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JohnRuskinasaCritic

INTRODUCTION: One of the greatest art critics of the

Victorian era,John Ruskin (1819-1900)had a majorimpact

on artevaluation ofthe 19th century.JamesNajarian rightly

hailshim as“themosthighlytheoreticalofVictoriancritics.”His

personalviewsonpainting,sculptureandarchitecturehada

hugeinfluenceonahostofpoetsandcriticswholivedafterhim.

Hewasalsoacommittedsocialreformer(hegaveawayallhis

inheritance) and believed in the dignity of labor and the

importanceofcraftsmanship.HehadcompletefaithinGodand

believedthatnatureandbeautyarethegiftsofGod.

Ruskin’smostcriticalcommentsarefoundhisfollowingmajor

works:

1.ModernPainters (publishedin5volumes,1843-60)

2.TheSevenLampsofArchitecture (1849)

3.TheStonesofVenice (publishedin3volumes,1851-3)

Inallofhisbooksandarticles,hestressedtheconnections

betweennature,artandsociety.Hewasanaturalist,anartist

andasocialreformer.Helivedaveryunhappylifebuthehas

beenrememberedasagreatcommentatoronartandaesthetics.

RUSKIN’SVIEWSONART&MORALITY:

ForRuskinartandmoralitycannotbeseparated.Bothartand

moralitygohandinhand.Accordingtohim,goodartisalways

‘didactic’.Wemightnotbeawareofthefooddigestioninour
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stomach,butitactuallyhappens.Inthesamemanner,welearn

some morallessons unknowingly.For example,mark the

followinglinesfrom Pope’s‘OdeonSolitude’:

“Happytheman,whosewishandcare

    Afewpaternalacresbound,

Contenttobreathehisnativeair,

       Inhisownground.

Theabovepoem teachesustheimportanceofnatureand

solaceinlife.Butwelearnthisunconsciously.

PLATOVSRUSKIN:BothPlatoandRuskinweremoralists.In

Plato’stimes,itwasageneralbeliefthatthefunctionofartwas

to‘instruct’aswellas‘delight’.ButPlatoopposedthepoets

sayingthat‘morality’anddelight’cannotgotogether.Plato

condemnedartbecauseitwasimmoralwhereasRuskin

welcomedartbecauseitwashighlymoral.ForRuskin,themain

dutyofanartististocreatenobility.Artexpressesthetruthand

moralsdelightfully.

RUSKINS’SVIEWSONIMAGINATION: Ruskin defines

poetryandliteratureas“thesuggestionbytheimaginationof

noblegroundsfornobleemotions.”Here“noblegrounds”canbe

understoodasthethemesselectedbythepoetsandthe“noble

emotions”meanstheemootionsoflove,admirationandjoyon

theonehandand“hatred,scornandgrief”ontheotherhand.

Whenthesetwooppositeemotionsarecombinedinpoetry,they

give“poeticfeeling”.Topresenttheseemotions,theartistneeds

a toolcalled imagination.According to Ruskin,there are
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followingthreefunctionsofimagination.

1.AssociativeImagination:Itcombinesvariousimagesand

therebycreatessomethingnew.

2.ContemplativeImagination:Itjustifiesthecombinationof

variousimages.

3.PenetrativeImagination:Itanalyzesandfindsoutthetruth.

Ruskinwrites,“itpenetrates,analyzesandreachestruths

bynootherfacultydiscoverable.”

RUSKINASANARTCRITIC: Asanartcritic,JohnRuskin

popularized the idea of"truth to nature"which encouraged

painters to closely observe the landscape and in doing so

capturethenaturalworldastruthfullyaspossible.Hecriticized

thepoetsandartistswhoromanticizednatureintheirworks.Hi

ideathatnaturemustberepresented inartinitsraw form

influencedthe Pre-Raphaelitepoets,agroupofyoungartists

whorejectedcontemporarynotionsofartisticbeauty.

Hisemphasisonrealisticpresentationofnatureinartgavebirth

toanewmovementcalled–Naturalism.Ruskinwasconcerned

morewithtruththannaturalbeauty.

CONCLUSION:

In short,Ruskin linked artand morality and advocated for

moralism inart.Heshowedtheimportanceofnatureandtruthin

literature.Headvisedthepoetstopresentnatureinitsrawform.

However,somecriticsopposedhistheoryofdidacticism.The

debatewhetherartshould preach moralsand aim atsocial
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reform isneverending.Ruskin’sviewsareincontrasttoJohn

Dryden’sdeclaration,“Delightisthechief,ifnottheonlyendof

poesy.”ButRuskincanbeseenaschampioningtheideaof“Art

isforlife’ssake.”


