines of the dominant

political econcmy of the time in Fors Clavigera. Unlike the polemical
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writings of the sixties such as Munera Pulveris statements of

principles and doctrines are replaced by numerous concrete specific

1llustrations of the life of the poor in England.

In the early letters of Fors Clavigera in particular, Ruskin keenly

felt the tension of his cushioned life as Slade Professor and the fate
of the masses. He was very aware that there was "an agonizing
distress even in this highly favoured England, in same classes, for
want of food, clothes, lodging and fuel. And it has become a popular
idea among the benevolent and ingenious, that you may in great part
remedy these deficiencies by teaching, to these starving and shivering

persons, Science and Art".3°

What helps give Fors Clavigera its continuing force as a social commentary

on Victorian England are the many appalling stories fram national
newspapers which are given in full as appendices to the letters and
short accounts also occur in the letters themselves. Ruskin often used
stories of lavish expenditure and conspicuous waste and culled stories
of utter misery,even horror, fram the pages of the same newspaper and
juxtaposed the stories to gain maximum effect. For one accused of
having an "effeminate sensibility""? by one critic there is certainly
a lack of squeamishness in the stories that Ruskin collected for his

readers.

We are told the story of Mary Wilson, who after three weeks working in

a white-lead factory, died in convulsions with congestion of the brain

and chest-organs. The coroner reported that persons following this
occupation should drink diluted sulphuric acid to counteract the poison. ™!
Ruskin plies his readers with story after story of helpless elderly or
young people dying of hunger in rat-infested cellars. As well as

detalled discussions of dreadful cenditions in factories and accounts



of extreme poverty amid affluence, Ruskin stresses the brutality of
the lives of many of the workers. In a passage of scathing irony
Ruskin gives "a specimen of the conduct of the Saints to whom our
English clergymen have delivered the Faith".“? The "Saints" in
question were a group of young coal-miners who raped a drunken
rain-soaked woman, and left her to die in an open

field. 1In court the colliers claimed because the woman said nothing

they could not see their actions were wrong, "only a bit of fun" . *?

There is no denying Robert Hewison's claim that the social criticism

in Fors Clavigera is more violent and multi-faceted than in Ruskin's

earlier polemical works "but it never loses touch with the theme of
exploitation and destruction of which the modern city becames the most
powerful symbol".“" Indeed Ruskin, in deliberate counterpoint to his
descriptions of life in industrial cities and accounts of desecration
of the English countryside around large towns, gives several accounts
of rustic simplicity, particularly translations made for his readers
from the writings of Marmontel®® and Gotthelf."® These writers were

a strong influence on the plans for his proposed recaptured
paradise, the agrarian communities of the Guild of St. George.

Considerable space in Fors Clavigera is devoted to studies of peasant

life and Ruskin found in Marmontel and Gotthelf writers whose purity
and simplicity of style admirably matched the arcadian subject matter
they described.“’ He had previously told his readers that Marmontel
was "one of the persons in past history with whom he had most sympathy.""®
This is shown by Ruskin translating several long passages fram Marmontel

for the subscribers to the letters. Similiarly, in various letters of

Fors Clavigera he gives a complete translation of The Broom Merchant

of Gotthelf.

Ruskin claimed there was a close link between "Marmontel's rusticity and
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mine"*® and also an affinity with that "ramantic clergyman, an Evangelical

divine of the purest type",’? Gotthelf. After evoking Marmontel reading
his Virgil in the shade with the murmur of bees arcund him in the

sunshine in a lovely valley with vines on the steep-river shore, Ruskin
describes for his readers a view fram a train window of children playing

at Christmas time in England, 1872:

These children rolling on the heaps of black and
slimy ground, mixed with brickbats and broken
plates and bottles, in the midst of Preston or
Wigan, as edified travellers behold them when

the station is blocked and the train stops anywhere
outside - the children themselves, black, and in
rags evermore, and the only water near them either
boiling, or gathered in unctuous pools, covered
with rancid clots of scum, in the lowest hcles of
the earthheaps - why do you not paint these for
past-time?°?

For a man who hated railways, the steam-engine energy of Ruskin's prose

pulsates throughout the eight volumes of Fors Clavigera, flashing sparks

of lightening wit and coruscating irony, yet paradoxically also producing
passages of great tenderness, beauty and calm particularly when describing
his idealized kingdam, the Guild of St. George, where no one dies

of hunger or cold, where no one suffers the weals of poverty, where

voung men are not sacrificed fruitlessly in war or where young wamen

Go not lead barren lives, only, like the beloved Rose, to sicken

ard die before their time.

To grasp Ruskin's vision of a new society his very distraught state of

mind at the time of his drawing up his plans must be stressed. Fors

Clavigera is a most elaborate example of writing as therapy, which has
parallels with the stance of D. H. Lawrence who wrote to Edward Garnett
"I give myself away so much, and write what is my most palpitant, sensitive

self that I loathe (The Trespasser) because it will betray me to a parcel

of focols. Which is what any deeply personal or lyrical writer feels, I
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guess. L often think Stendahl must have writhed in torture every time

he remembered lLe Rouge et Le Noir was public property: and Jefferies

at The Story of My Heart."®? More applicable than Stendahl or Richard

Jefferies to ILawrence's claim is the Ruskin of Fors Clavigera.

Ruskin at times despaired himself of the ocutcome of the series of letters,
disarmingly saying thét "there was much trivial and desultory talk by the
way. Scattered up and down it - perhaps by the Devil's scwing tares
among the wheat - there is much casual expression of my own personal

"33 There were

feelings and faith, together with bits of autobiography.
times when the outpouring of those letters to workmen were broken off
because of his mental collapses, in 1878, 1881 and 1882, and after the
letters stopped, there were four more long attacks of profound mental
disturbance culminating in the silence which began in 1889 and ended
with Ruskin's death in 1900. There are many passages in the letters
where Ruskin is close to derangement, startling his readers, for example,
by his obsession with St. Ursula frcm whom he claimed he had received

a flawer fram her bedroam window box. The close study and reproducticn
of Carpaccio's painting of St. Ursula had led him to identify the

saint with his beloved Rose ILa Touche who had recently died.

Of course Rose was not the only woman to figure in the pages of Fors
Clavigera and one of the themes that saves the letters frcm camplete
chaos is the amount of attention Ruskin gives to the subject of educatioa,
including the education of wamen, a subject he takes up again fram his
polemical writings of the eighteen sixties. But just as important as

the discussion of the education of women in Fors Clavigera are

the many provocative comments about education in general ard its
relationship to society. It is argued *" that Ruskin's work as a sccial
reformer is inseparable from his ideas on education and furthermore

to understand Fors Clavigera as an essay in social reconstruction °°
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it is necessary to take Ruskin's views on educational thought and

practice in these volumes into account.

Running parallel with his injunctions to Oxford undergraduates to
canbine education with manual labour Ruskin writes in a similar vein to

his different constituency in the second letter of Fors Clavigera,

Ruskin claimed that for the last eight hundred years ''the upper classes
of Burope have been on one large Picnic Party."°® The party was now
over: although the upper classes may have considered themselves
"camanded into that position by Divine authority and fed with bread
fram Heaven: of which they duly considered it proper to bestow the
fragments in support, and the tithes in tuition, of the poor."®’

Nevertheless such a divinely ordained scheme was no longer tenable if

social disaster was to be avoided:

The labour producing useful result was educational
in its influence on the temper. 2ll such labour is.

And the first condition of education, the thing vou
are all crying out for, is being put to wholesome

and useful work. And it is nearly the last conditions
of it, too; vou need very little more ... °°

He castigates his audience, including himself, ''that you do not know
how, you answer, how to make a brick, a tile or a pot; or how to build
a dvke, or drive a stake that will stand. No more do I. Our education

has to begin; - mine as much as yours."®?®

This theme is returned to several times and in letter 64 (April, 1876)
Ruskin's invective surpasses itself. After the usual ridicule of
gentlemen again for not being able to make bricks and tiles, °° he

gives a mocking dialogue:

You rather think not? Well, if you are healthy
and fit for work, and can do nothing better - go and
learn.
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You would rather not? Very possibly: but you
can't have your dinner unless you do. And why
would you so much rather not?

"So ungentlemanly."

No; to beg your dinner, or steal it, it is
ungentlemanly. But there is nothing ungentlemanly
that I know of, in beating clay, and putting it in
a mould.

"But my wife wouldn't like it!"®!

Wives of gentlemen are just as useless themselves. 1In a ferocious
passage (not raised in feminist critiques of Ruskin) women are derided

for not doing useful work. Quoting from Keble's The Christian Year - the

phrase "the trivial round, the cammon task,"” Ruskin claims that wamen
interpreted their duties in this phrase as nothing more than women

dressing themselves and their children becomingly and engaging in an
incessant round of social activities but nevertheless believing that

these efforts would be rewarded by God "by immediate dinner and

everlasting glory"®?:

That was your wife's real notion of the matter,
and modern Christian women's generally, so far

as they have got any notions at all under their
bonnets and the skins of the dead robins they
have stuck in them - the disgusting little
savages. But that is by no means the way in
which either your hands are to be delivered from
making the pots, or her head fram carrying them.®?

There is no denying that Ruskin's first educational principle is the
importance of work in education, that all education must be directed to

practical work. In William Jolly's Ruskin on Education (1894) he

is rightly placed with educators of the past who shared this emphasis.
Yet with the exception of Xenophon and his account of the education of
Cyrus, Ruskin makes no mention of any such educators, not Fellenberg®*, nct

Pestalozzi mnor the efforts of the Kindergarten movement to cambine head

work and hand work. Ruskin came to his views on education independently



except for an indebtedness to Plato and Xenophon (and slightly
to Aristotle) and never draws on the educational thought of his
contemporaries - and yet his views on the centrality of work in
education clearly parallel the thought of many other nineteenth century

educational theorists.

Froebel, for example, claimed in The Education of Man that "at present

people have an entirely false and degrading idea of work which is done
for material résults. God himself works to continuocusly create and
produce. We only have to look at the life and work of Jesus, or, if

we live true to ourselves, at our own lives and work ... It becomes
clear that, fram earliest childhood, man should be trained in productive

activity, since the development of both mind and body demand it."®®

During the nineteenth century there was a very close affinity between
educational and communitarian ideals °® and indeed Ruskin is a very good
example of this tradition, his educational ideals becaming inseparable
from his camunitarian commitment to the Guild of St. George. Some of
the nineteenth century cammunitarian societies built on the emphasis
placed by Pestalozzi, Froebel and De Fellenberm on the centrality of work,
the New Harmony cammunity of Robert Owen and William Maclure being a good
example of this response. Other cammunities such as the Shakers and the
Oneida camunity brought their own religious doctrines to bear on the
subject of the importance of work in education and come to similar
canclusions with the result that camunitarian groups with widely
different emphases and backgrounds, nevertheless all had children
engaging from an early age in a wide variety of practical pursuits which
occupied a considerable part of the child's day. The educative value
of work in the utopian camunities may be summarized as follows: it
developed a sense of cammunity pride, dbedience and devotion to duty;

promoted social justice; served as a means of orientation in the choice

o
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of a vocation and developed the body and mind of the young.®’ A follower
of Froebel, Baroness Berthe Von Marenholtz-Bulow further developed the
relationship between education and work. After paying her respects to
the educational theories and practices of Fourier, Owen, Fellenberg,
Pestalozzi and other educators in the ramantic/utopian tradition, the

Baroness pointed out in her Hand Work and Head Work that "in all the

institutions founded by the abovementioned educationists or on their
model, physical and industrial exercises alternated with mental
instruction, but they were not the medium of this instruction ... all
such work shall be organized to constitute intellectual and mechanical

exercise at the same time."©®

Hand Work and Head Work (1886) was an astonishingly prescient work; it

anticipates the cambination of work, "abstract” subjects and social

purpose, that elusive amalgam that came to be known as ''polvtecinicalization'.

It is claiming too much for Ruskin's view on education and wark to see him
as a kind of precursor to the educational reforms propounded by Krupskaya
but Ruskin's views are not far removed from Marenholtz-Bulow; certainly
fran Ruskin's position wark is not simply an added subject to the curriculm
or as in sc many of the utcpian colonies it simply replaced much of ths usual
classical humanistic content of the curriculum because, in William Maclure's
phrase, all subjects had to be judged by utility "which shall be the scale

on which we shall endeavour to measure the value of everything.“7 0

Closely related to his views on cambining educational and manual
labour are his attitudes to the teaching of natural science, nature
study and the child's sense of wonder in "which we live by Acdmiration,

Hope, and Love."’!

Every school, he claimed, should have garden and cultivable land.

spacious enough to employ the scholars in fine weather mostly out of doors.’?

69



Although Ruskin's ideas were not taken up in all English schools, as
his editors pointed out,’?® the 'Memorandum on Courses of Work in
Rural Evening Schools" (July, 1906) echo much of the pronouncements of

Ruskin on education in his letters same twenty-five years previously.

Writing in a very confident way, Ruskin believed that "admiration, hope
and love" could be taught directly, particularly by the study of Nature.
He sought to rectify what he considered to be the abysmal teaching of
nature study in schools by writing three bocks on the subject himself,

Love's Meinie, Proserpina and Deucalion,which he referred to as "school

grammars".’* Indeed he spent much of his later life, even after the

fury of Fors Clavigera had abated, continuing work on his "'grammars"

(discussed in Chapter 9) which were an integral part of his educational

project.

An aspect of education that is raised again in Fors Clavigera is the

education of women, a subject never far fram Ruskin's mind. The opportunity
presented itself when same of his young female readers wrote asking the
Master's advice. He replied at some length on three occasions to his
variocus female seekers after truth in the notes and correspondence sections

of Fors Clavigera. Cbviously his message had its effect, serving the

purposes of its times, because these admonitions when reprinted separately

as letters to Young Girls reached an edition of seventy-five thousand
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copies by 1902.7° Furthermore, a pirated version with added caments

of Ruskin on the nature of wamen sold very well in the United States.

The Letters to Young Girls must be seen in the context of the wider

caments about women scattered throughout other parts of Fors Clavigera.

The polemic against John Stuart Mill in these letters often refers to Mill's
views on wamen. Ruskin inferred fram Mill's pronouncements that Mill

considered "the career of the Madonna was too limited."’’ His wrath
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was particularly evolved by a passage fram the Principles of Political

Econamy wherein Mill claimed that "there was scarcely any means open to
(a waman) of gaining a livelihood, except as a wife and mother", and that
"women who prefer that occupation might Justifiably adopt it ~ but that
there should be no option, no other carriere possible, far the great
majority of wamen, except in the humbler departments of life, is one of

those social injustices which call loudest for remedy".’®

Ruskin followed up his disapproval of Mill's sentiments by commenting on
a crowd of two thousand young wamen who "'In en effort to fulfil Mr. John Stuart
Mill's wishes ard procure sane more lucrative occupation than that of

n79

nursing the baby besieged the Civil Service Commissioners for eleven

vacancies in the metropolitan post-offices. The Telegraph (18th March,

1873) reported the cammotion:

The crowd, the agitation, the anxiety, the fatique proved
too much for many of those who attended; several fainted
away; others went into violent hysterics; others
despairing of success, remained just long encugh to be
utterly worn out, amd then crept off, showing such traces

of mental anguish as we are accustamed to associate with the
most painful bereavements. ®°

When Ruskin spoke so often of wamen not earning a living (for a bachelor
he was reticent about the plight of single women without

financial means) he was often misinterpreted as meaning that women should
never wark outside the hame on a voluntary basis. Indeed he encouraged
his female followers to engage in practical activities of social reform,
even before his injunctions to female members of the Guild of St. George
to engage in "good works". In particular, he drew attention to the
example of Miss Octavia Hill who had been the mainstay of Ruskin's efforts
in having restored and managed tenements at cheap rental in the centre of
Marylebone, then one of the worst districts of ILondon.®! Ruskin conceded

that "it is difficult enough, I admit to find a woman of average sense
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ard tenderness to be able for such work, but there are indeed, other
such in the world, only three~fourths of them now get lost in piocus
lecturing, or altar—cloth sewing; and the wisest remaining fourth stay
at home as quiet house-wives, not seeing their way to wider action."®?
The emphasis has been too readily placed on Ruskin endorsing "the wisest

staying at hame" rather than his encouraging social action at the

expense of "pious lecturing or altercloth sewing."

Ruskin elaborated on the duties of middle class women in response to a
letter he received fram "a young lady who asked what I really wanted girls
to do."®® His reply was given in the correspondence section of Letter 34

of Fors Clavigera. Wamen's work was five-fold: to please people, to feed

them in "dainty" ways, to clothe them, to keep them orderly, to teach them.®"

A very demanding list but Ruskin made it seem very simple. By pleasing
peocple he claimed that for a woman it merely meant that people liked
"the roan better with you in it than out of it."®®  His other
injunctions to young wamen as part of their informal education at first
seem strange bearing in mind that Ruskin was addressing his remarks to
women of the middle-classes where servants and houseamaids would do the
duties that he recommends. For Ruskin, however, the young ladies

were to set a good example by being always able to perform any of the
duties that they required of their servants. This attitude reflects
his admonitions at Oxford that his privileged undergraduates should

be able to do any of the work on the family estates, if the occasion

demanded it, that was usually done by labourers.

Simplicity and econamy in cookery were required of young ladies.
This advice again recalls Oxford days when Ruskin enjoined his undergraducte
friends not to give extravagant dinner parties but simple symposia with,

if not the Biblical dinner of herbs, at least the plainest of "honest"
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food. Although a number of his young friends tried the experiment,
the novelty did not last long: "champagne and truffles were always lurking

behind the door ready to rush in on a hint."8®

Perhaps young ladies would prove more faithful in their task

which also included a mission to the poor "not as their patroness, but
their friend: 1if then you can modestly recamend a little more water in
the pot, or half-an-hour's more boiling, or a dainty bone they did not

¥now of, you will have been useful indeed."®’

Making clothes of first rate material and simple form were also to occupy
a considerable amount 6f the young ladies time, but this was not simply
for one's personal enjoyment or to while away lazy summers' afternoons.
Much of this clothing, made of the prettiest and best materials was to be
given to poor working girls who did not have the time for these female
accomplishments or the money for the best materials. Ruskin encouraged
nis middle class audience not to mind the criticism fram misgquided adviser:s
that such gifts to the poor were extravagant and foolish; afterall, the
epitome (in the Victorian mind) of good works, Dorcas, "wasn't raised fram

the dead that modern clergymen might call her a fool."®®

These philanthropic endeavours were to be matched by rising early, being

®  The young

at wark by the latest at six in summer and seven in winter.®
ladies were to do "a little bit of housemaid's work in your cwn house,
thoroughly, so as to be a pattern of perfection in that kind."?% As much
time as possible was to be spent ocutdoors in gardening, if not in cne's
own place, then in the gardens of the poor, if no gardens or flowers to be

tended, there was always dead leaves to be gathered, snow to be swept or

"matting to be nailed and the like."®!
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Furthermore, wnen not engaged in these various activities, a
great deal of time was to be given to self improvement by reading
edifying literature. Ruskin told his young friends °? that in effect

he had given them Sesame and Lilies (short course) and wished them well.

He was indeed to find his female followers more faithful than the

males — even the first trustees of St. George's Guild, kuskin's close

male friends at the time, were driven to resign as Ruskin became more
impartunate in his schemes. But letters, encouragement and gifts from
wamen continued to come to Ruskin who made acknowledgement and gave replies

in Fors Clavigera. Same female followers may have wanted to marry Ruskin 23

(despite his deplored reputation as a husband) or at least take him in hand,
look after him and curb his more quixotic extravagances. He was touched

by these expressions of concern and quite early in the series of letters
{Letter 29), finding that the workers preferred their two pots of beer to
sending their money to him for a Fors letter, declared "Yes, my pets, I
am tired of talking to these workmen who never answer a word; I will try
vou now - for a letter or two - but I beg your pardon far calling you pets,
my "cqualified aspirants I mean (Alas! time was when the qualified aspiration

was on the bachelor's side.)'®"

Same young ladies wrote asking for a copy of the rules of the
Guild of St. George because even if they could not join the Guild they

> Ruskin, pleased

would at least try to follow the rules and precepts.’
by the enquiry, replied at some length in the correspondence sections of

Ietters 65 and 66.

These letters express Christian beliefs strongly and at the same time
attack equally sharply much of conventional Christian belief and practice.
In June 1874, Ruskin rediscovered the importance of Giotto while visiting

the church of St. Francis at Assisi,®® which in turn led to a process of
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tells the readers of Fors Clavigera that they could not have failed

to notice that the letters had become "much more distinctly Christian

nd7

in tone particularly when campared with the secular stance of The

Crown of Wild Olive (especially its preface).?®

The later correspondence to young ladies begins by a call to Christian
discipleship wherein "you must be doubly submissive; first in your own
will and purpose to the law of Christ; then in the carrying out of your
purpose, to the pleasure and orcders of the persons whom He has given you

"% The young ladies are to make their own beds, clean

for superiors.
their own furniture, wash their plates and be generally useful around the

house and not leave the work all to servants.

Several picus resolutions follow with the underlying assumption that the
young ladies should be thankful for the position in life Provicence has
placed them. Ruskin stresses once more that this should not lead to
camplacency because there is plenty of work to be done by fortunate

young wamen in making dresses for the poor and in being helpful campanions
to them. As iIn so many previous writings he stresses the inherent

decency of the poor:

...Serve the poor, but, for your lives, you little monkeys,
don't preach to them. They are probably, without in the
least knowing it, fifty times better Christians than you;
and if anybody is to preach, let them.'®’

Although his insistence on young ladies doing some of the servants'

work may have given some offerce, the aspect of Ruskin's thoughts on education
that drew most fire fram correspondents was his playing down the

importance of the three R's." When a school teacher Campanion of the Guild
of St. George, remonstrated with him claiming that inspectors required

great emphasis on these basic subjects in accordance with the Education

(V]
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Codes, Ruskin told his readers "I again answered with indignation at
high pressure, that ten million inspectors of schools collected on
Cader Idris should not make me teach in my schools, come to them who

liked, a single thing I did not choose to."!'?!

Another controversial stance in which Ruskin was equally adamant was

his reijection of competition in education:

Farther, of schools in all places, and for all ages,

the healthy working will depend on the total exclusion

of the stimulus of campetition in any form or disguise.
Every child should be measured by its own standard,
trained to its own duty, and rewarded by its just praise.
It is the effort that deserves praise, not the success;
nor is it a question for any student whether he is clever
than others or duller, ~ but whether he has done the best
he could with the gifts he has. The madness of the modern
cram and examination system arises §rincipally out of the
struggle to get lucrative places...'°?

It was this effort to get "lucrative places", the ruination of education
through the campetitive rather than the co-operative spirit, that

Ruskin saw as an inevitable part of the tragedy of capitalism which was
literally destroying the England he loved so much before his very eyes.
Passages of political economy (he now told his readers that 'my forte

w103y educational reform

is not really description but political eccnomy
and eloquent pleas for the conservation of the countryside are all

indissolubly linked in Fors Clavigera.

Ruskin cbserved that fish could no longer live in English rivers,
particularly the muddy waters around Manchester and Rochdale where

he had actually observed the surface of streams smoking.'®* Other

rivers in England on occasion had caught fire because of the amount of oil

> But all was not lost: these rivers were now

floating on the waters.'®’
suitable for crocodiles, he ironically remarked, and soon Englishmen

could have streaky crocodile for breakfast instead of streaky bacon.'®®
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The rivers were certainly not suitable for baptising children, as
they were now no better than "camon sewers". 107 wWell, vou could hold
the baby's face out in the rain, but alas claims Ruskin "even that falls

dlrty. nlo0s

Ruskin confided to his readers that his struggles to create a better
England often was too much for him; the siren call was always beckoning
him to retire to his delightful world of Turners, coin-collecting,

classification of crystals and a life of seclusion and guiet pleasures:

T would give anything to be quit of the whole business,
and therefare that I am certain it is not ambition, not
love of power, not anything but absolute and mere
canpassion, that drags me on. That shoemaker, wham his
son left lying dead with his head in the fire place the
other day - I wish he and his son had never been born;
but as the like of them will be born, and must so die, so
long as things remain as they are, there's no choice for
me but to do all that I can to change them since others
won't.!%®

Keenly feeling his isolation, personal, spiritual and political, Ruskin
turned to a dream of human fellowship, wherein he would have plenty of
companions to share his ideals and campassion: together he and his
followers would begin to reverse the inhuman spread of Victorian
capitalism, by a process of buying back land, beginning again in rural
camunities, educating the new generation of children differently.
Gradually, Ruskin hoped, the movement known as the Guild of St. George
would spread and it would still be possible "to keep the fields of England

green, and her cheeks red."'!'®
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