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THE ENIGMA OF VISIBILITY
THEORIES OF VISUAL PERCEPTION IN THE EARLY POETRY
OF WILLIAM MORRIS AND IN THE WORK OF RUSKIN AND
THE PRE-RAPHAELITES

By Lindsay Smith

This thesis charts the status and function of Optical Agency in
William Morris's The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems, and
in the work of John Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites. It reads
Morris's first volume in relationship to Ruskin's complex
optical theories. It claims that the importance of optical
discourse, particularly photography, to the sister arts analogy
in the mid 19th Century has been both undervalued and
misrepresented. It shows how diverse forms of optical
mediation do not constitute neutral practices, but culturally
and historically specific ones that are appropriated in the
texts of Ruskin and Morris.

Chapter one sets into play the interrelationships between
tafts by Wordsworth, Millais, de Quincey, Brewster, and Patmore

inforder to dramatise a paradigm for larger optical issues. At
the same time it demonstrates how two optical practices,
monoscopy and stereoscopy, can be understood to be appropriated
to the discourses of literature and painting.

Chapters two and three read closely Ruskin's Modern Painters
and The Stones of Venice and Morris's Shadows of Amiens in
order to chart a prevalent range of optical issues. Ruskin's
theory of the Noble Grotesque is read as a mode of wvisual
perception which celebrates a process of transcendence before
the eye, as the perpetually aberrant depth of field.

Perceptual aberration is subsequently located as a central
optical issue in both Ruskin and Morris. An analogous account
of the Ruskinian grotesque is examined in Morris's "Rapunzel."

Optical complexities present in the rhetoric of contemporary
reviews of The Defence of Guenevere are taken in Chapter four
as exemplary of larger problems inherent in the disruptive
optical discourse. Chapter six reads the volume in
relationship to Ruskin's account "Of Modern Landscape" in
Modern Painters 3 dramatising the conflicting biases of optical
mediation in the sister arts analogy.




Introduction

The thesis aims to elucidate both optical agency and the
discourses of visual perception in the early poetry of William
Morris and in the work of John Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites.
In doing so, it interrogates a politics and a poetics of sight
as they manifest themselves in texts of the mid Victorian
period.

There exist certain visual preoccupations =  peculiar to
the mid Victorian period, and therefore a proliferation of
visual concerns in the discourses of literature and painting
must be read not only in relationship to developments in
theories of the visual, but also in correspondence with the
popular practical useage of optical instruments as forms of
mediating the sense of sight. Crucially, these visual
preoccupations grow out of discourses that attend the most
significant optical inventions of the period, most specifically
the radically disruptive practice of photography.

For the most part, however, photography has been omitted
from critical debates on the inter-relationships of Victorian
literature and painting. Consequently, a range of instruments
has been de-historicised and therefore inevitably de-
politicised by their relegation to a figurative status which
homogenises them. For example, the repeated reference to
"microscopic" details of Pre-Raphaelite paintings has become a
household word which conveniently pre-empts discussion of an
attendant or accompanying politics of sight. 1In the same way,
critics have largely failed to address additions made by
nineteenth century reviewers to a figurative dictionary already
comprising notable optical biases. This failure is especially
true of contemporary criticism of Morris's first volume of
verse.l Therefore, I wish to deal with optical agency and
mediation not only as linguistic figures but also as
culturally, historically and politically specific methods and

practices.2




To these ends, the thesis charts a shift from Romantic to
mid-Victorian modes of visual perception, which may be traced
in a number of different contexts. In one respect, such a
shift is located in an opposition Ruskin makes between a
Romantic and a Victorian spectator; a notion of an 'ordinary'
(though optically educated viewer) replacing a more select
artist as viewer.3 One may contend that Victorian visual
habits may be characterised by a desire to manipulate the
object optically - to invite conditions of perceptual
aberration so to speak - and that this desire derives from a
new cultural emphasis upon optical mediation. From this
premise, there emerges an oppositional structure centred upon
mediation itself, that of monocular (one-eyed) instruments to
stereoscopic (two-eyed) instruments, oppositional forms and
discourses that compete for cultural and political emphasis.

Such a conflict -~ played out in optical terms - is clearly
evident in nineteenth century critical debate. However,
nineteenth century literary and art criticism have largely
eclipsed the cultural and material modes of optical discourse.
Indeed, one recognises the method of this strategy when she
considers that which it omits: a highly complex inter-textual
debate informed by optical determinates peculiar to the period.
The introduction during 1839 of the unwieldy and newly
'liberating' device of the camera is just one manifestation of
a complicated history of optics. Even to speak of the camera
in such general terms is already itself to elide a range of
optical instruments. Therefore, to some extent it is necessary
to begin by re-problematising the practice of discussing both
the camera and photographic practices. In order to do so we
must include greater historical and cultural specificity in the
discussions of visual perception, and especially in analyses of
the ways in which optical discourse is politically and
culturally produced and appropriated so that it begins to
acquire meanings: the manner in which, for example, optical
mediation serves to exhibit and to mystify power structures and

dominant ideological positions. In other words, it is




(WS

necessary to stress contextualisation.

The works of Ruskin, Morris, and the Pre-Raphaelites come
together in the thesis by way of a common desire to privilege
the eye. There has been an underestimation of thecommitment of
Ruskin and Morris to the workings of visual perception and to
the eye as an organ rendered newly problematic. In spite of a
body of recent interesting work on Ruskin, comparatively little
of it deals with optical issues. Jay Fellows does provide a
notable exception. His two fascinating studies play upon the

sovereignty of the eye.4 The Failing Distance constructs an

intricate metaphorical mapping of the optical which stands in
for a psychological mapping of the subject. Particularly
significant is the serious conviction with which Fellows treats
optical discourse: he wilfully (over)-exposes optical
specificity by overtly appropriating its technical language.

He makes optics an issue in the criticism of Ruskin but without
investing it with historical and cultural specificity. Perhaps
ironically he seems also to have signalled inaccessibility to
many critics, for Fellows has remained largely undervalued.’
It is somewhat curious, for example, that Elizabeth Helsinger's
Ruskin and the Art of the Beholder fails to cite the work of

Fellows, though it deals from time to time with related
6

territory.
I do not wish, however, to address the figurative status
of vision in the manner of Fellows nor to detail the rhetorical
function of vision. Indeed, this latter topic has been
considered more recently in relation to Ruskin by Gary wihl.”
Wihl's thesis of a "rhetoric of infallibility" is pertinent in
its analysis of vision in relation to cognition. Yet by its
deconstructive method it does not address cultural and
political concerns of the faculty and discourses of sight, nor
the eye as an organ rendered newly problematic in Ruskin's
rhetoric by photography. Indeed, Wihl's study primarily
attempts, by deconstructing familiar passages, to define what
Wihl calls "the nature of truth” in Ruskin's writing. In his

preface Wihl seems in fact intent upon assigning optical




concerns to a back seat. He suggsts that they have received an
inordinate amount of previous critical attention when he states
that the texts of Fellows and Helsinger "do not make the
[visual] metaphor serve [Ruskin's] original intention."8
Moreover, elsewhere, he maintains that Helsinger over-values
visual aspects in her analysis. In the context of such a
statement it is thus ironic that Wihl cites a reference by
Ruskin to the Claude Glass solely as a metaphorical
illustration, of the way in which "Ideas of Truth achieve
translucent clarity."9 With the reference, he thereby side-
steps cultural and historical associations and implications of
the figure, including its status as an instrument outmoded by
the mid century - in other words, the fact that the
fashionableness of an optical instrument is culturally
determined and thus inscribed in multivalent terms.

What I believe is required in Ruskin studies, therefore,
is a departure from the treatment of visual concerns as forming
simply a strict dichotomy between "literary pictorialism” and
rhetorical figuring in order for their intertextual
correspondences to be addressed. For to address the first
volume of poetry that Morris wrote in relationship to optical
concerns of Ruskin's art criticism is, for example, to engender
new contextualisations in the inter-relationships of
literature, art theory, painting, and optics. This is so in
part because the texts of Ruskin and Morris of the 1840s and
1850s share a common concern for the sovereignty of the eye.
Morris himself takes from his reading of Ruskin a literal and
literalising sense of the visual capacity. Moreover, and
crucially, both writers dramatise at this particular historical
juncture a fascination for the manner in which objects and
scenes are rendered visible, as well as for the physiological
properties of the eye. Indeed, both seem to share a desire to
interrogate visibility as enigma, to dramatise and to attempt
to decipher that which Jacques Lacan has more recently termed
"the elusive depth of field" as that aspect of visual

perception elided in geometral accounts of space. In addition,
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the texts of both writers expose and to some extent de-mystify
a Victorian eye made newly aware of - and an optical discourse
newly informed by - photography.

While influence of Ruskin upon Morris has been documented
to some extent by critics such as E.P. Thompson, Jack Lindsay,
Peter Faulkner, it is chiefly his socialism and post-Earthly
Paradise (1868-70) concerns which have attracted the most
attention.l® Accounts of visual theory and practice that
Morris takes, to some extent, from Ruskin remain largely
unexplored. Even discussions of the architectural interests
that the two writers shared tend to play down or obscure an
optical bias in architectural debate. But it is in its
relationship to Ruskin's visual theory and, importantly, in
relationship to a complex nineteenth century optical debate
that Morris's The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems (1858)
may be seen to operate singularly and to offer significant

formulations of the inter-relationships of visual and verbal

discourses. For The Defence in addressing the visual as a

category which has to accomodate a vast new body of optical
instruments thereby re-defines the agency of the eye in
literature and painting of the period.

The Defence has been, however, a forgotten volume by many

readers of Morris, and although reasons for such neglect have
been frequently attributed to its "odd vision" and to Morris's
"obscure ways of looking at things," criticism has failed to
address the central relevance to debate of such a dismissal.
In other words criticism has accepted its own terms as
legitimate. However, the very fact that the very language of
the dismissal rests with optical issues testifies to a singular
agency of the eye in Morris's text.11
Ruskin's texts shaped the singular representation of

medievalism that pervades The Defence and emphasised for Morris

the primacy of perception as a culturally determined component
in the discourses of poetry and painting. It was Ruskin, we
should remember, who first introduced Morris to the Pre-
Raphaelites in his Edinburgh Lectures of 1854 and who provoked




his formulation of theories upon the mutual constitution of art
and literature.l2 As Edward Burne-Jones recalls:

I was working in my room when Morris ran in one
morning bringing the newly published book with him:
so everything was put aside until he read it all
through to me. And there we first saw about the
Pre- Raphaelites, and there we first saw the name of
Rossetti. So for many a day after that we talked of
little else but the paintings which we had never
seen, and saddened the lives of our Pembroke

friends.13

The speculation of Morris and Burne-Jones upon these unseen
paintings culminated shortly afterwards in their first sight of
John Everett Millais's "The Return of the Dove to the Ark" in
Wyatt's shop, Oxford, and in their commitment to Ruskin's
definition, in the lecture, "Pre—-Raphaelitism" delivered 18
November, 1853 of the "chief principle"” of the Pre-Raphaelite
School as that of "absolute, uncompromising truth in all that
it does, obtained by working everything, down to the minutest

"4 14 his praise of

detail, from nature, and from nature only.
Ruskin, Morris regarded the art critic as "what the Pre-

Raphaelites are in painting, full of devotion and love for the
subject, Insular and Northern in all their affections, giving

"15  In other words,

us the very ideal of Teutonic beauty.
Morris situates Ruskin in a particular account of northern
European culture and perception. It is significant that Morris
forges this initial correspondence between Ruskin and the Pre-
Raphaelites, for these terms of 'specificity' and 'absolute'
truth both become increasingly problematic in the optical
theories of Ruskin and Morris.

Contemporary criticism of Morris's first volume assumed a
similar correspondence between Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites.

Indeed, contemporary reviews of The Defence found to some

extent their genesis in derogatory responses to the first two




volumes of Modern Painters and to the paintings of the Pre-

Raphaelites. Moreover, Ruskin's letters to The Times and his
pamphlet Pre—-Raphaelitism of 1851, in defence of the Pre-

Raphaelites, recounted the misguided opposition which in 1850
their work had received. 16 Comparable misconception awaited
The Defence which, hailed as "the first book of Pre-Raphaelite

verse," was perhaps considered an affirmation of Ruskin's
defensive mode. For Ruskin's account of the aims of the Pre-
Raphaelites, in his letter to The Times, 13 May, 1851, could in

fact equally explicate Morris's intent in The Defence:

They intend to return to early days in this one
point only - that, as far as in them lies, they
will draw either what they see, or what they
suppose might have been the actual facts of the
scene they desire to represent, irrespective of
any conventional rules of picture-making.
(xii,322)

Ruskin here refers to the delineation of effects of
objects upon the eye. For both Ruskin and Morris the
problematic notion of "a true conception of history" entails a
theory of reading that is dependent upon optically perceived

"

"phenomena,"” and upon a heightened awareness of the subject's
potential to perform optical manipulation of the visual field.
In other words, reading involves for both writers a process of
referential verification, whereby the reading subject seeks
confirmation of a text in visually perceived references outside
it. Similarly, according to Ruskin, in the act of visual
perception the perceiving subject seeks, in reading, reciprocal
verification of "objects of nature."” Thus, there exists a
mutual interchange between the acts of visual perception and
reading which, for Ruskin and Morris alike, resembles a
correspondence between poetry and painting. As Ruskin writes
in a much quoted extract from Pre-Raphaelitism: "know once for

all, that a poet on canvas is exactly the same species of




creature as a poet in song, and nearly every error in our
methods of teaching will be done away with,"17

More complex than at first it seems, the above quotation
evokes a history of questions concerning representation as it
pertains to the sister arts analogy. Morris, in an essay
entitled "Ruskin and the Quarterly,"” in which he makes a
critical defence of Ruskin, re-formulates Ruskin's reference to

the Renaissance commonplace ut pictura poesis:

Oh was that the point at issue then, or not?
Whether thought has one language only "proper to
itself", or whether it had at the least two, poetry
namely and painting?18

Here, Morris proposes a questioning of the inter-relations
of poetry, painting, and thought which generates new insights
into ut pictura poesis during the 1850s. The question arises

in an essay on Ruskin; it is as if writing about Ruskin
requires Morris to re-conceptualise the relationship between
thought and language, language split "at the least” into the
categories of poetry and painting.

The mutual assimilation of poetry and painting is
therefore a concern that I treat in great detail in the thesis.
The relevance of this pairing to Victorian poetics and painting
is inherent in Ruskin's notion of "the educated eye" as an
organ able to supersede the corruption of habit. The Pre-
Raphaelites, in particular, found in work of Ruskin
confirmation of their attitudes to representation as the
products of idiosyncratic perceptual modes. And according to
Ruskin, a manifest desire for optical fidelity distinguished
the Pre-Raphaelites from their imitators. Indeed, in a letter
to The Times, 5 May 1854, he demonstrates, by analysis of
William Holman Hunt's "The Light of the World," the importance
to painting of an understanding of the intricacies of optical

agency:




As far as regards the technical qualities of Mr.
Hunt's painting, I would only ask the spectator to
observe this difference between true Pre-Raphaelite

work and its imitations. The true work represents

all objects exactly as they would appear in nature in

the position and at the distances which the

arrangement of the picture supposes. The false work

represents them with all their details, as if seen

through a microscope. Examine closely the ivy on the

door in Mr. Hunt's picture, and there will not be
found in it a single clear outline. All is the most
exquisite mystery of colour; becoming reality at its
due distance. (XII, 330-331) (My emphasis)

The emphasis here is upon "distance" as a crucial
component of visual perception. The "true" work represents a
contextualisation of detail according to distance. Ruskin
constantly returns in his writing, especially in Modern
Painters and The Stones of Venice, to such articulations of

distance - focal length and depth of field, for example, as
authenticating factors. In isolating Hunt's indirect
representation of the unseen, such "mystery" as that suggested

by the image of "ivy on the door," Ruskin refutes criticisms of
"microscopic clarity"” levelled against the Pre-Raphaelites.
Indeed, he purposely incorporates the monocular microscope as a
derogatory reference, thus stressing the complexity of the
visual faculty by way of its modifying instruments. He
privileges, by contrast, "works" which strive to realise a
fluctuating relation of the eye to a focal point. He further
emphasises "due distance” in Hunt's work in order to dramatise
the importance of a sense of a gap between the perceiving
subject and the object of sight: perspective provides a means
of systematising this relationship. But geometral perspective
elides precisely that which is peculiar to the visual capacity,
the gap as manifest in elusive depth of field. Moreover,

Ruskin conceives of such a gap as including possibilities for
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aberrant tendencies. He is fully aware that in visual
representation perspective constitutes an apparent relationship
of objects in the visual field, an impression of their relative
positions. Perspective is a device which Ruskin constantly re-
defines and re-evaluates as a problematic and crucial term. As
but a system for seeing, rather than an account of 'definitive'
sight, perspective may be ultimately considered as a paradigm
for optical manipulation in the politics of sight, that which
pretends to be other than it is. As a system its very de-
mystification constitutes a vital figure for perceptual
aberration and thereby for the Noble Grotesque in Ruskin's
writing, that category which brings together the work of
Turner, the Pre-Raphaelites, and Morris according to a newly
defined optical agency.19 It is, finally, the photograph which
then complicates the status of perspective and undermines its
authority on the visual field, since, as I will demonstrate,
photography produces a crucial debate upon depth of field, and
it simultaneously reinstates 'light' as the primary agent of
visual perception. (It is of course 'light' that is elided by
the laws of geometral perspective and which cannot be taught to
the blind.) 1In short then, I argue that photography, during
the mid nineteenth century, is a more radically intrusive
practice than has been previously acknowleged and that it
functions strategically as a frequently silent term of re-
definition in visual and verbal discourses of the period.
Functioning both as a continuation of the Introduction and
a demonstration of the methods of contextualisation here
proposed, Chapter 1 charts the manner in which I approach
questions of optical agency in the thesis as a whole. It deals
with the texts of John Everett Millais, Coventry Patmore,
William Wordsworth, Thomas De Quincey, David Brewster, and it
discusses the cultural production of two distinct competing
optical practices, monoscopy and stereoscopy. It analyses,
across discourses and genre, contextual implications of the
binary opposition of one-eye to two-eyes and demonstrates
concurrently the manner in which lenses thereby become
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politically and culturally operative. In this way, it
anticipates the manner in which, in larger terms, the discourse
of optics emerges as a primary site of contextualisation for
poetry and painting, for a singular re-definition of the
politics and poetics of sight in a newly realised sister arts
debate.
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Chapter One

The Elusive Depth of Field: Stereoscopy and the Pre-Raphaelites

The invention and popularisation of photography during the
1830 s represents a crisis point in the relationship of the
spectator to phenomena and creates singular hermeneutical
problems. Photography is therefore inseparable from a complex
nineteenth century discourse of optics. This discourse
manifests itself in distinctive optical instruments as direct
precursors of and elaborate supplements to the camera.
However, all too frequently in art historical debates
photography is wrenched from its intertextual origins and the
nature and extent of the upheaval it caused are strategically
overlooked. On its emergence in the late 1840s, Pre-
Raphaelitism was itself invariably defined in relationship to
this new, disruptive practice of photography. However, recent
attempts by art historians to pinpoint the influence of
photography on Pre-Raphaelite painting generally aspire to
construe photography as a homogeneous discourse, smoothing over
its internal contradictions, forgetful of its controversial

1 In other words, they

political and theoretical ramifications.
take for granted a correspondence between the two discourses
without interrogating it. Consequently, I wish to begin by
discussing Pre-Raphaelitism in relation to a culturally
specific Victorian optical practice - that of stereoscopy - in
order to map out the optical determinants that compete in a
larger cultural and political debate played out in the texts of
Ruskin and Morris.?2

In the case of the Pre-Raphaelites a re-staging of the
workings of perceptual aberration is crucial to textual as well
as visual concerns. Both photography and Pre—-Raphaelitism
explore a common concern for perceptual aberration, or optical
trickery, as articulated by the depth of field. Specifically

the stereoscopic photograph most dramatically mobilises the
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phenomenon of the depth of field and calls attention to the
potential of the eyes for manipulation. As a result,
stereoscopy constitutes a productive model and metaphor for the
types of visual perplexity which certain Pre-Raphaelite
paintings arouse. As quite literally a re-statement of
illusionism, by way of its restoration of the sovereignty of
two eyes over one, stereoscopy by contrast to 'monoscopy'
foregrounds the process by which depth of field is newly
fashioned. It re-inscribes the illusionism of depth.

I do not claim that generally speaking Pre—-Raphaelite
paintings have or suggest stereoscopic counterparts /
corollaries. I have no desire to mediate the one discourse
through the other. But rather I wish to argue that during the
1850s, both Pre-Raphaelitism and the newly developing practice
of stereoscopic photography re-problematise depth of field and
thereby engage a shared cultural and political debate.

By concentrating upon Millais's The Woodman's Daughter,

(Fig. 1) which has been considered from the outset a
problematic painting, and upon Coventry Patmore's poem of the
same title on which the painting was based, I will show how
specific intertextual concerns have been elided by criticism.
Moreover I will argue that the process of mythologising the
P.R.B. has been achieved only at the expense of dislocating it
from a culturally and historically complex optical discourse
which during the 1840s and 1850s was manifesting itself in new
photographic instruments and practices. The photograph is a
radical culmination of a long-standing optical discourse which
has been repeatedly de-historicised. Not only have the
precursors of photography been eclipsed, but fashionable crazes
like that of the stereoscope have been removed from
intertextual debate. One reads erroneous accounts of early
photography that construct it in an un-problematically
threatening relationship to painting by way of its so-called
superior realism. However, from its inception photography

forges a complex reciprocal interchange with painting. In
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other words, there occurs during this period an inevitable
identification of Pre-Raphaelitism and photography but the
political and culturally specific nature of this identification
remains a difficult subject for art criticism.>

This is not to say that critics do not seek analogues for
photography in Pre-Raphaelite painting. On the contrary, it is
curious the way in which a generalised version of photographic
practice becomes an all too simple explanation of the
perplexing radical optical fidelity of the Pre-Raphaelites.
Critics align conditions of photographic exactitude with
microscopic detail in discussion of Pre-Raphaelite technique,
and contemporary reviewers criticise, by implication, Pre-
Raphaelitism's pre-occupation with that which was previously
invisible.h However, such references to microscopic clarity
elide precisely those culturally specific relationships of Pre-
Raphaelitism with innovative optical devices, those
relationships which characterise a singular crisis point in
visual perception and representation. In short, critics,
ironically, have sought analogues in the wrong instruments - in
the microscope and in a generalised notion of the camera.

It is significant that the debt or similarity of Pre-
Raphaelite painting to photographic exactitude has become
almost a household word while what has been forgotten in the
forging of this correspondence is not only the disruption in
visual experience caused by photography but also the fact that
the photograph was an unprecedented term of reference, an
innovative analogy. Prior to J.N, Niepce's invention,
painting's potentiality for verisimilitude had other
determinants., That is to say its previous cultural referents
were inevitably redefined by the process of chemically fixing an
image. Indeed the first photograph radically altered the

5> At this historical juncture

trompe 1'oeil of painting.
photography provides a new criterion by which we may read
painting. This point alone renders photography pertinent to
the social and cultural positioning of the Pre-Raphaelites.

Both Pre-Raphaelitism and stereoscopy articulate a newly
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arousing depth of field. Indeed the stereoscopic image calls
attention to itself as mediated in a manner different from any
previous optical instrument. The stereoscope harbours within
itself the shift from monoscopy which empowers a different
relationship of beholder to the percept. Or, more
emphatically, the stereograph subverts the monopoly of
'monoscopy' or monocular vision in the field of optical
mediation, and thereby re-establishes the sovereignty of the
two eyes. We may witness the struggle for such sovereignty
within Millais's painting.

The shift from monocular to stereoscopic vision may be
located in Ruskin's notion of a change from a privileged
Romantic spectator who is usually an artist to a Victorian
optically-educated and 'ordinary’ spectator.6 A greater
democratic relationship to the visual field is implied such
that Ruskin, for example, asserts that a labour of vision
elicits recognition of the sovereignty of "the desire of the
eyes."7 Ruskin encourages his young female drawing students to
take to nature their pocket magnifying glasses, but he
denounces the popular Romantic instrument, the Claude-Glass,
precisely because it presents an indirect mediation.8 The
spectator has to turn her back on the landscape in order to
witness the image in the mirror. Not only does the Claude-
Glass give a false representation since it condenses the whole
scene, but it also performs a lateral inversion of it. This
instrument does not privilege depth of field.

Ruskin regarded the Claude-Glass as "one of the most
pestilent inventions for falsifying Nature and degrading art

"9 In the manner of

which was ever put into an artist's hand.
the Camera Obscura and the Camera Lucida, an optical instrument
that could be attached to the eyepiece of a microscope to
enable the containment and tracing of an image, the Claude-
Glass is characterized by the fact that the scene is viewed
within a frame. The frame of the instrument formulates the
scene. By contrast, the stereoscope does not require the

subject's consciousness of the frame. 1Indeed, sight of the
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binocular frames prohibits the possibility of stereoscopic
effect. The stereoscope is, in addition, distinguished from
standard monoscopic instruments by its ability, to some extent,
to annihilate itself as medium. It seemingly annuls itself
because its effect inverts its cause or origin; two photographs
seen with two eyes give one image. The stereoscope does not
attempt to elucidate the unseen or to transcend the power of
the eye in the manner of the telescope or the microscope.
Ruskin himself denounces the latter because it enables the eye
to transgress its so-called natural bounds and the former
because he believes it performs a different but equally
transgressive gesture - it brings into focus other worlds whose
cratered surfaces bear little relation to the earth's.l0 By
contrast, Ruskin permits magnifying glasses, for they merely
compensate for minor defects of the eye. They do not render
visible the previously invisible, and they may be used with two
eyes. Thus, the rationale for this particular Ruskinian
legitimation derives from the belief that the ultimate optical
transgression is, so to speak, to disrupt invisibility.
Ruskin's defence of the Pre-Raphaelites therefore derives
in part from his recognition of the contradictory aspects of
reviews which identified 'microscopic' clarity when the Pre-
Raphaelites were intent upon transcribing whole scenes as
viewed by the two eyes stereoscopically. As Ruskin writes in
chapter four, "Of Truth of Space”, of Modern Painters I, "the

eye, like any other lens, must have its focus altered, in order
to convey a distinct image of objects at different
distances."ll In a footnote to this account he explains
shifting focus as a requisite for natural perception which is
stereoscopic. The principle of binocular vision which forms
the basis of stereoscopic photography is produced by the mental
fusion of the slightly dissimilar images seen by the two eyes
into one image and giving the effect of solidity. Euclid noted
the distinction of the two images as early as 280 B.C. But it
was not until 1832 that Sir Charles Wheatstone invented the

first instrument by which the stereoscopic effect could be
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observed, combining two drawings from the slightly different
viewpoints of the eyes. In the latter part of that year he had
stereoscopes of two types (one with reflecting mirrors, the
other with refracting prisms) made for him by the London
opticians Murray and Heath. A brief notice of his observations

appeared in Herbert Mayo's Outlines of Human Physiology in

1837. But because he was occupied during the next five years
with the electric telegraph, Wheatstone put to one side his
paper on stereoscopy.l2

It was in fact David Brewster's refracting or lenticular
stereoscope, described to the Royal Society of Edinburgh 1849,
that established public interest and transformed the instrument
from a scientific tool for studying the physiology of vision to
an enormously popular source of entertainment. However,
Brewster had initially to publicise his instrument in France,
and it was only after the French optician Jules Duboscq
constructed a number of stereoscopes for the Great Exhibition
of 1851 ( including an elaborate instrument for Queen Victoria)
that English opticians began to manufacture stereoscopes.
Nearly a quarter of a million were sold in London and Paris
within three months. In 1854 George Swan Nottage founded the
London Stereoscopic Company for the manufacture and sale of
lenticular stereoscopes and binocular pictures, and by 1858 the
company advertised a stock of 100,000 different photographs and
had staff acquiring views in the Middle East and America. The
stereograph therefore harnessed otherwise unknown views.

(Fig. 2) Antoine Claudet, the leading daguerreotypist, noted
that "it introduces us to scenes known only from the imperfect
relations of travellers . . . by our fireside we have the
advantage of examining them without being exposed to the
fatigue, privation, and risks of the daring and enterprising
artists who, for our gratification and instruction, have
travelled lands and seas . . . ascended rocks and mountains
with their heavy and cumbrous baggage."13

Thus, the stereoscope became widely disseminated. 1In 1858
a lending library began in London which, for an annual




21

subscription of a guinea, allowed the public to change their
stereographs as often as they wished. (Fig. 3) In the same
vear The Stereoscopic Magazine was introduced, a periodical
dedicated solely to the instrument which came complete with

binocular viewer,l% According to Gernsheim, "with increasing
popularity, a lowering of tastes set in; the stereoscope became
the poor man's picture gallery."15 And his rather telling
reasoning suggests that the instrument fell into disrepute
precisely because it was disseminated so easily. Moreover, its
staging of narrative proved potentially uncontainable. It is
not therefore surprising that it was replaced by 1862 as a
craze by the Carte-de-Visite, in which staged narrative had
been replaced by the self-portrait, nor that the first cartes
were of the royal family and of those in aristocratic circles.

Unlike the stereograph's staging of depth the carte substituted
self for signature and shifted attention away from a mediating
instrument.16
It is Brewster's own account of the stereoscope, his
rhetoric of its legitimacy, that is of immediate interest, in
part because of its intertextual bias. The introductory
paragraph of his book The Stereoscope, Its History, Theory, and

Construction, 1856, attempts to legitimate the instrument by

stressing its opposition to monocular vision. It shows how the
stereoscope could by definition divorce itself from Ruskin's
vilification. The stereoscope, from the Greek for "solid" and

"to see:"

is an optical instrument of modern invention, for
representing, in apparent relief and solidity, all
natural objects and all groups as seen by each eye
separately. In its most general form, the
stereoscope is binocular . . . /It/ therefore,
cannot, like the telescope and microscope, be used by
persons who have lost the use of one eye, and its
remarkable effects be properly appreciated by those
whose eyes are not equally good. . . . in monocular
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vision we learn from experience to estimate all
distances, but particularly great ones, by various
means, which are called the criteria of distance; but
it is only with both eyes that we can estimate with
anything like accuracy the distance of objects not

far from us.17

Brewster's work forges for the discourse of optics new
contextual relationships. The Letters on Natural Magic
Addressed to Sir Walter Scott, 1832, which precedes his
experiments in stereoscopy, performs an intertexual examination

of optics which he claims is "of all the sciences ... the most
fertile in marvellous expedients." Brewster uses Scott's name
to authorise his discussion and he produces a history for
optics, establishing his letters as part of developing
discourse. In this text Brewster's account of the spectre of
the Brocken and the subsequent re-inscription of the narrative

by Thomas De Quincey in Suspiria de Profundis, 1845,

constitutes a culturally productive intermediary between
aspects of Romantic monocular vision and Victorian stereoscopic
vision.18 7Tt signals a pivotal point in the disruption of the"
monocular monopoly. Brewster elucidates the Spectre of the
Brocken along with other analogous phenomena such as the Fata
Morgana of the Straits of Messina and the spectre ships. The
Brocken is the name of the loftiest of the Hartz Mountains, and
Brewster writes that it has "since the earliest periods of
authentic history been the seat of the marvelous."l? The
history of the Spectre resides in accounts of its elusive
nature, and Brewster cites as "one of the best accounts"” that

given by M. Haue "who saw it on 23 May, 1797, after having been
w20

on the summit no less than thirty times. It appears as "a

human figure of a monstrous size," and it is projected from the

observer's body onto "dense vapour or thin fleecy clouds which

"2l The subject's

have the effect of reflecting much light.
body is the medium that produces the elusive Spectre of the

Brocken, and since the Spectre is literally a projection of the
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subject's body, Brewster stresses the uncanny status of the
double,

The method of De Quincey's re-writing of Brewster
foregrounds the double and the transformation in optical
illusionism and mediation. The metaphorical appropriation of
the spectre serves as a figure for and is figured by "the dark
interpreter." However, the spectre performs other functions.
In one sense, De Quincey is concerned with its history,

together with that of the "sorcerer's flower," which once
"glorified the worship of fear" and remains a reminder of the
"gloomy realities of Paganism."” In another sense, De Quincey
harnesses the spectre primarily as a double for the dark
interpreter whose reflex action and alien nature it shares.
Moreover, the spectre and the dark interpreter are both able to
"dissemble" their real origins, for as De Quincey writes of the
dark interpreter "I do not always know him in these cases as my
own parhelion." The use here of the term "parhelion,"”
literally a bright spot near the sun, a "mock sun,"” as a trope
for the double stresses the optical and mediative bias of the
phenomenon. The account impresses itself as inseparable from a
rhetoric of perceptual aberration and trickery upon which it
plays. The spectre is a double of the subject and a direct
effect of the partial operation of the subject's body as medium
in peculiar atmospheric effects. But, whereas Brewster
attempts to de-mystify magical properties of the Brocken
spectre, De Quincey emphasises it as optical phenomenon
produced by the body, any-body. In other words, a process of
de-mystification has already been performed by Brewster for De
Quincey. Thus, what De Quincey does is to re-configure its
optical determinates by trope and analogy. The subject's body
as medium provides a pertinent transition from monocular to
stereoscopic mediation.

The historical transition from monocular mastery through
the specularity as exhibited by the spectre and to the shifting
focus of stereoscopic mediation finds an important

correspondence in Patmore's re-inscription of Wordsworth's "The
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Thorn." Indeed, Patmore's "The Woodman's Daughter" disrupts
the entrenched monocular mastery in Wordsworth's poem. Whereas
Wordsworth's text dramatises a specular relationship, Patmore's
poem engenders a stereoscopic depth of field - which is further
problematically articulated in Millais's painting. "The Thorn"
concerns the tale of Martha Ray in the first person narration
of a retired "captain of a small trading vessel” who has come
to live on "an annuity or small independent income in a village
or country town of which he was not a native."22 The text
arose from Wordsworth's desire to arrest a visual effect from
his direct observation: "on the ridge of Quantock Hill, on a
stormy day, a thorn which /he/ had often passed in calm and
bright weather without noticing it."23 Martha Ray as abandoned
lover of Stephen Hill is the object of entrenched superstition,
which the rhetoric of the speaker perpetuates. The mystery
surrounding the fate of Martha Ray's illegitimate child
represents, in the manner of "The Woodman's Daughter,” that
which is withheld by the text, an absence fashioned by visible
landmarks. In "The Thorn," the speaker repeatedly invites the

) 1 ”

reader to "view," "eye," "trace," and "espy" a configuration of
"aged thorn," "little muddy pond,"” and "hill of moss," and the
sixth stanza articulates in the conditional the sighting of
these: "Now would you see this aged thorn,/This pond and
beauteous hill of moss,/ You must take care and chuse your
time/ The mountain when to cross" (11.5-8). The same stanza
delineates as an object of visual perception 'a woman in a
scarlet cloak' (1.62). But in the tenth stanza the speaker

entreats the reader to enter a visual quest:

I wish that you would go:
Perhaps when you are at that place
You something of her tale may trace. (11.107-09)

Here the containment of Martha Ray's tale in
topographically specific visible signs serves a similar
function to the freshly cut characters of the gibbet mast
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episode of Book XI of The Prelude. Both are viewed by
wanderers. In the gibbet mast episode a paradoxical notion of

permanent inscription in turf is foregrounded by the method of
its reappearance before the eye. The "grass is cleared away"”
to reveal, by its absence, the presence of writing within a
mutable medium. "Superstition of the neighbourhood” is here
the occasion of a re-inscription which involves a subtraction
of nature as turf.24 But by contrast, "The Thorn" presents
"the spot" to which Martha Ray "goes" as a locale open to
perceptual aberration.

It is stanza XVII of "The Thorn" which shifts emphasis to
a reported sighting by the speaker who takes to the scene a
telescope; a monocular instrument thus generates an occasion of
perceptual aberration in which the eye's potential mastery is

inverted.

Twas mist and rain, and storm and rain
No screen, no fence, could I discover,
And then the wind! in faith, it was

A wind full ten times over.

I looked around, I thought I saw

A jutting crag, and off I ran,
Head-foremost, through the driving rain,
The shelter of the crag to gain,

And, as I am a man,

Instead of a jutting crag, I found

A woman seated on the ground. (11.187-97)

The poem here delineates as dramatic spectacle the process
by which under certain atmospheric conditions an object may be
seen to transform itself radically before the eye.

Inextricable from this duping of the eye is an overturning of
the whole authority of a single lensed medium, its inability to
elucidate depth of field in the manner of the two eyes of
stereopsis. In other words, even with the aid a purportedly

authoritative medium, a telescope, the speaker's eye is duped
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by the oscillating tendency of the grotesque, by the structure
of mimicry whereby there is a dissolution of difference between
woman and crag. Wordsworth's text subtly registers the
presence of a monocular medium while simultaneously showing it
to be rendered ineffectual. Moreover, the text significantly
withholds a physical description of Martha Ray: "I did not
speak - I saw her face, / Her face it was enough for me"
(11.198-99). As a site for the struggle for perceptual
mastery, the face assumes an enticing status which is re-
figured by Patmore - and radically problematised by Millais.

In Patmore's "The Woodman's Daughter," 1844, Maud replaces
Martha and the squire's son becomes the Stephen Hill of
"The Thorn." There is a similar correlation of forsaken woman,
subsequent pregnancy, illegitimate child, madness, and
concealed murder/ disappearance of child. However, Patmore's
text does not find these events easily narratable and
chronology is frustrated from the first stanza. The reader is
incorporated by visual tropes and specifically by the
invitation to look, "the shadow of her shame and her/ Deep in
the stream behold!"2> Shadow here works both as a projection
(evidence) and as a double (reflected) image. Indeed, Maud's
grief which "she may not avow" (1.130) equates with a disavowal
of perceptual standpoint (vantage point); optical specificity
is fashioned by inversion by references to absent and failing
sight. A "dull pond" impresses itself initially as a non-
reflectant., But, Maud "marks the closing weeds that shut/ The
water from her sight,"” (11.85-86) performing a desire to check
and to verify a completion of her act by optical authority.

And here there occurs a process by which a mythically charged
(narcissistic) reflective surface is rendered opaque. The myth
of the double as "parhelion"” in both Brewster and De Quincey is
re-written by Patmore as a staging of a different optical bias,
an indeterminate depth of field. By contrast "The Thorn"
articulates an occasion of blatant specularity, an image of "a
baby and a baby's face" from within the "pond"” which "looks at
you,/ When e'er you look on it, tis plain/ the baby looks at
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you again" (11.227-30). This uncannily mis-matched specular
structure becomes in Patmore a fluctuating depth of field. The
"pool" of "The Woodman's Daughter" shares the opacity of that
of "The Thorn,"” but the former as disturbed by "weeds" re-
problematises the staging of depth. For the water becomes
emphatically a manipulatable site of optical debate.

Is it the twisting water - eft
That dimples the green slime? (11.95-96)

And again,

But Maud will never go
While those great bubbles struggle up
From the rotting weeds below (11.100-02)

Moreover the final stanza re-establishes the pool as a cardinal
point of the debate. "The night blackens the pool; but Maud/
Is constant at her post" (11.110-11). Thus, the return of a
look to itself from the depth of Wordsworth's pond assumes in
Patmore's pool a resolution into stereographic separations. It
is a cultural shift from Romantic to Victorian inscriptions of

optical agency.
Millais's The Woodman's Daughter 1850-1 (Guildhall Art

Gallery, London) foregrounds both the position of a Victorian

stereoscopically-empowered beholder and the agency of depth of
field. 1If stereoscopy's mastery of, or authority on, the depth
of field is present in the painting, then one might expect
initially any condition of perceptual aberration or tricking of
the eye (any visual 'slip') to be resolved. Yet this is not
so. Instead, the painting calls attention to depth of field as
the site of visual and cultural struggle. Submitted to the
Royal Academy in 1851, together with two other of his works
Mariana (Makins Collection) and The Return of the Dove to the

Ark(Ashmolean Museum, Oxford), The Woodman's Daughter was by

far the most unpopular of the three and remained unsold at the
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close of the exhibition. It was eventually bought by Millais's
half-brother, Henry Hodgkinson.26 Critical commentary
maintained that the problem was most likely centred on the
girl's face. Her original appearance is not a matter for
conjecture. And Millais had re-painted her face and other
parts of the work at the request of Hodgkinson in 1886.

It is curious the manner in which art criticism has
appropriated the occasion of the re-painting in order to
dismiss it. As Malcolm Warner writes, the re-painting

"explains the pentimenti that are clearly visible in the

picture, especially around the children's heads."27 But, one
might ask, does it not rather conflate the re-painting of 1886
with that which 6ccurred during its production of 1850 and
18517 It is useful to re-introduce the question in order to
elucidate the way in which the re-painting works to suppress or
to contain potentially disruptive intertexual emphases,
especially those of photography. It reminds us that the
relationship of the Pre-Raphaelites to photography was a touchy
subject from the outset, in part owing to the charge against
which Ruskin defended the Brotherhood, of having painted over
photographs. In itself this fact is worth noting. For the
charge of painting over photographs draws our attention to an
interesting, and, at this point, newly possible practice. What
we might ask does a desire for exemption from this accusation
imply? That the photograph is capable of reproducing a greater
accuracy which painting may utilise if its traces are buried,
or rather if it conceals the traces of its dependency on the
medium? One might then propose a particularised distinction
between photography and painting: that painting is at liberty
to conceal its uses of photography whereas photography is
unable by way of its historical or retrospective reference to
conceal its uses of painting. Another question then arises.
Are attempts by photography to imitate painting less easily
concealed precisely because photography completely redefines
the trompe 1'oeil of painting? Moreover, is the trompe 1l'oeil
of photography closer to a dompte regard?28 Does the
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stereoscopic photograph attempt to tame rather than to trick
the eye?

A rhetoric of the ruined face operates strategically to
contain subversive elements of the painting and of its
relationship to Patmore's poem, to divert criticism from other,
potentially political, topical concerns. Moreover, a failure
to address the culturally significant question of depth of
field is indicative of the way in which art criticism has
preferred to avoid or to suppress intertextuality even when as
here it posits itself as a blatant correspondence in image and
text of the same title. In other words, criticism, I believe,

re-casts a potentially disruptive relationship of The Woodman's

Daughter(s) (Millais's to Patmore's) in order to forget the
painting's origins in a culturally specific and politically
charged optical debate. But it is significant that the re-
painting occurs in a second wave of stereo-mania in Britain.29
Patmore's comment (just prior to the re-painting of the girl's
face) that "the girl looked like a vulgar little slut" not only

positions The Woodman's Daughter as a far cry from his The

Angel in the House, 1854, for which he is chiefly remembered,

but also constitutes a further gesture towards suppression -
Patmore's self-estrangement from intertextual concerns which
his own poem had generated.30

Thus, I am arguing that there evolves a sort of conspiracy
to contain (to render opaque so to speak) the elusive depth of
field of Millais's painting. This is all the more interesting
when contemporary comments posit its articulation of depth as
singularly well-handled. M.H. Spielman records that "the
charge of flatness - as though it had been passed through a

mangle which had been brought against Lorenzo and Isabella, had

so stirred Millais that he resolved to produce in his next work

(Christ in the House of his Parents) a picture in which light

and shade and pronounced projection should confound his
critics."”3l And we are told that this was the "motive" of
Millais's sudden change of manner. It is thus significant
that The Woodman's Daughter was begun while Christ in the House
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of his Parents was on the easel, while "pronounced projection”

remained a new incentive for Millais. Moreover, William
Millais's discussion of the woodland context painted on
location in Oxford further draws attention to the staging of
relief:

I think perhaps the most beautiful background ever
painted by my brother is to be found in his picture
of The Woodman's Daughter . . . Eye cannot follow the

mysterious interlacing of all the wonderful things
that spring up all about, where every kind of wood
growth seems to be striving to get the upper hand and
to reach the sunlight first, where every leaf and
tendril stands out in bold relief. (Millais, 1,

pp. 110-11)

However, when William Millais discusses the figures of the

painting, its strategies appear increasingly duplicitous:

Every blade of grass, every leaf and branch, and
every shadow that they cast in the sunny wood is
presented here with unflinching realism and infinite
delicacy of detail. Yet the figures are in no way
swamped by their surroundings, every accessory taking
its proper place, in subordination to the figures and
the tale they have to tell., (Millais, 1, pp. 109-10)

The transcription of the whole is here described as
rendering objects in equal degrees of intensity, and yet all
are said to remain subordinate to the domination of the
figures., William Holman Hunt cites "the head of the boy in The
Woodman's Daughter, the effect of sunlight on flesh" to

demonstrate his and Millais's independent development of the

technique of "painting over a ground of wet white,"32 For the
most part, however, criticism splits discussion into two parts:

the unprecedented accuracy in the handling of landscape depth,
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and the failure in the painting of the girl's head. And even
William Millais, although preferring its original state,

" g 1] H 3 i
pronounces the head "rustic" prior to its ruin.33 However,

the implied incompatibility of figure and ground finds a
productive metaphor in the cultural and theoretical impact of a
newly articulated third dimension.

The link of The Woodman's Daughter with aspects of
photographic discourse is obvious. Millais's anecdotes

concerning the "real” out of season strawberries bought from
Covent Garden for an inflated price (as reported by Arthur
Hughes) and the request for authentic country girls "smock” and
"worn boots" lend to the painting a modified version of the
photograph's "having been there." Moreover Michael Bartram
points out that "putting children in woodland scenes was a

i

common photographic practice," and there are, of course,
treatments in painting roughly contemporary with that of
Millais such as Hughes's The Woodman's Child of 1860.3% But

these observations fail to engage questions of the infinitely

problematic depth of field. Millais's painting dramatises
stereoscopic mediation as the most interesting vehicle for
perceptual aberration, for the eyes' unrest, primarily because
one imagines its enticing articulation of depth to constitute
an assurance in relation to the potentially troubling depth of
field. And yet Millais's painting, by way of its resolution
into stereoscopic planes, calls attention to the contingency of
depth as optical struggle, just as Patmore's poem depends for
its secrecy upon a unique staging and 'upstaging' of visual
tropes. In other words, stereoscopy, the visual method which
would seem to offer the most authoritative command of the
visual field, is precisely the method which harbours the
potential to disrupt, since firstly its effect inverts its cause
and secondly its uncontainable mass appeal aligns it
politically withpopular culture.

In many ways, it is the re-painting of the face which
calls attention to the painting's representation of the look,
and in the articulation of depth in the exchange between the
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two figures there is an odd suggestion of monocular and
stereoscopic methods. The girl's look is uncanny; in one sense
it appears to be that of a front elevation and a profile. Its
angle is oddly proportioned, reaching both out towards and
beyond the boy thus problematising the condition of depth.
There is created between the two children therefore an elusive
depth of field, an indeterminate relationship of her vantage
point to the vanishing point of her line of sight, fixed
elsewhere. Thus, her gaze in part engenders the stereoscopic
effect in the boy's spatial relationship to her. There is an
odd relationship of the girl's features to the positioning of
her body, a sense that where more appropriately the beholder
might expect one of the eyes to be visible there appear the two
eyes required by stereopsis. The painting thereby dramatises
the potential disturbances of the two-eyed look.

The girl's gaze positions the boy after her line of sight,
and thereby contributes to a stereographic effect. In other
words, it is not only the articulation of stereoscopic depth in
the painting which becomes problematic, but also the fact that
the interchange between the figures, as represented in the
look, becomes a signature for the staging of the third
dimension. Rather than focussing upon him and becoming a look
returned or met, the girl's look is a look beyond and is not
returned. The boy thereby becomes a prominent plane in the
stereoscopic-effect to which, of course, the opposition of the
complementaries red and green contributes. What continues to
be unsettling about the painting is exactly this mobilisation
of this depth of field, an enactment of optical strategy as
perpetually aberrant. The boy becomes positioned by her look
as an intermediate plane, a screen between her and an
undisclosed object of her gaze. It is as if, then, the face as
the site at which Millais continued to struggle alerts us to
the essential intervolvement of Pre-Raphaelitism and
stereoscopy and becomes itself, during the mid-century period,
a metaphor for the political rivalry between monocular and
stereoscopic mediation; monocular as aligned with privileged
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institutional viewers, and stereoscopic as aligned during the
late 1850s with a popular cultural craze.

'Monoscopy', with its implied emphasis upon a single-eyed
vision, attempts to appropriate the powers of sight for a
critically privileged elite. Stereoscopy, on the other hand,
with its mass appeal and its production within popular culture,
threatens, by way of photography, that hierarchical structure,
derived as it is from the identification of monocular
instruments with the singular and supreme authority of the
artist's perception. Therefore dismissal of the stereoscope in
the light of its mass popularity reveals a political bias
correlative with the disapproval that initially greeted the
Pre-Raphaelites. It was here that Ruskin made his celebrated
intervention. In both cases, a dismissal of two-eyed vision in
favour of monoscopy, by implication, suppresses popular culture
as it serves to legitimise a ruling elite. Indeed, in
Millais's painting the obvious class difference between
squire's son and woodman's daughter reproduces simultaneously
this same class struggle in optical terms.

The critical debate centred upon Pre-Raphaelitism
therefore contains within itself a 'larger' cultural and
political struggle for the role of the artist, the critic, and
the beholder. These are issues that the age-old equation of
Pre-Raphaelitism with photographic 'realism' completely glosses
over, thereby protecting art criticism from engagement in a
radically intertextual discourse. Thus, to restore to view the
specificity of a single instrument, the stereoscope, and its
ramifications as inseparable from the discourse of Pre-
Raphaelitism is to dramatise how a deconstruction of the myth
of photographic exactitude reveals the means by which monoscopy

perpetuates its dominance.
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Notes
1 Take for example Alan Bowness's remark in a footnote to

the introduction to The Pre~Raphaelites (London: Tate Gallery,
1984), p. 12: 'In a perceptive phrase, Geoffrey Grigson once

said that the Pre-—-Raphaelites surrounded themselves for
posterity "with a set of gigantic magnifying glasses"'. The
purpose to which Bowness puts this remark demonstrates
precisely the manner in which Art History perpetuates the use
of optical discourse as throw-away analogy.

2 The invention of the Stereoscope in 1832 led to the re-
formulation of accounts of illusionism. The phenomenon of
binocular vision depends upon each eye viewing the object from
a slightly different angle. Separate images received by each
eye are converted by the brain into a single image. 1In this
way we obtain the sense of depth or relief of the visual field,
namely stereoscopic vision. As far as I know this connection
between stereoscopy and Pre-Raphaelitism has previously gone
unnoticed. For a comprehensive account of visual optics see
H.H. Emsley, Visual Optics (London: Hatton Press, 1936).

3 To dramatise one example of this identification I cite

the Dublin photographer James Robinson who represents a crucial
intervolvement of Pre-Raphaelite painting, photography and

the law. In a stereographic series on the poet Chatterton

his inclusion of a scene staged in precise imitation of

Henry Wallis's painting Chatterton (1855-6) had telling and
unprecedented legal consequences. In 1859, Robert Turner, the

owner of the engraving rights brought a successful injunction
against Robinson and it was established that a photographic
mock-up of a painting was equivalent in copyright terms to an
engraving, or to a photograph of the painting itself. The
copyright issue here may be read as an attempt to contain
orretard subversive implications of the newly mobilised third
dimension of the stereo photograph. For a side by side
reproduction of the painting and the photograph, see Michael
Bartram, The Pre—-Raphaelite Camera, Aspects of Victorian
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Photography (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 198)5, p. 156 and
G. B. Greenhill, "The death of Chatterton, or Photography and
the Law", History of Photography, 5 (1981), pp. 199-205.

& It is here productive to take into account contemporary

reviews of the first volume of Pre-Raphaelite poetry, William

Morris's The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems (London: Bell

and Daldy, 1858), since they conspire to bring together Pre-
Raphaelite painting, optical instruments and photography in the
belief that their conjunction provides an unquestionably
derogatory analogy. See especially: Unsigned Review, The
Saturday Review (20 November, 1858) p. 507, "When painters

think it their duty to work through a microscope . . ." and
Unsigned notice, The Spectator, XXXI (February, 1858),p. 238,
and Unsigned notice, The Athenaeum, no. 1588 (3 April 1858),

pp. 427-8. I discuss these reviews in detail in chapter 4.

5 N. Niepce invented the technique of Heliography (sun
drawing) in 1822, taking the first camera photograph of nature
from his attic window in 1826, on a pewter plate with an
exposure time of approximately eight hours. For a detailed
discussion of Niepce's invention and a history of photographic
processes, see Helmut and Alison Gernsheim, The History of

Photography: from the Camera Obscura to the Beginning of the
Modern Era (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1969). Hereafter, Gernsheim

followed by page reference.

Accounts of the Romantic Sublime are central to this
shift. See George Landow, The Aasthaetic and Critical Theories

of Johmn Ruskin (Princeton: Princeton Univ. press, 1971), and
Elizabeth Helsinger, Ruskin and the Art of ths Behelder

(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1982). What is crucial here

is Ruskin's departure from the artist's response to the visible
as a model for less 'privileged' spectators. A departure from
the "Romantic sublime and its imperatives" inheres in Ruskin's
"noble" or "Turnerian" picturesque. As Helsinger writes,
"Ruskin puts the beholder before the artist as his model for
the reform of perception that he saw as essential to the

nineteenth century." p. 71.




36

7 In a letter to Mrs Cowper—-Temple, referring to Ezekiel
24:16 Ruskin writes 'the worst of me is that the Desire of the
Eyes is so much more to me! Ever so much more than the desire
of the mind'. Quoted in Fellows, The Failing Distance, p.

viii.

8 0n the subject of magnifying glasses and for Ruskin's
advice to a "rose queen" see Ruskin, XIV, p. 408, and XXX, p.
346.

9 Ruskin, XV, pp. 201-2. See also Robert Hewison, The
Argument of the Eye (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1976),
p.l. Hewison writes of the Claude Glass: "the reflected image

compressed the real view and reduced the brilliance of its

colour to appear more like a painting.”

10 see Ruskin, XXVI, pp. 114-15 and p. 262.

11 Ruskin, III, p. 320.

12 Gernsheim, pp. 253-62. See also Charles Wheatstone, On
Binocular Vision; and on the Stereoscope, an Instrument for
Illustrating its Phenomena (London, 1838), and The Scientific

Papers (London, 1879). One problem with Wheatstone's
stereoscope was that it required large format photographs which
kept the cost high.
13 Antoine Claudet, "Photography in its Relation to the
Fine Arts," The Photographic Journal vol. VI (15 June, 1860).
14 The Stereoscopic Magazine: a gallery of landscape

scenery, architecture, antiquities, and natural history,

accompanied with descriptive articles by writers of eminence
(London, 1858). Published monthly, price 2s 6d, and printed
under the superintendence of James Glaisher, the magazine ran
from 1 July 1858 to February 1865.

15 Gernsheim, p.256.

16 of course the Carte-de-Visite achieved enormous

popularity, and it instigated the fashion for collecting
photographs in albums. "Cartomania" was an international
phenomenon. It became the custom of friends to exchange
cartes, and those of public figures were termed "sure cards"”
because of the huge demand for them. Although carte-size
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landscapes are the forerunners of the picture-postcard, it is
important to note that as such they were not introduced into
England until 1901.

The Carte differs from the stereograph because, on the one
hand, it substitutes portraits for narratives and foreign
scenes, and, on the other hand, it eliminates the need for an
instrument of mediation. In this sense, it does not contain
the stereoscope's potential to expose the workings of monoscopy
as a dominant social practice.

17 Sir David Brewster, The Stereoscope its History and

Construction, With its Application to the Fine and Useful Arts
and to Education (London: John Murray, 1856), p. 1. Not only
does Brewster stress for the instrument a unique credibility in

its relationship to phenomena, but he creates for it elaborate
educational and cultural roles. It is significant to compare
Brewster's text on the stereoscope with that of his earlier
invention the Kaleidoscope. The Kaleidoscope is of course
distinguished by its monocular and exclusively recreational
function, its somewhat arbitrary production of endlessly
different symmetries. See also, Brewster, A Treatise on the
Kaleidoscope (Edinburgh: A Constable and Co.,1819). Brewster
was ruthless in his attitude to optical inventions and he had

few qualms about demolishing the reputations of fellow
scientists. This is evident in his attempts to disprove
Wheatstone's invention of the first stereoscope and in his
attitude to John Fearn's work on cerebral vision. See The

Stereoscope, pp. 21-32, and John Fearn, An Appeal to

Philosophers, by Name, on the Demonstration of Vision in the

Brain, and Against the Attack by Sir David Brewster, on the

Rationale of Cerebral Vision (London: Longman, Rees, Orme,

Brown and Green, 1837).
18 pe Quincey, Thomas, Suspiria de Profundis originally

published in Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, 1845, in

Confessions of an English Opium Eater and Other Writings, ed.
Grevel Lindop, (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1985), p. 156. De

Quincey directs his reader to Brewster's text as "the best
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scientific comment" on the spectre (note p. 153). As De
Quincey writes of the production of the "apparition of the
Brocken:" "At first, from the distance and the colossal size,
every spectator supposes the appearance to be quite independent
of himself. But very soon he is surprised to observe his own
motions and gestures mimicked: and wakens to the conviction
that the phantom is but a dilated reflection of himself."” (Note
p. 153). However, in the manner of De Quincey's "dark
interpreter,"” who "sometimes mixes with alien natures," the
spectre does not take part in a simple relationship of
specularity, but is "sometimes disturbed by storms or by
driving showers, so as to dissemble his real origin."(p. 156)

19 Brewster, Letters on Natural Magic, p. 199.

20 ipid.

21 ibid, p. 221

22 Frnest De Selincourt, ed., The Poetical Works of
William Wordsworth, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1952), vol. 2, p. 512.
"The Thorn," composed in March and April 1798, appeared that

year in Lyrical Ballads.

23 ibid p. 511.

24 Wordsworth, The Prelude: or Growth of a Poet's Mind,
ed. Ernest De Selincourt (London, 1933) Book XI, 1. 295-99,

25 Coventry Patmore, The Poems, ed. Frederick Page (London
and New York: Oxford Univ. press, 1949), lines 73-4.

26 The Pre-Raphaelites, p. 86. M.H. Spielman, Millais and
His Works (London: Blackwood & Co., 1898), p. 89, and J. G.
Millais, The Life and Letters of Sir John Everett Millais
(London: Methuen & Co., 1899), I, 98-9., 1In addition see J. G.
Millais, p.92 for a reproduction of a pencil study of "The

Woodman's Daughter" executed prior to the alteration of the
face.
27 Warner, The Pre-Raphaelites, p. 87.

28 1 here take the terms from Jacques Lacan,”0f the gaze
as objet petit a," The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-

Analysis, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Penguin Press, 1977).
The distinction Lacan makes between the workings of trompe-
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1'oeil and dompte regard most effectively articulates the
problematics of depth of field in relation to perspective
systems, particularly geometral. Thus, in one sense the
relationship of stereoscopic photography to painting dramatises
the difference between a "taming" and a "duping" of the eye.

29 second wave of stereoscopic photography began in
England in 1887 largely owing to the work of W.I. Chadwick of
the Manchester Photographic Society. But by the outbreak of the
First World War it had again died out. (Gernsheim, p. 259).

30 Patmore, Coventry, Letter to F.G. Stephens, 30 November
1885, quoted by Malcom Warner, The Pre-Raphaelites, p. 86.

31 Spielman, p. 101.

32 william Holman Hunt, Pre—-Raphaelitism and the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood 2 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co.,1905)
1, 276.

33 Millais, I, p. 98.

34 Bartram, The Pre—-Raphaelite Camera, pp. 31-40.




Chapter Two

Ruskin and the Assertive Eye

Chapter 1 has traced a possible opposition between two
mediated forms of viewing, and has suggested how we may read
the political and cultural implications of such an opposition,
together with the manner in which optical discourse is
variously appropriated, at this time, by literature and
painting. Millais provides a dramatic example. However, by
opposing the concept of an elitist to a popular cultural device
and method I am not thereby aligning Wordsworth with moncular
elitism, but rather I am charting the manner in which the
authority of a single lensed medium in the 'The Thorn' is
called into question by a condition of perceptual aberration.
That instrument is in turn aligned with a monocular monpoly, a
situation which is then disrupted by a shift from Romantic to
Victorian methods of mediating the sense of sight. Of course,
I am not trying to assert a more enlightened nor politically
radical position for the Victorian over the Romantic, nor to
make the Romantic and the Victorian strictly dichotomous. The
issues are of course far more complex. What my discussion of
the previous texts does anticipate instead are the
ramifications of a peculiarly Victorian desire for and practice
of mediating the sense of sight - which itself is newly defined
by photography. In other words, the optical discourse
available to Wordsworth and which therefore controls his poetic
choices in "The Thorn" and by implication creates his political
positions lacks this mediation. Without it, it is impossible
for Wordsworth's discourse to inscribe, in optical terms, as
'"democratic' an emphasis (and here I use the term 'democratic'
in relationship to an increased communality of perception which
photography elicits) as does the discourse of Victorianism,
with its access both to photography and stereoscopy.

Turning now in greater depth to optical discourse and
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debates in literature and painting of the period it is
necessary to begin by addressing the Victorian desire to
manipulate acts of visual perception and to thereby re-
formulate the optical biases of representation, and to bring to
it new optical criteria. It is important to note, that for
Ruskin an optical bias applies equally to visual and verbal

discourses. By re-reading sections from Modern Painters and

The Stones of Venice, we can chart Ruskin's articulation of the

shift (as set out in chapter 1) from Romantic to Victorian
accounts of visual perception. That which we have found
dramatised in the relationship of Millais's painting to
Patmore's poem emerges in the intricacies of Ruskin's optical
emphasis and discourse.

Conventions of the "picturesque” visualisation of
landscape give way during the mid-nineteenth century, in the
work of painters and poets alike, to a new emphasis on the
optical agency of the spectator. And a modification of
accounts of the Romantic Sublime is at work throughout Modern
Painters. When Ruskin writes that "the admiration of mankind
is found in our times, to have in great part passed from men to
mountains"! he indicates not only a radical change in attitudes
to visual perception but also a correlative transformation of
perception and representation. For, incorporated in this shift
from "men to mountains"” are crucial developments in optical
mediation, with such instruments as the stereoscope literally
bringing the mountains into view inside the home. These are in
turn linked, as the following chapter demonstrates, with
Ruskin's complex attitude to the daguerreotype - his belief
that its most valuable function is its ability to harness
unknown views and particularly architectural structures
threatened with destruction.?2

Thus, part one of this chapter indicates the way in which
Ruskin's defence of the Pre-Raphaelites elicits optical
procedures which are subsequently evident in Morris's first
volume of poetry. By examining the problematic articulation of
visual perception, and the sovereignty assigned to the eye in
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Modern Painters it centres upon Ruskin's attitudes to and his

analysis of optical agency and mediation. Ruskin's wish to
"botanize" over the foreground while retaining the infinity of
horizon and sky characterises innovative optical tendencies
which he finds manifest in the paintings of Turner and the Pre-
Raphaelites.3 Part two discusses the role of travel in
Ruskin's perception, and the manner in which seeing, reading,
and travelling become for him, in some senses, interchangeable.
Elizabeth Helsinger has discussed the traveller as beholder,
but largely as a controlling metaphor in Ruskin's aesthetic.
My analysis departs from that of Helsinger in dealing with
Ruskin's experiments with "depth of field" and optical agency
as components not merely of a travel discourse, but as
components of a larger optical discourse newly informed by
photography which, for both Ruskin and Morris, intrudes at
every level and finds primary articulation in the agency of
depth - such as that produced in stereoscopic perception.
Significant though Helsinger's study is, nowhere does it
mention the discourse of photography which is more than curious
considering her thesis is to trace visual methodology in
Ruskin's texts. Moreover, the relationship of photography to
literature and painting is precisely the type of politically
and culturally charged issue that Helsinger's seemingly
adequate or useful category of 'excursive' vision ultimately
elides.

Part I

Morris first encountered Ruskin's criticism of Art at Oxford,
and the influence that he felt has been well documented. But
the implications of that influence for the optical discourse
that both writers shared have been largely misrepresented and
reduced to generalisation.
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As a graduate undecided upon his vocation Morris read the

first two volumes of Modern Painters, by 'a graduate' who, at

the time of authorship, had been uncertain as to whether he was
to be termed poet, painter, or critic. J.W. Mackail recounts
the effect upon Morris of Modern Painters:

The earlier volumes . . . had been received by him
with an admiration akin to worship . . . references
to Ruskin showed that he retained towards him the
attitude of a scholar to a great teacher and master,
not only in matters of art, but throughout the whole

sphere of human life.%

The full extent of Ruskin's impact upon Morris was such
that it may be surmised through the similar manner in which
each man was initially judged by his critics. Contemporary
critics of Modern Painters I considered it not the work "of a

critic only, but of a painter and poet."5 The same criticisms
of painter and poet were levelled against Morris's first volume
of poetry; significantly, the nature of them had been already

somewhat implicit in the words of The Gentleman's Magazine that

explain Ruskin's "descriptions" as a "profuse display of
examples and illustration."® Ruskin himself, however,
anticipates such criticism when in the second chapter of Modern

Painters I he paraphrases his critics thus:

"Cannot we" say the public, "see what nature is

with our own eyes, and find out for ourselves what is
like her?"” It will be well to determine this
question before we go farther, because if this were
possible, there would be little need of criticism

or teaching with respect to art. (Works, Vol. III,

p. 140)

Ruskin proposes above a comparative evaluation based upon
optical authority as that which would render criticism
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redundant - the resultant implication being that criticism is
responsible for determining and directing optical authority.
However, sight is for Ruskin, from the outset, a singularly
complex issue. His diaries, letters, and notebooks map his
progress through the visible, questioning the inter-relations
of vision and writing to the extent that (as I will discuss in
Part II) optical experience is figured as a journey: to see
was to travel, to travel was to see, to see and to travel was
'to tell what one saw in a plain way': moreover, to write. By
Modern Painters 3, Ruskin summarises the highest level of art

as that which is "taken straight from nature”:

The plain narration of something the painter or
writer saw. . . . All the great men see what they
paint before they paint it, - see it in a perfectly
passive manner, - cannot help seeing it if they
would; whether in their mind's eye, or in bodily
fact, does not matter; very often the mental vision
is, I believe, in men of imagination, clearer than
the bodily one; but vision it is, of one kind or
another, - the whole scene, character, or incident
passing before them as in second sight, whether they
will or no, and requiring them to paint it as they
see it; they not daring, under the might of its
presence to alter one jot or tittle of it as they
write it down or paint it down; it being to them in
its own kind and degree always a true vision or
Apocalypse, and invariably accompanied in their
hearts by a feeling correspondent to the words, -
"Write the things which thou hast seen and the things
which are." (V,114)

Although the explanation (1856) may have countered some of
Ruskin's initial critics, it is obviously a question-begging
statement. Ruskin begins with what seems to be a fairly
straight-forward mimetic relationship, but this is frustrated
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by the synthesis of "bodily" and "mind's eye." He also, as we
shall see, complicates his notion of the detached viewer with
the suggestion that "true vision" is always accompanied by an
emotional correspondence to the linguistic. Only more
importantly Ruskin posits here an account of visual perception
and language based apparently upon referential verification.
The terms of his reciprocal interchange are "things seen" and
"the things which are.”

In his well-known account, also from Modern Painters 3, of

the perceptual methods employed by artist and beholder, Ruskin
also centres upon a reciprocal interchange between the eye that
sees and the object seen. He constructs a hierarchy with the

eye at the apex, followed by thought and language respectively:

The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this

world is to see something, and tell what it saw in
a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for one

who can think, but thousands can think for one who
can see. To see clearly is poetry, prophecy, and

religion, - all in one. (V, p. 333)

More to my point, a similarly emphatic privileging of the eye
is later replicated by the reviewer in The New Englander as he

constructs a correlative hierarchical structure for Morris:

He has so much pleasure in lines and colors that

his natural tendency is to be satisfied with these,
and to dwell upon them . . . But Mr. Morris is
"seeking still the pleasure of his eyes,” as he tells
us; he can hardly have enough of looking at things;
he loves to see better than to think, and to dream

better than to feel. Hence, his devotion to detail,
his preference of the foreground to the remoter and
larger, and higher portions of the landscape; hence,
his greater liking for objects of external nature,
than for men and women.7
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This is an especially crucial correspondence because, again, in
addition to assigning Ruskinian attributes to Morris, it
specifically signifies the cultural and communal impact of new
optical modes that is of interest to each man. What the
reviewer understands as Morris's preference for 'objects of
external nature, [rather] than for men and women' is inscribed
to an important degree - as the topographics in Morris's poems
will later show - in the unique agency and influence of
stereoscopic perception as discussed in the previous chapter.
For the stereoscope, as we have witnessed, invariably turns the
eye outward to external objects/natural phenomena and, like
Morris, away from 'men and women'. It works against self-
reflexivity and against self-portraiture - until its popularity
is replaced by the carte de viste and a return to self-
reflexivity. Thus, although one could say that photography has
invariably the potential to direct the eye outwards - to work
counter to self-reflexivity - the stereogram is distinguished

from other photographic forms by its requirement of a mediating
instrument to translate its two images into one. And it is
this process of transformation of the image into the depth
perception of two eyed vision which renders stereoscopy a
unique development in the discourse of optics at this juncture,
a2 development that redefines a politics of sight.

Clearly, both Morris and Ruskin admit to a long-standing
interest in the problems and disciplines of sight. In
Praeterita the latter recalls that his own emphasis on sight is

compounded by memories of his childhood:

[I] could pass my days contently 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 during the filling
of the water-cart. . . . But the carpet, and what
patterns I could find in bed-covers, dresses, or
wallpapers to be examined, were my chief resources,
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and my attention to the particulars in these was soon
so accurate, that when at three and a half I was
taken to have my portrait painted by Mr Northcote

. « + I asked him why there were holes in his carpet.
(XXXV, p. 21)

Ruskin here describes a literal 'seeing' that becomes
hallucinatory in its literalness as it performs a controlled
subversion of its aim; the literal becomes paradoxically
illusionistic. With an emphasis upon enumeration Ruskin
exercises virtuosic training of the eye. The result is the
fusion of subject and object which here suggests a potential
mastery of the object by the subject. John D. Rosenberg
correctly posits the childhood seclusion that is implicit in
Ruskin's recollection as the cause of Ruskin's extreme reliance

upon sight:

Almost from infancy Ruskin was forced to find in

his powers of eye and mind the chief pleasures of
his being. When Ruskin and his parents toured the
Continent [. . .] the countryside seemed to posses a
grandeur all the greater for the confinement he had

known at home.8

Similarly, Ruskin himself explains how as a child he was
fascinated with type—-face. Such was his admiration for the
look of printed type, that he amused himself by copying it "as
other children draw dogs and horses."? Ruskin's interest in
the pictorial quality of words suggests a substitution of
cognitive experience for a kind of epiphanic relation to the
letter. Not surprisingly Morris exhibits a similar passion for
such visual detail. And, Mackail observes that at Oxford
Morris displayed an almost olessional interest in penning the
objects of his observation. "He was constantly drawing
windows, arches, and gables in his books; and even in his
letters of this time, where the pen has paused there comes
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half unconscious scribble of floriated ornament . . . Morris's
rooms were full of rubbings which he had taken from Medieval
brasses."10
Given their mutual interests and inclinations, it is not
surprising that on the issue of optical agency Ruskin singled
out for praise Morris's typographic skills and his passion for
printed type. A letter of 1857 or early 1858 shows Ruskin
recommending Morris to the keeper of manuscripts at the British
Museum: "His gift for illumination is I believe as great at

n1l Ruskin's comment

any thirteenth century draftsman.
pinpoints the crucial relationship that develops within his
writings between written word and painted image. For
"illumination" refers to the art of decorating - an initial
letter, word, or text in a manuscript - with gold, silver, and
brilliant colours, or with elaborate tracery and miniature
designs. More importantly, its other definition, "to give

light" or "to remove blindness from the eyes,"” in a figurative
sense, is appropriate to the reading of Morris's poetry and to
the notion of the Ruskinian educated eye. For illumination
works by adorning and yet concealing that which it decorates:
it conceals the significance of the letter by seeming to give
it greater visual emphasis. Consequently, such adornment of
the signifier at the expense of signification produces a
transgression of the boundaries between text and painted image.
Additionally, in this sense, illumination becomes precisely the
medium which throws emphasis back upon the signifier, working
counter to (as a reversal of) trompe 1l'oeil. Trompe 1l'oeil may
be defined as a systemised deception of the eye which in
Ruskin's terms puts an undue amount of emphasis upon artistic
dexterity as sleight of hand, or as wilful legerdemain.
Conversely, illumination is, for Ruskin frequently aligned with
ani-imitative art which retains difference and does not
homogenise subject matter such as "the hero or his horse”.

When we turn more specifically to Morris's relationship to
Ruskin's texts, however, it is significant, not only as May

n12

Morris writes, that The Stones "made a deep impression on
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her father, but that Morris's recollection of Ruskin's text
provoked direct reflection upon his (and Rossetti's) poetry.
After discussing his reading of The Stones and its impact upon

him, Morris writes:

Rossetti's poems and mine also, are rather of the
nature of a series of pictures . . . I should have
painted well so far as the execution is concerned,
and I had a good sense of colour; but though I have,
so to speak the literary artistic memory, I can only
draw what I see before me, and my pictures, some of

which still exist, lack movement . 13

Morris refers here to the dilemma created by the opposition
between memory and vision that Ruskin attributes to "all the

great men" in the above passage from Modern Painters 3. Later,

in Praeterita Ruskin makes another distinction between memory

and visual recall when he deems himself, "deficient" in "all

essential qualities of genius," except the 'thirst for visible
fact': "My memory [was] only of average power . . . I have
literally never known a child so incapable of acting a part or
telling a tale."14 And yet thirty-two pages later, he can say,
in a characteristically contradictory way, that he possesses a
"good quick and holding memory."15 Morris's "devotion to
things visible™ is therefore equatable with Ruskin's quest for
amassing detail, and Morris believes that his inability to draw
that which he cannot see is a failing because, as Ruskin
himself has implied, it is correlative with a deficiency in
imagination. The work of Ruskin and Morris therefore may be
understood to overlap at this point in the relationship of eye
to mind, representation to memory. Only crucially what Morris
terms the "literary artistic memory" might for both men be
called the "literal” artistic memory since it is grounded in
visual perception and opposed, as we shall discover, to that
which lies outside the physical capacity of the visual.

Although his comments about "true vision"™ in Modern
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Painters 3, as I have mentioned, somewhat complicate our
understanding of Ruskin's idea about the artist's relationship
to that which he sees and paints, later in the same text, as
Jay Fellows tells us, in order for the spectator to perceive
what Ruskin calls "pure facts of nature" he or she, according

to Ruskin, must attempt to clarify his or her vision by
reducing the element of 'self' that interposes between the
viewer and the object.16 However, the notion of "pure facts of
nature”" is, of course, for Ruskin forever problematic. He
aspires to render the eye transparent by extending the powers
of sight beyond those limitations that most viewers experience.
Ruskin's aspiration is, however, far different from an
artifical extension of the eye by optical magnifications. As
with 'true' reading which, he maintains, is a product of clear
sight, seeing properly involves the elimination of a
'distorting self'. The artist as annihilated self is, it then
follows, a Ruskinian category that allows for perception which
is free from the self-reflexive structure of the pathetic
fallacy; Ruskin's well-known category from chapter ten of

Modern Painters 3 of "emotion, or contemplative fancy" as

"entirely unconnected with any real power or character in the
object" which I discuss in greater detail below. It is the
ability to lose sight of oneself that Ruskin privileges. As
Jay Fellows writes, to lose sight of oneself is to become
invisible, and for Ruskin "only the invisible man is worthy of
self—portraiture."17 To quote Ruskin, from the third chapter

of Modern Painters 3, "Of the Inferior Mountains", in a

discussion of Clarkson Stanfield:

The moment [the artist] can make us think that

he has done nothing, that nature has done all, that
moment he becomes ennobled, he proves himself great.
As long as we remember him, we cannot respect him.
We honour him most when we most forget him. He
becomes great when he becomes invisible. (III, 470)
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Here, Ruskin revises Keats to create an effect of self-
negation through self-conscious strategy. Like Keats's
Negative Capability, "unselfish sympathy” denies the pathetic
fallacy. Earlier this denial, as I have noted on the fourth
page of this chapter, has come for Ruskin in the form of the
emotional correspondence to the linguistic. But it allows the
negative self to penetrate a perceived object in order to
enhance both the illusion of non-involvement and the respect of
the artist: "so, in the higher or expressive part of the work,
the whole virtue of it depends, on his being able to quit his
own personality, and enter successively into the hearts and
thoughts of each person; and in all this he is still
passive."18

Although Wordsworth may constitute one distinctive model
or precedent for Ruskin's observing subject, Fellows himself
asserts that for Ruskin Walter Scott provides an 'ideal
annulled self' rather than Wordsworth, since by contrast to
Wordsworth's self-contemplative mode, Scott "establishes a
relation between self and perceived object that results in the
disequilibrium necessary to objectification."19 Ruskin
believes, Fellows explains, that Scott unlike Wordsworth is not
susceptible to the fallacy of projected feeling, and thus to
the attempt to master. However, in elevating Scott to a
literary position somewhat equivalent to Turner in painting
Ruskin points to Scott's use of pure colour notation in poetry,
his ability to capture an image with "two strokes of colour" or
"two dashes of Tintoret's favourite colour.”20 But a curious
and possibly productive irony in this comment problematises
Fellows's reading of Ruskin's attitude to Scott - and, at the
same time, Ruskin's own notion about referential verification.
For if what we read in Brewster's Letters on Natural Magic

about "Mr. Scott” is true, Scott was himself colour-blind; he
suffered an hereditary condition of colour blindness which he
himself describes in the Philosophical Transactions and

Brewster documents in his Letters on Natural Magic.
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Mr. Scott ... states that he does not know any
green in the world; that a pink colour and a
pale blue are perfectly alike; that he has often
thought a full red and a full green a good match;
that he is sometimes baffled in distinguishing a

full purple from a deep blue, but that he knows
light, dark, and middle yellows, and all degrees of

blue except sky blue ... Mr. Scott's father, his
maternal uncle, one of his sisters,and her two sons,

had all the same imperfection.21

Brewster prefaces this question with the following statement:

Among the affections of the eye which not only
deceive the person who is subject to them, but
those also who witness their operation, maybe
enumerated the insensibility of the eye to
particular colours. This defect is not accompanied
with any imperfection of vision or connected with
any disease either of a local or a general nature,
and it has hitherto been observed in persons who

possess a strong and sharp sight.22

In the context of Brewster's text, Scott, as colour-blind,
becomes, for both Fellows and Ruskin, problematic as objective
annulled self; he is invariably less or more than absent self,
for his "pure colour notation"” is invariably flawed by
idiosyncrasy. As a thoroughly idiosyncratic observing subject
Scott exposes the shortcomings of Fellows's strict acceptance
or reading of Ruskin's terms as well as those terms themselves.
For Scott is actually performing a controlled though
uncontrollable subversion of what Ruskin believes he is doing.
Rather than becoming the Scott who is for Ruskin 'nothing' and
'less than nothing' he becomes more than nothing in his
idiosyncratic physiological optical capacity. Thus, I must
depart from Fellows in his points about Scott's being "reduced
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to microscopic size" so that he "cannot intrude into his own
field of vision."23 For Scott may be always already an
intruder. And what is certain is that Scott's very colour-
blindness must function as a persistent signature in his work,
as that which no desire for self-annulment can erase. Scott
may be optically inscribed within his texts, imprisoned by the
opposite of the annulled self. He becomes, in fact, an example
of mis-recognition. Colour-blindness disrupts what seems to be
any somewhat straightforward reading of vision in terms of
Wordsworth as pathetic fallacist and Scott as exempt from such
a practice,

Colour-blindness, in this case Scott's, functions
therefore as an inherent aberration. Only Fellows's argument,
with its extensive metaphorical play, does not allow for such
aberration. Since, colour-blindness functions as an absent or
silent term, it is an idiosyncrasy, a secret which must, in a
sense, always be told because it is designated a flaw or
aberration by its comparative means, by its difference. This
point is compounded by a comparison of Scott as colour-blind
with Ruskin's discussion of the production of the colour of the
gentian in chapter twelve of Modern Painters 3, "Of the
Pathetic Fallacy:" "And, therefore, the gentian and the sky

are always verily blue, whatever philosophy may say to the
contrary; and if you do not see them blue when you look at
them it is not their fault but yours."24 For, Scott's colour-
blindness functions to disrupt Fellow's and Ruskin's
discussions of Scott as spectator - because it operates as a
sign of difference.

Thus, I am arguing that the opposition of Wordsworth to
Scott in terms of the fallacy of projected feeling, which
Fellows takes up, is re-defined by the optical intrusion of
colour-blindness if, as is indeed the case with Brewster's
Scott, the subject becomes someone forAWhom "the gentian and
the sky are [not] always verily blue."” It is such a
physiological discrimination of optical agency as metaphor that

marks a shortcoming in Fellow's analysis. For Fellows does not
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account for the manner in which Ruskin's optical figures and
hierarchies (even without any additional reading of the effects
of colour-blindness upon his theories) undermine themselves by
their drive towards somewhat of a physiological status. But it
is to just this physiological status that Ruskin's own
(mis)appropriaion of Scott actually (and productively) directs
us, hence my reason for detailing this point. Moreover, the
occasion of Scott dramatises the manner in which Ruskin makes a
strategic appropriation of the optical capacity in order to
forground its importance to the sister arts analogy. Therefore
in any case, we must ask the question: to what limits does
Ruskin extend his analysis of the eye and what place does the
physiological occupy in this analysis?

Reference here to Morris's The Defence may help to answer

such a question, for the text shares with Ruskin a similar
drive towards a physiological status which works against the
fallacy of projected feeling. According to Ruskin's scheme
that privileges Scott's clear sight over Wordsworth's
'narcissicism', Morris is closer to Scott. As Robert K. Weeks

noted in The New Englander 1871 (in a review that I discuss in

greater detail in chapter 4) Morris's poetics refers outward to
'nature' for verification. And the reviewer draws an analogy
between Wordsworth and Morris which itself actually supports
Morris's closer affinity to Scott.2? Echoing Ruskin, the
review may be read also as articulating that discourse which
represents a shift from Romantic to Victorian modes of visual
perception. Of Morris, the reviewer writes, "many things have
been revealed; things which less patient eyes than his would
never have remarked."20 Wordsworth, on the other hand, was for
him, "too much engaged at trying to get at the heart of things,
too conscious of the life of the things about him, to be often
at liberty to look at them and describe them as if they were

mere pictures and made to be painted"27 (my emphasis). The

reviewer then continues:
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Where Wordsworth notices that 'every flower enjoys
the air it breathes', Mr. Morris remarks that it is
small and 'red as blood', or that it 'flames' in
'grey light' or that it has a black or yellow centre
and takes a certain curve in bending. To know such
facts as these about flowers, and similar facts about
all natural objects is of more importance to his
purpose than to be impressed with a belief that they
are alive and enjoying the life they feel; and to the
observation and report of such facts as these,
accordingly it is his instinct and his habit to
confine himself.28

The comment is significantly problematic, for, in a sense, it
replicates a Ruskinian 'facts'—-to-'fiction' polarity which may
be expressed as his opposition of simile to metaphor.
According to The New Englander Morris, by definition, avoids

the pitfalls of the pathetic fallacy by employing simile rather
than metaphor, that which Ruskin believes to be the inferior
literary form; an opposition that he details in the well-known
comparison of Dante's "as dead leaves flutter from a bough",
with Coleridge's "one red leaf, the last of its clan."29 Only
the reviewer himself posits a simile such as "red as blood" as
factual representation. And thus he highlights an important
question: how are we to read a notion of 'factual' observation
in the optical debates which the texts of Ruskin and Morris
enact?

We find a clue to the question in Ruskin's classifications
of perception. In the chapter "Of the Pathetic Fallacy" in

Modern Painters 3 Ruskin uses a passage from Wordsworth's

'Peter Bell': "A primrose by a river's brim/A yellow primrose

was to him/And it was nothing more,” in order to distinguish

four types of perception. Three are of interest here; the
fourth type "is the usual condition of prophetic

inspiration:"30
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The man who perceives rightly, because he does not
feel, and to whom the primrose is very accurately

the primrose, because he does not love it. Then,
secondly, the man who perceives wrongly, because he
feels, and to whom the primrose is anything else than
a primrose: a star, or a sun, or a fairy's shield, or
a forsaken maiden. And then, lastly there is the man
who perceives rightly in spite of his feelings, and
to whom the primrose is for ever nothing else than
itself - a little flower apprehended in the very
plain and leafy fact of it, whatever and how many
soever the associations and passions may be that
crowd around it. (V, 209)

In terms of this criteria, Morris undoubtedly belongs to the
third category of men, those for whom their feelings, if not
correspondant with words as before, are still no hind :rance to
vision, men 'to whom the primrose is for ever nothing else than
itself'. But a further key question arises in relation to
Ruskin's hierarchy of perceivers. What may be implied actually
by Ruskin's objection to the pathetic fallacy?

The argument for these three types of perception is, it
must be admitted, contentious, and over-simplified by Ruskin,
but it does provide indirectly a method of approaching the

singularity of The Defence. For it seems that one might

paradoxically read Ruskin's objection to the pathetic fallacy,
as inscribed within the "Peter Bell" example, as an objection
to an overly clear-sightedness, substituting for it what might
be considered a distinctive desire to court perceptual
aberration without registering an extreme reaction to it. In
other words it is a reversal of our expectation. As Ruskin
goes on to write, "the difference between the great and the
less man is, on the whole, chiefly in this point of
alterability.” That is to say, that Ruskin's notion here of
the correct perceiver, "the man who perceives rightly in spite

of his feelings,"” fixing his eye upon so-called 'facts’',
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suggests as does the notion of 'illumination' a means of
engaging more fully in optical intricacies. Indeed, such right
perceiving invariably, as Ruskin himself has earlier implied,
requires an opening up of literary and verbal discourse beyond
what he considers constraints of the recuperative structure of
metaphor. For the difference between the second and third
perceiver is not that the third is fool-proof, but that the
third does not resolve aberrant details into convenient, and
non-correspondant, literary figures, such as "a star, or a sun,
or a fairy's shield."3l He leaves them distinct, and he
remains to some extent apparently "impassive.' Thus, to re-
consider Ruskin's familiar notion of the "innocence" of the
eyes is, perhaps very paradoxically, to return to a mode of
vision which does not preclude perceptual aberration; in other
words, to a seeing which recognizes perceptual aberration as
norm, which invites it so to speak (as Ruskin, without knowing
it, invites aberration in his choice of Scott, the colour-
blind). As we shall discover, this same invitation to aberrant
sight, as the reverse of what we expect, also emerges as the
predominant strategy of Morris's first volume, a strategy which
also reveals a desire to expose the relative optical fallacies
of mediating instruments.

But let us first return to physiological questions of the
eye. In the second chapter of Modern Painters I, "Men usually

see little of what is before their eyes,"” Ruskin outlines
methods of seeing 'clearly' in order to impress the eye's
peculiarity as physical organ, and to demonstrate "the first
great mistake that people make in the matter,"” namely "the
supposition that they must see a thing if it be before their
eyes."32 Ruskin's critique of this supposition, however,
further suggests inevitable aberration. Ruskin utilises the
authority of Locke to maintain that sense impressions cannot
become perceptions if as Locke writes, "they reach not the

mind, "33 Moreover, having quoted Locke, Ruskin continues:
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And what is here said . . . is more remarkably and
necessarily the case with sight than with any other
of the senses, for this reason, that the ear is not
accustomed to exercise constantly its functions of
hearing; it is accustomed to stillness . . . but the
eye during our waking hours, exercises constantly its
function of seeing; it is its constant habit; we
always, as far as the bodily organ is concerned, see
something, and we always, see in the same degree; so
that the occurrence of sight, as such, to the eye, is

only the continuance of its necessary state of

action, and awakes no attention whatsoever, except by

the particular nature and quality of the sight. And

thus unless the minds of men are particularly
directed to the impressions of sight, objects pass
perpetually before the eyes without conveying any
impression to the brain at all; and so pass

actually unseen, not merely unnoticed but in the full
clear sense of the word unseen. (III, 141-2)

Ruskin is thus here concerned explicitly to direct the minds of

spectators to "the impressions of sight," to a greater
consciousness of the function of the eye. And, as we have
found, this increased attention allegedly involves a repression
of imagination. For as Ruskin writes "the more sensibility and
imagination a man possesses, the more likely he will be to fall
into error; for then he will see whatever he expects, and
admire and judge with his heart, and not with his eyes."34
This statement seems to contradict the later one from

Modern Painters 3. But, for Ruskin, the notion of a perceptual

development for a spectator or artist from seeing nothing to
"seeing the things which are” is also accomplished through a
long process: training the eye to see beyond habit, "emotional
distortion,” "intellectual rhetoric” and into the third phase
of vision described in "Of The Pathetic Fallacy" as "the man

who perceives rightly in spite of his feelings.” As Ruskin
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writes in the third chapter of Modern Painters 4, "Of Turnerian

Light":

When we first look at a subject, we get a glimpse of
some of the greatest truths about it: as we look
longer, our vanity, and False reasoning, and half-
knowledge, lead us into various wrong opinions; but
as we look longer still, we gradually return to our
first impressions, only with a full understanding of
their mystical and innermost reasons; and of much
beyond and beside them, not then known to us, now
added . . . to what at first we felt or saw. It is
thus eminently in this matter of colour. Lay your
hand over the page of this book, - any child or
simple person looking at the hand and book would
perceive, as the main facts of the matter, that a
brownish pink thing was laid over a white one. The
grand artist comes and tells you that your hand is
not pink, and your paper is not white. He shades
your fingers and shades your book, and makes you see
. . . where before you saw nothing but paper and
fingers. But go a little farther, and you will get
innocent again; you will find that when "science has
done its worst, two and two still make four"; and the
main and most important facts about your hand, so
seen are that it has four fingers and a thumb -
showing a brownish pink things on white paper. (VI,66).

There is here within Ruskin's applied account of what is

required for correct sight an important critique of artistic

imitation as that which forgets preliminary perceptual and

visual habits. However, although Ruskin aspires to rinse away

conventions of picture-making which influence vision in order

to get back to what he considers primary optical 'facts', the

term 'facts' is again predictably problematic. It is made to

stand in for that which exists prior to sophisticated and pre-

conceived orderings of the the visual field. Consequently,
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Ruskin describes not only a stripping away of optical pre-
conceptions, but also a desire to allow for perceptual
aberration, to let the object 'wander' so to speak from a
strict 'fixity' of object-relations. Thus a formulation of the
fingers of a hand on a book becomes (simultaneously) "brownish
pink things on white paper."” Ruskin actuaily maintains, in
this sense, that it is necessary to experience the stage of
perceiving a hand "as a brownish pink thing" before bringing to
perception the painter's translation of the image. For the
painter's sight - unless it is Turner's - is always, according
to Ruskin, blinded by acquired notions of how a thing ought to
appear. Thus, the painter frequently ignores what Ruskin
constructs as crucial stages in visual process: those in which
the eye is initially deceived or perplexed - the object as
aberrant, abstract, prior to its resolution as recognisable
sign. The object as pure colour thus becomes the object at its
most aberrant.

In The Elements of Drawing Ruskin stresses similarly the

importance of 'pure' local colour - as opposed to complex hue -

in regaining the 'innocent eye'. In a footnote he writes:

The perception of solid Form is entirely a matter of
experience. We see nothing but flat colours; and it
is only by a series of experiments that we find out
that a stain of black or grey indicates the dark side
of a solid substance, or that a faint hue indicates
that the object in which it appears is far away. The
whole technical power of painting depends on our
recovery of what may be called the innocence of the
eye; that is to say, of a sort of childish perception
of these flat stains of colour, merely as such,
without consciousness of what they signify, - as a
blind man would see them if suddenly gifted with

sight,35
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Again, Ruskin makes many assumptions about the faculty of
sight. In a sense then, in order for a spectator to avoid
privileging signification he or she has to perceive aberrant
tendencies; there has to be a wavering of subject to object.
Moreover, it is the delineation of such "flat stains of colour”
that he here draws attention to and that he also praises in the

work of Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites. In Pre—-Raphaelitism,

1851, he challenges the criticism of "absence of perspective" -

later passed on to The Defence - as redundant with regard to

colour, in order to posit perspective as a problematic visual
system, And thus he raises an extremely important political

point:

That of the "absence of perspective” was one of the
most curious pieces of the hue and cry which began
with the Times, and died away in feeble maundering in
the Art union; I contradicted it in the Times - I
contradict it directly for the second time. There was
not a single error in perspective in three out of the
four pictures in question. But if otherwise, would
it have been anything remarkable in them? . . . I
have never met with but two men in my life who knew
enough of perspective to draw a Gothic arch in
retiring plane, so that its lateral dimensions

and curvatures might be calculated to scale from the
drawing . . . And in this state of general science
our writers for the press take it upon themselves to
tell us, that the forest- trees in Mr. Hunt's
"Sylvia" and the bunches of lilies in Mr. Collins's
"Convent Thoughts" are out of perspective. (XII,
356-57)

For Ruskin, the ineptitude of critics of the Pre-
Raphaelites then lies partly in their error of regarding
perspective as definitive sight, and in what amounts to

somewhat of a conspiracy to maintain such a correspondence.
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The error in turn indicates a preference of 'imitation' over
'truth'. Although perspective constitutes a useful 'imitation'
of sight it should not, Ruskin maintains, be confused with
"truth'. In Chapter 4 of Modern Painters 1, "Of Ideas of

Imitation, he compares the excitement of a critic, in finding

in art something he knows to be what it is not, with that

received from "jugglery:"

Now, two things are requisite to our complete and
most pleasurable perception this [imitation]: first,
that the resemblance be so perfect as to amount to a
deception; secondly, that there be some means of
proving at the same moment that it is a deception

e« « « « Now, then, we see the limits of an idea of
imitation; it extends only to the sensation of
trickery and deception occasioned by a thing's
intentionally seeming different from what it is; and
the degree of pleasure depends on the degree of
difference and the perfection of the resemblance, not
on the nature of the thing resembled. The simple
pleasure in the imitation would be precisely of the
same degree (if the accuracy could be equal), whether
the subject of it were the hero or his horse.

(111, 100-101).

Ruskin here actually exposes the workings of trompe
l'oeil, its operation as 'deception' wholly dependent upon the
'means of proving at the same moment that it is a deception',
This anticipates Lacan's formulation: "the point is not that
painting gives an illusory equivalence to the object, even if
Plato seems to be saying this. The point is that the trompe-
1l'oeil of painting pretends to be something other than what it
is."36 Lacan voices the agency which Ruskin de-values. As
Ruskin writes "it is necessary to their ['ideas of imitation']
enjoyment that the mind should reject the impression and
address of the thing represented and fix itself only upon the

reflection that it is not what it seems to be."37 In this
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sense he understands it as a removal or deviation from the
object. His objection to trompe l'oeil rests, to some extent,
with its ability to homogenise subject matter, to dissolve
difference between "the hero or his horse.” Unlike the
perceiver's courting of perceptual aberration - as described by
Ruskin in the later passage on the "brownish-pink" hand on a
white book - which makes no attempt to control its wandering,
one might say that trompe 1l'oeil consciously works to
systematise aberrant tendencies since, as Ruskin himself
demonstrates, it authorises imitation. It celebrates the
artist's manipulation, thereby implying a transfer of emphasis
back from "mountains" to "men".

Thus, Ruskin considers the pre-occupation of critics of
the Pre-Raphaelites with 'errors' in perspective to be based
upon simple expectations of systematised trickery, an incorrect
notion of 'true' seeing, that which convinces the eye that a
canvas has actual depth when a 'finger says it is flat'. He
attempts to shift emphasis away from a domination of artistic
dexterity - an appraisal of sleight of hand - to focus upon an
historical, cultural, and physiological discussion of optical
agency. It is within this shift that Ruskin's defence of the
Pre-Raphaelites finds a correlative in the poetry of William
Morris. And it is similarly a point at which to situate a
radical contextualisation of mid-Victorian optical debates
since both Ruskin's theories and Morris's poetry occupy a
significant place within a shifting nineteenth century optical
discourse which registers a cultural and political rivalry
between competing practices.

In the work of each writer it is significantly the
practice of monocular mediation orvision that becomes
associated with problematic seeing. In Ruskin's case, one of
the main problems with monocular instruments is their
magnification of parts of an object and their disregard of the
whole in its spatial relationship with other objects. It is
for this reason that, by implied contrast, the stereoscope,

which does not magnify in this way and includes the context
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which surrounds the perceived object, is significant. In fact,
as the previous chapter suggests, stereoscopy may be read as an
antithesis to the confining and self-referential space of
monoscopy and made to serve a crucial role in Ruskin's scheme
of optical metamorphoses, since it has the ability to annihiate
itself as medium. Modern man, Ruskin believes, has been too
busy observing himself. And the shift he advocates, to

counter this tendency, includes also a shift from trompe 1l'oeil
- with its self-centred role of the artist - to the unhindered
process of seeing which in an important sense recognises
without resolving aberrant tendencies (optical aberrancy): a
mode of perception that involves the removal of a contemplation
of the self from sight. In Modern Painters 1 Ruskin writes:

We, the living, occupy a space of too large
importance and interest in our own eyes; we

look upon the world too much as our own, too

much as if we had possessed it and should possess
it for ever, and forget that it is a mere hostelry,
of which we occupy the apartments for a time, which
others better than we have sojourned in before.
(III, 203)

Conversely, monocular instruments such as the Camera Lucida
which may be attached to the eye piece of a microscope thus
become figures for Ruskin's idea of self-distorted viewing. But
the stereoscope is distinguished from this medium, as I have
demonstrated, since it does not attempt to elucidate the
unseen, or to impose a framing device upon the visual field.
It is the mode to facilitate the shift away from the self.

No device, on the other hand, frames its field more
severely than does the microscope, and in a witty and pointed
attack on such instruments, Ruskin writes of a "well-written

lesson”" entitled "Eyes and No Eyes" in Evenings at Home:
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For if such a book were to be written in these days,
I suppose the title and moral of the story would both
be changed; and, instead of "Eyes and No Eyes", the
tale would be called "Microscopes and No
Microscopes."” For I observe that the prevailing habit
of learned men is now to take interest only in
objects which cannot be seen without the aid

of instruments; and I believe that many of my learned
friends, if they were permitted to make themselves,
to their own liking, instead of suffering the slow
process of selective development, would give
themselves heads like wasps',with three microscopic
eyes in the middle of their foreheads. (XXVI, 114).

In his denigration of the microscope, it is important to note
that Ruskin attacks "the prevailing habit of learned men" as
monocular. In a key sense, his attack becomes an attack upon
scientific discourse, itself a domain of an exclusive, 'high’
culture, which has appropriated such a form of mediation. It
is in fact entirely requisite that Ruskin's "learned friends"
are identified with microscopic mediation. For the
identification, given the demographics of class within
nineteenth century scientific institutions, further implicates
such an 'elite' within the connotations of these instruments -
instruments that Ruskin despises for their bringing into focus
objects that lie outside the physical range of the human eye,
rarefied instruments which automatically exclude mass social
involvement. Although this is not to say that Ruskin is openly
advocating mass social involvement as a counter tendency it is
important to remember that his prescdiptions are aimed at an
amateur viewer even though he creates hierarchies of model
perceivers. Ruskin's disregard for monocular instruments and
those who use them is quite obvious in the passage, from

Deucalion, below:
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Having invented telescopes and photography, you are
all stuck up on your hobby-horses, because you know
how big the moon is, and can get pictures of the
volcanoes in it!

But you never can get any more than pictures of
these while in your own planet there are a thousand
volcanoes which you may jump into, if you have a mind
to. (XXVI, 262)

Critics frequently interpret such comments by Ruskin as
attacks simply upon optical mediation and enquiry per se -
bearing out my earlier point that critics continue to ignore
cultural and historical specificity in nineteenth century
optical debates. And this type of interpretation has resulted
in many over-simiplifications and mis-readings, particularly of
the relationship of Ruskin's theories to photography.

Therefore what needs to be stressed is the fact that Ruskin is
far more discriminating in his attack on optical mediation than
such overly-simplified mis-readings would have us believe and
what he implies is much more subtle and complex. In the above
quotation, Ruskin does not condemn photography per se. He
rejects instead its utilisation to probe other worlds, to
transcend the object within its view. He pointedly attacks
monocular forms of mediation, and he attacks them as
narcissistic, and by implication for a lack of social
conscience which they bring to bear. Such narcissism further
aligns the monocular with trompe 1'oeil and improper viewing
and with social, cultural, and political elitism. The fact
that Ruskin advises use of a magnifying glass, however, has led
critics to miss this point and to undermine Ruskin's interest
in optical agency, owing to its inconsistencies. But Ruskin's
inconsistency towards optical mediation does not imply a lack
of conviction, nor does it imply instability of the metaphor or
practice during the period. Indeed, the fact that Ruskin was
aware of monocular mediation is not even the crucial point. It

is rather his vilifiction that is important - derived as it is
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from the political and cultural implications inherent within
the optical discourse that involves moncular versus

stereoscopic practices.
In a letter of 1873 to Mrs Alfred Balwin, Morris makes a

pertinent correlation between sight and memory which similarly

articulates the role of mediation:

It must be six vears now since I made a habit of
drawing and I never, if you can understand that, had
the painter's memory which makes it easy to put down
on paper what you think you see; nor indeed can I
see any scene with a frame as it were round it,

though in my own way I can realise things vividly
enough to myself.38 (My emphasis).

In his attempt to theorise "the painter's memory" Morris here
refers to a "frame", thereby intimating the popular use of
monocular device in painting, in which the frame of the
instrument formulates the scene. However, in maintaining that
he cannot visualise "any scene with a frame," Morris,
implicitly excludes such forms of optical mediation. And as we
have found the stereoscope is an instrument which does not
require consciousness of the frame, and may include Ruskin's
context of a perceived object. In other words the stereoscope
affirms the sovereignty of varying focal angles as belonging to
"natural”, stereoscopic perception. As Ruskin writes in a
footnote to the chapter, "Of Truth of Space" in Modern Painters
1:

It must be noted that the greater part of the effect
above described [natural vision] is consequent not on
variation of focus, but on the different angle at
which near objects are seen by each of the two eyes,
when both are directed towards the distance.(III,145)
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Accordingly, in the same account, Ruskin can write that "the
grass blades of a meadow a mile off, are so far dissembled that
there will be a marked difference between its appearance and
that of a piece of wood painted green." However, such is
Ruskin's interest in optical permutations that he outlines a
difference between seeing stereoscopially and painting
stereoscopically, and he explains that the double vantage point
of the stereoscopic effect cannot simply be accounted for by a
double focal point within a painted picture, "by confusion of
lines". And, it is thus necessary to recognise the logic by
which two-eyed mediums are not subject to the same

villification as monocular ones.

I am sorry to find a notion current among artists,
that they can, in some degree, imitate in a picture
the effect of the stereoscope, by confusion of lines.
There are indeed one or two artifices by which [...]
an appearance of retirement or projection may be
obtained, so that they partly supply the place of the
stereoscopic effect, but they do not imitate that
effect. The principle of human sight is simply this:-
by means of our two eyes we literally see everything
from two places at once: and, by calculated
combination in the brain, of the facts of the form
seen, we arrive at conclusions respecting the distance
and the shape of the object, which we could not
otherwise have reached. But it is just as vain to
hope to paint at once the two views of the object

as seen from these two places, though only an inch

and a half distant from each other. (XV,215)

Modern Painters 2 provides a further demonstration of

Ruskin's reaction to the self-referentiality of monoscopy that
is inextricably bound to this optical discourse and its
relationship to the nature of an optical elitism. We read
there Ruskin's theorizing of the infinite -~ directly related to
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the horizon and its effects upon depth of field - as "the
emotion . . . caused by all open ground, or lines of any
spacious kind against the sky, behind which there might be

conceived the Sea":

It is an emotion more pure than that caused by the
sea itself, for I recollect distinctly running down
behind the banks of a high beach to get their land
line cutting against the sky, and receiving a more
strange delight from this than from the sight of the
ocean. I am not sure that this feeling is common

to all children . . . but I have ascertained it to

be frequent among those who possess the most vivid
sensibilities for nature; and I am certain that the
modification of it which belongs to our after years
is common to all, the love, namely of a light
distance appearing over a comparatively dark

horizon. This I have tested too frequently to be
mistaken, by offering to indifferent spectators forms
of equal abstract beauty in half tint, relieved, the
one against dark sky, the other against a bright
distance. The preference is invariably given to the
latter; and it is very certain that this preference
arises not from any supposition of there being
greater truth in this than the other. . . . Whatever
beauty there may result from effects of light on
foreground objects . . . there is yet a light which
the eye invariably seeks with a deeper feeling of the
beautiful, - the light of declining day or breaking
day, and the flakes of scarlet cloud burning like
watch fires in the green sky of the horizon; a deeper
feeling, I say, not perhaps more acute, but having
more of spiritual hope and longing, less of animal
and present life. . . . It is not then by nobler
form, it is not by positiveness of hue, it is not by
intensity of light . . . that this strange distant
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space possesses its attractive power. But there is
one thing that it has, or suggests, which no other
object of sight suggests in equal degree, and that is
- Infinity. It is of all visible things the least
material, the least finite, the farthest withdrawn
from the earth prison-house. . . . For the sky of
night though we may know it boundless, is dark; it is
a studded vault, a roof that seems to shut us in and
down; but the bright distance has no limit, we feel
its infinity, as we rejoice in its purity of light.
(1Iv,79-81).

Ruskin focuses upon the horizon as an aesthetic component
in perception, with infinity, a cosmic effect of light and
shadow, as a climatological accident. It has a perceptual
genealogy: the regular contrast of dark against light: "the sky
is considered of so much importance, that a principal mass of
foliage, or a whole foreground, is unhesitatingly thrown into
shade merely to bring out the form of a white cloud."3? For
this reason, Ruskin admires the Venetians, who threw more than
a "principal mass of foliage" into shade for the sake of
recessional space: overcome by the "splendor of the sky
itself," and who annihilatd the ostensible focal point, "even
to the frequent sacrificing of their subject to the passion of
its distance."%0 Although theoretically, a night sky may be
considered equally infinite, for Ruskin it eliminates the
possibility of the transcendental movement towards what is
either outside or above and forces us back towards a more
immediate time and place, back towards the "tangible present.”
In spite of post-medieval attempts to extend the space, to
"open up" the sky, the "studded vault," transformed by the
intellect into representative planets, is always reflexive,
forcing itself back upon the beholder; it is not a recessional
space that permits release. But in framing light by dark - day
sky by land - Ruskin imposes a structure upon vison whereby the
least density of hue invariably signifies the least finite.
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For Ruskin, repetition of stars invokes the encroachment of
self and disallows, in other words, perceptual self-
transcendence. With an infinite focal point - light horizon -
no repetition is possible. Recessional space is saved from
reflexivity. Thus, Ruskin's imposed mark, "land line cutting
against the sky" enacts a desire to manipulate visual phenomena
in order to exercise selectivity of the eye and to privilege
depth of field.#! Ruskin gestures towards a representation and
a perception of space which is communal, which does not require
rarefied instruments but which privileges the two eyes of
stereopsis. As we have found, it is two-eyed vision
(stereopsis) which privileges depth of field while
simultaneously foregrounding its elusiveness.

Predictably then, one of the primary reasons for Ruskin's
praise of Turner is the painter's unique representation of
distance, in which, distance does not distort meaning, or as

Ruskin writes in "Of Truth of Space”, Modern Painters 1: "not

one line out of the millions there is without meaning, yet
there is not one which is not affected and disguised by the
dazzle and indecision of distance. No form is made out, and
yet no form is unknown." Ruskin utilizes Turner's painting not
so much as "a model for writing"” as Lee McKay Johnson suggests,
but as a model for visual perception. Reading Turner's
painting offers for Ruskin a method of exploring the agency of
depth. Thus, for example, in discussing Turner's "The Fall of
Tees" Ruskin may describe the articulation of distance as a

veritable journey through the picture-plane:

The articulation of such a passage as the nearest
bank . . . might serve us for a day's study if we
were to go into it part by part; but it is impossible
to do this, except with the pencil . . . observe how
one is kept throughout on solid and retiring
surfaces, instead of being thrown, as by Claude, on
flat and equal edges. You cannot find a single edge

in Turner's ; you are everywhere kept upon round
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surfaces, and you go back on these you cannot tell
how, never taking a leap, but progressing
imperceptibly along the unbroken bank, till you find
yourself a quarter of a mile into the picture, beside
the figure at the bottom of the waterfall. (III,
490-1).

This notion of a methodical optical progression also informs
Ruskin's methodology when writing about Turner. In a letter to
his father, Ruskin writes that pan.orama 'vast breadth' can

only be handled by serial division:

There is also something burdensome in the vast
breadth of the subject at present. It is all
weighing on my brains at once, and I cannot devote
my full mind to any part of it. As soon as I have

it all down on paper - out of danger, as it were,

and well in sight - I can take up any part and finish
it as highly as I like. (X,XXXVII). (my emphasis)

Here, for the object to be out of sight is for it to be
'danger(ously) out of mind'. There is an obsessive desire to
render visible, to formulate a subject as depth of field so to
speak, a desire which further gestures towards a singular
representation of depth in Turnerian spaces.

Turner's claim that throughout his career he painted
exactly what he saw, while critics found his later work
increasingly more abstract has important optical ramifications
for Ruskin's continual defence of him. The change that occurs
involves Turner's increasing awareness of optical agency as his
subject. In the later canvasses Turner begins to paint the
constitutives of perception itself (as a logical progression
from his original premise) - vast expanses of air and light,
primarily seascapes painted at sea. As form and subject matter
become progressively more indistinguishable (as his eye- sight
deteriorates) Turner includes allegorical figures overwhelmed
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by masses of light which appear as the dominant subject. His
paintings become reliant upon direct optical experience.
Rosenberg relates what is now a well-known incident of Turner
strapping himself to the mast of a ship in order to witness a
storm at sea. Such "radical fidelity" as Rosenberg suggests,
uncovers a new emphasis for optical discovery.43 Ruskin's
"desire of the eyes" becomes in Turner's later work a desire to
chart the workings of optical agency itself and the
correspondent metamorphosis of representation. Significantly,
then, Turner's paintings suggest aberrant perceptual tendencies
and, as Ruskin recognizes, they attempt to expose the enigma of
visibility, more specifically to probe the enigma of depth and
to record processes which the eye enacts. For this reason
Turner must make light, the sovereign agent of visual
perception, his subject and depth of field his means of
articulation, his signature. Consequently it seems reasonable
to assume that Ruskin attaches a great deal of importance to
re-formulating Romantic accounts of visual perception because,
in part, it provides a method of extending the influence of
Turner. At the same time, to theorise Turner's painting is for
Ruskin to confront crucial physiological and phenomenological

questions. Modern Painters may be seen as a mammouth attempt

to establish Turner's work as a paradigm for a re-location and
re—evaluation of a Romantic's spectator's perceptual
strategies. In addition, Ruskin's varying attitudes to
Wordsworth may be understood to form part of a larger critique
of Romantic 'imagination' as a privileged exclusive mode of

perception. And Ruskin's invention of the "Turnerian" or
"noble" picturesque characterises, as I will show, a distinctly
post-Romantic perception with which he indentifies: one which
favours the two eyes of stereopsis, and which recognises a
crucial role for the daguerreotype.

In the second part of the chapter I therefore wish to
articulate more fully certain manifestations of a shift from
Romantic to Victorian accounts of optical agency. This

articulation involves a consideration of travel - the wanderer
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who must necessarily accompany the wandering eye. As many
critics, including Helsinger, have pointed out it is Ruskin's
reading of Rogers's Italy which represents a crucial event:
"this book was the first means I had of looking carefully at
Turner's work: and I might, not without some appearance of
reason, attribute to the gift the entire direction of my life's
energies."44 But my analysis of "travel" departs from that of
Helsinger since it foregrounds (particularly Chapter 3) an
examination of the cultural positioning of the daguerreotype.
In other words it makes visible that which could hardly be
considered inconspicuous: the Victorian traveller as wanderer
with the new attribute of photographic baggage.

Thus, in focusing upon a Romantic (Wordsworthian) figure of
the wanderer Ruskin, I hope to show, re-writes the relationship
of the perceived object to the spectator as one that itself
must account for culturally and historically specific forms of
optical mediation as a principal concern: most notably
photography. What emerges then as implicit is a complex
politics of sight and optical agency which foregrounds a matrix
of visual debates, in which optical terms acquire and are made
to serve various divergent purposes. Clearly, such debates are
crucial to an elucidation of optical discourse in Ruskin's,
Morris's and the Pre-Raphaelites' allegiance to ut pictura

poesis.

Part II

In 1892 Morris wrote in his preface to the (1892)
Kelmscott edition of The Stones of Venice:

The Nature of Gothic in future days will be
considered as one of the very few and inevitable
utterances of the century. To some of us when we

first read it, now many years ago, it seemed to
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point out a new road on which the world should
travel .45

Morris's intimation of the metaphor of travel is equatable with
Ruskin's methods of working, Ruskin's wish to transcribe with
the tourist's eye. As Elizabeth Helsinger remarks, "for Ruskin
and his readers, there was nothing surprising about comparing
the beholder's imagination with the traveller's, for their own
viewing of scenery and paintings usually occured in the
context, actual or literay, of a tour."46 Throughout her book,
Helsinger stresses the "excursive" nature of Ruskin's vision,
and although she usefully draws attention to visual concerns,
hers is an unsatisfactory category. For it glosses over
important optical complexities and does not engage the
fundamental political rivalry inherent in the discourses of
monoscopy and steroscopy. Thus, although Helsinger's coinage
of the term 'excursive' is helpful in tracing transitions from
Romantic to Victorian methods of perception, it does not
encompass aberrant tendencies of the grotesque. And as a
manifestation of gothic, the grotesque becomes paradigmatic of
that very transition.

Travel, it is first necessary to note, further constitutes
a figure for metaphor - as "transfer"” or "transit" - which
mimics its circular journey. Like a journey - forever a detour
- metaphor resists recuperation within a fixed structure. Thus
the journey composed of divisions becomes its own end. Ruskin
called The Stones a history, and it is so in the respect that

it was tailored to the traveller-reader's needs. It belongs to
the loose genre of travel histories that shaped the historical
attitudes of many readers during the early nineteenth century.
Common to these works is the identification between the reader
exploring history and the tourist exploring landscape. Ruskin
refers to The Stones as his archives and the metaphor contains

the interrelation of reading and travelling, with history as
artifact encountered by the traveller.
Ruskin's study of three chapters of the Bible daily with
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his mother after breakfast shaped his future assimilation of
texts and painted images. His reading method, which involved a
repeated return to Genesis by way of different detours,
provides a figure for and is figured by a journey which intends
to return to its point of origin. Ruskin's encounters with
natural phenomena confirm the words and images of his reading.
The impetus to travel then derives, in part, from an optical
curiosity, the completeness of which lies elsewhere. Thus, Mr,
Telford gives Ruskin the edition of Rogers's Italy containing
samples of work by Turner, but the first volume of Modern
Painters appears fifteen years later and only after Ruskin has
been to Europe in an effort to retrace Turner's steps.

Morris's reference in his preface to The Stones to the

analogy between reading and travelling also has its origin in a
familiar tradition. As Helsinger writes, travel was a vital
means by which Ruskin aspired to train the eye, and it remains,
throughout his work, correlative with reading. Morris's
reading of Ruskin, in turn, involves a conscious desire for
referential verfication, a wish to match experience with
reading. There is a movement from Morris's discovery of The

Seven Lamps of Architecture to his actual observation of the

cathedrals of northern France, just as for Ruskin to observe
landscape is to remember Turner and to read Turner is to re-
read landscape.

Throughout his work Ruskin repeatedly emphasizes the
importance to the traveller of the diary or the journal, and it
is significant that Morris documents, in the form of two
journals, his excursions to Iceland. His visits to Iceland
enact a desire to "see" as he says "how people lived" and - in
Ruskinian terms - to "tell" what he saw. Mackail observes that
never at any other period in his life did Morris feel the
necessity to keep such a diary, an echo perhaps of Ruskin's
opinion that it is "a great bore to keep a diary but a great
delight to have kept one."47 Nevertheless, Morris kept
comprehensive accounts of travelling through Iceland, and they

retrospectively shed light upon his earlier work; for the
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journals institute a structuring of visual perception whose
origins or referents lie elsewhere. Like Ruskin, Morris as
traveller finds in his excursions to Iceland confirmation of
earlier beliefs and of the words and images of his reading of
01ld Norse. The motivation for his two journeys may be
described in Ruskinian terms as a "possession-taking." And
though such a term might seem to violate Ruskin's principle of

il

"training the eye to see beyond habit,"” as Ruskin writes in

Modern painters 4 (as quoted in part I of this chapter) by

forgrounding self, it is not strictly contradictory. For there
exists in the work of both Ruskin and Morris, as we have seen
also in part 1, a desire to refer outwards from the object of
contemplation in order to verify it. The purpose of the
journey is to realise an initial desire derived from verbal or
visual discourse, to recreate it in a "science of aspects" so
to speak. Moreover, as David Ellison points out, the
relationship between mind and nature is a metaphorical
inter-action, and since what the self projects onto landscape
exists in the form of a self-confirming echo it follows that
each object in nature has an individuality corresponding to the

w48 In other

emotion that awakened its human's significance.
words, there occurs a reciprocal interchange which re-fashions
a prior history. Frequently, the referent is a literary text
or a painting. For Morris, writing the Icelandic Journals,
referents exist, for example, in the anti-picturesque
formulations of his early poetry and in his reading of Ruskin.
Thus, Morris is awed by the rugged topography that he newly
encounters, the "jagged bare mountains (of Iceland) all beset
with clouds."” But his perception of the landscape is dependent

upon pre-existent factors. Of Herdholt, he writes:

Yes it is an awful place . . . a piece of turf under
your feet, and the sky overhead, that's all; what-

ever solace your life is to have must come out of
49 (my emphasis)

vourself or these o0ld stories.
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And in a similar manner to Morris, Ruskin can write:

My romance was always ratified tg .. by the seal

of locality - and every charm of locality
spiritualized by the glow and the passion of romance.
(XXXV, 94)

Furthermore, there is a coalescence of visual perception,
reading, and travelling, for the traveller in nature must
confirm his or her perceptions in previous experience whether
‘actual' or 'literary'. The emphasis is directed to the
controlling power of a spectator:

We did not travel for adventures, nor for company,
but to see with our eyes, and to measure with our
hearts. If you have sympathy, the aspect of humanity
is more true to the depths of it than its words; and
even in my own land, the things in which I have been
least deceived are those which I have learned as
their Spectator. (XXXV,119).
What is here more significant to my argument is the manner in
which processes of referential verification (which Ellison
refers to in his excellent study of Proust) become affected
during the Victorian period by the agency of the photograph as
newly prominent referent. Ellison does not discuss photography
as part of a referential relationship in Proust's Ruskin, but I
wish to argue again that it is crucial developments and
connotations in Victorian optical discourse (including
developments in photography) which distinquish Ruskin's
'spectator' from Romantic counterparts. Indeed the photograph
as that which 'ratifies what it represents' invariably produces
a new desire for comparative viewings or perceptions. In other
words, photography intervenes in the relationship of
referential verification between painting, text, and object of
perception. In this way, Ruskin's texts ( Rouen Cathedral for

example) incite not only a wish to verify Ruskin's prose, but
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they are informed by the agency of an additional referent in
the scheme of representation: the photograph as inseparable
from a nineteenth century optical discourse. And with its
emphasis upon panoramic distance and depth of field, the
stereoscopic photograph is by implication most particularly
pertinent to this question of travel.

The conventional eighteenth century term employed to
describe what the travelling spectator saw was 'picturesque'.
Originally meaning like a picture - specifically Dutch and
Italian landscape paintings - the term refers to visual
features of what is seen rather than a particular mode of
seeing. Thus the eighteenth century passion for the
picturesque involved an ‘indirect perception' of nature by way }
of a picture. And a favourite optical instrument, the Claude
Glass, which "compressed the real view," emphasised the
indirectness and eliminated the crucial role of depth of field.
In other words, as I have said, it worked against stereo
vision.

Stereo vision is invariably counter to such a notion of
the picturesque. Significantly then, one of Ruskin's reasons
for defending the Pre-Raphaelites in his letters to The Times
was their difference from the Picturesque School in their
departures from "conventional rules of picture—making."SO His
language discloses important political assumptions with this

difference:

The old art of trick and tradition had no language
but for the connoisseur; this natural art speaks to

all men: around it daily circles of sympathy will
enlarge; pictures will become gradually as
necessary to domestic life as books. (XIV,152)

The communal accessibility that Ruskin here identifies with
Pre-Raphaelite painting, inheres in a shift (as he writes) from
an appeal to 'the connoisseur' to an appeal to "all men" - in
other words, from the moncular mastery of the "learned"
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connoisseur to a stereoscopic and popular cultural form.
Indeed, it is somewhat ironic that it is percisely stereograms
(stereo-pictures) and not Pre-Raphaelite paintings which during
the 1850s and the 1860s "become gradually as necessary to
domestic life as books." For as I have shown, stereoscopic
photography and mediation enter the domestic sphere during this
period in an unprecedented fashion as a communal recreational
form.

In the manner of his defence of the Pre-Raphaelites,
Ruskin praises Turner, in part, because Turner moves beyond
literary conventions of the picturesque; Turner rejects
traditional rules imposed by the Academy to paint with his own
methods of optical precision. To some extent then, Ruskin uses
the Picturesque as a category against which to oppose Turner to
the Academy in order to highlight his difference from that
institution.’!

A well-known example of an anti-picturesque account is
that of a "Highland scene" in the final volume of Modern
Painters, in which Ruskin de-mystifies the politics implicit in
the collocation of 'didactic' and moralising picturesque
fragments. In other words, Ruskin re-constitutes a physical
scene which outlines the limitations and the exploitative
functions of the picturesque. He juxtaposes picturesque
descriptions with deliberately shocking detail. During the
description the reader discovers that no natural detail is too
horrific to escape description. He encounters "the carcase of
a ewe, drowned in the last flood, [that] lies nearly bare to
bone, its white ribs protruding through the skin, raven-torn;
and the rags of its wool still flickering from the branches
that first stayedit as the stream swept it down,"” and "a little
butterfly [that] lies on its back, its wings glued to one of
the eddies, the limbs feebly quivering; a fish rises and is
gone." Ruskin proceeds to delineate that which contrasts these
graphic details of natural decay and death - "the green and
damp turf roofs of four or five hovels, built at the edge of a

morass', and finally 'a man fishing, with a boy and a dog - a
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picturesque and pretty group enough certainly, if they had not
been there all day starving."52

Thus, Ruskin demonstrates the manner in which superficial
and exploitative tendencies of the picturesque presume a
response to particular details of landscape which omits the
serious analysis of mental activity accompanying the sublime.
Relying, to a certain extent, upon 'resemblance or association'
of things sublime, the picturesque as conceived of by Romantic
Landscapists - according to Ruskin - produces a minor form of
delight by means of exploitative travesty.

Ruskin's desire to isolate limitations of this notion of

the pictureseque is further manifest in Modern Painters 4. He

praises Turner as a practitioner of a uniquely modern style and
subject in painting, namely the 'Turnerian Picturesque'. In
The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Ruskin had referred to the

fact that the term picturesque had been the subject of

prolonged and intense debate without any resultant clarity of
its signification. As he puts it, "probably no word in the
language (exclusive of theological expressions) had been the
subject of so frequent or so prolonged dispute (as the
picturesque). Yet none remains more vague in their
acceptance."53 He alludes to the various usages of the term he
had encountered in contemporary art periodicals and in the work
of the three main theorists of the picturesque school: William
Gilpin, Richard Payne Knight, and Uvedale Price. Moreover,

Ruskin writes at length in the first chapter of Modern Painters

4, "Of the Turnerian Picturesque", upon the characteristic
effect of 'ageing and neglect' and their appropriation as
picturesque qualities. The legitimacy of such an appropriation
inheres he believes in a subordination of the 'outward’
characters to the 'inner' characters of the object. He
distinguishes thus between 'lower' and 'higher' forms of the

picturesque.

Now, if this outward sublimity be sought for by the
painter, without any regard for the real nature of
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the thing, and without any comprehension of the
pathos of character hidden beneath, it forms the low
school of the surface picturesque; that which fills
ordinary drawing books and scrap books, and employs,
perhaps, the most popular living landscape painters
of France, England, and germany. But if these same
outward characters be sought for in subordination to
the inner character of the object, every source of
pleasureableness being refused which is incompatible
with that . . . we have the school of true or noble
picturesque; still distinguished from the school of
pure beauty and sublimity, because, in its subjects,
the pathos and sublimity are all by the way, as in

Calais o0ld spire, - not inherent, as in a lovely tree
or mountain; while it is distinguished still more
from the schools of the lower picturesque by its
tender sympathy, and its refusal of all sources of
pleasure inconsistent with the perfect nature of the
thing to be studied. (V, 15-16)

The naming of the "Turnerian Picturesque" constitutes, for
Ruskin, a revision of such ideas of the picturesque. One of
the results of such a revision is to encourage the development
of the spectator's control of visual perception, rather than an
exemplification of extraordinary artistic vision. By inventing
a new category of perception Ruskin is able to represent the
shift in perceptual tendencies from the "Parasitical Sublimity"
outlined in "The Lamp of Memory" to a breadth of sympathy
conveyed to the spectator by the artist's treatment of complex
detail. This handling of complex detail, we shall see later,
links Ruskin's conception of the picturesque with his theories
of the grotesque.

In the same volume of Modern Painters, Ruskin uses the

example of a painted windmill to articulate the shift in the
picturesque. He analyses a mill by Clarkson Stanfield,
'forming the principal subject in his drawing of Brittany, near
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Dol', together with the mill in Turner's study of the Lock in
"Liber Studiorum."’3 Ruskin recognizes the way in which
Stanfield's mill might appear more attractive to the reader at
first sight, not because of its "excessive ruggedness" but for
the reason that it pretends, visually, to be other than what it
is; an imitation which plays not upon a deception of the eye
but upon a type of displacement. The "sails are twisted into
most effective wrecks, as beautiful as pine bridges over Alpine
streams; only they do not look as if they had ever been

n54 By comparison, "Turner's sails

serviceable windmill sails.
have no beauty about them like that of Alpine bridges; but they
have the exact switchy sway of the sail that is always
straining against the wind."?? Thus, Ruskin maintains: "Turner
has chosen his mill so as to mark this great fact of windmill
nature:" namely that it is "a spinning thing, ready always to
face the wind," rather than attempting to make it "approximate
itself to the nature of chalk cliffs" in the manner of
Stanfield's mill. > Turner, for Ruskin, underlines the
function of the object whereas Stanfield finds aesthetic
enjoyment in the derelict qualities of the mill, and in this
way Stanfield's is a product of the 'surface' picturesque. The
difference is essentially one of Turner's 'proper' relation
between sight and emotion, between emotion and the ego of the
perceiver. As Ruskin summarizes: "It is mainly because the one
painter has communion of heart with his subject, and the other
casts his eyes upon it feelinglessly, that the work of one is
greater than that of the other [. . .] And, as we think farther
over the matter, we shall see that this is indeed the eminent
cause of the difference between the lower picturesque and the
higher."57 Characteristically, Ruskin's distinction between
the removal of the self and pre-conceptions from viewing
together with a 'proper' alignment of feeling and sight is
complex. For again, it seems as if he wishes to suggest that a
viewer who strives to annihilate the self automatically paves
the way for an alignment of clear vision and requisite

feeling.
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In a footnote to this chapter, "Of the Turnerian
Picturesque," Ruskin extracts from a private diary a passage
which elucidates, still further, his suspicion of the

conventional picturesque:

- Amiens, 11 May, 18 -, I had a happy walk here this
afternoon down among the branching currents of the
Somme [. . .] and boats like paper boats, nearly as
thin at least, for the costermongers to paddle about
in among the weeds, the water soaking through the
lath bottoms, [. . .] miserable little back yards,
opening to the water [. . .] We delight in seeing
the figures in these boats pushing them about the
bits of blue water, in Prout's drawings; but as I
looked to-day at the unhealthy face and melancholy
mien of the man in the boat pushing his load of peats
along the ditch, and of the people, men as well as
women, who sat spinning gloomily at the cottage
doors, I could not help feeling how many suffering

persons must pay for my picturesque subject and happy

walk. (VI,20 note) (my emphasis)

In this extract, Ruskin is acknowledging yet another form
of expolitation as a key factor in the picturesque. Thus, an
opposition here of Prou t's drawings to 'actual' view works to
undermine the exploitative optical drive that picturesque
visualisation requires - to expose it as a politically and
culturally unacceptable self-indulgence and to associate it
implicitly with monoscopy. It is thus ironic (and appropriate
to the emergence of stereoscopic discourse) that the
prescriptives of the picturesque contain the seeds of its
destruction, in that no longer did the poet or the painter
enjoy it exclusively. For as Pauline Fletcher writes in her

Gardens and Grim Ravines, "the poet or painter could no longer

enjoy the mountains in solitude, but shared them with tourists

and mountaineers."”® The cult of the picturesque was therefore
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destroyed by the presence of the wandering spectator it
required. And in this sense it is revealed as a tautological
and damaging structure.

Although, as Helsinger indicates, for travellers of the
nineteenth century, sublimity had become increasingly
associated with poetic vision, Ruskin, we can see, departed
from this model. His belief in the spectator's vision as not
being dependent upon an assumed identification with the
artist's privileged mode of seeing marked, as Helsinger herself
writes, "a major departure from the Romantic sublime and its
imperatives."59 But it is a departure which, I argue, is
engendered by cultural developments and shifts in optical
agency and optical discourse.

For one thing, Ruskin's "science of aspects"” carries with
it the meaning of viewing from a particular distance and
direction: it refers to the multiple aspects of a changing
vantage point. In the third, fourth, and fifth volumes of
Modern Painters, Ruskin praises Turner as the master of a new
mode of perception that will be employed by a spectator. The
origins of this new mode are inherent in Ruskin's own re-

interpretation and manipulation of the sublime and the
picturesque. To Ruskin, Turner convincingly exemplifies a new
method of visual perception because Ruskin is able to identify
with Turner as spectator. The artist and the poet of
'Turnerian' predilection must approach nature in the manner of
the Pre-Raphaelites; they cannot rely upon the inaccuracy of
visual records such as those of J.D. Harding in which, for
example, tree forms are always "comparatively imperfect,
leaning this way and that, and unequal in the lateral
arrangements of foliage.“60 Instead, they must confront minute
particularities.

Ruskin has inevitably a dialectical attitude to
Wordsworth's Excursion - the poem which is both an example of
Romantic imagination and a guide in reforming perception.
Ruskin also seeks to retain the prerogative of the Romantic
wanderer, but as divest of any damaging or unacceptable optical
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instruments. Here then, in this divestiture, is evidence of
the impact of optical developments. For, in a key sense, it is
photography and the stereoscope that create the possibility of

a hierarchy of optical instruments. They create space for
discrimination. Moreover, they reveal reasons for the
prevailing dominance of monoscopy and its concurrent political
and cultural ideologies. But, unfortunately, critics who read
Ruskin as anti-optical mediation per se fail to realise that
Victorian photography and optical developments have created a
possibility for multifarious discrimination which was
previously non-existent.

Thus, Ruskin's spectator is, potentially, as imaginatively
active as the spectator of the Romantic sublime, but with the
attribute of "excursive power"” (described by Wordsworth in The
Excursion) re-directed by photography. As critics have noted,
Wordsworth's Excursion itself implies a correspondence between
travel and reading. The title of the poem, meaning "to run
out,” suggests a journey taken with the intention of returning
to its place of origin. But, figuratively, it is, like
Ruskin's reading of the Bible, an extended digression, a
deviation. In addition, The Excursion involves perceptual

problems of ordinary people who are instructed by someone who
is not a poet - the education of wandering spectators by a
wandering sage. It is thus significant, and perhaps not
surprising, that the Wordsworth that Ruskin found most central
to his aesthetic was the poet who by 1815 had apparently
adopted excursion as his perferred mode, rather than the
earlier Wordsworth of sublime experience as perptetuated by

Coleridge and Hazlitt. Ruskin called The Excursion "the

magnificent comprehension - faultless majesty ... to crown

all,"” and Wordsworth was, Ruskin believed, to readers of the
1840s, a poet concerned with reforming ordinary perception -

not only sharing the poet's vision - but, as in The Excursion

and The Guide to the Lakes, taking the spectator's part. When

Ruskin, on the other hand, criticises Wordsworth in Modern

Painters 3, it is rather as a poet of imagination and sublime
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experience; it is Wordsworth's handling of the traveller's
visual modes - as they extend such an idea of sublimity - that

relates directly to Ruskin's concerns of the 1840s and 1850s.61

The pairing of visual perception with travelling is, of
course, a requisite of excursive vision and the wanderer of
Wordsworth's poem constantly espies objects of a 'search.' An
extract from The Pedlar, a manuscript for The Excursion,

dramatizes the specular relationship between the reading of
visual images and the reading of words which later occupied

Ruskin:

Oh! then, how beautiful, now bright appeared
The written promise! He had early learn'd
To reverence the Volume which displays

The mystery, the life which cannot die:

But in the mountains did he feel his faith:
There did he see the writing, All things there

Breath'd immortality, revolving life,

And greatness still revolving; infinite:

There littleness was not; the least of things
Seem'd infinite, and there his spirit shap'd

Her prospects, nor did he believe, he saw. (my

emphasis).62

Writing here is not to be read but to be seen, or rather the
terms of seeing and reading substitute themselves, each for the
other, before the spectator/reader. It is thus writing as pure
materiality, on the one hand, that equates with Ruskin's desire
to stain his page "blood red"” in an attempt to approximate the
visual immediacy of painting; it is, on the other hand, a
revelation of transcendental significance, a seeing beyond the
visible "into the life of things." Nature is figured as
"volume," as that which contains the potentiality of reading,
but which may exist simultaneously as written characters
confined to the level of visual perception only. Thus, The

Pedlar dramatises a disruptive capability for visual
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perception, in its foregrounding of a universal conception of
writing in the abstract with the strong implication of the
logos. Moreover, the passage both invites and resists
perception and reading as unifying activities.

Here, in The Pedlar, seeing is privileged over belief or

any pre-conception: "nor did he believe, he saw."” And here
there is a desire to verify or objectify visual perception in a
manner similar to that in the Essay upon Epitaphs where the

epitaph itself is correlative with a unifying myth of Romantic
unity. The epitaph of Wordsworth's essay is appropriate to my
argument since it resists assimilation within the neat
categories of conventionally picturesque modes of perception.
For it forges the intensity of unified impression in order to
mobilise the alternating focus of aberration. The desire to
fashion "a distinct conception" of "the individual lamented” to
be seen "as a tree through a tender haze or a luminous mist,
that spiritualizes or beautifies it" is a desire for a
representation of unifying perception.63 The epitaph,
Wordsworth writes, must avoid a detailed comparison and
analysis of the faults and virtues of its subject and the

n64 Instead, there is an emphasis

"intricacies of human nature.
on the capacity of the epitaph to synthesize, to represent an
impression of unity and to preserve memory in the consciousness
of immortality. However, for Wordsworth, the imminence of the
infinite in writing is ultimately in excess of the script. In
other words, the failure of the finite to accomodate the
infinite necessitates the use of writing as figure. Thus, it
is as a metaphor, "a tree through a tender haze" that
Wordsworth articulates a unifying perception. However, the
"fresh and visible" letters of inscription, just like the

perceived mountains of The Pedlar, resist significant unity.

For they inevitably open themselves to the complex workings of
metaphor. Furthermore, the problematic status of the signifier
is apparent in the work of both Wordsworth and Ruskin in the
stress upon the materiality and the function of the letter.

The epitaph nonetheless provides an interesting analogue
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for excursive vision, for it can be read as a landmark - or a
pause - which punctuates the journey of a traveller. As

Wordsworth writes in the Essay On Epitaphs:

Many tender similitudes must these objects have
presented to the mind of the traveller leaning upon
one of the tombs, or reposing inthe coolness of its
shade, whether he had halted from weariness or in
compliance with the invitation 'Pause, Traveller!'
so often found upon the monuments. And to its
epitaph also must have been supplied strong appeals
to a visible appearance or immediate impressions,

lively and affecting analogies of life as a journey
65

death as a sleep overcoming the tired wavyfarer.

The epitaph here functions as a part of nature - a sign or
symbol which contains a further superimposition of writing. It
is for Wordsworth "a senseless stone" and also that which has
been singled out from nature to receive language: "a voice
enforced and endeared by the benignity of that nature with
which it was in unison." At the same time, as that which has
been extracted from nature it offers a passage back into
landscape, but it remains perplexing at the level of
figuration. Thus, with its familiar "analogies" the epitaph
may function to synthesise vision, travel and writing but it is
also a contradictory model. And in its problematic oscillation
between the extremes of "senseless stone" and inscribed medium
as an agent of history, it anticipates the betwixt and between
structure of Ruskin's noble grotesque. The contradictory
epitaph, as monument and stone, suggests a simplified version
of the operation of the noble grotesque as the ability for an
object to radically transform itself before the eye. And it is
Ruskin's noble grotesque which most dramatically inscribes his
re-definition of Romantic accounts of visual perception and
optical agency.

Ruskin creates therefore a workable theory of visual
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perception through re-definition of Romantic accounts, and his
theories are best understood contextually and in their relation
to a changing Victorian optical discourse. In his departure
from an emphasis upon an artist's perception as role model,
Ruskin stresses the role of an optically empowered and
itinerant spectator which anticipates perceptual procedures in
Morris's The Defence. Although Helsinger offers a cogent

analysis of Ruskin's perception as "excursive," her coinage of
the term is in some ways reductive. For while it may provide a
convenient gloss for the notion of a traveler's method of
shifting perception, as such it obscures important and
problematic configurations. Moreover, "excursive" although
helpful in tracing a transition from Romantic to Victorian
methods of visual perception, it does not adequately encompass
the grotesque which, as a manifestation of the gothic style,
becomes for Ruskin paradigmatic of that very transition.
Additionally, it may thereby be in danger of becoming an all-
encompassing term which denies or frustrates cultural
specificity in the same manner as does the term "microscopic."”
Helsinger's model of excursive vision may elide the politics of
competing practices within the discourse of optics by working
to dissolve cultural difference. And by exension it may omit
vital and peculiar instances of visual transmutation which I
hope to show in the next chapter Ruskin addresses in his
conception of the "grotesque." For as a conflation of the
indeterminate with imagination - a Wordworthian mode of
"troubled pleasure" - the aberrant tendency of the grotesque
formulates not only the moment of an object's gradual
metamorphosis before the eye and the accompanying 'gaps' in
understanding caused by its change of appearance, but also the
object's ability to fluctuate between two states of appearance.
Ruskin's re-definition of Romantic modes of perception
culminating in the grotesque opens up - as I will show - the
question of optical and rhetorical ambiguity by producing a
concrete manifestation of the process of transcendence before

the eye - through optical agency.
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