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Significant Facts and Influences in the Early Life of John Raskin

John Huskin^s autobiography, "Praeterita", has given us such an

interesting account of his early life, in all its intimate details,

and told, as it is, with such curious simplicitj'- and suhtle humor,

that it is hard to attempt any sui.mary, and one v/ould like to quote

the whole of it verbatim. \7, G. Colling^'/'ood' s two volumes, "The Life

of John Raskin", are perhaps the most authoritative biography. As

a friend of Raskin's, he gives much first-hand information, ra.rticu-

larly on LIr. Raslcin's later life, supplementing, as it were, Ras-

kin's ovm biography, v/hich though written at the age of sixty-six,

gives but little of his later life. The numerous v/riters and

authorities of Raskin are so divided in their opinions as to an es-

timate of his influence as a social philosopher and teacher, tliat

it will be impossible to give much of the controversial material

that can be found on the subject. Bat, it seems, in attempting a

study of his teachings, tlaat it v/i : 1 be essential to understand a

little of his life to get a sympathetic background for his teachings.

J, A. Hob son, Frederick Harrison, Arthur C. Benson rJdv;ard T,

Cook, and many other eminent authorities on Raskin, all give very

vivid pictures of the life of this precocious child v/ith many of

their own s oeculations in attempting to trace the development of his

brilliant but unusual career, and how and why he formalated his ovm

philosophy of life ajid his teachings,'

There is an attempt at present to take a psychological approach





to his life and define his succe-S in terms of early training and

environment; or again, an attempt to explain his philosophy and

genius as results of unhappy childhood experiences, as illus-

trated "by the article in llental Hygiene . ""Vhy John Buskin ITever

I

Learned Hov/ to Live''.

'iVhatever the approach or conclusions, no one has given a more

interesting psychological study than the "Praeterita", these remin-

iscences of an old r.an reflecting upon his "boyhood.

Though horn in London, and living all his life near London,

first at Heme Hill, and later in 1843, at a more gT)acious home
Z

at Denmark Hill, this only son ',7as a "Scot of the Scotsman". His

parents, friends, teachers, and the standards and influences of

his early life vere chiefly Scottish. Even the writers whose in-
3

fluence he first felt v/ere Scotch. In "Praeterita", he descrihes
4

his father as "an entirely honest sherry merchant '. "!i^ father

"began husiness as a y/ine-merchant , v/ith no capital, and a con-

siderahle amount of dehts becueathod hy my grandfather. He ac-

cepted the "bequest, and paid them all "before he "began to lay up
5

anything for himself". He also descri"bes his father as a "violent

Tory of the old school, (.'/alter Scott's, that is to say^ and Homer's)

I name these t\7o out of the nuraherle s great Tory v/riters, because

1 Lfental Hy.?iene. Oct. 1927, p. 579
2 V/, G, Collingp/ood, Life cf John Baskin, v. I, p.

I

3 7, G. Colling\yood. Life of John Baskin , v. I, p. 3

4 Praeterita , v. I, p. 15

5 Praeterita . v. I, p. 15
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I

they were iriy twn two masters '. His father loved beautiful pictures

and made it ptssi'ble f*r his s«n to see tnly the hest in art, J^.

Huskin says that his father nerer allowed him to lock at a chea|y^ or

unwholestme^ •r crude picture. His gives this as the cause for his own

devotion to art. "It happened that my father had a rare love of pic-

tures, which was the real cause of the bias of ipy after life,,.*

Accordingly, v/henever there was a gallery to be seen, we stepped at

the nearest town for the night; in reverentest manner,! thus sav;

nearly all of the noblemen's houses in England; not indeed myself at

that time caring for the pictures, but mch for castles and ruins,

feeling more and ore, as I grew older, the healthy relight of un-

covetous adniration, and perceiving, as soon as I could perceive any

political truth at all, that it was probably much happier to live

in a small house, and have Warwick Castle to be astonished at, than
2

to live in .-Varwick Castle, and have nothing to be astonished at

He describes his mother as being very exeraplary. Of his mother's

history,he merely states that her father died when she was about seven

and that she attended a fashi onable day school, Ivlrs. Rice's, " V/here

she was taught evangelical principles, and became the pattern girl

and the best needlewoman in the school . . .being a girl of great power,

with not a little pride, grew more and -lore exernplary in her en-

tirely conscientious career ..... At last, ray mother formed into a

1 Praeter t a. v. I, p. 16

2 Praeterit a. v, I, p. 7
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consTiniinate housewife, vas sent for to Scotland to take care of my

paternal grandfather's house; v/ho was gradual y ruining himself; and

wh« at last effectually ruined, killed himself. y father went

t : Iifndon; was a clerk in a merchant's house for nine years, with-

out a holiday; then "began business on his own account; paid off his
I

father's dehts; and married his exemplary Sroydon cousin'.

Collingwood traces the Ruskin ancestry "back to many outstanding

and pov.erful men and women, however, Mr, 2uskin very odestly writes

that he knows hut little of his own family ancestral tree and most

of the rr^ernbers he mentions were worthy hut obscure characters. But

at any rate, those v;h© wish to trace the heredity of this re-.arkable

man and to see what staains have influenced itj have, it would seem,

unusual ground for doing so. Being an only son of first cousins,

who were of set character and no longer young, and living almost

continuously with them until their deaths, at the ares respectively

of seventy-nine and ninety, it is small wonder that he would be un-

usually influenced by his folks, 'who devoted their whole lives to

making the most of their w- nderful child, accord ng to their ©vra

Z

lights". "No man was ever more carefully formed by deliberate

training and prearranged educat on; and few inen have more conscientiously
3

and effectually carried out their parents" plan. '

tf his early life, he says, I lived ujitil ' v/as four years old

in Hunter street, Brunswick ;quare, the greater part of the year; for

I Praeterita. v,I,p.I7
2. Frederick Harrison, John xiskin. p.

8

3 V/, G. Collingwood, Life of John Huskin . v. T,p. 14
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a few weeks in the summer breathing country air "by taking lodgings in

I

small cettages either aheut Hampsteai, ©r at Dulwich. . .

.

"lifly mother's general principles of first treatment were, te

guard me with steady watchfulness frem all avoidable pain or danger;

and, for the rest, to let me amuse myself as I liked, provided I was

neither fretful nor troublesome. But the law was, that 1 should find

rny own amusement. No toys of any kind were at first allowed

nor did I painfully wish, what I was never permitted for an instant

to hope, or even imagine, the possession of such things as one saw

in toy-shops. I had a bunch of keys to play with, as long as I was

capable only of pleasure in what glittered and jingled; as I grew

older, I had a cart, and a ball; and when I v/as five or six years eld,

two boxes of well cut wooden bricks. V/ith these modest, but, I

still think sufficient possessions, and being summarily whipped if

I cried, did not do as I was bid, or stumbled on the stairs, I soon

attained serene and secure methods of life and motion; and could

pass my days contentedly in tracing the squares and comparing the colors

of my carpet;- examining the knots in the wood of the floor, or counting

the bricks in the opposite houses; with rapturous intervals of ex-

Z

citement during the filling of the water-cart...".

Ke very humorously describes the way he looked when he had

his portrait painted at three and a half. "The portrait ia question

i -Praet©r-4ta;p,18

g Praeterita,p.SO
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represents a very pretty child with yellow hair, dressed in a white frock

like a girl, with a broad light-hlue sash and "blue shoes to natch; the

feet of the child wholesomely large in proportiom to its body; and the
I

shoes still more v/holesomely large in proportion to the feet."

If John Raskin's early training was luiusua' ly rigid and exacting

it merely reflects the personality of his mother, " who could ride all
2

day without leaning back in the carriage 1' Howevei; young John was

no ordinary child. He describes his method of learning to read by

learning words in their collective aspect, an entirely unusual method

at that time. "I absolutely refused to learn to read by syllables; but

would get an entire sentence by heart with great facility, and point

with accuracy to every word in the page as I repeated it I went

en in my own way learnt whole words at a time, as I did patterns; and

at five years eld was sending for * second volumes' to the circulating
3

library.

"

His folks had intended to make a clergyman of him. He says that

his mother had "solemnly devoted me to CJod before I was bom; in im-
4

itation of Hannah". This meant "that she would try to send me

to college, and make a clergyman of me: and I was accordingly bred
5

for 'the Church'". M^ile his father in later years used to lament
6

the fact (with tears in his eyes) " he v/ould have been a Bishop".

1 Praeterrta,y,lp.20

2 Praeterita Jtp.2I
3 Praeterit a.jrp.22
4 Praeteri ta.ttfp.22

5. Praeteritatfp.23
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Possibly, his mother's duty in regard to John's manner of spending

the Sa"b"bath had some influence in his r'ecision not to became a 7ishop.

"The horror of Stmday used t« cast its prescient gloom as far "back:

in the week as Friday - and all the priory tf :»nday, with church seven
I

days removed again, was no equivalent to it."'

LIr. 'Luskin's timidity and withdrawal fron mos*-.J©cial life was

alse the result of his early training 'is folks were of the middle

class, "but with mere wealth than the majority of middle class families

possessed, "but because of pride, his mother would net court those above

her in worldly rank, '' and she was net easily ap reached except by

people fully ecual tc her in strength ef character, of whom there could
2

never be nany'. Raskin describes this ph se of his heme life in

his autobiography as follows, Weseldom had comj^any, even on week days;

and I was never allowed te come down to dessert, until much later in

life - wherx I was able to crack nuts neatly. I was then permitted to

cerae down to crack other people ' s nuts for then - but never to have

any myself, not anything else of dainty idnd, either then or at other
3

times. '

Areund the Ruskin home at Heme Hill was a very beautiful gar-

den which v/as Paradise to the boy it difJered enly from the garden of

2den, that, ' in this one, al_l the fruits were forbir-den; and there were

1 Praeterita, V. I,p 26
2 W, C.Collingwood, ^fe o f 'ohn Raskin , v. I, p. 13

3 Praeterita, V. I, p28
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I

no companiona'ble "beasts '#

^ The aSfetXe tf his early training are shewn in this ^eserip^

ti»n which Mr. Puskin gives himself at the age seven, "On the

wh#le, hy the time I was seven years slA, I was alreaiy getting t*«

independent, roentally, even •f my father and msther; and, having n«-

bedy else ts "be dependent up«n, "began te lead a very small, perky,

ctntented, conceited, C»ck-E#"bins«n-Crus«e s»rt sf life, in the cen-
2

tral p»int which it appeared t» me, that I sccupied in the universe".

Prt'ba'bly ns tther child ever had a mere thorsu^ training in the

use and study tf the Bi"ble. In his autetitgraphy , he says that he

and his .^^^ether began reading the B^ble together as seen as he v/as

able t« read, and by the time he was twelve years sf age, she had taken

him threugh it six times, fr*m Genesis te Hevelatisn, hard names,

genealogies and all, even including the vpocalypse. At the age sf

three, he could repeat the whole of the one hundred and nineteenth

Psalm, and by the time he entered Oxford he had committed ab©ut thirty

Psalms and chapters from the Bible, in most cases learning the whole

ef them. To this persistent and thorough study of the Bible, he at-
2

tributes his power of his use of the English language.

Of the virtues, that such childhood training developed in him,

he says that he had acquired at a very early age a "perfect meaning of

3

P Peace, in thou^t, act , and word." n addition, a "perfect inder-

I Praeterijba .v. I.p 33
2~l^raeter i ta , V. I , p. 35

S^Praeteri^.v.I.p.gS
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standing of Obeiienee and Faith .... and lastly, I had receiTed, an
I

^ extreme perfection in palate and all tther bodily senses."

The faults tf his training were that he had nothing to love and

nothing to endure. He lored his parents in a distant, reverent way,

and they were a part of his life, hut he was not intimate with them.

''I had nothing to endure .... my strength was never exercised, my

patience never tried,.., my courage never fortified. Thirdly, I was

taught no precision and etiquette of manners; it were enough if, in

the little society we saw, I remained xuiohtrusive. . . and lastly, and

chief of evils, ojy judgment of right and wrong, and pe-j/ers of inde-

pendent action, were left entirely undeveloped; because the bridle
2

and blinkers were never ta>:en off me."

Nevertheless, this sheltered simple life continued into man-

hood. His parents took him to Switzerland, in the same leisurely

way that they had travelled over the whole of the British Isles.

He also saw France and Italy with them. In this way, he had an op-

portunity te see the Alps, the glory of the scenery of Lake Geneva

and of Switzerland. He says that he pities these who are obliged to

see these countries by the aid of steam, in the hurry and bustle of

modern travel. His unusual and passionate love of nature, was in

I Praeterita . I, p. 39

W S 'Traeterita .v. I, p. 40
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thi* way 4eTel«ped, until the dominate f«rce of his early life.

Critics unite in their opinion that he has taught us to appreciate

the sublime in nature, the Alps, the forests, the sunrises, and the

sunsets. "And as a man rarely convinces Uiiless he is convinced, so

Buskin's mission of Llountain worship has been an outcome of a pas-

sion besides which other interests and occupations of this youth were
I

only toys.

"

Buskin's pedagogic training was rather incomplete and spasmodic.

His mother ^vas his tutor in Bible work;: his father, in the study of

Certain favorite authors, and in the study of art and architecture.

He probably spent but about two consecutive years in school up te

the age o< seventeen when he matriculated in Oxford. He had studied

some ]:atin, a bit of French, and some geometry but "no doubt, his
2

general education ''as scanty". But in every -^ay, Ruskin's parents

maintained the ease, the quiet, and the luxury of his home atnosphere

even after he reached manhood. Thus when he 'vent to Oxford, his

mother took rooms in Oxford to be near him, and he spent most of his
3

evenings with her, his father coming do-n for Sunday. This ease

and quiet was in striding contrast to arlyle's trials and struggles,

and yet r^s :in and Carlyle arrived at practically the sane vie-vs of

life, even though they ^ent over entirely different roads.

1 T.C.Colling^vood, v. I, p. 42 (Life of Ruskin )

2 Frederick "arrison. Life of ruskin. p. 16

3 7ard, Mary Alden, Prophet s of the Nineteenth Century, p. 89
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Ruskin had unusual talent in three direct ons, in art, in p«etry,

and, in science. Even before his college days, he had written an

article for an architectural magazine 'vhich had attracted a great deal

•f attention. ; e also had written a series on geology for a riagazine

ef 2^'atural Histtryf and had heeome a regular centrihuter te ''Friend-

ship's Offering",writing poems on the Battle of Waterloo, the Day

•f Judgment, and similar topics. The editor spoke of hin as "Our
I

gifted contrihutor". It was, however, a sort of an accident which

finally determined in what line he would exprees himself. At thir-

teen, "lHy father's partner, Mr, Henry Telford, gave me Rogers ' "Italy"
2

and dtermined the tenor of my life". It happened that Hogers'

"Italy' was filled 'vith Turner's illustrations, and from that time

on he heoatne and ardent disciple of Turner.

During these years Turner was receiving a great deal of crit-

icism, especially from "Blackwood's I^Iagazine". After a particularly

offensive article which had appeared in the magazine making ftin of

Turner's vorks, Ruskin rushed to the defense of the artist hy a

magazine article, which soon grew so that he decided to make a pamph-

let out of it. Finally it outgrew the porpof^ons of a good sized

1 M.A, Ward, Prophets of the Nineteenth Century . p. 91
2 Praeterita. v, I, p. 139
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pamphlet, s« he finally made it int* a b««k, which hecame the First

V«ltune tf K»dern Painteri.as we have it n«w. He had not made his

defense ef Turner without a careful study tf the artist's paintings.

It se happened that Mr. Vindus, a retired coach-maker, had the finest

ctllecticn ef Turner's wtrks then in existence. These he systematically
I

and thoroughly studied. From that time he, himself, "began col-

lecting llxrner paintings and by 1644 already had a collection of which
2

he could well be proud. The first rolume of Modem Painter s was

published in 1843, when the author was twenty-four years of age. Lest

his youth detract, he merely signed it, "An Oxford Graduate", He

continued to work on Modern Painters, until it grew to fire volumes,

and represented t'.venty years of «.'ork. It created a storm of ridicule

and criticism but Huskin was quite prepared for such attacks, and

whan the author of "Blackwood" said "his style might be excusable in
3

a young country curate in his first year of probation", it seemed to

make no impression upon him, but he went on calmly writing the second

volume and by the time the second volume was finished , his position
4

as art critic was assured.

At the end of the first volume of Modem Painters, he asks the

young artists of England to "go to Hature in all singleness of heart,

and v/alk with her laboriously, and trustingly, having no other thought

but how to best penetrate her meaning; rejecting nothing, neglecting
5

nothing, and scorning nothing".

1 M. Ethel Jameson, A Bibliographical Contribution ^ p,3
2 M.Ethel Jameson, A Bibliographical Contribution , p,4
3 M,A. -Vard, Prophets of the ::ineteenth Century . p. 94
4 W.ft.Collingwood, Life of Thialcin, v. I,p. T29

§• W . G. Collingveod. Life of Ru skin .y.^: , p. 180
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A certain group of young artists h.ad formed v/hat v/as called the

"Pre-Eaphaelite" school of art. Chief among its founders reve Hol-

man Hunt, J. E. Millais, and Dante Rossetti. Llr, Raskin loiew the

two first mentioned well, hut he had never met Rossetti. .-.t last,

a meeting v/as arranged and he vms so pleased with Rossetti 's works

that he agreed to "buy from the struggling young artist all of his

pictures presented to him, at market value up to a certain stipulated

sum. But his generosity did not cease there, v/hen Rossetti 's poems

were refused "by the puhlishers, Raskin stood the expense of getting

then puhlished. And in the next volume of Itodem Painters , in

which he had defended the "Pre-Raphaelites", he puhlished Rossetti 's

I

name in connection v/ith Ilillais and Hunt. He finally wrote a

series of articles to the "Times'* and puhlished a pamphlet on "Pre-

Raphaelitism", explaining the aim of this new school of artists, and

their sincerity. At last, he v7on recognition for them. Thus he he-

came the recognized leader of a nevr field of art, v/hose aim was

nature hefore conventionality, sincerity, and delicacy. Thus he

finally developed his theory of what true art consists. The hasis

of which v;as, as stated hefore, that art must he hased upon fact and

mast serve humanity hy presenting nohle ideals. Thus as he himself

states it, "The life of art is in religion; secondly, its food is

I V/, G. Collingwood, Life of Raskin . v. I. p. 215
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in the passionate love of nature; thirdly, its health is in the ha-
I

mility of the artist."

Daring these years of popularity v/hen it seemed his success was

at its highest, Raskin liad his share of disappointments and unhappi-

ness. He says in Praeterita, that the evil effects of his training

were not "as might he expected that I grev/ up selfish and unaffection-

ate; "but that, 7,rhen affection did come, it cane v/ith violence utterly

xmraanageahle, a.t least "by me, vrho never hefore had anything to man-
2

age," His first great disappointment was a love affair, v/hich "began

at the age of seventeen and continued for years to a hopeless end.

His father's partner, I,Ir. Domecq, "brought his four Spanish daughters

to visit the Huslcins. All '.yere particularly charming girls, "but one,

Adele, particularly appealed to 7oung John. He was sliy, awlc/ard, and

was uncapa"ble of in any degree appearing a graceful lover, as this

Spanish "beauty v/as accustomed to. He wrote poems, stories, plays, to

her, and succeeded in getting them puTilished in "Friendship's Offer-

ing" all to no avail. Even after she left, he continued his suit,

sho^rering upon her his tri"butes of love, even thoti^ he did not re-

ceive a word of encouragement. At last, he heard that she was married

to a French no"bleman. He concluded his correspondence "by writing a

poem, "Farewell", which told

"The grief my words were v.'eak to tell,
And thine una"ble to console," 3

1 Bliss, Encyclopedia of Social Reform , p. 1209
2 V.I, p. 39
3 Frederick Harrison, p.33
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Although he rather jokingly refers in his Auto'biography t«

this first love affair» It 'vas but a fortnight later that he fell

seriously ill, and was pronounced consumptiTe. Just "hether his

unfortunate love affair had been the direct cause or net is hard to

determine, but many authors today are of the opinion that it was.

(See Collingwood, Harrison, 'Yard, and Cook). At any rate, he was

forced to leave Oxford and travel and rest for a year and a half,

giving up all hope of the honors that he had hoped to receive.

However on third trial he r'on the I'ewdigate Verse prize, with one of

his poems. He eventually went back to Oxford and received his
I

degreein 1842, and a year later received his Master's degree.

It was during his convalescence that that he was thrown with

a beautiful Scotch girl, who was a favorite with his parents.

They tho^^jght that it vould be best for him to be surrounded by young

women that he might forget his former Ive. A few years later, be-

cause his folks desired it, he proposed and was accepted. The girl's

parents were as eager for the marriage as was the Ruskin^a, for the

wealth and position that it would bring to their daughter. The girl

was brillia t, gay, fond of pleasure, the dance, and all of social

life^ -^hile ;'r. Ruskin was quite the opposite in every respect. She

had no interest in his work and at one time dared him to write a

fairy tale v/hich she felt that he was unable to do. for her a mse-

I Frederick Harrison, John Ruskin. p. ?3
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