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Of 60 or so copies of early Renaissance works that Charles Fairfax Murray made 
fo John Ruskin between 1873 and 1883, around 40 were for the Guild of St 
George - the remainder, mostly lost, for the Arundel Society and the Oxford 
lectures. It was one of Ruskin's longer sustained relationships - 17 years - and 
tells us a good deal about his attitude to his protkgis. They were totally 
contrasting figures, John Ruskin - in the last two decades of his working life, an 
icon in an era seemingly peopled exclusively by Public Figures; Fairfax Murray, at 
the outset of his career, a deeply private man. Almost the only thing which 
catalogue notes are agreed upon today is that he was a colourful and elusive figure 
who had two families, one in Italy and one in England. He is routinely described 
as 'a heaven-sent copyist' because Ruskin said so. He is sometimes said to have 
turned to dealing in despair at painting in the shadows cast by Rossetti and 
Burne-Jones. The truth is, needless to say, a good deal more complex. First then, a 
word about Fairfax Murray. 

Charles Fairfax Murray was born in 1849, in a Georgian terraced house in the 
High Street, Bow. Today the very address conjures up visions of the grinding 
poverty of tenement dwellings in London's East End, of Pearly Kings and casters, 
Gin Lane and General William Booth. To the contrary, Bow in 1849 was d ' 

bustling country village on the outskirts of London. As the city spread, Bow 
prospered. 

His father, James Dalton Murray, was the linen-draper in this flourishing 
community. Fairfax Murray came therefore from exactly that striving middle-class 
stock that was the backbone of Victorian England, the heart of Ernest Gambart's 
market for prints and engravings, the core readership of Charles Dickens's 
Household Words. The family were educated and conventionally well-read. His 
father had a talent for watercolour. Fairfax Murray's mother died when he was 
four years old and the family moved away. He spent part at least of his short 
childhood in Sudbury in a household where Richard Gainsborough Dupont was a 
familiar. At 12 years of age he was living in London apart from his family in digs 
in the Grays Inn Road but he disappears from sight for another two years during 
which he gained employment in the drawing office of Peto & Betts, the great 
railway contractors. At 14 or 15 Fairfax Murray was commissioned by Sir Samuel 
Morton Peto to draw portraits of his sons. Fairfax Murray was already a 
powerful draughtsman of mature skill when he first came to the notice of John 
Ruskin. 

Ruskin was senior to Fairfax Murray by thirty years. At 47 he was at the 
peak of his reputation. His Slade Professorship was three years in the future, 
Brantwood and the St George's Fund five; he was now independently wealthy. 
There were still twelve good years, not perhaps great years, before instability 
would turn to madness. Behind the facade of his frenetic activity one may already 
glimpse the didact, his carelessness with fact and others' opinions, the sexual 
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