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Reviaing VictorianValuest Ruskin anddthe
Promise of History
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StEPHEN KECK
UNIVERSITY OF CHARLESTON, SC
USA

Fascination with “Victorian values,” as well as the possibility of “reviv-
ing” them, has emerged as a concern of both scholars and the wider
public.! While the nature and substance of these values have yet to be
described and analyzed, it is clear that they played a prominent role in
the culture of 19th century Britain. At the same time, recent assessments
of the period’s intellectual and cultural history have again demonstrated
that one of its dominant interests was the nature of historical thought.?
Curiously, one major figure is often left out of both discussions regard-
ing “Victorian values” and analysis of 19th century thought, namely
John Ruskin. Nonetheless, it was Ruskin who explored a multiplicity
of approaches to the past; it would also be Ruskin who defined the sub-
ject matter of history as inherently moral.

Ruskin’s historical thought is worthy of exploration; not only did
his work play a critical role in helping to shape Victorian assessments

! An earlier version of this paper was delivered at the Western Conference on Brit-
ish Studies, October 13, 1995.

2The initial remark about Victorian Values comes from Frime Minister Margaret
Thatcher’s 1983 election. For more on this topic see: Stefan Collini, Public Moralists:
Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain 1850-1930 (Oxford, 1991) and Gertrude
Himmelfarb, The Demoralization of Society (New York, 1995). For an example of a re-
cent assessment of Victorian intellectual life which argues that history was a central
concern in the 19th century see: Robin Gilmour, The Victorian Period: The Intellec-

tual and Cultural Context of English Literature, 1830-1890 (London, 1993).
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56 ) STEPHEN KECK
of the past, but it also is worth studying in its own right.? For the most
part, Ruskin has been remembered for his writings on art, architecture,
religion, mythology and social criticism and his deep interest in history
has been neglected.* Ruskin has been regarded as a "Victorian medi-
evalist”, and while there is ample evidence to regard him in this light,
such an approach does not begin to address adequately the dimensions
of his historical thought.> For Ruskin, history involved a broad context
in which questions involving morality and knowledge were inextrica-

3The most extensive treatment of this topic is John G. Speise’s 1968 dissertation
entitled “John Ruskin as Writer of History” Speise’s portrayal of Ruskin’s historical
thought is inadequate as he presented Ruskin as a writer of history with little sympa-
thy for historicism. A number of Commentators have made reference to Ruskin’s his-
torical ideas, but there is not yet any published study of the topic. One of the better
discussions can be found in Dwight Culler, The Victorian Mirror of History, pp. 152-
184.

* For example, Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory barely treats Ruskin. Yet
Schama’s very title and agenda are those which Ruskin would have recognized. Given
the fact that Schama attempts to assess the impact on art, architecture, and geogra-
phy on modern cultural history, his discusssion of Ruskin in terms of mountains and
mountain climbing is disappointing. In fact, it reflects the type of caricature which
has become common in evaluating Ruskin whereby a fragment of his writings or per-
sonal life becomes an excuse to ignore and move away from his thought.

* For extended discussions of the phenomenon described as Victorian Medieval-
ism ee: Alice Chandler, A Dream of Order: The Medieval Ideal in Nineteenth Century
English Literature (London, 1971); A. Dwight Culler, The Victorian Mirror of History
(New Haven, 1985), pp. 152-184; Charles Dellheim, The Face of the Past, (Cambridge,
1982); Mark Girouard, The Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English Gentleman
(New Haven and London, 1981); Rosemary Jann, “Democratic Myths in Victorian
Medievalism”, Browning Institute Studies, ed. William S. Peterson (New York, 1980),
VIIL, pp. 129-49; Jeffrey Spear, Dreams of an English Eden: Ruskin and His Tradition In
Social Criticism, (New York, 1984); and Raymond Williams, Culture and Society 1780-
1950, (New York, 1983), pp. 82-83, 140-148, and 185-191.

This list hardly exhausts what is a growing body of academic literature on this
topic. However, it remains an open question as to the actual prevalence of Victorian
medievalism. While its existence has virtually become one of the profession’s cliches
the phenomenon of Victorian medievalism has hardly been rigorously investigated.

In particular it is understood in isolation; we have yet to analyze it within the larger
context of ‘Victorian Hellenism), " Orientalism" , and even " Hebraism" . Such an ex-
ploration would reveal the extent to which these cultural entities are related or diver-
gent groups of ideas. In addition, such a study would also show the relative impor-
tance of each group. It is the assumption here that this kind of study would show that
major Victorian thinkers were at one time or another " Hellenists" , Medievalists" , or
that they borrowed from Oriental cultures.
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bly linked; accordingly, he was vehemently opposed to the increasingly
popular assumption that the past could be studied and understood apart
from larger moral and religious considerations.

If Ruskin appears to have challenged the opinions which became
dominant in his day, he was not alone in his opposition to positivism,
professionalism, and Victorian science. Ruskin’s hostility toward “posi-
tivism” helps to place him among a group of thinkers who wrote against
the grain of what would later become the dominant professional voice
of British historical writing®. Figures such as Southey, Carlyle, Coleridge,
Pugin, Digby, Newman and Ruskin did not regard themselves as a dis-
tinctive movement or group. In fact, they often wrote in opposition to
one another. However, they share the common bond of rejecting the
strand of positivist history, which assumed that historical works could
be verified by using exclusively empirical methods, and which eventu-
ally became the foundation for the professionalization of historical

This is to hint that the phenomenon is the product of two very different facts: Vic-
torian writers, intellectuals, builders, and poets borrowed freely from past and for-
eign cultures when attempting to write polemically about their own society; Victo-
rian medievalism in the twentieth century is a burgeoning academic industry and, as
a result, it inevitably means the collection of information assembled from heuristic
contexts which stem from academic questions. This type of academic genre exists by
first looking for evidence that particular thinkers fit by tracing a number of references
in his/her writings. The historian, of course, has the obligation to weigh the relative
evidence as it may be assembled.

¢The fact that opposition to " positivism" could have many meanings reflects the
fact that term had variable application in the 19th century. Beyond a specific group
of Victorians who were self-proclaimed disciples of Auguste Comte and the " Religion
of Humanity" critics of " positivism" were often trying to reject three distinct ideas:
(1) " scientific positivism" which asserted that the social as well as the natural world
obeyed discoverable laws. Scientific positivism could be applied to the study of his-
tory, with the result that the past could be understood as governed by " laws" ; (2) "
Rational will-based positivism" which described reality according to the language of
abstract individualism. Noel Annan has suggested that concepts such as " the state”, "
society" , " will", " rights” , " consent" , and " obligation" are indicative of positivist
thought. [For more on this topic see: Noel Annan, " The Curious Strength of Positiv-
ism in English Political Thought" (London, 1959)]; (3) " documentary positivism"
which asserted that the study of history was only possible through systematic archival
methods. The subject matter of history was based upon the factual reconstruction of
the past which came from the detailed examination of documents.

Finally, I am debt to my dissertation supervisor Jose Harris for this tripartite char-
acterization 19th century “positivism.”
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Ruskin’s writing regarding historical matters identified him as a
member of a group of Victorian and Edwardian thinkers which I have
chosen to call organic moral historians. While the term "moral" is vague,
it is useful because it highlights the larger humanistic interests which
informed their historical writing. Their historical thought tended to-
wards "organicism" because it reflected larger visions of reality which
assumed that ultimately all knowledge was an imperfect reflection of a
larger unitary reality. Organic moral history was concerned primarily
with the transformations in cultures, beliefs, customs, values, and ideas.
While it is beyond the boundaries of this paper to explore this strand
of nineteenth century historical thought, it is useful to call attention to
its existence. Much more study is required before we can fully under-
stand organic moral history. However, it is a category which is impor-
tant for us here because it highlights some of the ways in which Ruskin’s
historical thought shares important features with other figures.

These thinkers never understood themselves to be part of a group
of conscious movement of historical writing. Their thought and writ-
ing were generally unified by the following characteristics: (1) common
oppositions; (2) a cool stance toward Victorian science and new aca-
demic disciplines; (3) an assumption of the importance of religion; (4)
an assumption about the inseparability of history from morality; (5)
finally, they were decidedly anti-positivist. To be sure, none of the fig-
ures fit into these traits perfectly or at all times in their lives. However,
it is useful to underscore these characteristics because they reveal sa-
lient features of their historical thought.

To begin with, they were united more by what they opposed than
what they advocated. For the most part, Carlyle, Pugin, Hurrell Froude,
Ruskin, Southey, Coleridge, Newman, Cobbett, Morris, Digby, Acton,
Blunt and others conceived of history in opposition to positivism,
professionalization, liberalism, egalitarianism, secularization, aestheti-
cism, and other dominant trends. To be sure, some like Acton might
oppose positivism while remaining a liberal and an advocate of the pro-
fessional study of history.

Organic moral historians were usually indifferent, if not hostile to
what would prove to be the dominant trends in the academic world of
the nineteenth century. Most were not favorably impressed by Victo-

rian science and technology. At the same time, they frequently sought
https://archium ateneo.edu/budhi/voll/iss2/4
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to find ways to alter the media by which they communicated with their
readers. For instance, Carlyle would challenge his readers with literary
works such as Sartor Resartus, Past and Present, and Latter-Day Pam-
phlets. With different aims, Ruskin would try to teach his readers along
the way, to “see” what he had seen. The Seven Lamps of Architecture,
Modern Painters and The Stones of Venice would all reflect Ruskinis ef-
fort to exploit the limitations of the "text" and even the practice of read-
ing itself. In their own distinctive ways, Morris and, to a lesser extent,
Blunt would also produce texts which would try to force the reader out
of conventional habits. What these literary strategies shared was the aim
of creating a relationship in which the reader was clearly subordinate
to the author. Last, given their reluctance to publish within normal aca-
demic boundaries, their detachment from the growing academic dis-
ciplines such as political economy or history hardly seems surprising.

Religion, however, was important for organic moral historians. Most
of these figures would interpret history either through a doctrinal lens
or in light of changes in religious belief. Christianity was not only im-
portant for understanding Europe’s past, but it was a contentious issue
in the nineteenth century. Most important, Christianity or even reli-
gion could not be separated from the study of history. The “organic”
character of the thought of Ruskin, Pugin, Newman, Froude, Carlyle,
Coleridge and Acton reflected the assumption that History always in-
volved "transcendent" issues which pointed beyond given historical situ-
ations.

Unlike many Victorians, organic moral historians also rejected or
downplayed the possibility of progress. Their historical writing found
further unity in the assumption that they were living through a tragic
cultural crisis. Ruskin would join Carlyle, Coleridge and foreshadow
Blunt in assuming that their task involved challenging the foundations
of modern culture, because it deprived men and women of the ability
to understand was what was important in history.

With an organic conception of knowledge, the subject matter of his-
tory was inherently moral. In practice, the study of history could fur-
nish moral examples from the past and at the same time, it might uti-
lize the difference between the past and the present to challenge Victo-
rian morality. Moral-historical interpretation was far more dependent
upon the identity and interpretative stance of the historical writer, than
upon results of archival investigation. In challenging the importance
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of archival research, these moral organic historians were a century ahead
of many of their contemporaries. Without the heritage of Marxism,
mentalites, debates about the nature of academic and scientific dis-
course, and the sociology of knowledge, all of which have undermined
as naive the assumption that historical research could ever be neutral
or objective, moral-historical interpretation anticipated a number of
20th century debates about the social location of the historian. The
position of the organic moral historian was different; their frame of
reference was defined by the influence of classical Christian culture and,
as a result, their vision of both the subject matter of history and the
materials for historical study extended well beyond documentary
sources and repeatable research methods.

At the same time, while they often functioned as "public moralists",
their works normally carried an even stronger set of moral ambitions.
Stefan Collini has identified "public moralists" as figures who between
1850-1930 attempted to "persuade their contemporaries to live up to
their professed ideals in their concentration of failings of character as
the chief source of civic as well as private woe.”” Public moralists de-
manded a stringent ethic, and gave their moral ideas priority over other
personal, political or aesthetic concerns.? In addition, Collini portrays
these figures as addressing a national audience and doing it from promi-
nent positions. Collini distinguishes "public moralists" from "Sages"
such as Coleridge, Carlyle and Newman, all organic moral historians,
because the former attempt to argue their readers out of false beliefs
and the latter seek to reveal the "limitations of that perception of the
world upon which they purport to base all their beliefs. The ineffable
constantly looms, and the Sage frequently employs a highly idiosyncratic
vocabulary in an effort to disclose those dimensions of experience which
conventional categories are said to distort or obscure.”® Organic moral
historians, like Collini’s “Sages,” did frequently state their disdain for

7 Stefan Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain
1850-1930 (Oxford, 1991), p. 2.
¢Ibid., p. 2. :
*Ibid, p. 135.
bffpc-/,/:\rrhil im.ateneo.edu/budhifvell/iss2/4 6
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their contemporaries’ approaches to history, science, architecture, and
religion and still utilized their labours, yet, they normally drew from
the labours of more conventional thinkers. Ruskin would write about
Venice in an attempt to challenge Victorian presuppositions, but his
work would draw upon far more ordinary projects such as antiquari-
anism, narrative history, archival research and architectural studies.
While organic moral historians found Victorian scholarship useful, they
repudiated many of the larger assumptions on which it was based. In-
stead, their energies were frequently directed toward getting their read-
ers to understand that the mental and cultural presuppositions on which
their culture was based were historically and morally flawed.

Since history involved public and moral issues, it could never be iso-
lated simply in the "past”, but was part of an ongoing process, with ul-
timately transcendent implications. They rejected as naive the possi-
bility that an age, epoch, or period, might be neatly compartmental-
ized, studied and then be fully understood. Carlyle, for instance, focused
on the French Revolution, producing a vivid historical narrative account
of the events of the 1790s and beyond, but his vision was directed at its
impact upon the subsequent history of Europe. For these writers the
past lived in and actively shaped both present and future.

Organic moral history was inherently anti-positivist. Acton ex-
pressed the epitome of this protest with his two reviews of H.T. Buckle’s
History of Civilization in England which appeared in consecutive issues
of the Ramblerin 1858. Buckle had suggested that neither morality nor
religion had a permanent effect on society. Acton asserted that:

itis evident that individual happiness or misery forms no element
in Mr. Buckle’s computation: he eliminates both vice and virtue,
not only because of one another, but because, after a century or
two, no vestiges are left of the greatest crimes or most splendid acts
of goodness. Mr. Buckle, therefore, does not contemplate the ac-
tion, but the result; not the life or thinking of the man, but the work
he has done, or the theory he has thought out. ... Having thus made
the individual soul of no account in his investigations on the his-
tory of human progress, it is clear that only one manner of look-
ing at mankind remains: if they are not to be viewed as persons in
detail, they must be considered as bodies in mass. Hence not indi-
vidual acts, but their statistics engage his attention. ... he looks at
men not as persons, but as machines; and the result he contem-

Published hy Arch?2um Ateneq, 1997 7
BUDHI 2 ~ 1997




62 STEPHEN KECK
Budhi: A Journal of [deas and Culture, Vol. 1 [1997], No. 2, Art. 4

plates is not the action of these machines, but their productions.

Positivist history might well be methodologically unsound, but what
was really at stake was the subject matter of history.

While Ruskinfs interest and approach to the past was decidedly dif-
ferent than Acton’s, both were convinced that the study of history could
not be divorced from larger moral considerations. In fact, Ruskin would
also attack Buckle in a now forgotten work, St. Mark’s Rest. Like Acton,
Ruskin would be fascinated by Europe’s past; the vast bulk of his pub-
lished work, lectures, and even unpublished notebooks, reveal a mind
with a sustained preoccupation with history. Indeed, when Ruskin de-
fended Turner he did so with the use of historical arguments; when he
examined Venice’s architecture he did so with an imaginative, if imper-
fect, historical framework; when he lectured on England he revelled in
the nation’s past; and when he addressed his various audiences in Fors
Clavigerahe did so with a highly developed conception of history, which
was itself informed by an extensive study of historical phenomena.

Ruskin’s historical vision was a multiple one because it met specific
critical demands. He could write about political history to address cur-
rent issues, religious history to evaluate cultural transformations, or
even cultural history to provide an index for environmental changes.
Additionally, over the course of his career he probed a wide range of
European history. Most important, because Ruskin’s sensitivity towards
the past and present was highly refined, he could hardly engage in so-
cial and cultural commentary on his times without reference to his his-
torical framework.

Ruskin’s understanding of history evolved alongside his studies of
geology, art, architecture, and most important, literature. He appears,
in fact, to have benefited from having "blind spots". Like Augustine who
never mastered Greek and thereby remained fairly ignorant of substan-
tial portions of Hellenistic philosophy, or like Robert Grosseteste who
did not go to Paris to study scholastic theology, or like Ludwig
Wittgenstein, who could brag about never having read or studied
Aristotle, Ruskin did not gain an early mastery of European history.

“John Emerich Edward Dalberg-Acton, Historical Essays & Studies (London;
1926), pp. 308-309.
https//archinm atenea edu/budhi/vol1/iss2/4 ]
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While he was never wholly ignorant of the past, historical knowledge
was not a major feature of his early intellectual orientation. As a result,
he was basically free to develop, if unwittingly, a view of history which
departed in significant ways from that of his contemporaries. In short,
precisely because he neglected any sustained or systematic study of his-
tory, Ruskin was able to construct a rich and imaginative historical vi-
sion which was based upon literature, travel, and Christian theology.

History was a critical organizing link in Ruskin’s imagination. The
story and reality of the human past made possible a particular under-
standing of God’s relationship to men and women. Just as the Bible pro-
vided a "key" to interpret the external world, so too, historical events,
personages, epochs, and changes provided a basis for comprehending
larger theological and cultural questions. In addition, history would
come to furnish Ruskin with resources for programmatic social criti-
cism. Since Ruskin’s thought was organic, his view of the past proved
inseparable from his other interests. His readers would discover that his
interpretations based upon historical information connected individual
moral questions to larger public issues; bound the fate of individual
artists to a larger cultural framework; and finally, provided a veritable
mother lode for evaluating and then criticizing Victorian Britain.

The wide range of Ruskin’s historical interests reflects the central-
ity of history in his thought. He examined the history of Swiss towns,
the history of Venice, English history as well as larger periods such as
the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Middle Ages, and classical civili-
zation. For the most part, his understanding of cultural transformations
reflected a historicist bias. Ruskin nearly always assumed that all social
and cultural phenomena were "culturally”" determined. His historicist
impulses, however, were tempered by his religious perspective. While
he believed that cultural habits were shaped, if not determined, by his-
torical forces, Ruskin thought that history involved larger transcendent
issues. Ruskin was never a relativist; he always believed that certain
truths and values are eternal and not the product of historical develop-
ments.

In addition, his historical concerns were frequently directed toward
specific thematic problems such as technology, science, and ecclesias-
tical history. Ruskin put the study of knowledge in historical perspec-
tive. History served not only to inform the present about the past which

Published hy'Arrh7||m Ateneq, 1997 9
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preceded it, but showed that competing forms of knowledge were his-
torically determined. Indeed, it is the organization of knowledge, its very
facts and their application, which often constituted the foundation for
his historical evaluations. After all, it is shifts in the pattern of knowl-
edge which provide the basis for historical transformations. Intellec-
tual and cultural history formed the backbone of Ruskin’s approach to
periods, places, and events. The history of European civilization, then,
involved multiple perspectives, but assumed a basic unity of human
knowledge.

While Ruskin’s historical writings would oscillate with his interests,
his assumption about the subject matter of history remained fairly con-
sistent. In a lecture later published as part of The Eagle’s Nest Ruskin
would explain to Oxford undergraduates:

in the reading of all history, your first purpose must be to seek what
is to be praised; and disdain the rest: and in doing so, remember
always that the most important part of the history of man is that
of his imagination. What he actually does, is always in great part
accidental; it is at best a partial fulfillment of his purpose; and what
we call history is often, as I said, merely a record of the external
accidents which befall men getting together in large crowds. The
real history of mankind is that of the slow advance of resolved deed
following laboriously just thought: and all the greatest men live in
their purpose and effort more than it is possible for them to live in
reality. If you would praise them more worthily, it is for what they
have conceived and felt; not merely for what they have done.!!

With echoes of Acton’s bitter attack on Buckle, Ruskin distinguished
"true" historians from those who might concentrate primarily on events:

It is therefore a true historian’s work diligently to separate the deed
from the imagination; and when these become inconsistent, to re-
member that the imagination, if precious at all, is indeed the most
precious. It is no matter how much, or how little of the first two
books of Livy may be literally true. The history of the Romans is
the history of the nation which could conceive the battle of Lake
Regillus. I have rowed in rough weather on the lake of the Four

1ohn Ruskin, The Works of John Ruskin (library Edition), ed. E.T. Cook and

Alexander Wedderburn, 39 volumes (London, 1903-1912), XXII, p. 265.
https://archium.atenea edu/budhi/vall/iss2/4 10
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Cantons often enough to know that the legend of Tell is, in literal
detail, absurd: but the history of Switzerland is that of the people
who expressed their imagination of resistance to injustice by that
legend, so as to animate their character vitally this day.!?

If Ruskin’s undergraduate audience had read his earlier works these
claims would not have surprised them. Nearly a quarter of century ear-
lier, Ruskin had shaped much of The Stones of Venice around the change
he perceived in the character of Venetians particularly as he understood
it to shift from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. In addition, Mod-
ern Painters had linked developments in the history of painting to the
character of individual artists; the epitome of which was the section in
the final volume of the work entitled "The Two Boyhoods" which com-
pared Turner’s origins and development with the 15th century Vene-
tian artist, Giorgione.

Conclusion

While Acton and Ruskin argued for the inherent connections between
history, knowledge and morality, their approaches to the past were very
different. The former played a key role in the professionalization of his-
torical study; the latter explored the past as a critic of the present. Yet,
one of the things which unites them is that each invoked moral argu-
ments in opposition to many of the century’s dominant trends. In this
case, Acton and Ruskin were hostile to various forms of positivism. It
is worth remembering, then, that when we speak of ‘Victorian values’
we may well be in danger of substituting the protest for the more domi-
nant and enduring type of behavior and life. The case of Ruskin and
organic moral history, after all, suggests that much of the Victorian
moral vocabulary was reactive and remarkably prescient.

12 XXI1I, pp. 269.
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