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One hundred years after his death the popular perception of John Ruskin is still 
that of the one Victorian patriarch who actually came out of the closet and wrote 
down what the others only thought. But this simplistic view of Ruskin as an 
archetypal patriarch is being increasingly challenged at the higher levels of 
academic scholarship. The work of Dinah Birch and Sharon Aronofsky Weltmanl 
is exemplary in showing how complex and subversive Ruskin's reinterpretations 
of science and religion really were. 

Two pieces of writing have been singled out for the public pillory: Sesame and 
Lilies (1864) for its classic politically incorrect 'separate spheres' approach to 
women's life and duties, and Ethics of the Dust (1865); its subtitle 'Ten lectures 
for little housewives' being sufficient provocation for most students today to send 
it skimming into the waste bin unread. In fact the 'lectures for little housewives' 
were not concerned with housewifely skills such as cooking or cleaning at all, 
but were on "the elements of crystallization". Remember that this is only five 
years after the publication of Darwin's Origin of Species, when geology and 
comparative mythology (the other theme dealt with in Ethics of the Dust) were 
radical godless sciences. In section 103 of Ethics the 17-18 year old 'little 
housewives' (who were based on the actual young ladies Ruskin was teaching at 
Winnington School in Cheshire), argued forcefully that Ruskin's constant use of 
sewing metaphors (women's work) was uninformed, and asked why he didn't he 
use examples of men's work. They also objected in the strongest terms to being 
called housewives at all, only finally accepting the word under protest. (XVIII, 
336-7)2 For present purposes it is the independent attitudes of the young women 
who featured in this Platonic dialogue which are of interest. They are so un- 
characteristic of accepted views of the period that there is more than a suspicion 
that they are taken from real life. The very fact that Ruskin was invited to teach at 
Winnington is itself significant. 

It is simply not possible to dismiss all Ruskin's female followers as misguided. 
His admirers came from all walks of life. Aristocratic ladies such as Louisa, 
Marchioness of Waterford, corresponded with him and begged him for drawing 
lessons. Charlotte Brontz, overwhelmed as so many were by the first volume of 
Ruskin's Modern Painters , wrote that  "Hitherto I have only had instinct to guide 
me in judging of art: I feel now as if I had been walking blindfold - this book 
seems to  give me eyes." In the same letter she described Ruskin as one of the few 
genuine writers of the age.3 George Eliot's unconventional private life set her apart 
from Victorian stereotypes, she translated Strauss's controversial Leben Jesu, as 
well as writing some of the finest novels of the century. She thought Ruskin taught 
"with the inspiration of a Hebrew prophet" and "must be stirring up young minds 
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