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John Ruskin* was born in London in February 1819. A central part of
his work was to pivot around the question of how we can possess the
beauty of places. _

From an early age, he was unusually alive to the smallest features of
the visual world. He recalled that at three or four:; ‘I could pass my days
contentedly in tracing the squares and comparing the colours of my carpet
—examining the knots in the wood of the floor, or counting the bricks in
the opposite houses with rapturous intervals of excitement.’

Between 1856 and 1860, Ruskin’s primary intellectual concern was to
teach people how to draw: ‘The art of drawing, which is of more real impor-
tance to the human race than that of writing and should be taught to every
child just as writing is, has been so negleéted and abused, that there is not
one man in a thousand, even of its professed teachers, who knows its first
principles.’

What was the point of drawing? Ruskin saw no paradox in stressing
that it had nothing to do with draWing well, or with becoming an artist: ‘A

man is born an artist as a hippopotamus is born a hippopotamus; and you
A can no more make yourself o_ne(a) than you can make yourself a giraffe.” He
did not mind if his students left his classes unable to draw anything that

could ever hang in a gallery. ‘My efforts are directed not to making a car-

penter an artist, but to making him happier as a carpenter, "’ he once said.

If drawing had value even when it was practised by people with no tal-
ent, for Ruskin this was because drawing could teach us to see: to notice
rather than to look. In the process of re-creating with our own hand what
lies before our eyes, we seem naturally/to move from a position of observ-

ing beauty in a loose way to one where we acQuire a deep understanding of
t.<b)

its constituent parts and hence more secure memories of i

Ruskin was distressed by how seldom people noticed details. He
deplored the blindness and haste of modern tourists, especially those who
prided themselves on covering Europe in a week by train. Ruskin con-

nected the wish to travel fast and far to an inability to derive appropriate

* John Ruskin (1819-1900) : 19D 1 F v A 2K ¢ % EhfiefamR THRBER,
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pleasure from any one place and, by extension, from details. Technology
may make it easier to reach beauty, but it has not simplified the process of
po'sse.ssi'ng or appreciating it.

What, then, did Ruskin think of the camera? He had a favourable opm-
ion of it initially: ‘Among all the mechanical poison that this terrlble nine-
teenth century has poured upon men, it has given us at any rate one

Aantldote In Vemce in 1845, he used a daguerreotype* repeatedly and
dehghted in the results. .

Yet Ruskin’s enthu51asm drmlmshed as he observed the devilish prob-
lem that photography created for the maJorlty of its practltloners Rather
than using photography as a supplement to actlve consc1ous seeing, they
used it as an alternatlve, paying less attention to the world than they had

| done previously from a faith that photography éutomatically assured them
possession of it.

In explaining his love of drawing (it was rare for him to travel any-
where without sketching somethihg), Ruskin once remarked that it arose
from a desire, ‘not for reputation, nor for the good of others; nor for my own
advantage, but from a sort of instinct like that of eating or drinkihgf. What

-unites the three activities® is that they all involve assimilations by the self

of desirable elements from the world, a transfer of goodness from without
to within. As a child, Ruskin had so loved the look of grass that he had fre-
quently wanted to eat it,*® he said, but ‘he had gradually discovered that it

would be better to try to draw it: ‘T used to lie down on it and draw the
blades as:they grew—until every square foot of meadow, or mossy bank,
became a possession to me.’

‘But photography alone cannot ensure such eating: True possession of a
scene is a matter of making a conscious effort to notice elements and under- -
stand their construction.- We can see beauty well enough just by opening
our eyes, but how long this beauty survives in memory depends on how
ihtentionally we have apprehended it. The camera blurs the distinction

between looking and noticing, between seeing and possessing; it may give

* daguerreotype : 7T VY ADHERE Y —)b (1789-1851) WREZB LS A0 NI%EB/T,
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us the option of true knowledge but it may unwittingly make the effort of

acquiring it seem superfluous.(3) It suggests we have done all the work sim-
ply by taking a photograph, whereas properly to eat a place, a Woodlénd for
example, implies asking ourselves a series of questions like, ‘How do the
stems connect to the roots?’, "‘Where is the mist coming from?’, “Why does
one tree seem darker than another? —questions implicitly raised and
answered in the process of sketching. |
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