
[Although it is only the fifth 
letter in the series, Ruskin has 
already received criticism from 
readers of earlier letters 
arguting that what he has been 
writig, is, in significant 
measure, “over the heads” of 
his target audience, England’s 
“laborers and workmen.” He 
responds here with a 
characteristic repost, “They 
could get it if they wanted to, if 
they determined to take the 
time to learn what they clearly 
do not know.” It is an early 
instance of what will become in 
subsequent letters, regular 
excoriations of his readers for 
their lack of motivation to 
learn, a fault which 
exacerbates their already dim 
and declining quality of life. 
Always in his view, our 
suffering (and salvation) are of 
our own making.]



[Ruskin loved Giotto’s work and underscores its brilliance in numerous places in 
his works. He had an especial love of the cycle of frescoes in the Arena Chapel in 
Padua, and wrote a small book extolling their virtues (recently reprinted by Robert 
Hewison as Giotto and his Works in Padua. (David Zwirner books).] 



[A double chide, aimed, in the 
first instance, at the  lazy and 
self- indulgent Briish public, 
whose unwillingness to do the 
things that would benefit them, 
had degraded their lives and 
social order immeasurably; and, 
in the second instance, at 
Darwin’s theory of evolution—
then very much in the ascendant
—and with which, as later 
portions of this letter will make 
abundantly  clear, he had serious 
disagreement.This being an early 
instance of what will become a 
frequent theme in the fors letters
—berating readers for their 
willful ignoring of paths that 
would lessen their suffering.]

[Where Ruskin had said that, because they had been so badly 
betrayed by their kings and religious leaders, they were now – 
and foolishly – willing to accept “irreligion” and “liberty” as 
their accepted meaningful guides to meaningful life.]



[Fors]

[“the Forces of 
nature, Ruskin 
believed, were 
so configured 
that they 
would 
spontaneously 
come to the aid 
of those who 
are doing  
things that 
enhance or 
strengthen 
Life] 

[now, the Victoria and 
Albert Museum]



[Here begins one of 
the most glorious 
passages in all of 
Ruskin’s works; it  
continues to the end 
of paragraph seven]



[Here Ruskin continues his 
scathing critique of 
Darwinism. Ultimately,  in 
later passages in this essay, 
he will grudgingly admit that 
the idea of an evolution of 
species is plausible, but that, 
in the case of human beings, 
that process matters very 
little because we have been 
bestowed with such 
marvelous and distinctive 
qualities by theCreator. 
What follows in the 
remainder of this stunning 
passage, is a magnificent 
reiteration of his greatest 
phrase in Unto this last, that 
“there is no wealth but life!” 
Some of his later works, most 
notably, Proserpina and 
Deucalion, , were written 
directly to counter the” 
dehumanizing” effects of 
modern scientific 
categorization.]





[“ Rightly seen 
with human eyes!” 
one of our 
subjects’ most 
beautiful phrases; 
Only only human 
eyes  can we see 
the deepest 
essences of the 
world properly! 
Modern sciences – 
whether physical, 
social,  or 
psychological – 
reduce such 
essences to 
disembodied 
“data,” and, by so 
doing, destroy the 
human wonder of 
the thing,  turning, 
“savoir vivre” 
(“knowledge of 
Life”) into “savoir 
mourir” 
(“knowledge of 
Death”).] 

[While he was not 
exactly a Luddite, 
Ruskin, as we have 
seen in the number 
of earlier posts, was 
no friend of modern 
technology, 
believing, as he 
makes clear here, 
that most of it was 
frivolous and useless 
and did not add to 
our true quality of 
life. Railroads, for 
instance, though he 
occasionally used 
them out of 
necessity, turned 
people into 
“packages” for 
express delivery” 
Horses and 
carriages, in 
contrast, because 
their speed was so 
much slower, did 
not. Compare, for 
example, the 
following, and 
glorious  passage 
about  the railroads 
between Bakewell 
and Buxton.]





[note these marvelous 
phrases! When he was 
firing on all cylinders, 
as here,  such images 
flowed from  Ruskin’s 
pen as sweet water from 
a mountain stream.]



[Here, and indeed throughout all of 
Fors letter five and many other 
letters in the series, Ruskin’s 
astonishing and brilliantly phrased 
irony is at work, creating a passage 
which, if we give it time to settle 
properly, is remarkably funny. 
Certainly he did not truly believe 
that the “relaxing wives” were 
reading Shakespeare’s sonnets on 
their sofas; if, indeed, they had 
sofas!”]





[Here begins the second transcendent 
passage of this letter, the forerunner, in 
its clarity and insight and concern for 
our general well-being, of the modern 
ecological movement. It continues until 
the end of paragraph 18.]

[This note refers to later volumes which would 
collect the Fors letters for an entire year or 
longer.]



[The most beautiful things 
human beings have  ever 
created – the greatest 
paintings,, buildings,  
sculptures and art, have 
been generated by the 
imaginings and 
consummate skills  of the 
people of a certain time and 
place. All his working life, 
Ruskin inveighed against 
the process we call  
“restoration,” his belief 
being that people who came 
later, whether that laterness 
was occasioned by decades 
or centuries, simply did not 
possess the same “feeling 
tone” of the original 
creators. And thus a 
restored painting or 
building was always, to 
some degree, lessened, even 
perverted, by restorers’ 
chisels or brushes. Protect 
such treasures from the 
elements as you can, he 
would say,  but in time, the 
paintings will fade and the 
buildings will crumble, 
folloeing the ordained path 
of all things in Creation, 
which is the path of all life. 
In the meantime new 
magnificent things will be 
created by other souls will 
appearto entice and delight 
us]

[He is referring to the noxious, and 
omnipresent effects of the Industrial 
Revolution, as we have seen a number of 
previous posts.]







[Ruskin declined to include the sentence 
because he found its content and images 
indulgent snd gratuitously repulsive.



[ Previous posts have 
evidenced that Ruskin 
made every attempt to be 
“transparent” about his 
own finances and those of 
the St. George’s 
Company. Annually, he 
tithed, giving that amount 
and often considerably  
more, of his income to 
various charitable or 
professional causes. 
Almost none of those who 
became members of the 
St. George’s Company 
did the same, the 
consequence being that 
the Company, and all the 
tributary elements that 
came yo be associated 
with, such as the museum 
he established for eorking 
people in Sheffield,, were 
always broke or on the 
verge of insilvency. The 
cumulative effects on 
Ruskin were harsh, 
causing him to sink 
further into despair about 
the willingness of his 
fellow human beings to do 
 the things that were 
necessary to slay the 
pernicious Dragon of 
Modernity and get the 
world get to its feet 
again.]
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