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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-Raphaelltes. 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 
texts by Wordsworth, Millais, de Qulncey, Brewster, and Patmore 
lEuorder 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 visual 
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 Ruskinlan 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. In 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.1 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. 



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.^ 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 



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 the commitment 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.^ 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 falls to cite the work of 

Fellows, though it deals from time to time with related 

territory.G 

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 

deconstructlve 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 sugg^ts 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. 

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 c l a r i t y . W i t h 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. 



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 

a t t e n t i o n . A c c o u n t s 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.^ 

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 l i t e r a t u r e . 1 2 As Edward Burne-Jones recalls: 

I was working in ray 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 

Rossettl. 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. 

The speculation of Morris and Burne-Jones upon these unseen 

paintings culminated shortly afterwards in their first sight of 

John Everett Mlllals'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-Raphaelitlsm" 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 

detail, from nature, and from nature only."^^ In his praise of 

Ruskln, Morris regarded the art critic as "what the Pre-

Raphaelltes are in painting, full of devotion and love for the 

subject. Insular and Northern in all their affections, giving 

us the very ideal of Teutonic b e a u t y . I n other words, 

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-Raphaelltes. 

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.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."^^ 

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 
1 O 

namely and painting? 

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: 
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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 a g e n c y . I t 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.) In 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 contextuallsation 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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Notes 

^ The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems (London: Bell 

and Daldy, 1858). 

^ See Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts The Tradition of 

Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry From Dryden to Gray 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958). In 

contradistinction to Jean Hagstrum's "Literary Pictorialism," I 

explore a literal presence of optics in the sister arts analogy, 

do not approach, as does Hagstrum, "the analogy from the side 

of literature." (p.xiii). 

^ Ruskin's distinction further endorses Turner whom 

Ruskin wishes to promote as representative of s.ti accessible 

model. 

^ Jay Fellows, The Failing Distance: the Autobigraphical 

Impulse in John Ruskin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1975) 

and Ruskin's Maze Mastery and Madness in His Art (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1981). 

^ Paul L. Sawyer, Ruskin's Poetic Argument The Design of 

the Major Works (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 

1985). Sawyer acknowledges Fellows "on the relationship of the 

Pathetic Fallacy to the historical survey of landscape," p. 141 

n., and on Fors Clavlgera, p. 293 n., and on Praeterlta, p. 312 

^ Elizabeth K. Helslnger, Ruskin and the Art of the 

Beholder (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ. Press, 1982). In many 

ways Fellows's book would seem one of the most obvious 

citations for Helslnger based as it is upon Ruskin's 

idiosyncratic visual habits as they relate to a concept of 

nineteenth century "beholders." 

^ Gary Wihl, Ruskin and the Rhetoric of Infallibility 

(New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1985). 

® ibid, p. xi. 

^ ibid, p. 7. 

E.P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to 
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William Morris: His Life and Work (London: Constable, 1975), 

Peter Faulkner, William Morris: The Critical Heritage (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), and Paul Meier, William 

Morris: The Marxist Dreamer, 2 vols., trans. Frank Gubb, 

(Brighton: Harvester Press, 1978) 

Chapter 4 discusses in depth the terms of the dismissal 

and the many ways in which reviewers inadvertently forground 

important optical issues in their cuturally and historically 

specific tropology. 

John Ruskin, The Complete Works of John Ruskin (Library 

Edition), ed., E.T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn, 39 vols., 

(London: George Allen, 1903-1912), vol, XII. Hereafter, Ruskin 

followed by page reference, however, where possible references 

to this edition are cited in parenthesis in the text. See also 

J.W. Mackail, The Life of William Morris, 2 vols., (London: 

Longmans, Green and Co., 1899), I, 39. Hereafter, Mackail, 

followed by page reference. 

Edward Burne Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones, 

ed. Georgiana Burne-Jones, (London: Macmillian & Co., 1904), 

I, p. 99. 

Ruskin, XII, p. 157. 

Quoted by Lindsay, William Morris, p. 49. 

16 Modern Painters Volumes I and II were published in 

1843 and 1846 respectively; letters to The Times in defence of 

the Pre-Raphaelites appeared 13 May, 1851, 30 May, 1851, 29 

Dec., 1852, 5 May, 1854, and 25 May, 1854. 

Ruskin, XII, p. 352. 

The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, June, 1856, p. 354. 

Quoted by J.M. Baissus, "Morris and the Oxford and Cambridge 

Magazine", The Journal of the William Morris Society, Volume V, 

No. 2, (1982), pp. 2-13, p. 10. In this essay Baissus contends 

that three essays which appreared in The Oxford and Cambridge 

Magazine previously attributed to other authors should be 

attributed to Morris; these essays are "The Two Partings" 

(tale) February, "A Night in a Cathedral" (tale) May, and 
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"Ruskin and the Quarterly" (essay) June. 

Ruskin defines the Noble Grotesque most fully in Modern 

Painters 3, chapter 8, "The Grotesque Renaissance," and in The 

Stones of Venice, vol. 2. 



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 

political and theoretical ramifications.^ In other words, they 

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.^ 

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 
O 

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.4 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 

trompe I'oeil of painting.^ A.t this historical juncture 

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 raonoscopy which empowers a different 

relationship of beholder to the percept. Or, more 

emphatically, the stereograph subverts the monopoly of 

'raonoscopy' 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.^ 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, 
Q 

precisely because it presents an indirect mediation. 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 

which was ever put into an artist's hand."^ In the manner of 

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. Indeed, sight of the 
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binocular frames prohibits the possibility of stereoscopic 

effect. The stereoscope is, in addition, distinguished from 

standard raonoscopic 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.^® 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."11 1" 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.12 

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. 

Thus, the stereoscope became widely disseminated. In 1858 

a lending library began in London which, for an annual 
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subscription of a guinea, allowed the public to change their 

stereographs as often as they wished. (Fig. 3) In the same 

year The Stereoscopic Magazine was introduced, a periodical 

dedicated solely to the instrument which came complete with 

binocular viewer.According to Gernsheim, "with increasing 

popularity, a lowering of tastes set in; the stereoscope became 

the poor man's picture g a l l e r y . A n d 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. 

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.^^ 

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 

v i s i o n . I t 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 m a r v e l o u s . T h e 

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 

on the summit no less than thirty t i m e s . " ^ 0 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 

have the effect of reflecting much light."^1 The subject's 

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 n a t i v e . T h e 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 /he7 had often passed in calm and 

bright weather without noticing it."^^ 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 

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.^^ 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 b e h o l d ! S h a d o w 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. If 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.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."^7 But, one 

might ask, does it not rather conflate the re-painting of 1886 

with that which occurred during its production of 1850 and 

1851? 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 I'oeil of painting? Moreover, is the trompe I'oeil 

of photography closer to a dompte regard?^^ 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.^9 

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.^0 

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."31 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."^2 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, 

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 

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.^4 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 with popular 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 

^ 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. 

^ 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. In 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). 

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 

or retard 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. 

^ 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. 
6 
Accounts of the Romantic Sublime are central to this 

shift. See George Landow, The AastbatAe and er4fci&al Theories 

@f Joha (Princeton: Princeton Univ. press, 1971), and 

Elizabeth Helsinger, Ruskin aad tba Art of tha Bshaldsr 

(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. 
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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. 

^ On the subject of magnifying glasses and for Raskin's 

advice to a "rose queen" see Ruskin, XIV, p. 408, and XXX, p. 

346. 

^ 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." 

See Ruskin, XXVI, pp. 114-15 and p. 262. 

11 Ruskin, III, p. 320. 

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. 

Antoine Claudet, "Photography in its Relation to the 

Fine Arts," The Photographic Journal vol. VI (15 June, 1860). 

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. 

Gernsheim, p.256. 

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. 

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). 

De 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) 

Brewster, Letters on Natural Magic, p. 199. 

20 ibid. 

ibid, p. 221 

Ernest 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. 

2^ Wordsworth, The Prelude: or Growth of a Poet's Mind, 

ed. Ernest De Selincourt (London, 1933) Book XI, 1. 295-99. 

2^ Coventry Patmore, The Poems, ed. Frederick Page (London 

and New York: Oxford Univ. press, 1949), lines 73-4. 

2^ 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. In 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. 

2^ Warner, The Pre-Raphaelites, p. 87. 

2^ I here take the terms from Jacques Lacan,"Of 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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I'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. 

A 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). 

Patmore, Coventry, Letter to F.G. Stephens, 30 November 

1885, quoted by Malcom Warner, The Pre-Raphaelites, p. 86. 

Spielman, p. 101. 

William Holman Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood 2 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co.,1905) 

1, 276. 

Millais, I, p. 98. 

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.^ 

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 Ruskln'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."^ 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. Ill, 

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 topographies 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, 

a 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) 

Ruskln here describes a literal 'seeing' that becomes 

hallucinatory In Its llteralness as It performs a controlled 

subversion of Its aim; the literal becomes paradoxically 

illusionistic. With an emphasis upon enumeration Ruskln 

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.® 

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 h o r s e s . R u s k i n ' 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 otesslonal 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. 

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 

any thirteenth century draftsman."Ruskin's comment 

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 I'oeil. Trompe I'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 

Morris writes, that The Stones "made a deep i m p r e s s i o n " ! ^ 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. 

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."^^ 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 o b j e c t . H o w e v e r , 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 

s e l f - p o r t r a i t u r e . " 1 7 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. (Ill, 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. 

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.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 c o l o u r . B u t 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. 

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.^2 

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 y o u r s . " ^ 4 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 for whom "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.^5 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."^6 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 p a i n t e d " ( m y 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. 

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."^^ 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:"^0 
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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 ranee 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 s h i e l d . H e 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. (Ill, 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."^^ 

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 actually 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. 
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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 a deception 

. . . . 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. 

(Ill, 100-101). 

Ruskin here actually exposes the workings of trompe 

I'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-

1'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."^? in this 
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sense he understands it as a removal or deviation from the 

object. His objection to trompe I'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 I'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 I'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. 

(Ill, 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 prescriptions 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 I'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 years 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.^8 (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.(Ill,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. 

(IV,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 c l o u d . F o r 

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 d i s t a n c e . " 4 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 

rellexivity. 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 f i e l d . R u s k i n 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. (Ill, 

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.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 

e n e r g i e s . " 4 4 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 traveler 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."^^ 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 o n e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 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 

Old 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 

"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 

emotion that awakened its human's s i g n i f i c a n c e . " ^ 8 in other 

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 

yourself or these old s t o r i e s . e m p h a s i s ) 
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And in a similar manner to Morris, Ruskin can write: 

My romance was always ratified t^ ggai 

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 distinguish 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."^® 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 



81 

picturesque and pretty group enough certainly, if they had not 

been there all day starving. 

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 

a c c e p t a n c e . H e 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 

"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 old 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."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 

serviceable windmill s a i l s . B y comparison, "Turner's 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.^G 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 f o l i a g e . I n s t e a d , 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. Luskin 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). 

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 p e r c e p t i o n . T h e epitaph, 

Wordsworth writes, must avoid a detailed comparison and 

analysis of the faults and virtues of its subject and the 

"intricacies of human n a t u r e . I n s t e a d , there is an emphasis 

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 In the 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 

death as a sleep overcoming the tired wayfarer. 

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 syntheslse 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 Ruskln'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 

Ruskln's noble grotesque which most dramatically Inscribes his 

re-defInltlon of Romantic accounts of visual perception and 

optical agency. 

Ruskln 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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Chapter Three 

Gaps on "the Mind's Shelves:" Ruskin's Formulations of the 

Grotesque Within the Gothic Style. 

Ruskin's formulation of the Grotesque originates in an analysis 

of Gothic architecture. Ruskin discusses it at length in The 

Stones of Venice and in Modern Painters 3. It was useful to 

trace, in the previous chapter, the progression from Ruskin's 

substitution of his own categories of the picturesque for 

Romantic ones in Modern Painters to the theorizing of 

architectural structures and their relationship to the 

spectator in The Stones of Venice. Therefore at this point it 

is necessary to clarify the operation of the Grotesque as a 

paradigm for perceptual aberration, and then to demonstrate its 

association with photography and a changing nineteenth century 

optical discourse. In explaining the purpose of the 

Picturesque School, Ruskin writes: 

This school of art rose up to address those 

capabilities of enjoyment for which . . . there 

was employment no more. . . . And thus the English 

school of landscape culminating in Turner, is 

in reality nothing else than a healthy effort to 

fill the void which the destruction of Gothic 

architecture had left. (2: 225-6) 

Turner's work is for Ruskin, as we see, directly linked 

with aspects of the Gothic style and with Grotesque as a mode 

of visual perception. For Ruskin the consequences of the 

destruction of Gothic carry obvious political and cultural 

significances. Gothic itself is founded upon specific optical 

determinants, as exemplified by structures such as the 

Grotesque which were lost in proceeding architectural styles. 

In the above extract Ruskin understands the Modern Landscape 
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School as filling a "gap". But what is even more significant 

here is that the loss Ruskin mourns in The Stones is 

essentially a loss at the fundamental level of visual 

perception. Consequently, there emerges a direct 

correspondence between the English school of landscape, as 

exemplified by Turner, and the revival of the Gothic style. 

Indeed, while Ruskin wrote The Stones in order to save Venetian 

architecture as far as he could, his writing on Gothic was also 

a preparation for his praise of Turner. 

As chapter two has shown, Ruskin wished from the time of 

his initial defence of Turner to move away from a "surface" 

picturesque visualisation of landscape to that which Gothic had 

both accommodated and engendered: a whole system based upon 

optical immediacy, together with the direct participation of an 

"ordinary" observer. Moreover, Ruskin's emphasis upon the 

observing subject incorporates in particular this notion of an 

optically-educated traveller entitled to nothing more to aid 

visual perception than a magnifying glass. However, one of the 

chief distinctions of gothic, as defined by Ruskin, is that it 

is not, as I have shown, correlative with an excursive mode of 

Romantic visual perception. Thus, the term "excursive" is only 

in part an apt description of Ruskin's method of perception. 

It is perhaps for this reason that Helsinger's cogent analysis 

falls short of an account of the optical intricacies of the 

gothic style and fails to recognise a prominent role for 

aberration in the Ruskinian grotesque.^ Thus, her text fails 

to address the ways in which the grotesque does not fit 

adequately into her model since the grotesque works other than 

by the "seeing by degrees" of excursion. However, this is not 

to say that the Victorian spectator in some sense did not read 

a Gothic building by degrees. It is rather to suggest that for 

Ruskin reading and interpretation were subsequent to an initial 

perception of a seemingly confused web of imagery. Ruskin uses 

the example of a Venetian monument to demonstrate this 

phenomenon. 

In Modern Painters 1, in the chapter entitled "Of Truth of 
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Space," Ruskln cites the cathedral of St. Mark's, Venice to 

determine aberrations in the perception of space and to claim 

Turner's superiority to Canaletto. His choice of this 

cathedral is by no means accidental, for Ruskin is intrigued by 

the composite nature of Venetian architecture. Moreover, as 

early as 1843 this extract anticipates the workings of gothic 

ornament which are more fully realised in The Seven Lamps of 

Architecture (1849) and in The Stones of Venice (1851-53). But 

even on this first occasion Ruskin demonstrates the way in 

which architectural ornament - particularly Gothic - works 

precisely upon principles of optical deception which occur in 

the perception of all objects. It does not work, however, 

upon the principal of trompe-1'oeil, defined as it is by Ruskin 

as systematised trickery. Indeed, the crucial difference lies 

in the apparent lack of systematisation which he attributes to 

the effect upon the eye of gothic ornamentation: 

Every object, however near the eye, has something 

about it which you cannot see, and which brings the 

mystery of distance even into every part and portion 

of what we suppose ourselves to see most distinctly. 

Stand in the Piazza di San Marco, at Venice, as close 

to the church as you can, without losing sight of the 

top of it. Look at the capitals of the columns on 

the second story. You see that they are exquisitely 

rich, carved all over. Tell me their patterns: You 

cannot. Tell me the direction of a single line in 

them: you cannot. Yet you see a multitude of lines, 

and you have so much feeling of a certain tendency 

and arrangement in those lines, that you are quite 

sure the capitals are beautiful, and that they are 

all different from each other. But I defy you to 

make out one single line in any one of them. Now go 

to Canaletto's painting of this church, in the 

Palazzo Manfrini, taken from the very same spot on 

which you stood. How much has he represented of all 
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this? A black dot under each capital for the shadow, 

and a yellow one above it for the liRht. There is 

not a vestige nor indication of carving or decoration 

of any sort or kind. (111,337) (my emphasis). 

According to Ruskin, what is apparent to the eye here is a 

confusion of elaborate decoration and carving, a sense of "a 

certain tendency and arrangement in the lines," but not the 

information requisite to the representation or recognition of 

their actual "patterns." The spectator cannot determine the 

"direction of a single line" of tracery at a distance from 

which the entire cathedral may be perceived. What Canaletto 

attempts, Ruskin maintains, is to transcribe the whole by using 

visual information gained from various different vantage 

points. Canaletto thereby achieves a kind of composite because 

he aspires always to reduce that which the eye cannot decipher 

to a manageable figure such as a "dot" or a "line." Rather 

like the artist in the earlier example in Chapter II who avoids 

considering the hand he sees as first "showing as brownish pink 

things of white paper," Canaletto does not consider the 

totalizing effect, here of unknown quantities: instead he 

translates the riddle and reduces all to a comprehensible 

perspective of what one would know to exist if one altered 

one's vantage point - and thus the focal length of the eye. 

Canaletto thereby performs a violation of depth of field, of 

the agency of depth. As a result, Ruskin criticizes 

Canaletto's work precisely because it does not convey 

perceptual bewilderment which must, for Ruskin, precede clarity 

of sight. Canaletto reduces visual ambiguity, and consequently 

the architecture of Venice, to approximate figures: to that 

which is contrary to a "science of aspects." He thus removes 

from the scheme of representation the elusive depth of field: 

The effect of a fine Canaletti is, in its first 

impression, dioramic. We fancy we are in our beloved 

Venice again, with one foot, by mistake, in the 
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clear, Invisible film of water lapping over the 

marble steps in the foreground. Every house has its 

proper relief against the sky every brick and stone 

its proper hue of sunlight and shade - and every 

degree of distance its proper tone of retiring air. 

Presently, however, we begin to feel that it is lurid 

and gloomy, and that the painter, compelled by the 

lowness of the utmost light at his disposal to deepen 

the shadows, in order to get the right relation, has 

lost the flashing, dazzling, exulting light, which 

was one of our chief sources of Venetian happiness. 

But we pardon this, knowing it to be unavoidable, and 

begin to look for something of that in which Venice 

differs from Rotterdam, or any other city built 

beside canals. We know that house, . . . for its 

arabesques were as rich as a bank of flowers in 

spring . . . What has Canaletti given us for them? 

Five black dots. Well; take the next house . . . it 

was mouldering inch by inch into the canal, and the 

bricks had fallen away from its shattered marble 

shafts . . . What has Canaletti given us for 

this? One square red mass, composed of - let me 

count - five-and-fifty bricks, . . . of precisely 

the same size, shape, and colour, one great black 

line for the shadow of the roof at the top, and six 

similar ripples in a row at the bottom! And this 

it what people call "painting nature"! [. . .] But 

what more there is in Venice than brick and stone -

what there is of mystery and death, and memory and 

beauty - what there is to be learned or lamented, to 

be loved or wept - we look for to Canaletti in vain. 

(Ill, 255-56 ) 

Again in this extract Ruskin demonstrates the way in which 

Canaletto violates Venetian architecture by painting it with a 

pre-conceived notion of perceptual exactitude, thereby 
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schematizing its architectural peculiarities. Ruskin's 

utilisation of the adjective "dioramic" again demonstrates a 

significant intervention of optical discourse. For the 

Diorama, introduced by Daguerre in Paris in 1822 as a precursor 

of the Daguerreotype (and brought to London in the following 

year), combines a unique collocation of painted representation 

and real objects. As a picture show with changing light 

effects it aroused the astonishment of the public by its 

"perfect" illusion of reality.^ Moreover, it incorporated the 

viewer into the spectacle by juxtaposing the agency of trompe 

I'oeil with accompanying props and sound effects. However, 

Ruskin here appropriates the Diorama as a negative correlative 

to Canaletto's illusionistic effects. And for Ruskin, in the 

manner of trompe I'oeil, a dioramic effect - as achieved by 

Canaletto - dissolves difference such as that between Rotterdam 

and Venice and implies a systematisation of light effects in 

order "to get the right relation" between masses. By extension 

one may further oppose dioramic to stereoscopic mediation 

since, according to Ruskin's optical hierarchy, the diorama 

does not problematise depth in the manner of the stereoscope. 

Rather, by implication, the diorama, gets rid of depth as 

"dazzling light," as "a very visible infinity." And what 

Turner's painting represents by distinction is that very 

perceptual dazzlement which characterises light's signature and 

which mobilises as problematic the representation of depth of 

field as perpetually aberrant. 

Ruskin maintains that Turner, unlike Canaletto, omits such 

a systematic ordering of the visual field, and, consequently, 

Ruskin believes, his depictions of Venice partake of the 

qualities of "infinity" and "confusion" which characterize the 

Gothic style and the complex workings of the Grotesque and 

which in turn characterise the elusive depth of field. Ruskin 

compounds the singularity of Turner's style and its suitability 

to the representation of Gothic architecture by juxtaposing it 

dramatically with that of Canaletto; the distinction is 

reinforced by a predictable opposition of darkness to light: 



102 

Let us take, with Turner, the last and greatest step 

of all. Thank heaven, we are in sunshine again, -

and what sunshine! Not the lurid, gloomy, plague-like 

oppression of Canaletti, but white, flashing fullness 

of dazzling light [. . .] That sky, - it is a very 

visible infinity, - liquid, measureless, 

unfathomable, [. . .] Do we dream or does the 

white forked sail drift nearer, and nearer yet, 

diminishing the blue sea between us with the fullness 

of its wings? It pauses now; but the quivering of 

its bright reflection troubles the shadows of the 

sea, those azure, fathomless depths of crystal 

mystery, on which the swiftness of the poised gondola 

floats double,[. . .] Dreamlike and dim, but 

glorious, the unnumbered palaces lift their shafts 

out of the hollow sea, [. . .] their grey domes 

looming vast and dark, like eclipsed worlds, - their 

sculptured arabesques and purple marble fading 

farther and fainter, league beyond league, lost in 

the light of distance. Detail after detail, thought 

beyond thought, you find and feel them through the 

radiant mystery, inexhaustible as indistinct, 

beautiful, but never all revealed; secret in 

fullness, confused in symmetry, as nature herself is 

to the bewildered and foiled glance, giving out of 

that indistinctness, and through that confusion, the 

perpetual newness of the infinite and the beautiful. 

Yes Mr. Turner, we are in Venice now. (Ill, 257) 

The above quotation demonstrates the correspondence Ruskin 

makes at this time between the nature of Venetian Gothic and 

the singular style of Turner's painting. The indistinct 

luminosity of Turner's painting lends itself to the 

representation of that which is "never all revealed," that 

which remains "confused in symmetry." It is important to note 
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that in 1843, at the time of these extracts, Ruskin had not yet 

formulated his theories on European architecture, and his 

first-hand experience of the architecture of Venice was 

limited. However, as early as 1837 he had published a series 

of articles in The Architectural Magazine under the title of 

"The Poetry of Architecture." These articles are relevant to 

the question of the relationship between landscape and 

architecture as painted by Turner because they provide an early 

and an original conception of architecture as essentially a 

part of landscape. In fact, Ruskin develops this 

correspondence of landscape with architecture throughout his 

work. Even though it was not until 1845, two years after the 

publication of Modern Painters 1, that Ruskin made a long study 

tour of Italy - travelling for the first time without his 

parents - his accounts of Turner's and of Canaletto's paintings 

of Venice anticipate theoretical insights central to The Seven 

Lamps and The Stones. 

It is thus significant that one can trace in Ruskin's text 

from its beginnings here in the opposition of Turner to 

Canaletto a development from his initial defence of Turner's 

painting to his belief in the supremacy of Gothic architecture. 

But it is to some extent paradoxical that Ruskin should entitle 

a work based on the superiority of Gothic, The Stones of 

Venice, for Venetian architecture comprised other styles as 

well as Gothic.3 However, for Ruskin the Ducal Palace is an 

exceptional Gothic edifice, and he maintains that although the 

architecture of Venice is no grander than that of Verona, or of 

a Northern city such as Rouen, its distinctiveness lies in its 

location - its position upon islands - which affords the eye 

the unique advantage of multiple points from which to view it. 

Thus, Venetian architecture is liberating to the eye because it 

is concentrated in a space that may be viewed from all angles. 

What is therefore already apparent in the fundamental 

differences that Ruskin locates in the paintings of Venice by 

Turner and Canaletto is that Ruskin's enthusiasm for Turner's 

representation of Venice is proportionate to its correlation 
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with the "distinctive nature of Gothic." Not only, Ruskin 

believes, does Turner achieve a veracity in landscape painting, 

but his technique is commensurate with an architectural style 

that privileges, paradoxically, both inscrutability and optical 

exactitude. It is precisely this type of oppositional 

relationship that allows Ruskin to praise simultaneously the 

paintings of Turner and the Pre-Raphaelites. What is more, for 

Ruskin, Turner's painting and Venetian Gothic are inter-

connected from the primary point of optical agency. Whereas 

Canaletto's paintings are only considered by Ruskin to be 

dioramic. Turner's, as we have seen in Chapter II, by extension 

suggest the qualities of the stereoscope. And it is important 

to note that as early as Modern Painters 1 Ruskin outlines, in 

his defence of Turner, qualities of the Gothic style which 

anticipate concerns of The Stones. In this respect, there is a 

fundamental inter-relation between Turner's "uncertainty of 

detail" and such "indeterminate" formulations as the 

"grotesque" within the Gothic Style. 

It is at this point necessary, having considered the 

opposition of Canaletto's to Turner's work as illustrating 

qualities fundamental to Ruskin's conception of the Gothic 

style, to define in greater detail the supremacy of Gothic as 

that paradoxically characterised by a clarity which "never 

reveals all." In The Stones Ruskin is intent upon defining 

various aspects of Gothic, and Patricia Ball takes this 

intention as the starting point of her book. The Science of 

Aspects.4 As Ball writes, "sacredness of fact does not 

involve slavish obedience to exact topography." It lies, 

"elsewhere, being apparent only to those capable of the 

'perfect cognizance of the form, functions, and system of every 

organic or definitely structured e x i s t e n c e . B u t such a 

"sacredness of fact" is not as Ball suggests only available to 

a rarefied spectator, for "cognizance of form" is once more the 

prerogative of a particular education of the eye - one which 

for Ruskin must not lapse into delimiting systematisations of 

optical intricacies.G It is however, such an "elsewhere" that 
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Ruskin wishes to define, and his task is from the beginning 

problematic because no two gothic buildings are alike. Ruskin 

uses a geological analogy to explain the impossibility of 

arriving at a simple definition of "universal Gothic" in "The 

Nature of Gothic": 

We have, then, the Gothic character submitted 

to our analysis, just as the rough mineral is 

submitted to that of the chemist, entangled with 

many other foreign substances, itself perhaps in no 

place pure, or ever to be obtained or seen in purity 

for more than an instant; but nevertheless a thing of 

definite and separate nature, however inextricable or 

confused in appearance. (X, 182-83) (my emphasis) 

The example demonstrates the manner in which Ruskin believes 

that "facts" or "truths" are located in a conglomerate form, 

and he follows it with a list of the categories of definition 

from which he will work, believing, as he writes, that "the 

characteristic or moral elements of Gothic are to be placed in 

the following order: Savageness, Changefulness, Naturalism, 

Grotesqueness, Rigidity, Redundance.These are, as Ruskin 

explains, the characters "as belonging to the building," and 

they are modified, although essentially the same, when 

belonging to the builder.^ However, what is certain from the 

outset is that these terms are by no means mutually exclusive; 

they are, as Ruskin writes, "entangled with many other foreign 

substances." It is, then, out of this entanglement that Ruskin 

posits the "elsewhere" as the key to the "sacredness of fact." 

Especially pertinent at this point is Ruskin's conviction 

that the "elsewhere" ultimately cannot exist outside of visual 

perception, that the definition of the "nature of Gothic" 

resides as much in the perceptual strategies of a spectator as 

it does in the individual labour of each workman responsible 

for the building. Thus, there is a direct link back to the 

emphasis on particularized modes of visual perception in Modern 
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Painters 2 and to Ruskin's criteria for analysing a painting by 

Turner. This is true, for in Gothic architecture, as in 

Turner's painting, it is that which is concealed by the optical 

complexity of ornament which fascinates Ruskin, that which 

perplexes essentially at eye level. There is for him, in a 

Gothic building as in a canvas by Turner, always something that 

apparently eludes the eye. The Grotesque therefore provides, 

among other things for Ruskin, a name for this characteristic. 

And he links it strategically with operations of depth of 

field. 

Gothic itself is an ornamentation of the immediate, and 

its most intricate details appear strategically placed at eye 

level. This is a distinguishing feature to which Ruskin 

frequently returns in both The Seven Lamps of Architecture and 

The Stones. In volume 2 of The Stones, towards the end of "The 

Nature of Gothic," in his instruction to the spectator of a 

Gothic cathedral, Ruskin writes: 

Lastly, Read the sculpture. Preparatory to reading 

it, you will have to discover whether it is legible 

(and if legible, it is nearly certain to be worth 

reading). On a good building, the sculpture is 

always so set, and on such a scale, that at the 

ordinary distance from which the edifice is seen the 

sculpture shall be thoroughly intelligible and 

interesting. In order to accomplish this, the 

uppermost statues will be ten or twelve feet high, 

and the upper ornamentation will be colossal, 

increasing in fineness as it descends, till on 

the foundation it will often be wrought as if for a 

precious cabinet in a king's chamber; but the 

spectator will not notice that the upper sculptures 

are colossal. He will merely feel that he can see 

them plainly, and make them all out at his ease. 

And having ascertained this, let him set himself 

to read them. Thenceforward the criticism of the 
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building is to be conducted precisely on the same 

principles as that of a book; and it must depend on 

the knowledge, feeling, and not a little on the 

Industry and perseverance of the reader, whether, 

even in the case of the best works, he either 

perceive them to be great, or feel them to be 

entertaining. (X, 269) 

Thus, Gothic sculptures are fashioned and positioned 

according to the agency of the eye - its focal length - and 

according to their readability by the spectator. And it is 

here significant that Ruskin finds in Gothic ornament such an 

optical bias, an optical omniscience so to speak. He discloses 

the manipulation of the spatial relationship of sculpture to 

observer inherent in gothic architecture. For it is the 

vantage point of an observer that determines the trickery and 

distortion devoted to proportional relationships in gothic 

design. Thus, it is a condition of intelligibility from a 

particular focal length that requires the "upper ornamentation" 

to be "colossal." 

The optical intricacies of Gothic had been explored 

previously, however, by, among others, Richard Payne Knight in 

a text of which Ruskin was aware: An Enquiry into the 

Principles of Taste, 1806.9 fact, one can trace a direct 

link from Knight's work upon visual perception and Gothic 

architecture to The Stones. Knight, like Ruskin, opposes the 

Gothic style to the Classical order to prove that: 

Our Gothic architects worked upon principles 

diametrically opposite, and made all their 

subordinate parts and incidental decorations, of as 

small a proportion as was compatible with their being 

distinctly seen . . . for the ornaments appear more 

elegant, by being small: and the very profusion, with 

which they were scattered, in order to diffuse them 

over a large space, still extended the scale, which 
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they afforded to the eye for the admeasurement of the 

whole . . 

Knight emphasizes here clarity of sight - as demonstrated 

by diffused detail - together with the way in which profusion 

of detail appears to extend the scale of the entire building. 

Furthermore, he cites "King's Chapel, Cambridge" as a "most 

perfect example" of the Gothic style, in order to discuss the 

cumulative effect of what he calls "indiscriminate imitations 

of almost every kind of plant and animal scattered with 

licentious p r o f u s i o n . K n i g h t continues: 

No part of the interior of King's Chapel is 

unornamented; and though the ornaments, considered 

with reference to parts only, often appear crowded, 

capricious, and unmeaning, yet the effect of the 

whole building together is more rich, grand, light, 

and airy, that that of any other building known 

either ancient or modern. 

Knight writes of an entire effect in the same way that 

Ruskin considers the totality of Turnerian "aspects;" both 

writers privilege an entirety which - though perceivable as 

such - appears infinite, unfathomable, and thus, forever 

incomplete. Consequently, within the process of reading Gothic 

ornamentation there is always something left over. Knight's 

language, in this extract, resembles that of Ruskin's analyses 

of Turner's work, and Knight proceeds to explain that in a 

successful Gothic building, "there was no point, from which the 

eye could see the whole of it at one glance; so that, though 

much was seen, something still remained to be seen which the 

imagination measured from the scale of the rest."^^ Here, 

then, within Knight's example lies the function of the 

Grotesque within the Gothic style. For in Ruskin's work, the 

Grotesque operates upon that which "remains to be seen;" it 

formalises the gap in understanding which the imagination 
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formulates. 

It is more than simply interesting to recognize that 

Knight's description of visual peculiarities, of "large masses 

of dim and discoloured light, diffused, in various directions, 

and at different intervals, through unequal varieties of space, 

divided but not separated, so as to produce intricacy without 

confusion"!^ is close to Coleridge's treatment of Gothic, as a 

metaphor for imagination, as it appears in the "letter from a 

friend" in Chapter xiii of Biographia Literaria.^^ Coleridge, 

as the supposed "friend," utilises the nature of the Gothic 

style to anticipate reading difficulties accompanying 

Coleridge's "new" method of argument in the B i o g r a p h i a . H e 

uses the Grotesque as a metaphor for revelation through sudden 

reversal: 

The effect on my feelings, on the other hand, I 

cannot better represent, than supposing myself to 

have known only our light airy modern chapels of 

ease, and then for the first time to have been 

placed, and left alone, in one of our largest Gothic 

cathedrals in a gusty moonlight night of autumn. 

"Now in glimmer, and now in gloom;" often in palpable 

darkness not without a chilly sensation of terror; 

then suddenly emerging into broad yet visionary 

lights with coloured shadows of fantastic shapes, yet 

all decked with holy insignia and mystic symbols; and 

ever and anon coming out full upon pictures and 

stone-work images of great men, with whose names I 

was familiar, but which looked upon me with 

countenances and an expression, the most dissimilar 

to all I had been in the habit of connecting with 

those names. Those whom I had been taught to 

venerate as almost super-human in magnitude of 

intellect, I found perched in little fret-work 

niches, as grotesque dwarfs; while the grotesques, in 

my hitherto belief, stood guarding the high altar 
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with all the characters of Apotheosis. In short, 

what I had supposed substances were thinned away 

into shadows, while everywhere shadows were deepened 

into substances.(My emphasis). 

The nature of sudden reversal is crucial to Coleridge's 

example here, for the Grotesque - those forms that one is 

taught to subordinate to grander carvings - has visual priority 

in Gothic design. That is to say, grotesque sculptures are 

positioned at eye-level and are thus given prominence, while 

those Coleridge has been "taught to venerate as almost super-

human in magnitude of intellect" are less obvious to the eye. 

Ruskin's work charts this inversion of value, here recorded by 

Coleridge, and Ruskin finds in "rude symbols" the peculiar 

communicative strength of Gothic ornamentation. Coleridge's 

ironic reversal here actually resembles Ruskin's wish to dispel 

myths of the inferiority of Northern "savagery" and "rudeness." 

Thus, articulating this wish. The Stones inverts accepted 

values and dissembles hierarchies as does Coleridge's "letter 

from a friend." What is particularly significant is that 

Coleridge positions himself as a reader in the act of creating 

conditions of the Grotesque by inverting antithetical 

architectural correspondences. Coleridge's inversion therefore 

charts the manner in which, for Ruskin, Grotesque provides a 

metaphor for and is figured by the gap, and it becomes a 

paradigm for the intrigue of perceptual aberration. Ruskin, we 

may then understand, undermines an optical hierarchy which 

subordinates Northern "savagery" by re-defining the agency of 

the Grotesque in the discourses of art criticism and optical 

theory. He does, however, foresee problems involved in such a 

re-definition. 

In one sense, the Grotesque is characterized by its 

indeterminate status in Ruskin's writing. In another sense, it 

is quite specific. As the fourth element of Gothic on his 

list, it comes after the categories of Savageness, 

Changefulness, Naturalism, and before Rigidity and 
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Redundance.However, as with all of Ruskin's categories of 

criticism it may be classified as two extremes; there are thus 

invariably both "noble" and "ignoble" grotesque conceptions. 

Ruskin's most well-known example of these two extremes is that 

of a comparison of two griffins in Modern Painters 3, where the 

Medieval beast is privileged over the Classical. Ruskin shows 

how what he calls the "delicately wrought lie" of the Classical 

fails in the presence of the "rough truths" of the medieval 

which is imperfect in e x e c u t i o n . F o r Ruskin, then, the power 

and "nobility of the Grotesque" reside in this absence of 

finish: in "rudeness." 

In chapter eight, "The Grotesque Renaissance," of Modern 

Painters 3, Ruskin divides the Grotesque - which he maintains 

must always find its fullest development in architecture - into 

three kinds: 

A. Art arising from healthful but irrational play of 

the imagination in times of rest. 

B. Art arising from irregular and accidental 

contemplation of terrible things; or evil in 

general. 

C. Art arising from the confusion of the imagination 

by the presence of truths which it cannot fully 

grasp. (V, 130) 

Ruskin posits the third definition as "thoroughly noble" 

in accordance with his definition of the supremacy of Gothic -

as that which "never reveals all."^® This definition is 

particularly pertinent to a reading of the complexities in his 

theories of Gothic because, as Ruskin writes, "it is that which 

arises out of the use or fancy of tangible signs to set forth 

an otherwise less expressible truth; including nearly the whole 

range of symbolical and allegorical art and poetry."^1 Ruskin 

proceeds to further explicate, in Modern Painters 3, the third 

category of grotesque in order to re-evaluate it, because he 
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believes it has been "deeply despised among us, because grossly 

misunderstood." He continues: 

A fine grotesque is the expression, in a moment, by a 

series of symbols thrown together in bold and 

fearless connection of truths which it would have 

taken a long time to express in any verbal way, and 

of which the connection is left for the beholder to 

work out for himself; the gaps left or overleaped by 

the haste of the imagination forming the grotesque 

character. (V, 132) (my emphasis) 

Herein lies Ruskin's crucial definition, the idea that the 

grotesque character is synonymous with the gaps created by the 

haste of imagination. The grotesque, in this sense, inheres in 

the eye's ability to be tricked, but not in what he regards as 

the simple substitutive procedure of trompe I'oell. It is 

rooted, as the shift we traced in Chapter II might lead us to 

suspect, within the newly-empowered spectator's mode of visual 

perception. And significantly, it operates by turning the mind 

away from what Ruskin considered to be idolatrous pursuits, 

that which he defines as essentially self-centred, the praise 

of artistic dexterity at the expense of signification. 

Renaissance architecture therefore is "idolatrous," according 

to Ruskin, because its surface appearance incites false awe in 

the spectator at the expense of any transcendental signifying 

purpose. By contrast, however, Ruskin's "noble" grotesque is 

anti-idolatrous. It frustrates an appreciation of surface 

finish, and therefore, he believes, does not eclipse 

signification. In addition Ruskin defines the noble grotesque 

in populist terms: its aporia has, by definition to be 
9? 

communal. 

At this point it is Important to stress that The Stones 

attempts to re-inscribe the role of visual perception in 

Victorian accounts of reading. Ruskin relates the way in which 

prior to circulation of the printed word cathedrals like St. 
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Mark's existed to be read. A cathedral was quite literally a 

"Book of Common Prayer," a "poor man's Bible," and the statues 

and inscriptions "illustrated a transcendental message that had 

the power of revealed truth." According to Ruskin what is 

significant about medieval cathedral architecture is that its 

relative absence of technical refinement in ornamental detail 

"enhances the communicative ability of what he [Ruskin] 

elsewhere calls 'rude symbols.'"^3 When medieval spectators 

"read" a church they encountered a representation of their 

beliefs in an artistic form which privileged a transcendental 

signifier. 

But with the coming of the Renaissance, which for Ruskin 

represents the origins of idolatry, there is, he argues, a loss 

of interest in signification. Thus he believes that an 

interest in stylistic elements for their own sake, inevitably 

produces a consequent disinterest in the universal theological 

guarantees of significance. In this transference of the mind 

of the beholder away from "meaning" to the artist's skill, 

admiration takes the place of worship, and the activity becomes 

idolatrous. By contrast, medieval architecture, Ruskin 

believes, clarifies the relationship of sign to meaning. David 

Ellison has aptly demonstrated the fallacy of Ruskin's claim of 

control over the perception of a transcendental signifier. By 

deconstructing the passage on the cross in St Mark's Cathedral 

he shows how Ruskin's rhetoric performs the very syntactical 

entanglements that it strives to escape and d e n o u n c e . ^ 4 And, 

while it is crucial to recognise such methods by which Ruskin's 

rhetoric performs a controlled subversion of its aim, it is 

likewise equally crucial to analyse the singular optical agency 

that Ruskin attributes to the grotesque at this juncture - the 

manner in which it intrudes into his discourse with a 

distinctive and a newly photographically authorised status. 

The Grotesque - as a single medieval construct or figure 

(like those in Coleridge's account) - formalises the gap 

between the actual appearance of the sculpture (its apparent 

insignificance) and the beholder's expectation of a monumental 
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artifact. In this respect, the grotesque denies idolatrous 

tendencies and performs an inversion of value. In other words, 

it disorients, concretizing, as it does, a type of perceptual 

aberration, and this is one sense in which Ruskin utilises the 

grotesque. The second, and more unfamiliar sense in which he 

articulates it is as a method of visual perception which courts 

a singular type of optical trickery, and relies for its 

operation upon a mobilisation of depth of field as perpetually 

elusive to the eye. It is in both these senses of the term 

that the gap, or aporia is necessary to its function. For in 

the first it is the gap created by the inversion of 

expectation, produced by the fashioning and position of a 

grotesque figure, while in the second, it is the gap which 

requires a spectator's unravelling of an aberrant totality. 

In the chapter entitled "On the Grotesque Renaissance" in 

Modern Painters 3, Ruskin uses the example of a grotesque by 

Edmund Spencer to demonstrate its operation. The grotesque, as 

a manifestation of the process of transcendence before the eye, 

will, as Ruskin writes, "hardly occupy any room at all on the 

mind's shelves, but can be lifted out, whole, whenever we want 
n c 

i^." Thus, the grotesque has the economy of a symbol or an 

image, but it is significantly different from them. As a 

"concentration" it also conveys that which "no mere utterance 

of the symbolized truth would have possessed," but which 

belongs to the effort of the mind to unweave the 

riddle, or to the sense it has of there being an 

infinite power and meaning in the thing seen, beyond 

all that is apparent therein, giving the highest 

sublimity even to the most trivial object so 

contemplated. (my emphasis) 

It is, then, "the effort of the mind to unweave the 

riddle" which characterizes Ruskin's grotesque: the gaps in 

imagination. In this sense, the grotesque works by 

dissemblance, by subverting hierarchies and by allocating to 
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its manifestations positions of importance within or upon a 

building. Thus, as with Coleridge's example, it operates upon 

the unexpected. Like the agency of a riddle whose perplexity 

is never lost, but returns with each telling, the grotesque re-

constitutes its gaps each time it is seen. As Ruskin writes, 

"no element of imagination has a wider range, or a more 

magnificent use of so colossal a grasp of sacred t r u t h . T h e 

grotesque is thus an agency, a gap, the connection of which is 

left for the beholder to work out. What is crucial therefore 

is that the task of "unweaving" lies with the spectator, and 

within Ruskin's explication is inscribed the shift - as already 

explored in Chapter Two - from the Romantic beholder (as 

artist) to the Victorian (optically educated) but ordinary 

beholder, who is not an artist. This shift reconfigures the 

relationship of the more socially determined or populist 

grotesque in relation to the elitist sublime. Such a binary 

opposition, as we have seen, is inscribed within Ruskin's 

theory. 

In fact, the grotesque is a crucial optical category in 

Ruskin's education of the eye because it is not exclusive. It 

is for him opposed to the Sublime, and it is of paramount 

importance to his theory because it crystallises a post-

Romantic shift. Thus, although one may recognise the dangers 

inherent in a postulation of a mythic "ordinary" Victorian 

observer, what such a generalisation allows for is a greater 

dissemination of and accessibility of optical knowledge and 

device. In other words, what is implied or foregrounded in 

Ruskin's dual function of the grotesque - as a movement from a 

single figure to an optical method, a shift from noun to verb -

is a fundamental desire to expose a disruption in optical 

agency and optical discourse. And it is of course a disruption 

that is augmented at this time by contemporary optical 

innovations. More specifically still, Ruskin's dual function 

of the grotesque represents a fracturing of an established 

optical hierarchy which, as we have seen, implicitly privileges 

the ruling classes and artists to whom they are patrons. Thus, 
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while this is certainly not to suggest that Ruskin is 

advocating a "fully" democratic perception, his formulation and 

exposition of optical strategies omit the artist as a supreme 

model for "unprivileged" spectators to imitate. This strategy 

in itself has radical implications at this juncture since as I 

show it is inseparable from radical shifts within an optical 

hierarchy previously entrenched in the discourse of monocular 

elitism. 

Ruskin's intricate formulations of the grotesque may be 

further explained in their relationship to reading and 

referential verification by brief reference to Marcel Proust's 

translation of Ruskin's works. Lee McKay Johnson, in The 

Metaphor of Painting relates a Ruskinian/Proustian anecdote, 

not in relation to the grotesque, but as an example of Ruskin's 

legacy to Proust, and of the subsequent importance of the 

French translator's gift to Ruskin.^7 As with this particular 

instance, Johnson's quotations from Proust's Pastiches et 

Melanges are, I believe, fascinating for their relevance to 

operations of the grotesque, though Johnson himself does not 

make this connection. He mainly relates the manner in which, 

as a translater and critic of Ruskin, Proust, in the third 

section of "En memoire des eglises assasinees" ("John Ruskin -

La Mort des Cathedrales") recounts his pilgrimage to Rouen to 

locate a tiny sculpture in one of the decorative quatrefoils on 

the porch of the cathedral. 

Proust's object is a sculpted figure, a grotesque, 

described by Ruskin in "The Lamp of Life" chapter of The Seven 

Lamps of Architecture, a work which Proust claims to have been 

reading at the moment of Ruskin's death. Ruskin writes of "the 

eye of a couchant figure on the right of the trefoil in its 
O O 

gloomy and angry brooding," and continues: 

the fellow is vexed and puzzled in his malice; and 

his hand is pressed hard on his cheek bone, and the 

flesh of the cheek is wrinkled under the eye by the 

pressure. The whole indeed, looks wretchedly coarse 
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... but it proves very noble vitality in the art of 

the time.29 

Proust was aware of Ruskin's accompanying engraving of 

this figure in the Library Edition of his works, and he points 

out that Ruskin's choice to emphasize the figure is implicit in 

his decision to illustrate it. Among the few prints that 

appear in The Seven Lamps, Ruskin chooses to give one to his 

small sculpture because, Proust writes, "he was a present and 

durable part of his thought." Importantly, the urgency of 

Proust's visit to Rouen is augmented by the fact of Ruskin's 

death. For Proust tells us that he makes the journey as if 

obeying a thought from a will, and as if Ruskin in 

dying had in some way entrusted the poor little 

figure to his readers, the figure to whom he had 

given life in writing about him and who he had just 

lost forever, without knowing it, the one who had 

done as much for him as the original sculpture. 

Thus, Proust puts Ruskin on a par with the medieval mason who 

fashioned the stone figure. For Proust, the prose of The Seven 

Lamps "gives life" to the figure, existing both in order to 

tell of it and in spite of it. 

In a desire to match, in some way, reading with visual 

perception, Proust seeks out the original figure, but his 

search is almost in vain; for as he writes, the figure "didn't 

even measure ten centimeters." The act of seeing the little 

sculpture, of extracting it from an over-abundant visual field, 

therefore seems impossible to Proust. As a consequence of his 

eventual success, however, he is intrigued by a discrepancy 

both between the size of the artifact and of the cathedral (of 

which it is a part) and concurrently between the size of the 

artifact and the importance ascribed to it by Ruskin's text. 

The figure is insignificant, in a mass of "super-human" 

figures, yet, because of what Proust call the "acuity" of 
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Ruskin's vision, it is recreated.According to Proust's 

account, the eye of a spectator (in this case his own) 

recognizes, from the expression in the eye of one sculpture in 

thousands, the Grotesque of Ruskin's prose. That Grotesque may 

be, when Proust locates him, "crumbling" and yet, he remains 

recognisably the same. Proust writes, "his expression was 

still there, the stone still kept the hole which gave form to 

the pupil and which gave him the expression which made me 

recognize him."^^ Proust thus continues, 

the artist, dead for centuries, had left here, among 

thousands of others, this little person who died a 

little each day . . . One day, a man for whom there 

is no death, for whom there is no material infinity, 

came and in these waves of stone where each lacy form 

seems to resemble all the others, seeing in that all 

the laws of life, all the thoughts of the soul, 

naming them with their names, he said, 'Look, it is 

this, it is that.' . . . As if he were not to die he 

accomplishes his immortal task, not thinking about 

the size of the thing which takes up his time. . . he 

spends several days before one of ten thousand 

figures on a church. He drew it. It corresponded to 

the ideas which agitated his mind . . . He drew him 

and he wrote . . . about him. And the harmless and 

monstrous little figure will have been resurrected 

against all hope, from this death which seems more 

total than the others, this death which is 

disappearance in the bosom of the infinity of the 

numbers, and under the levelling of resemblances, but 

from which genius is also quick in pulling us . . . 

He seems to live and to look around or rather he 

seems to be caught in death in his very act of 

looking, like the Pompeiians whose gestures remain 

interrupted. And it is a thought of the sculpture, 

indeed, which has been seized here, in its gesture 
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immobilized in stone. I have been touched in finding 

him there; nothing dies then which has lived, no 

more the thought of the sculptor than the thought of 

Ruskin. (Pastiches, p. 125-6) 

Proust implies an aesthetic resurrection for the figure 

"who dies a little every day;" furthermore, he regards Ruskin's 

art criticism as creative, for like the Creator, Ruskin gives 

life to things, restoring them by the act of naming. In naming 

the little figure with a paragraph of text, Ruskin, as critic, 

performs an aesthetic act, equal to but different from the 

original manual activity of the sculptor."^3 However, and 

perhaps more significantly, Ruskin (initially as spectator) 

renders visible that which could not be seen, "by re-seeing it 

and giving it a new form in l a n g u a g e . I n its analysis, 

Proust's text therefore identifies a process of referential 

verification, and Proust's re-enactment of Ruskin's optically 

biased excursion to Rouen itself again re-works the interchange 

between text and original percept. It also becomes part of a 

structure which has, prior to Proust, already included Turner 

and Morris. Just as Ruskin journies to Turnerian vantage 

points in order to "see" as Turner did, and as Morris re-enacts 

Ruskin's walking tour of northern France in order to define the 

nature of Gothic, Proust travels to Rouen to locate a 

relatively minute figure from Ruskin's prose. What these 

writers share is a belief in themselves as spectators, an 

impulse to see and re-see, to read and to re-read, a process 

which characterizes and is characterized by the structure of 

the grotesque. 

But such processes of referential verification - the means 

by which for Ruskin to read Turner is to re-read landscape, for 

Morris to read The Seven Lamps and The Stones is to seek out 

their architectural referents, and for Proust to read Ruskin is 

to re-read architecture - are never finished nor entirely 

realised. There is always something that eludes the eye, and 

that something is the gap which the grotesque formalises. In 
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the case of the sculpture at Rouen, there is a sense in which 

the figure remains a fragment until given coherence and self-

sufficiency through the singularity of Ruskin's perception and 

through his writing as Art criticism. The discovery of what 

Proust terms "the aesthetic wholeness of the fragment" is thus 

also a discovery of the ability for a reciprocal relation to 

exist - the possibility for referential verification as 

interplay between text and visual percept. Proust's reading of 

Ruskin may re-inscribe Ruskin's reading of Turner. But in 

Ruskin's desire to "see" as Turner did, to match experience 

with representation, the basis for a mimetic relation is at 

once frustrated. For the initial act of visual perception is 

never, as Ruskin recognizes, free from aberration; and there is 

no control against which to measure Turner's nor his own 

"truthfulness to nature." 

Given the complexity of the relations, it is appropriate 

that Proust's account of the figure at Rouen becomes more 

complex as he explains that the intimacy he feels toward the 

figure is provided, in part, by its crudeness, by the fact that 

it is "a poor little monster," uninteresting, insignificant, 

grotesque.Furthermore, what should at this point be clear 

is that in theorizing the medieval grotesques Ruskin pinpoints 

a crucial difference between the relationships of both visual 

perception and reading, and painting and literature for 

Romantic and Victorian readers. As I earlier stated, a 

grotesque is not merely a single figure, but a process of 

reading and visual perception that includes a desire for 

referential verification, that which characterizes the inter-

related activities of both Ruskin and Morris. Thus, a medieval 

gargoyle is a grotesque, but so too is the manner of 

"unweaving" the perceptual riddles which such a figure 

inspires. As a result, a method of reading which constantly 

refers outside itself defeats the notion of mastery by its 

reader, as does Turner's landscape; the "gap" of which the 

connection is left for the reader/spectator to supply, forming, 

as Ruskin writes, "the grotesque character." In this way, the 
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Rusklnian Grotesque exemplifies a specifically Victorian 

relationship of visual perception to reading. 

At this point it should be clear also that Ruskin's theory 

of Gothic is more intricate than it might at first appear. Not 

surprisingly then. The Stones has been criticized, as have all 

of Ruskin's works, for its contradictions and "errors." It is 

not always constructive to elaborate disagreements with other 

critics, but in this case, some such elaboration seems 

necessary. For a full understanding of the problems so many 

readers of The Stones have voiced not only further clarifies 

the formulation and operation of the Grotesque, but it will 

allow us to understand also the vital relationship of 

photography and optical discourse to that formulation and to 

Ruskin's notion of the Gothic. 

A number of critics such as Paul Frankl, Christine 

Garrigan, Patrick Conner, and Wendell Harris all find what they 

consider worrying inconsistencies in or semantic ambiguities in 

Ruskin's text. One of the most critical of the contradictions 

in The Stones, however, is John Unrau.^G in his essay, 

"Ruskin, the Workman and the Savageness of Gothic," Unrau 

argues that Ruskin's view of the Gothic sculptor "has been 

entirely engulfed by his attitude toward the nineteenth century 

o p e r a t i v e . " 3 7 Unrau begins by listing certain "dissenters 

among the view that 'The Nature of Gothic' is one of the 

greatest essays in the English language."^8 By way of 

continuing, Unrau says. 

Examination of Ruskin's study of the 'Savageness or 

Rudeness' which he considers the most important 

characteristic of Gothic and its builders (paragraphs 

7-25) reveals errors of historical fact, bias in 

presentation of supposedly scientific argument, 

suppression of a range of Ruskin's own aesthetic 

responses, an almost comical abandonment of 

commonsense, and a rather vulgar condescension in 
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attitude toward the 'workman' (both Medieval and 

Victorian) whom he is supposedly championing.^^ 

But there are problems in accepting Unrau's objections 

about a previous era too readily. For as Rosenberg points out, 

the thesis of The Stones, "the close connection between a 

nation's art and its moral life is valid, once we understand 

its terras." It is instead, Rosenberg believes, "our own 

limitations not Ruskin's [which] cause us to confuse the 

'moral' in art with the 'respectable' in behaviour and to 

suppose that an artist's style is a kind of after-polish rather 

than the unique modality of his v i s i o n . T h e greatest 

importance of Rosenberg's comment lies in its avoidance of a 

reductive assimilation of Ruskin's texts. Afterall, Ruskin's 

theory is, as I hope I have shown, a theory of ambiguity, and 

his historical analysis of architecture therefore must have as 

its premise (as Unrau himself pre-supposes) a set of un-

reconciled contradictions. Clearly, it is more fitting that 

such a theory of Gothic architecture should generate rhetorical 

ambiguity, especially when one acknowledges its intervention in 

the discourse of optics. 

It is therefore ironic I believe that Unrau turns a 

comment by Proust into an attack on Ruskin when he writes that 

"Ruskin's attempt to deduce the life of the medieval labourer 

from Gothic 'savageness' provides readers with a perfect 

example of what Proust calls 'the kind of illusion produced on 

them, and on Ruskin himself, by his w r i t i n g s . F o r it must 

be realized that the "illusion" of which Proust writes may 

equally be read as a reference to the nature of Ruskin's 

rhetoric. Thus, by the same token, the above criticisms of The 

Stones, as cited by Unrau, reveal to what extent Ruskin's genre 

of art criticism operates ironically as "revealed truth," and 

how it is thereby able to arouse such reaction to its 

inconsistencies and so called "factual errors." The fact that 

The Stones opens itself to this type of response seems to say 

more about the persuasiveness of Ruskin's rhetorical mastery 
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than it does about his weakness in collating historical data. 

It becomes apparent in Unrau's argument then that what is 

at issue is a debate upon the nature of historiography. 

Critics, it seems, are taken in by the "truthfulness" of The 

Stones to such an extent that they condemn it for inaccuracies. 

But Ruskin never claims The Stones to be the definitive work on 

Gothic, nor ultimately does he disregard the idiosyncrasies of 

individual spectators. Thus, he is criticized for lacking in 

the very obRectification which his writing on the workings of 

the grotesque reveals as impossible. But more importantly, 

perhaps, such criticism indicates the manner in which Ruskin's 

text is continually read outside of a complex optical discourse 

which problematises objectification. 

It fact, Ruskin frequently incorporates in his writing a 

defence of anticipated criticisms of his contradictions and 

generalities. For example, in Modern Painters 1, "Of Truth of 

Space" he explains, in a footnote, the effect of idiosyncratic 

perceptual modes: "it is to be remembered ... that these 

truths present themselves in all probability under very 

different phases to individuals of different powers of 

v i s i o n s . " 4 2 However, Unrau's main line of argument stems from 

his belief that a Gothic cathedral is not an "uncouth 

animation" which has been "heaved into the darkened air" by 

"inspired savages",^3 and he argues against Ruskin's notion of 

savageness as a primary attribute of Gothic. Unrau maintains 

that the fact that "a Gothic master mason would not allow for 

an unskilled workman", is contrary to Ruskin's proposal that 

"any degree of unskillfullness should be admitted, so only that 

the labourer's mind had room for expression." He also believes 

that "Ruskin's conception of the artistic 'liberty of the 

labourer' in Gothic times is pure f a n t a s y . B u t his primary 

evidence for this statement resides in the fact that Gothic 

craftsmen were ascribed creative limits by their having to work 

to templates "cut precisely to shape" by a master mason. Unrau 

quotes Ruskin's acknowledgement of these imposed creative 

limits. However, he chooses to read it other than as an 



124 

acknowledgement. 

What is significant here is that Ruskin does not deny that 

the Gothic workman had prescribed limits, but he maintains that 

he worked inventively within them. However, Unrau also argues 

that, contrary to Ruskin's belief, Gothic sculptors were not 

"mere labourers" but highly trained men. In this sense, 

however, he misinterprets Ruskin's definition of labourer. 

Unrau is perturbed also that Ruskin appears to demote the 

sculptor to the status of labourer, when Ruskin writes: "his 

condition is compared with that of such nineteenth century 

drudges as the men who chop glass rods into beads (10.197) and, 

not surprisingly the comparison favours the Middle Ages."^^ 

Therefore, Unrau implies that the medieval labourer will appear 

mistakenly interesting when compared with the nineteenth 

century operative. Only when towards the end of the essay 

Unrau reverses his position somewhat by stating that "Ruskin's 

historically inaccurate view of the Gothic sculptor may well 

increase, rather than diminish, the emotional infectiousness of 

his w r i t i n g , d o e s he, for the first time, seem to sense the 

problematic nature and status of Ruskin's text. Thus, Unrau 

realises that Ruskin's "perception of the sufferings endured by 

factory workers of his day, and his attractive vision of what 

work could be if all were united in a fellowship of free 

artistic endeavour," may well have, as he continues "cast a 

spell over his conception of Gothic as a historical 

p h e n o m e n o n . " 4 7 But surely we must ask ourselves how these two 

facets are to be separated in Ruskin's text. 

Nonetheless Unrau argues that Ruskin appears to be 

"grounding his claims so decisively on historical and 

scientific argument" that the reader "is impelled to rational 

scrutiny of those c l a i m s . " ^ 8 But this assertion ignores 

certain crucial tendencies. For Ruskin is continually aware of 

the problematic status of his Art criticism and of the 

labyrinthine structure of his arguments. Consequently, Unrau 

adopts what is then a false and undoubtedly limited premise 

upon which to mount a critique of The Stones. For Ruskin's 
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self-acknowledged figurative accounts sustain the same sense of 

veracity for which they are here criticised for omitting. 

Robert Hewison, writing in his "Afterword: Ruskin and the 

Institutions," from the same collection of essays as that in 

which Unrau appears, further endorses my argument. And to 

summarise the redundancy of a criticism which is concerned 

solely to establish whether Ruskin's text is credible as 

belonging to a particular discourse, I quote Hewison. He 

writes, "[h]owever far Ruskin had stretched the categories of 

architectural history in The Stones of Venice . . . he was 

still operating within the terms of critic and historian. 

In addition, Tim Hilton in his recent biography of Ruskin 

points to the fact that when The Stones was first published it 

was treated as "Literature," and in this sense it questioned 

traditional categorisation.^® Both of these comments stress 

the fact that The Stones frustrates traditional categories of 

discourse, establishing itself as an unfamiliar genre, which by 

its very form, espouses to a certain extent fragmentation. But 

these critics fail to associate such an espousal of 

fragmentation with optical discourse of the time. They 

therefore also fail to recognise a place in Ruskin's scheme for 

the daguerreotype as photographic form peculiar to which as a 

discourse is a sense of fragmentation 

A comment by Ruskin's father, in a letter, upon Ruskin's 

writing of The Stones is intriguing for the way in which it 

foregrounds an approach to this interconnection between 

fragmentation and photography and optical discourse: 

[John] is cultivating Art at present searching for 

real knowledge but to you and me this knowledge is at 

present a Sealed Book. It will neither take the 

Shape of picture or poetry. It is gathered in scraps 

hardly wrought for he is drawing perpetually but no 

drawing such as in former days you or I might 

compliment in the usual way by saying it deserved a 

frame - but fragments of everything from a cupola to 
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a cartwheel but in such bits that it is to the common 

eye a mass of Hieroglyphs - all true - truth itself 

but truth in mosaic. 

Here, then, is a description of The Stones in process, as 

fragmented and aspiring in part to the condition of its object. 

For Ruskin is most attracted to the mosaic qualities of St. 

Mark's Cathedral and the manner in which they are affected by 

light. I am not, however, suggesting here a mediation of the 

one mode through the other - that the text is fragmented 

because it records a decorative process of fragmentation - but 

rather that the discourse of photography is, in the elder 

Ruskin's account, as it is not in his son's, a conspicuously 

absent term. John James's description of The Stones as 

"fragments of everything" is certainly appropriate to a text 

which continues to elude readers because of its refusal to 

conform to a prescribed discipline, or to contain its so called 

"truth" other than as the structure of mosaic. And Ruskin's 

father's perplexity, in this letter, is therefore somewhat akin 

to that of John Unrau. For it too derives from the observation 

that Ruskin's production of The Stones, that which "to the 

common eye" is a "mass of Hieroglyphics," does not conform 

wholly to any pre-given category of discourse. But more 

crucially, the observation also raises the questions of the 

manner in which one 1^ to read such fragments. Indeed, in the 

case of Proust, Ruskin's grotesque figure on the porch of Rouen 

cathedral remains a fragment until it is re-seen by the reader 

of Ruskin's text and thereby removed from obscurity. 

In many ways, of course. The Stones remains, as the 

comments of the above critics illustrate, that "Sealed Book" of 

John James Ruskin's description. Even though during his 

writing of the book, when it was his habit to send "fragments" 

of the manuscript to his father for comments, and his activity 

was controlled to the extent that Ruskin was only willing to 

send his father parts when he believed they would cohere and 

thus not cause his father confusion nevertheless, unlike Modern 
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Painters, The Stones presented itself as a somewhat bizarre and 

risky project to Ruskin's father. As Robert Hewison writes, 

John James was anxious . . . because he was paying 

for these lavish trips abroad - picking up bills for 

Old Masters, daguerreotypes, and plaster casts from 

the Ducal Palace - and particularly because he was 

subsidizing the publication of the books that 

resulted. 

Furthermore, Ruskin's greatest supporter, his father, was 

himself concerned about the failure of his son's new book to 

conform to an established discipline. And Hewison cites John 

James' advice to Ruskin, advice which sounds like that of a 

literary agent most concerned about popular taste: 

You can only be an author of the present day by 

studying public taste - and for the future by writing 

that is durable - publishers know - Smith (Ruskin's 

publisher) says the public expected a more pictorial 

Illustrated Book - full of pictures - not fragments -

then as to Books no technical works are popular or 

sell - Modern Painters is the selling book.^^ 

This extract makes apparent the fact that The Stones 

became for Ruskin a major project quite beyond his initial 

expectation. Even his father cannot understand the tendency of 

such a work toward eternal proliferation. And he pronounces 

those details he finds incongruent "technical" impi^mg once 

again the incursion of what is to John James an inappropriate 

discourse. In a letter of 1852 to his father Ruskin writes of 

his passion for the Byzantine and Gothic city: 

there is a strong instinct in me which I cannot 

analyse - to draw and describe the things I love. . . 

a sort of instinct like that of eating and drinking. 
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I should like to draw all of St. Mark's . . . stone 

by stone - to eat it all up in my mind - touch by 

touch.54 

Here then is an obsessive, all-consuming desire to "eat" up the 

architectural fragments of Venice. But, in actuality, Ruskin 

had to cut short this desire; for reasons of expense he was 

forced to give up the project of issuing large-scale 

illustrations separately as Examples of the Architecture of 

Venice, and many of the technical details he had so thoroughly 

researched had to be cut from his text. However, contrary to 

the opinion of his father, Ruskin was certain that there 

existed a fundamental connection between The Stones and his 

still unfinished Modern Painters. Moreover, he regarded The 

Stones as a valuable interlude in the writing of the earlier 

book. For, he believed his history would show that the 

downfall of Venice was brought about by the idolatrous 

Renaissance, and that in painting the Renaissance led to the 

school of classical landscape, to which he maintained Turner 

was superior. 

It is thus, I hope, clear that it is important to realise 

that Ruskin was specifically attracted to the fragmentary or 

composite nature of the architecture of Venice. However, it is 

not, in Ruskin's belief that Venetian architecture is superior 

to that of other cities, but that "it exemplifies, in the 

smallest compass, the most interesting facts of architectural 

history." Significantly, then, Ruskin turns to photography as 

a way of capturing the fragmentary signifiers of that history. 

He explains the way in which the invention of photography has 

made possible a more faithful record of architectural 

fragments. And when he does, he appropriates this new 

influence of Victorian optical discourse into his own: 

The greatest service which can at present be rendered 

to architecture is the careful delineation of the 

details... by the aid of photography. I would 
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particularly desire to direct attention of amateur 

photographers to the task; earnestly requesting them 

to bear in mind that while a photograph of landscape 

is merely an amusing toy, one of early architecture 

is a precious historical document; and that this 

architecture should be taken, not merely when it 

presents itself under picturesque general forms, but 

stone by stone, and sculpture by sculpture; seizing 

every opportunity afforded by the scaffolding to 

approach it closely, and putting the camera in any 

position that will command the sculpture wholly, 

without any regard to the resultant distortions of 

the vertical lines; such distortion can always be 

allowed for, if once the details are completely 

obtained, (my emphasis). 

Thus, Ruskin here forges various discriminations and 

correspondences. One of the most significant distinctions that 

Ruskin makes is between the applicability of photography to 

architecture and to landscape, in the opposition of "precious 

historical document" to "amusing toy." For he attempts a 

correlation between photography, historiography, and 

architectural form. Implicit in Ruskin's account is the drive 

towards a "faithful" record of fast deteriorating "stones." 

But the primary impetus seems to be that the unique value of a 

photograph lies, to an extent, in its potential to resolve 

fragmentation - the sense that by virtue of its composite 

nature and function a photograph, by definition, promises a 

synthesis of fragments. 

This rationale is, however, distinct from those of 

contemporary photographers such as Henry Peach Robinson. 

Robinson's development of the "combination print" - a 

photograph made up of multiple negatives - gave emphasis to the 

photographer's selectivity in the staging of c o m p o s i t i o n . ^ 5 

Ruskin is not interested in staging in this sense, but he 

envisages a re-constructive function for the photograph. The 
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photograph becomes for him a means by which a total form may be 

recreated elsewhere. Ruskin's desire to "eat (St. Mark's) all 

up . . . stone by stone" thereby becomes a fantasy, the status 

of which is re-configured by the newly arousing discourse of 

photography. In other words, the camera radically alters the 

subject's relationship to the object of fantasy (as analogy 

here); eating is paired with an optically specific process of 

scrutiny. Furthermore, Ruskin's correlation of eating, seeing, 

and writing is fundamentally re-written by the intervention of 

photography in the discourse of optics. Here, Ruskin advocates 

"any position" for the camera "that will command the sculpture 

wholly." Thus, there is a stress not so much upon the camera's 

"actually having been there" but upon its ability to be 

everywhere. 

Once introduced into the text's discourse, photography re-

defines the project of The Stones at every stage. There is no 

doubt that the development of the daguerreotype increased 

Ruskin's wish to document every stone of V e n i c e . A n d yet 

curiously criticism, as we have seen, has failed to address 

photography in its relation to the text and its cultural 

production. Stephen Bann is an exception here, for he gives an 

excellent account of the implications to nineteenth century 

representations of historiography of Ruskin's relationship to 

the daguerreotype. However, the discourse of photography 

constitutes a fairly small part of Bann's wide-ranging text The 

Clothing of Clio, and my analysis disagrees with his on one 

fundamental point. While I argue that photography brings with 

it singular disruptions that cannot be unproblematically 

accommodated by heretofore existing discourses, Bann maintains 

"that photographic reproduction aroused no absolutely new types 

of response," and that what was "novel" about photography 

"could be contained within the existing framework of responses 
tr y 

to non-mediated forms of representation." 

On a basic level one can, to some extent, hold the 

photograph responsible for the unusually large scope of The 
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Stones, and in his introduction to Examples of the 

Architecture of Venice Ruskin writes, 

I have used the help of the daguerreotype without 

scruple in completing many of the mezzotinted 

subjects for the present series; and I much regret 

that artists in general do not think it worth their 

while to perpetuate some of the beautiful effect 

which the daguerreotype alone can seize. (XI, 312) 

But photography has a much more crucial function here. 

For the opposition of photography to other contemporary forms 

of representation such as engraving at once charts a process 

that may be defined as engendering fragmentation. Moreover, it 

is crucial that photography intervenes at every level and in 

every aspect of the book's production. Therefore, The Stones 

documents the intervention of photography as a disruptive 

cultural discourse of which the relationship to painting is 

problematic from the outset. It is important, however, that 

Ruskin here stresses the accessibility of photography to 

amateurs. For in privileging its documentary function, he is 

simultaneously proposing its dissemination among non-

specialists. And he envisages a popular response to 

photography as originating in its potential to record and save 

architectural traces. 

My purpose is not to examine here the extent to which 

Ruskin utilized the daguerreotype but rather to indicate the 

ramifications for representation of this photographic method. 

At the same time I think it important to point out the manner 

in which Ruskin assimilated photography. Indeed, in his 

diaries of 1849 for example references to the daguerreotype 

appear in the abbreviated form of "Dag" such is the 

persistence and naturalness of their i n c l u s i o n . F o r 

photography provides a new reference point against which Ruskin 

may measure Turner's "truth to nature." And in the sphere of 

architecture it is an enabling facility which opens up for 
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Ruskln and his followers an entirely new form of documentation. 

Further, the daguerreotype radically questions notions of 

mediation because, to a certain extent, to use the terms of 

Roland Barthes, it annihilates itself as medium by "becoming 

the thing itself."^9 Consequently, Ruskin's discovery of 

photography, in effect, extends the difficulty of his task of 

documenting Venetian architecture because it further 

problematises the relationship of visual perception to 

representation. Thus, in part, it accounts for the fragmentary 

nature of Ruskin's long Venetian project, the inability, which 

Ruskin's father points out, for The Stones to be contained 

within an acceptable marketable form. 

But attention to William Morris's development of Ruskin's 

devotion to Gothic should clarify further the fact that Gothic 

is an inscription of a specific perceptual mode based upon, as 

I have previously outlined, an inter-relationship of reading, 

optical invention, and travel, and it is to that development 

that I wish to turn now. As I do so, I will argue that 

Morris's reading of Ruskin - celebrated ultimately in his 

Kelmscott edition of "The Nature of Gothic" - is indeed a 

significant re-formulation of Ruskin's architectural theory. 

In the first place, it is by no means accidental that as a 

singular reader of The Stones Morris should be engaged in 

multifarious activities which resist strict disciplinary 

categorisation. 

Morris published The Nature of Gothic in 1892 as a 

manifesto for the transformation of Victorian art and culture. 

As a student of Oxford University during 1853-55 Morris 

affirmed the centrality of Ruskin's text by proclaiming it "one 

of the very few and inevitable utterances of the c e n t u r y . " ^ 0 

And as E.P. Thompson writes The Stones" gave Morris a theory of 

art and society which was to influence all his later 

t h o u g h t . I t is significant with reference to Thompson's 

comment that Morris's "theory of society" has perhaps, for the 

most part, attracted critics more than his theory of art, the 

complexity of which I believe resides in Ruskin's assimilation 
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of Victorian perceptual innovations. Furthermore, Ruskin not 

only set a precedent for Morris's reading of medieval 

chronicles and romances, but he also influenced Morris's desire 

to travel, to seek referential verification of those things he 

read and saw. More notably, however, Morris inherited Ruskin's 

refusal, in an age of growing specialization and 

classification, to separate one discipline from another. 
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II. The Tours of Ruskin and Morris in Northern France 

"Saw the dead bones of Rouen - left her alive - twelve years 

ago. Always 'too late.'" 

Ruskin, Diaries, 9 July, 1866. 

"Less than forty years ago I first saw the city of Rouen, then 

still in its outward aspect a piece of the Middle Ages: no 

words can tell you how its mingled beauty, history, and romance 

took hold on me; I can only say that, looking back on my past 

life, I find it was the greatest pleasure I have ever had: and 

now it is the pleasure which no one can ever have again: it is 

lost to the world forever." 

Morris, The Aims of Art 
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When Morris went to Oxford in 1853, Ruskin had already-

published the first two volumes of Modern Painters and The 

Seven Lamps of Architecture. However, prior to reading these 

works by Ruskin, Morris had displayed an unusual passion for 

the Middle Ages; unusual largely because it was based on an 

extraordinary knowledge of the period. Both J.W. Mackail, 

Morris's first biographer, and Morris's younger daughter May -

the editor and writer of The Introductions to The Collected 

Works of William Morris - devote attention to this fact with 

regard to Morris's later development. Mackail relates how 

Morris, having read by the age of seven all of the Waverly 

novels, in 1848 set upon the school library at Marlborough 

which "was well provided with works on archaeology and 

ecclesiastical architecture."^^ And Mackail continues: "his 

power of assimilation was prodigious; and he left Marlborough 

. . . a good archaeologist, and knowing most of what there was 

to be known about English Gothic." Unlike Ruskin, however, 

Morris left school "a pronounced Anglo-Catholic," owing to the 

influence of the Anglo-Catholic movement upon a school which 

"though not founded by any theological party, had a distinctly 

high church c h a r a c t e r B u t in the manner of Ruskin, Morris 

was to renounce his religious upbringing along with his 

intended career as a minister. 

In any case, Mackail emphasizes the importance of 

architecture to Morris' powers of sight and memory as a child: 

A visit which he made with his father to Canterbury 

when only eight years old left on his mind an 

ineffaceable impression of the glory of Gothic 

architecture. On the same holiday they saw the 

church of Minister in Thanet. It is characteristic 

of his extraordinary eye and even more extraordinary 

memory, that just fifty years later, never having 

seen the church in the interval, he described it in 

some detail from that recollection. No landscape, no 
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building that he had once seen did he ever forget, or 

ever confuse with another. 

And as early as 1849, Morris writes from Marlborough to his 

eldest sister Emma of architecture closely observed. 

At Abury I also saw a very old church the tower was 

very pretty indeed it had four little spires on it 

of the decorated order, and there was a little Porch 

and inside the porch a beautiful Norman doorway 

loaded with mouldings the chancel was new and was 

paved with tessellated pavement this I saw through 

the window for I did not know where the sexton's 

house was so of course I could not get the key.^^ 

In the Oxford of Morris's early experience "the common 

street architecture was still that of the fifteenth century", 

and in this context Morris pursued reading and interests which 

had evolved in the home environment of Walthamstow. According 

to Mackail, Morris and his best friend Edward Burne-Jones read 

together "Neale's History of the Eastern Church, Milman's Latin 

Christianity, great portions of the Acta Sanctorum and of the 

Tracts for the Times, Gibbon, Sismondi, and masses of medieval 

chronicles and ecclesiastical latin poetry," along with "Kenelm 

Digby's Mores C a t h o l i c i . " B u t , maintains Mackail, together 

with "this course of reading, which might be regarded as 

professional in young men destined for the Church, grew up more 

and more overpoweringly a wider interest in history, mythology, 

poetry and art."^? Canon Dixon, Morris's Brasenose College 

friend, points out in his memorials that all the men in 

Morris's "set" apart from Charles Faulkner were "meant for Holy 

Orders," but he adds that "this could not be the bond of 

alliance." That bond lay rather in "poetry and indefinite 

artistic and literary aspiration . . . but not of a self-

seeking c h a r a c t e r . A n d , Canon Dixon identifies qualities of 

Morris's character which attracted his Oxford friends: 
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I remember Faulkner remarking to me, 'How Morris 

seems to know thiigp, doesn't he?' And then it struck 

me that it was so. I observed how decisive he was: 

how accurate, without any effort or formality: what 

an extraordinary power of observation lay at the base 

of many of his casual remarks, and how many things he 

knew that were quite out of the way; as e.g. 

architecture. One of the first things he said to me 

was to ask me to go with him to look at Merton 

Tower . ( m y emphasis) 

Mackail records also the way in which at Oxford Morris was 

"constantly drawing windows, arches and gables in his books; 

and even in his letters of this time, where the pen paused, 

there comes a half unconscious scribble of floriated 

o r n a m e n t . " 7 0 And thus, the organicist correspondence of Gothic 

design is already at work here. 

It was while Morris was a student at Oxford, during a 

walking tour of northern France with Burne-Jones in 1855, that 

he decided he was to become an architect rather than a 

minister, and Burne-Jones a painter. As Burne-Jones recalls. 

We made northwards from Rouen . . . stopping at every 

Church we could find. Rouen was still a beautiful 

Medieval city, and we stayed awhile and had our 

hearts filled. From there we walked to Caudebec, 

then by diligence to Havre, on our way to the 

churches of the Calvados; and it was while on the 

quay at Havre at night that we resolved definitely 

that we would begin a life of art, and put off our 

decision no longer . . . That was the most memorable 

night of my life.^l 

And in 1855, writing to his Pembroke College friend 

Cormell Price, Morris enforces his conviction to a career in 

architecture. 
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Of course I should like to stay up at Oxford for a 

much longer time, but (I told you didn't I) I am 

going, if I can, to be an architect, and I am too old 

already and there is no time to lose I MUST make 

haste . . . Didn't I tell you that I meant to ask 

Street of Oxford if he would take me? If that could 

happen, it would be glorious.7% 

Morris here refers to George Edmund Street, a leading architect 

of the Gothic Revival, who had his office in Beaumont Street, 

Oxford. In January 1856 Morris was articled to Street, and, 

although he only stayed at his office for nine months, Morris 

met there his life-long friend Philip Webb who was at that time 

Street's senior clerk. May Morris recalls how Webb immediately 

noticed Morris's unusual aptitude for architecture. 

Mr. Webb tells me that he was deputed to overlook the 

new pupil's work, and remarks that from the first 

they understood each other, and that he found this a 

pleasant and easy duty. He says that my father had 

an astonishing intuition for architecture; he knew 

for instance, in some mysterious way, just what 

constituted the difference in character between two 

French Gothic cathedrals; it was not reasoned out, 

but a thing deeply felt.^^ 

While it would be erroneous to assume that Morris's 

"intuition for architecture," as Webb calls it, was a direct 

result of the influence upon him of Ruskin's works. Canon Dixon 

remarks that it was when Morris "got at Ruskin, that strong 

direction was given a true v o c a t i o n . " ^ 4 Moreover, Morris's 

aforementioned walking tour of 185 5 - during which he visited 

scores of cathedrals, and decided to become an architect -

proved a turning point in his life, just as the tour which 

Ruskin took in 1848 had proved for him. Furthermore, what is 

striking is that Morris's tour parallels in itinerary and 
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content Ruskin's tour of Normandy in 1848. This previously 

unacknowledged correlation is important for the information it 

reveals about visual perception and referential verification, 

as well as about the developing influence upon Morris of 

Ruskin's treatment of Gothic architecture. For, Morris's 

scrutiny and record of Gothic ornamentation have their roots in 

Ruskin's methods of visual perception and art historical 

analysis. But more significantly, Morris's architectural 

writings, beginning most obviously with his letters and records 

of the Normandy walking tour, re-inscribe and extend Ruskin's 

formulations of the Grotesque within the Gothic style. And in 

their re-inscription and extension they further demonstrate the 

relationship of photography (and more specifically, 

stereoscopy) to Ruskin's notion of the grotesque. 

Ruskin began his own Normandy tour of 1848 accompanied by 

his new wife Effie Gray and his servant John Hobbs (known as 

George), whose duties included taking daguerreotypes and 

copying Ruskin's manuscripts. In the Library Edition of 

Ruskin's works. Cook and Wedderburn record the following 

itinerary of the tour which resulted in The Seven Lamps of 

Architecture; 

Abbeville (Aug 8) by Eu to Rouen (Aug 16), Lisieux 

(Aug 23), Falaise (Aug 25), Mortain (Sept 1), 

Avranches, Mont St Michel (Sept 8), Coutances (Sept 

12), St Lo (Sept 15) Bayeux (Sept 21), Caen (Sept 

22), Honfleur (Sept 29), Rouen (Oct 1) and home by 

Gisors, Amiens and Paris to Calais (Oct 24). 

(Footnote VIII, p. xxix) 

Morris's tour, which began from Folkestone on 19 July 1855, 

provides a close parallel to that of Ruskin's, taking in ten of 

the same cathedral cities and a number of the same small towns. 

Both tours began in Abbeville and although the two men took 

different routes - owing inevitably in part to the use of 

different transportation - both Ruskin and Morris studied the 
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architecture of Amiens, Rouen, Avranches, Coutances, Caen, 

Bayeuz, St Lo, Mont St. Michel, and Paris; while Ruskin went by 

coach to Lisieux, Falaise, and Honfleur, Morris journeyed, 

largely on foot, to Clermont, Beauvais, Evreux, Louviers, and 

Caudebec. 

The immediate interest of this correlation resides most 

notably in the similar content and purpose of these tours. 

Only seven years after Ruskin, Morris was intent upon seeking 

out examples of northern Gothic with a passion and idiosyncrasy 

akin to that of Ruskin. But the desire for a certain optical 

mastery over the architecture of Normandy is at once, for both 

men, the realization of its impossibility. For Morris, Gothic 

architecture, in the manner of Ruskin's descriptions, is 

inseparable from the landscape out of which it rises - to the 

extent that, on first seeing Abbeville, Morris writes in a 

hurried note to his mother: "we caught a glimpse of the Big 

Church, it looks exceedingly splendid, a very mountain 

of wrought stone; I long for to-morrow morning. 

Thus, with an emphasis on Gothic architecture as that 

which is drawn out of the stone of the earth, I wish to explore 

the aims of Ruskin and Morris to document the architecture's 

endless proliferation of detail. For the language of both 

writers is forever unable to contain those excesses which are 

the result of an artistic ornamentation that celebrates the 

visual and the theoretical operations of the grotesque. 

Therefore, as his tour draws to a close, Ruskin writes to his 

father from Rouen. 

I still feel that I leave this place Unseen; this 

is partly, however, owing to my slowness in taking 

in; I cannot grasp it. Every time I walk into the 

Square it is new to me; still I verily believe that I 

now know more about it than any other English 

architect and than most French, and I have improved 

in my drawing in these three months considerably; the 

different style of Gothic quite beat me at first, and 
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still does in great a degree. I have not yet once 

succeeded in giving the true effect of a highly 

ornamental flamboyant niche, though I think I have 

come nearer it than most people. (VIII, pp. xxxi-

xxxii) (my emphasis) 

Ruskin feels that he will leave Rouen "unseen" because the 

"highly ornamental flamboyant niches" of its cathedral comprise 

innumerable fantastic and grotesque figures such as the one 

upon which Proust focuses from The Seven Lamps, as discussed in 

the previous chapter. It is the power of the cathedral to 

impress itself upon the spectator as an "unseen" presence which 

elicits Ruskin's intense scrutiny and results in the extraction 

of one minute figure - by way of a drawing and a description -

from an incomprehensible design. 

Before proceeding further with my enquiry into the 

architectural analysis of Ruskin and Morris, however, I wish to 

adumbrate particular differences between the French tours of 

1848 and 1855, in order to stress the fact that the reaction of 

Morris to the architecture of northern France cannot be exempt 

from the influence of The Seven Lamps. For in retracing 

Ruskin's steps in pursuit of French cathedrals, Morris 

invariably partakes of a process of referential verification 

which has (as I have previously outlined) already included 

Ruskin's re-enactment of Turnerian excursions. Significantly, 

in a letter to Cormell Price, written from Cambridge just 

before the start of the walking tour, Morris discloses - by his 

very failure to determine it - the profound effect upon his 

critical faculties of Ruskin's writing: 

I saw the Exhibition [at the Royal Academy] the other 

day and liked the Procession of Cimabue [i.e. 

Leighton's] better than I thought I should have done 

[. . .] I wish I hadn't seen Ruskin's Pamphlet before 

seeing the picture, for I don't know now what effect 

his commendation may have had upon me." 
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What is particularly telling here is the realization that 

Morris has of his inability to identify a critical reaction 

that is free from the influence of Ruskin. 

Ruskin set off for Normandy in the summer of 1848, anxious 

to work on The Seven Lamps and more anxious still to see and to 

record ancient buildings threatened by destruction. Tim Hilton 

recounts how a long note to the chapter on the "Theoretical 

Faculty" of Modern Painters 2, "which Ruskin later, in 1883, 

cancelled in despair that his warnings had not been heeded -

lists some of the recent losses." Hilton continues: "all had 

personal associations for him. The old houses at Beauvais 

. . . medieval houses at Tours and the church of St. Nichols at 

Rouen had all gone."^® Furthermore, in the preface to the 

first edition of The Seven Lamps Ruskin explains that Modern 

Painters could not yet be concluded "owing to the necessity 

under which the writer felt himself, of obtaining as many 

memoranda as possible medieval buildings in Italy and Normandy, 

now in the process of destruction, before that destruction 

should be consummated by the Restorer, or Revolutionist."^^ 

Thus, restoration and destruction are already synonymous 

for Ruskin at this point, as they are for Morris under Ruskin's 

influence. Indeed, seven years earlier, Morris has exercised 

Ruskin's critical foresight when he describes the church at 

Dreux as "flamboyant mostly but with an earlier apse very 

evilly used, and with a transept fron very elaborately carved 

once, now very forlorn and battered, but (Deo gratis) not yet 

r e s tored.Ruskin, however, travelled to Normandy to examine 

architectural structures and to scrutinize sculptural 

iconography in order to complete his first major text on 

architecture. Therefore, the entries in Ruskin's notebooks are 

highly technical and detailed. As Cook and Wedderburn point 

out "every church he visited was described and measured with 

accompanying sketches and memoranda," and "his diaries, note 

books and sketches show very forcibly that Ruskin's 

generalisations were founded upon minute studies of particular 

instances."^1 
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Morris, on the other hand, approaches the architecture of 

Normandy having read and re-read The Seven Lamps. Therefore, 

in visiting the French cathedrals of Ruskin's text, he enters 

immediately a Ruskinian discourse upon matters of visual 

perception and preservation, for "the desire of the eyes" to 

see each Gothic church is fuelled by a realization of its 

imminent destruction. Morris's letters from Normany to his 

mother and to his friend Cormell Price demonstrate, in a 

characteristically Ruskinian manner, the way in which there is 

never enough time in which to see a building in its entirety 

because the eye constantly recreates the object of its gaze. 

Moreover, two letters from Morris to his mother recount an 

itinerary reliant upon an inexhaustible eye. In the first, 

from Rouen, Morris writes, 

Abbeville has a very fine Church, though very 

unfinished, and the town itself is very old and full 

of exceedingly good houses; we were all three in 

extasies thereat; we left Abbeville about midday the 

next day . . . and got to Amiens in an hour or so, we 

stayed there till the next morning being in the 

Church nearly all the time; my friends were utterly 

taken aback at the grandeur of the French Churches 

and have remained in that state ever since . . . on 

Saturday we went first by train to Clermont and 

thence walked to Beauvais (about 17 miles) . . . I 

think I like Beauvais Cathedral better than Amiens; 

the apse of Beauvais must be the finest in the 

world.82 

The second letter that Morris wrote from Coutances has the 

same tone of controlled enthusiasm, determined, no doubt to 

some extent, by his mother's skepticism about his artistic 

tendency. Morris writes of the cathedral as "one of the finest 

we have seen built almost uniformly in a style like our Early 

English, very plain but very b e a u t i f u l H o w e v e r , a letter 
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to his close friend Cormell Price is suitably more critical and 

heart-felt and more informative on matters of architecture. 

Morris also utilizes the letter to Price as an opportunity to 

posit, in a manner of Ruskin, distinctions between early and 

late Gothic. I thereby quote Morris's description of Louviers 

in order to impress this point: 

there is a splendid church there, though it is not a 

large one; the outside has a kind of mask of the most 

gorgeous flamboyant (though late) thrown all over it, 

with such parapets and windows, it is so gorgeous and 

light, that I was utterly unprepared for the inside, 

and almost startled by it; so solemn it looked and 

calm after the fierce flamboyant of the outside; for 

all the interior except the Chapels, is quite early 

Gothic and very beautiful; I have never, either 

before or since, been so much struck with the 

difference between the early and late Gothic, and by 

the greater nobleness of the f o r m e r . ( m y emphasis) 

Morris here establishes for himself the difference, which 

he had previously discovered in his reading of Ruskin, between 

early and late Gothic. What is interesting is the power of the 

actual visual contrast within the building to verify and 

thereby to transform the prior knowledge of Morris's reading of 

The Seven Lamps. Indeed, the photograph enters the scheme of 

referential verification which, as we have seen is important 

both to Ruskin's and Morris's optical aesthetic. Only upon 

actually perceiving the early in contradistinction to the late 

Gothic is Morris able to put forth "the greater nobleness of 

the former." Morris places an emphasis upon visual difference 

- the ability of an unexpected juxtaposition to intensify each 

component of the decoration, that which in turn anticipates the 

shock of perceptual aberration harboured by each grotesque 

figure of that decoration. 

The realization of this type of distinction forms the 
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basis of Morris's first writing on architecture, and the 

publication of "Shadows of Amiens," the first of a proposed 

series. The Churches of Northern France, in the February issue 

of The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine is a direct outcome of the 

Normandy tour of 185 5. The article is small, especially when 

compared with The Seven Lamps, but it is nonetheless an 

important publication, one which signals not only the 

increasing relevance to Victorian art and culture of the study 

of Gothic, but also a particular influence of Ruskin's work 

upon Morris's methods of perceiving and theorizing 

architecture. For in the article Morris assimilates, from his 

reading of Ruskin and its consolidation by way of the walking 

tour, a singular combination of the excursive tone of the 

contemporary travel journal and a Ruskinian emphasis on 

optical intricacies which relies upon the idiosyncratic 

viewpoint of a spectator who is never exempt from aberrance. 

Therefore, as The Seven Lamps of Architecture had a 

revelatory effect for Proust, Ruskin's texts have for Morris 

the effect of restoring the sense of sight by their exposure of 

neglected fragments. However, paradoxically, the nature of 

this restoration by sight of individual architectural fragments 

cannot, by definition, escape a quality of fragmentation. For 

the act of analysing, "stone by stone," a Gothic cathedral must 

always produce, on a primary level, a collection of fragments, 

owing in part to the form of documentation by note and sketch, 

but also because of a particular agency of grotesque ornament 

as discussed in the first part of this chapter. Moreover, 

Morris's "Shadows of Amiens" performs a crucial re-inscription 

of the perceptual and the rhetorical fragmentation which, 

according to Ruskin, invariably accompanies the study of an 

architecture able to elude the eye. 

Having briefly mapped the parallel northern tours, I will 

now discuss a text by Morris which intricately revises Ruskin's 

attempt to master a spectator's mode of visual perception in 

relation to the unique workings of Gothic ornamentation. And 

the agency of photography is central here, since Morris's 
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articulation and positioning of photography further re-defines 

the relationship of photography to Ruskin's grotesque. The 

shift from an emphasis on Northern Gothic in The Seven Lamps to 

a major concern with the architecture of Venice in The Stones 

is re-formulated in Morris's "Shadows of Amiens." I am not of 

course, correlating these works by Ruskin and Morris in terms 

of their size or their importance, for Ruskin's are on a much 

grander scale, but rather in terms of their specific 

formulations of perceptual issues peculiar to Gothic 

architecture. 

Written directly after the French tour of 1855, "Shadows 

of Amiens" is important to the development of Morris's 

architectural theory, and it is the result of his having seen 

Amiens cathedral for the first time. Morris's desire, in this 

early work, to locate in relation to the cathedral the vantage 

point of a prospective spectator appears to be of his own 

determination. But it owes a great deal in its progression to 

Ruskin's The Seven Lamps. Morris's text exposes extensively 

the availability of various methods of visual perception, and 

already in this early essay, Morris proposes for the spectator 

a mode of perceiving Amiens cathedral which resists 

objectification. In other words, Amiens may be seen, Morris 

notes, from all angles (as could Venetian architecture for 

Ruskin) from different heights, with varying lengths of the eye 

- there is no single way of taking in the whole. And thus 

Morris - exercising the prerogative of Ruskin's optically 

educated traveller/beholder - speculates upon the nature of a 

panoramic view of the cathedral: 

I know how wonderful it would look, if you were to 

mount one of the steeples of the town, [. . .] For it 

rises up from the ground, grey from the paving of the 

street, the cavernous porches of the west front 

opening wide, & marvellous with shadows of the 

carving you can only guess at: and above stand the 

kings, and above that you would see the twined 



147 

mystery of the great flamboyant rose window with its 

thousand openings, and the shadows of the flower-work 

carved round it; then the grey towers and gable, grey 

against the blue of the August sky; and behind them 

all, rising high into the quivering air, the tall 

spire over the crossing. But from the hot Place 

Royale here with its stunted pollard acacias [. . .] 

you can see nothing but the graceful spire. 

(Works, Vol. I, p. 350) (my emphasis) 

Here, Morris offers the reader two distinct and possible 

vantage points from which to view Amiens. His knowledge of 

"how wonderful it would look" from a particular aspect is 

highlighted, at the end of the extract, by its stark contrast 

with the actual vantage point of the narrator, "the hot Place 

Royale." Morris's writing here additionally evokes both the 

tone of the nineteenth century travel journal and the narrative 

directive of Modern Painters. For the dominant metaphors are 

those of speculative progression on the part of an itinerant 

subject, and, in the manner of Ruskin, Morris attempts to fix -

by a type of clairvoyance - the prospective place of the 

spectator. There is a movement through present vantage point 

to a desired position of overview, a shift to the conditional 

as object of desire. 

Morris then re-inscribes here, in a number of ways, 

Ruskin's The Seven Lamps and The Stones. Firstly, he writes of 

the porches of the west front of Amiens "marvellous with the 

shadows of the carving you can only guess at." There is thus a 

direct link back to Ruskin's praise of Turnerian effects and to 

the ability of the eye to see (to know) their forms without 

attempting to unravel initial visual confusion. This is the 

phenomenon, as explored at the beginning of this chapter, of 

perceptual ambiguity as that which pre-empts clarity of sight. 

Moreover, it is that which forms the basis of Ruskin's 

comparison of Turner with Canaletto in Modern Painters 1 -

which Morris is certain to have read. Secondly, the tone is 
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that of an excursive traveller who brings a knowledge of 

mediation to the perception of the cathedral. In addition, 

Morris intimates Ruskin's instructional tone, engaging the 

reader in the very shifting, alternating focus of an "educated 

eye." Thus, Morris discloses to the reader specific processes 

of seeing and of writing about the percept. Morris 

demonstrates as well a type of Wordsworthian removal, a 

doubling back upon the primary experience from a condition of 

tranquillity, with the aid of a specifically Victorian device -

the photograph. As I have suggested, it is the agency of the 

camera which becomes the frequently forgotten additional term 

in modes of representation during the period. The following 

account by Morris demonstrates, however, the extent to which he 

himself had 'internalised' photographic discourse. For Morris, 

photography becomes that which "as everybody knows" performs 

certain functions "better" than others. But in fact 

photography is also that which mobilises, for Morris, such a 

speculative approach to visual methodology: 

let me say something about the way in which I have 

taken this description upon me; for I did not write 

it at Amiens: moreover if I had described it from 

bare reminiscences of the church, I should have been 

able to say little enough about the most interesting 

part of all, the sculptures, namely. So, though 

remembering well enough the general effect of the 

whole,[ . . .] yet the external sculpture I am 

describing as well as I can from such photographs as 

I have; and these, as everybody knows, though very 

distinct when they show anything at all, yet in some 

places where the shadows are deep, show simply 

nothing. They tell me too nothing about the 

colour of the building, in fact their brown and 

yellow is as unlike as possible to the grey of 

Amiens. So, for the facts of form I have to look 

at my photographs and remember the day or two I spent 
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at Amiens . . . (Works, Vol. I, pp. 354-355) 

(my emphasis) 

The photographs are good precisely, Morris writes, for 

they restore to the mind that which they elide, here namely, 

colour. For Morris photography becomes then an articulation of 

a particular absence. As a documentary of absences, 

photographs invariably render texts incomplete, and thus 

grotesque. In this way, as a spectator, Morris has the 

retrospective aid of photographs to recreate original views and 

their accompanying vantage points. But the nature of a 

photograph is here, however, in contradistinction to Barthes' 

point about its ability to annihilate itself as medium, such 

that it impresses itself upon the spectator as medium. For 

Morris, the "brown and yellow" of photographs are opposed 

directly to the "grey" of Amiens, and they are at once a 

removal from it. Photographs of the cathedral, Morris 

maintains, accentuate shadows, and because they do then, to 

some extent, they cloud form. However, it is clear that Morris 

believes that photographs succeed in documenting the 

sculptures, which for Ruskin and him alike constitute "the most 

interesting part of all." But what is it that photographs are 

here believed to capture, to arrest? Clearly, Morris believes 

that the representation of tonal masses in a photograph is a 

hindrance to the perception of form. Yet by implication Morris 

considers photographs of sculpture valuable since he wishes to 

recall intricacy of detail rather than tonal masses. Thus, one 

criterion for the measurement of photographic success is the 

extent to which it records decorative detail, and it is 

significant that stereoscopic photography is particularly 

successful in its recording of sculpture. 

Before I proceed to discuss Morris's early poetry in 

relation to Ruskin's theories of the grotesque, however, I wish 

to elucidate further the relationship of photography to the 

Victorian spectator's perception of architecture. Indeed, I 

have discussed previously Ruskin's attitude to photographic 
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records of architecture, primarily his use of the daguerreotype 

for the documentation of buildings faced with destruction. In 

"Shadows of Amiens" Morris articulates a significant dilemma: 

to what extent does the photographic image actually hinder 

memory? Morris addresses to this question a most interesting 

and original comment. 

I remember as I came out of the north door of the 

west front, how tremendous the porches seemed to me; 

which impression of greatness and solemnity the 

photographs, square cut and brown-coloured do not 

keep at all. Still however I can recall whenever I 

please the wonder I felt before that great triple 

porch: I remember best in this way the porch into 

which I first entered, namely the northern 

most, probably because I saw most of it, coming in 

and out often by it, yet perhaps the fact that I have 

seen no photograph of this doorway somewhat assists 

this impression. (Works, Vol. I, p. 361) 

(my emphasis) 

On first reading, this quotation may seem at odds with 

Ruskin's opinion of the daguerreotype, but a closer analysis 

produces a fundamental parallel. Morris here makes a direct 

correlation between "faithful" memory and an absence of 

photographic record. It appears that the hindrance to memory 

of photography is chiefly to do with its reducing the size of 

an object. The reduction in size of a monumental edifice is 

here for Morris synonymous with an inaccurate recollection of 

its detail. Moreover, Morris's comment on the impression of 

the porch and its connection with the absence of a photograph 

provides an intricate theorizing of the relationship of visual 

perception to memory, to representation and to Victorian 

developments in photographic device. For, as he writes, the 

photographs of Amiens, "square-cut and brown-coloured do not 

keep at all the impression" of the cathedral. Consequently, 



151 

the question to be asked here is, what is it that these 

photographs do retain? I shall return presently to this 

question. 

First, however, it is clear that in his above comments 

Morris invariably posits a fundamental difference between 

photography and other forms of pictorial reproduction. The 

most obvious medium for comparison is the engraving which 

remained, in 1856, the chief means of reproducing drawings and 

paintings. Moreover, it is significant that while an engraving 

- like a photograph - reduces the size of an object, it does 

not - in the manner of a photograph - harbour the same 

potential to become the object itself. It does not have, in 

other words, the same possibility of annihilating itself as 

medium. That is to say, unlike a photograph, the nature of 

which allows its mode of production to be overlooked 

(monetarily at least), an engraving pretends to be none other 

than a representation. In this sense, a photograph, even when 

sepia-toned as in Morris's account, goes a long way towards 

overcoming a separation between object and representation. 

Afterall, photography, as a chemical reaction at the mercy of 

daylight, does not bear in its image the preliminary trace of a 

hand. Therefore, it may be considered to provide a somewhat 

unsettling equivalent to the object. Clearly, the violation of 

the size of an object which a photograph enacts is an important 

distinguishing factor. Reduction in size in representation is 

newly problematic for the photograph precisely because the 

"credibility" of its chemical origins and the notion of its 

"exact" transcription of objects is undermined or re-defined by 

discrepancy in size. Discrepancy in size between an engraving 

of a building or landscape and the actual objects does not 

produce the same referential relationship as a photograph. 

Only the photograph makes the relationship of size an issue in 

this way because of its chemical production by light. 

For my purpose, it is significant that Morris, while 

making use of photographs for architectural purposes, still 

expresses a periodic mistrust of photography similar to that of 
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Ruskin. For Morris is not fooled into crediting a photograph 

with greater truth to detail than any other form of 

representation. On the contrary, he voices a skepticism 

produced by his particular habits of visual perception (which 

are heavily dependent on his reading) and by his having gone to 

nature and to architecture with Ruskinian scrutiny. Moreover, 

Ruskin is frequently critical of the daguerreotype apart from 

those times when it may be used to record quickly architecture 

that is threatened with imminent destruction. However, 

although even in these circumstances Ruskin prefers the 

combined records of drawing and photographs, as early as 1845, 

in his letters from Italy, he realises a singular value of the 

daguerreotype in its ability to shock the reader into new 

perceptions: 

Well, among all the mechanical poison that this 

terrible nineteenth century has poured upon men, it 

has given us at any rate one antidote, the 

Daguerreotype. It's a most blessed invention, 

that's what it is. I have been walking all over 

St. Mark's place today, and found a lot of things in 

the Daguerreotype that I never had noticed in the 

palace itself. It is such a happy thing to be able 

to depend on everything — to be sure not only that 

the painter is perfectly honest, but that he can't 

make a mistake. I have got the Palazzo Foscari to 

its last brick, and booked St. Mark's up, down and 

round about. (Letters From Italy, p.225) 

Above, then, as well as making a familiar comparison of the 

relative "accuracies" of photograph and painting, the 

complexities of which Ruskin will later address in greater 

detail, he posits photography as the "one antidote" of 

nineteenth century mechanical invention. And importantly,he 

recognises it as a cultural form with distinct peculiarities. 

For, his use of the term "antidote" thus positions the 
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discourse of photography as a necessary counteraction of a 

social poison or evil, as that which is able to undo or reverse 

the process or course of a malignant influence. In a 

postscript to another letter to his father of the same year 

Ruskin foregrounds another quality peculiar to the medium of 

photography, namely its unique relationship to temporality, its 

"having been there"; 

It is rather cold in the open corridor of the old 

convent inn here. I had such a curious feeling in 

looking at one of my Daguerreotypes of St. Mark's 

place (where a fortnight ago I was eating ices out of 

doors at ten o'clock at night) beside the wood fire 

here. 

In remarking casually upon a daguerreotype's ability to restore 

a particular distinction between a past and present context, 

Ruskin realises the oddity of its temporal disruption. In 

other words the parenthetical clause detailing a change in both 

context and climate communicates another version of the 

photograph's disruptive function, its re-inscription of the 

terms, references or anchors of retrospection. 

It is interesting, with regard to these observations, that 

Ruskin's mother is known to have expressed a preference for her 

son to see, rather than a photograph of a landscape or a 

building, a photograph of an engraving of such. This procedure 

adds further significance to the relevance of photography, not 

only to its impact on Ruskin but also on visual perception in 

general. For a photograph of an engraving of an object 

constitutes a further removal from it. And, therefore, Mrs. 

Ruskin's preference implies a recognition of the ability of 

photography to come "too close" to the object, to "trick" the 

eye and the perceiver, and to the removal of the role of the 

graphic artist from the scheme of representation. 

This ability of photography to come "too close," "to 

trick," is a significant consideration with regard to the 
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Rusklnlan grotesque, and it is inevitably linked with the 

reduction in size of the object as described by Morris in 

"Shadows of Amiens." Of course, one may argue that an 

engraving constitutes equally a reduction in size of an 

original object. But, as I have stated previously, an 

engraving, unlike a photography, has not the same ability to 

render a spectator forgetful (albeit monetarily) of the medium 

itself. 

In "Shadows of Amiens" Morris describes the manner in 

which the reduction in size of an object by a photograph 

frustrates a recollection of that object. This frustration is 

primarily owing to the fact that a photograph fails to record 

an object's monumentality. Moreover, with reference to the 

first part of this chapter, one may realize that within the 

Gothic style the grotesque operates, in part, upon an analogous 

inversion of expectation. As in the previously cited example 

from Coleridge's Biographia Literaria, it is the reversal of 

visual hierarchies - wherein grotesque figures occupy positions 

prominent to the eye - which characterizes the structure of the 

grotesque. 

As a logical extension then of this definition, the 

grotesque comes to represent also that which eludes photography 

or Daguerreotypy. Stereoscopy, on the other hand, is a 

mobilisation of the elusive depth of field. For the 

(Daguerreotype) photograph removes that very "gap" which Ruskin 

shows to be necessary to the function of the grotesque. 

Therefore, by annihilating itself as medium, a photograph, as I 

have suggested already, may come "too close" to the object and 

thereby fail to generate that very gap in the imagination which 

characterizes the grotesque, that which belongs, in Ruskin's 

definition to the spectator's task of unravelling a perceptual 

riddle. 

But it is not that a photograph is capable of solving the 

riddle of perceptual aberration upon which the grotesque is 

predicated, but that a photograph simplifies detail, by 

resolving intricacies of gothic ornamentation into, what Morris 
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terms, "shadows" which, as unevocative abstractions, put a 

certain end to the intrigue of perceptual aberration. In other 

words, according to Ruskin and to Morris, a photograph is 

unlikely to capture the ability of its image to oscillate 

between two states of appearance, that which I have shown is a 

prerequisite of the Ruskinian grotesque. Thus, a photograph 

can be said to represent, to a certain extent, perceptual 

ambiguity resolved. And Morris writes, in "Shadows of Amiens," 

that "in my photograph the shadow is so thick that I cannot see 

much of the burial of the Virgin, can scarce see anything of 

the faces, only .just the forms. In other words, the 

photographs here obscure and block out as shadow a possibility 

for the eye's play. What is more, since the grotesque 

requires detail and cannot operate by forms alone, a photograph 

can, in this sense, counteract the effectiveness of the 

grotesque. By the same token, unlike Ruskin's drawing of a 

minute grotesque figure on the porch of Rouen cathedral, which 

for Proust imbues the figure with such significance that he is 

alarmed to find that it measures no more than ten centimetres, 

a photograph of the same would not be able to restore the lost 

figure to such a level of importance. For a photograph, unlike 

the hand of Ruskin, could not have extracted one such figure 

from a multitude; instead a single figure would have remained 

lost in what Morris calls "shadow." In fact the "shadows" of 

Morris's Amiens are the photographs themselves. 

It should be at this point clear that, by specific 

reference to the aid to memory of photography of architecture, 

Morris performs a re-working of significant aspects of Ruskin's 

theory of the grotesque. Morris remembers most the porch of 

Amiens cathedral precisely because (as he remarks) he does not 

have a photograph, with which to cloud its details. Rather, in 

the absence of photographic reproduction, he may work to 

recreate those perceptual riddles which accompanied his 

original repeated views of the cathedral porch. At the same 

time however, the question as to what a photograph is able to 

retain is by no means determinate or sealed off. For while the 
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photograph inevitably crops form and resolves detail its 

presence can impress to Morris his comparative lack of 

independent recall. In "Shadows of Amiens" Morris also writes: 

"most of the niches in the next cavetto seem to hold subjects; 

but the square camera of the photographer clips some, many 

others are in shadow . . . in fact without the photograph I 

remember nothing but much fretted grey s t o n e . " ^ 7 And, I will 

now demonstrate that it is to such problematic optical 

processes and contradictions that The Defence addresses itself, 

as, characteristically, does stereoscopy. For as chapter 1 

initially demonstrates stereoscopy brings to photography the 

additional complication of a mediating instrument which 

resolves two photographic images into one. 
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Chapter Four 

The Critical Reception of The Defence of Guenevere 

1. Reviews and Reviewers 

William Morris's first volume of verse, The Defence of 

Guenevere and Other Poems, published by Bell and Daldy in March 

1858, attracted relatively scant attention in the literary 

journals.! May Morris recalls that it "was received with 

indifference by the c r i t i c s . I n fact, during 1858, only five 

literary journals managed to review the volume at all: The 

Spectator, The Literary Gazette, The Athenaeum, The Tablet, and 

The Saturday Review. The condemnatory reviews, in The 

Spectator, The Athenaeum, and The Saturday Review, dismissed 

Morris's volume as a "Pre-Raphaelite curiosity;" the two 

laudatory reviews, on the other hand, praised its realism, its 

"conscientious rendering of the a c t u a l . I n all of the 

literary journals a mere eight pages were devoted to The 

Defence. Morris's biographer, J.W. Mackail, echoes May Morris 

when he remarks on the relative lack of interest the volume 

occasioned: "it met with no acclamations, it did not even gain 

the distinction of abuse: it simply went unnoticed. 

According to Mackail, two hundred and fifty copies were sold 

and given away out of an edition of five hundred. Most of the 

copies, however, remained unsold for some twenty years.^ 

But not everyone completely dismissed the volume. It was 

praised by a small group of admirers, mainly members of the 

"Oxford Brotherhood" who had already read Morris's poems in The 

Oxford and Cambridge Magazine or heard "Topsy" read his 

"grinds" himself.^ The volume therefore acquired a sort of 

underground status. As Mackail says, it was "one of those 
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books which, without ever reaching a wide circulation or a 

large popularity, have acted with great intensity on a small 

circle of m i n d s . M a y Morris substantiates Mackail's 

evaluation. She refers to Richard Garnett and John Skelton, 

"two figures, well known in London," as readers who appreciated 

her father's first volume and who thereby "stand out 

friendly and genial" in an otherwise unenthusiastic crowd of 

critics. In his own review, Garnett, according to May Morris, 

was both respectful and knowledgeable. He wrote, she says, "a 

cordial and discriminating review" of The Defence, welcoming 

some of the poems "as already known and admired." Skelton, 

whom she calls "that thoughtful critic Shirley," defended 

Morris's borrowings from the medieval, the use of what Skelton 

called "antique words and habits" and what he praised as 

Morris's "living insight into the thought and heart of the dead 

people whose life they shaped." Morris apparently appreciated 

these favourable comments. For his daughter recalls the 

pleasure that Morris felt when he discovered these "cordial" 

reviews by Garnett and Skelton: 

I have often heard my father speak with warm 

appreciation of the kindly treatment he received 

at the hands of these two men. I do not think the 

feeling of affectionate gratitude he had towards 

them in consequence ever weakened throughout his 

life. It is not a little thing for a shy and 

sensitive young man to have his first volume of 
O 

poems treated with understanding and sympathy. 

The adjectives of May Morris's reference to the review by 

Garnett - "cordial" and "discriminating" - might suggest that 

Garnett was therefore the author of the laudatory review in The 

Literary Gazette (March 1858). Peter Faulkner attributes the 

review to Garnett, and it is also attributed to him, with 

circumstantial detail, in an article entitled "William Morris, 

M.A." in The Dublin Magazine (November 1878 n.s.ii), and in a 
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larger article by O.L. Triggs, "The Socialistic Thread in the 

Life and Work of William Morris" in Poet-Lore (March, 1893 

V.16) (where the date is given as 6 March, 1859).^ However, in 

a footnote to her introduction to the Collected Works May 

Morris instead mentions Joseph Knight as the author: 

I take this opportunity, writing of reviews, to say 

that among the most clear-sighted and just critics 

of my father's early work was the late Mr. Joseph 

Knight. His reviews of The Earthly Paradise are 

still worth reading, and he was the first (within a 

week of its publication) to recognize the value of 

The Defence of Guenevere in The Literary Gazette of 

March 6, 1858.^® 

Delbert R. Gardner, in his study of Morris's poetic reputation, 

also assumes that the review is by Joseph Knight. But Peter 

Faulkner points out that Knight was in Leeds until 1860, when 

"he became a literary journalist in London concentrating mainly 

on the drama."11 It is for this reason that Faulkner believes 

it unlikely that Knight wrote the r e v i e w . H o w e v e r , when one 

considers the influential support received by the Pre-

Raphaelites from Northern patrons, it seems equally probable 

that Knight was acquainted with The Defence of Guenevere and 

that it was he who wrote this favourable review of it.^^ 

Morris himself had spent some time in the North of England in 

1857 (only the year before the publication of The Defence), 

visiting the famous Art Treasures Exhibition in Manchester. It 

seems, as well, that he composed at least one of the poems for 

the volume while there. For Mackail remarks that "it was 

during this visit . . . that Morris wrote the "Praise of My 

Lady," with the lovely Latin burden, which is one of the jewels 

of the volume of poems of 1858. 

May Morris nevertheless seems confident that the author of 

the review in The Literary Gazette was indeed Joseph Knight; 

and although she attributes a laudatory review to Garnett she 
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does not specify where it appears. Furthermore, there is no 

record of additional reviews of Morris's poetry by Garnett 

until 9 January, 1892, when he reviewed Poems By the Way in The 

Illustrated London News. Significantly, however, Joseph Knight 

was the first person to review The Life and Death of Jason. In 

addition, in his review in The Sunday Times (9 June, 1867 no. 

2304,7), Knight refers back in detail to the critical reception 

of The Defence of Guenevere and to the injustice of its fate: 

Very singular has been the fate of Mr. Morris's 

earlier work. As regards the general public it 

was a failure so complete that its author, if 

unsupported by self-knowledge and the promptings 

of genius, might well have retired in discouragement 

from the strife for fame. With a select few, 

however, comprising men of highest culture and those 

whose opinions upon poetry have most weight, it 

speedily became a remarkable favourite. Such a 

volume - so thoroughly imbued with antique spirit, 

so full of wonderful colour, so strange, mystical, 

and unearthly, yet withal so profoundly poetical -

had seldom before been seen ... A second volume from 

the same author has long been hoped for, and at 

length is here.^^ 

Knight goes on to confirm his enthusiasm for The Defence: 

The first feeling on glancing at the contents of The 

Life and Death of Jason, or indeed, at the reading of 

its title, is regret. So completely has the fame of 

Mr. Morris been associated with Gothic art that it is 

not without a twinge of pain we see him desert it for 

Classic. To the man who can write such poems as 'The 

Chapel in Lyoness', 'Rapunzel', 'Shameful Death' or 

'The Haystack in the Floods', a mine of wealth is 

open which none but he can explore . . . In The 
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Defence of Guenevere a noticeable charm was the utter 

un-worldliness, so to speak, of the verse, its total 

divergence from all known models, and the manner in 

which its very metre carries the mind away from 

every day life.^^ 

These comments closely resemble those in the review of The 

Defence in The Literary Gazette, particularly in the references 

to a "divergence from all known [literary] models." And as May 

Morris recalls, after the poor reception of The Defence Morris 

was initially concerned about the criticisms of The Life and 

Death of Jason: 

My father was in spirits over the reviews - a little 

cautious, too, and characteristically never over-

sanguine until the success was an accomplished 

fact. 

Again Joseph Knight is the principal reviewer to whom she draws 

attention, and she quotes a letter by Morris, dated June 1867, 

in which he mentions Knight's review of Jason: 

Knight's notice is a very handsome one, and so is 

his friend's in The Athenaeum . . . so I am getting 

on pretty well.^® 

Therefore there seems to be sufficient evidence to suggest that 

it was Knight who wrote the review of The Defence in The 

Literary Gazette. Indeed, there are more references to Knight 

than to Garnett during this period of Morris's poetic 

achievement. 

The other favourable review of The Defence, which appeared 

in The Tablet April 1858, was thought by Swinburne to be by 

John Hungerford Pollen (1820-1902). In his letter of 26 April 

1858 to Edwin Hatch, Swinburne praises the review and says it 

is "certainly the best as well as the most favourable review 
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Morris has had."^® Pollen was Professor of Fine Arts at 

Dublin, and in 1857 he was asked by Rossetti to participate in 

the painting of the Oxford Union Murals. The project was 

arranged by the architect Benjamin Woodward, Rossetti's friend, 

who was responsible for the construction of a debating hall for 

the Union Society in the Gothic Style. It was agreed that 

seven artists should paint a series of scenes from the Morte 

d'Arthur, and Pollen was responsible for one of them. His 

painting "How King Arthur received his word Excalibur from the 

Lady of the Lake" revealed an obvious love of Sir Walter 

Scott's poetry and of Pre-Raphaelite painting. In a letter of 

1869 to J.R. Thursfield, the chairman of the Oxford Union 

Fresco Committee, Morris writes, however, that Mr. Pollen's 

painting opposite Mr. Hughes' was never finished. 

It should not be surprising then that Pollen, who had 

spent several months working alongside Morris, should review 

The Defence of Guenevere.^^ His interest in the volume and the 

effect that it had upon his own work may, in fact, have 

contributed to the suspension of the painting of the debating 
/ 

hall series. Mackail notes afteyall that after March 1858 "no 

more work was done [on the murals] either by Rossetti or by any 

other of the artists engaged."^3 Moreover, this was the month 

in which Morris's volume of verse was published, and Pollen 

seems to refer to details in Morris's poetry that he had been 

trying to capture in his own mural at Oxford: 

The 'conscientious rendering of the actual', in its 

minutest details, is observed not only in the 

description of gestures, attitudes, features, and 

garments, so that many passages read like 

descriptions of a Pre-Raphaelite picture, but the 

same 'fidelity to nature' is preserved in the 

language of the interlocutors (almost all the poems 

are in the first person s i n g u l a r ) . ^ 4 
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The reviewer in The Literary Gazette also refers to Morris's 

involvement in the Oxford Union decorations: 

The pre-Raphaelite poets and painters have made the 

Arthurian cyclus their own,. . . Not long since? our 

columns contained a notice of certain fresco 

illustrations of Arthurian romance attempted at 

Oxford by painters of this school. . . . One of these 

gentlemen has now enabled us to form some opinion 

of his qualifications for his task by the publication 

of the book before us; and we do not hesitate to 

pronounce, that if he do but wield the brush to half 

as much purpose as the pen, his must be pictures well 

worth a long pilgrimage to see.^^ 

Not surprisingly then, of the three condemnatory reviews, 

two were directly hostile to Morris as a Pre-Raphaelite. The 

Athenaeum and The Saturday Review considered the volume as 

representing "a distasteful school of painters. The unsigned 

notice in The Spectator dismisses Morris in a paragraph, saying 

that he "imitates little save faults." For the anonymous 

writer of the notice Morris combines "the mawkish simplicity of 

the Cockney School with the prosaic boldness of the worst 

passages of Tennyson," together with "the occasional obscurity 

and affectation that characterize Browning and his followers." 

The reviewer concludes by maintaining that the "affectation and 

bad taste" of these poems seem to offer little promise for the 

future. He does not quote from the poems, however. Instead he 

merely claims they contain "touches of what modern research or 

judgement has shown to be [the] real coarseness and immorality" 

of medievalism. 

According to L.A. Marchand, the reviewer of The Defence in 

The Athenaeum was H.F. Chorley (1802-72), who, we are told in 

an implicit support of this evaluation, was completely typical 

of the journal's readerships; he "mirrored truly," writes 

Marchand, "the average opinion of the readers of the 



169 

j o u r n a l . D e l b e r t R. Gardner, in his study of Morris's 

poetic reputation, also attributes this review to Chorley and 

underlines its critical perspective: 

H.F. Chorley, The Athenaeum's prolific critic of 

art, music and literature, displays his usual 

conservative bias in the issue of April 3, 1858, 

he centres on Tennyson's 'Lady of Shalott' as the 

'point of departure' for all the poems in the book.^B 

Chorley's derisory review begins with this criticism of Morris 

as a Pre-Raphaelite: 

We must call attention to his book of Pre-Raphaelite 

minstrelsy as to a curiosity which shows how far 

affectation may mislead an earnest man toward the 

fog-land of Art.^^ 

Similarly, the reviewer in The Saturday Review refers to 

Morris as "the Pre-Raphaelite's poet," and calls his volume one 

of the "jets" or "puffs of smoke" in the erupting "volcano" of 

p o e t r y . 3 0 He continues the analogy with Pre-Raphaelitism: "the 

poet, prophet-like, preceded the painter - the plastic, or 

rather pictorial, development of art followed upon its 

poetical."31 For the reviewer in The Saturday Review, Morris 

represents the "absurdities and extravagances of Pre-

Raffaelitism," which he says "has degenerated in many quarters 

into cant and affectation. Hostile reviewers, it becomes 

apparent, found in Morris's volume qualities which they were 

also reluctant to accept in the work of the Pre-Raphaelites. 

In fact, the epithet "Pre-Raphaelite," originally derived from 

visual art, was continually adopted and modified by literary 

critics. It is well to remember therefore what Peter Faulkner 

reminds us - that The Defence was "the first volume of Pre-

Raphaelite poetry to appear: neither Dante Gabriel nor 
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Christina Rossetti, nor Swinburne, had yet published, except in 

magazines."33 As Swinburne said later in his review of Jason: 

The Defence of Guenevere seems to have been now 

lauded and now decried as the result and expression 

of a school rather than a man, of a theory or 

tradition rather than a poet or a student. Those 

who so judged were blind guides of the p u r b l i n d . ^ 4 

It is probable that the Pre-Raphaelite stigma attached to 

The Defence, caused a number of critics like John Parker (the 

editor of Eraser's Magazine) to prefer to ignore the book 

rather than draw attention to it by abuse. For Parker had seen 

The Defence in manuscript when Morris sent him the poems for 

possible publication. And John Skelton recalls how Parker had 

only reluctantly permitted him to write his favourable review, 

and in doing so to "extend recognition, more or less cordial, 

to a young writer named William M o r r i s , 

I saw Morris's poems in MS. He wanted us to publish 

them. I confess I could make nothing of them. Nor 

could a very able man who looked at the MS. for me. 

Surely 19/20ths of them are of the most obscure, 

watery, mystical, affected stuff possible. The man 

who brought the MS. (himself well-known as a poet) 

said 'that one of the poems which described a picture 

of Rossetti's was a very fine poem; that the picture 

was not understandable, and the poem made it no 

clearer, but that it was a very fine poem 

nevertheless'.36 For myself, I am sick of Rossetti 

and his whole school. I think them essentially 

unmanly, effeminate, mystical, affected, and obscure. 

You ought really to say more as to Morris's obscurity 

and affectation.37 
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Skelton's comment effectively conveys the nature of the 

prejudice to which the Pre-Raphaelites as a group were 

subjected. Indeed, such charges as unmanliness, effeminancy, 

affectation, and obscurity, the correlation of poetic 

indeterminacy with indeterminate sexuality, provide an 

inherited vocabulary for contemporary critics of The Defence. 

Yet most literary reviewers appear to have become 

acquainted with The Defence only after the publication of The 

Life and Death of Jason (1867) and The Earthly Paradise (1868-

70). Nevertheless, even in this brief account of his initial 

critical reception, the scantiness of critical attention to 

Morris's first volume may be understood to indicate not only 

much about the state of Victorian reviewing during the period, 

but also about the manner in which The Defence was, from the 

outset, constructed as a voice of the Pre-Raphaelite cause. 

As is evident in the above account by Skelton, even while in 

manuscript the volume was being processed as morally 

subversive, as espousing a 'suspect' sexuality. But with 

regard to the attitude of contemporary reviewers, it should be 

noted that when Morris revised The Defence for re-publication 

in 1875, he chose to ignore his critics and to include all of 

the "affectation" and "obscurity" which preoccupied reviewers 

in 1858. 

Though few in number, contemporary reviews of The Defence 

are, however, firstly significant for their treatment of the 

inter-relationships of poetry and painting. Indeed, as 

Swinburne points out, the reviews disclose an inability to read 

and criticise Morris's volume outside an entire current 

discourse on the inter-relations of art and literature, as 

propounded at this time by Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelites. But 

more importantly, perhaps, their terminology from optical and 

photographic discourse lends unprecedented cultural specificity 

and significance to the period's treatment of the sister arts 

debate. It testifies to the subtle but growing influence of 

the changing nature of optical discourse and its containment of 

rivalry between monoscopy and stereoscopy. 
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2. 'No Sign of Life'. 

Setting aside the brief accounts of May Morris, the effect 

upon Morris of the general critical neglect of The Defence of 

Guenevere remains largely unstated. Morris himself was not 

very communicative about his writing, and it is difficult to 

assess the influence upon him of his contemporary criticism. 

Mackail notes: 

It was part and a very necessary part, of the 

Pre-Raphaelite creed to disregard both neglect 

and criticism: and Morris, of all persons in the 

world, was one who was only happy in his own 

content, and over whom the opinions of others 

slipped without leaving much impression.^9 

However, it is apparent from his subsequent response to the 

reviews of The Life and Death of Jason that Morris was not 

completely indifferent to literary criticism of his p o e t r y . 

Indeed, Mackail also remarks that Morris stopped writing poetry 

immediately after the publication of The Defence, abandoning 

his "Scenes from the Fall of Troy," partly because of the poor 

critical reception of his first v o l u m e . M o r e o v e r , an amusing 

letter from Swinburne to Edwin Hatch indicates how Morris 

basically chose to lie low just following the publication of 

The Defence: 

The party has given us no signs of life as yet: 

in vain has The 'Oxford County Chronicle' been 

crammed with such notices as the following: 

'If W.M. will return to his disconsolate friends 

all shall be forgiven. One word would relieve them 

from the most agonizing anxiety - why is it 

withheld?' 

'If the Gentleman who left a MS. (apparently in 
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verse) in George St. will communicate with his 

bereaved and despairing Publishers, he will hear 

something to his advantage. Otherwise the MS. will 

be sold (to pay expenses) as waste paper, together 

with the stock in hand of a late volume of Poems 

which fell stillborn from the press. 

Unfortunately, as Philip Henderson points out, Swinburne's 

jokes were "all too true," but such jokes at Morris's expense 

were "common currency" among his friends, particularly at this 

period. Swinburne continues: 

The town crier is to proclaim our loss tomorrow. 

'Lost, stolen, or strayed, an eminent artist and 

promising litterateur. (The description of his person 

is omitted for obvious reasons.) Had on when last 

seen the clothes of another gentleman, much worn, of 

which he had possessed himself in a fit of moral -

and physical - abstraction. Linen (questionable) 

marked W.M. Swears awfully, and walks with a rolling 

gait, as if partially intoxicated.'^^ 

There is, however, evidence that Morris had a contemptuous 

attitude toward critics as a 'class.' Mackail records him as 

saying, "To think of a beggar making a living by selling his 

opinions about other people!. . . and fancy any one paying him 

for it."44 In keeping with this attitude, Morris was, as I 

have suggested, largely indifferent to criticism of his 

poetry. Morris's friend and publisher, F.S. Ellis, said that 

Morris wrote without giving any consideration to "whether what 

he thought of writing would be likely to find acceptance with 

the public. . . . He wrote for art's sake only."^^ Similarly, 

Theodore Watts-Dunton, later writing in The Athenaeum (Dec. 4, 

1897) an essay on The Water of the Wonderous Isles, writes that 

"no other poet of our time, and perhaps no poet of any other 

time, ever took up as he did the the purely Olympian attitude 
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towards the literary a r e n a . T h i s view is supported by 

Wilfred Scawen Blunt's reminiscence about the nonchalant manner 

in which Morris used to read his poetry to the Oxford 

Brotherhood: "as if he were throwing a bone to a dog, and at 

the end of each piece breaking off with 'There, that's it', as 

much to say. You may take it or leave it, as you please. 

However, Morris does seem to have had a singular attitude to 

criticism of The Defence of Guenevere, which is all the more 

interesting because it is uncharacteristic. And even Ellis 

recognized it and writes that in 1858 Morris was "curious as to 

how his verse would be received. 

Morris was certainly aware that contemporary critics 

applied to The Defence the common charges that were levelled 

against the Pre-Raphaelites. Furthermore, his dedication of 

the volume to his "friend Dante Gabriel Rossetti, painter" 

confirmed the alleged Pre-Raphaelite association. The P.R.B. 

paintings had been well received by critics in 1849, but when 

the meaning of the insignia had been made public (through 

Rossetti's having confided in the sculptor Alexander Monroe, 

who gave the information to a journalist), they were subject to 

hostile criticism. But, although the P.R.B. controversy 

appeared to have ended by 1853, it was awakened in 1858 by the 

publication of The Defence. And contemporary reviewers 

employed terminology from the visual arts primarily to address 

qualities of Morris's verse as Pre-Raphaelite traits. 

Although I wish to assess the contemporary reviews for the 

light that they shed upon representation of the sister arts 

analogy, I wish to do so also for the way in which they 

foreground politically and culturally specific optical 

practices. The references by reviewers to photographic and 

optical device, for example, are designed primarily to 

denigrate Morris's text. At the same time, however, such 

references participate in a larger cultural and social debate 

as outlined in previous chapters - and they remain historically 

specific determinates. Indeed, the use of such terms by 

reviewers (although naive) is in itself a clear indication that 
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newly emerging optical issues formed an essential discourse in 

the political debate that surrounded Pre-Raphaelitism. It is 

therefore my wish to expose the particular inter-relation of 

visual and verbal discourses in The Defence and to show how the 

pejorative and frequently erroneous terms of contemporary 

reviews yield significant strategies of reading and disclose 

important optical biases. Indeed, in their variety of optical 

figures, the reviews disclose a literal presence of optical 

mediation in poetry, painting, and art criticism of the period. 

Thus, the reviews paradoxically expose optical concerns 

peculiar to Morris's verse and to the period while condemning 

Morris and the Pre-Raphalites for over-using them. What the 

reviewers (and subsequent critics and sholars) fail to 

recognize, therefore, is the political struggle inherent in 

their particular manipulation of terminology from optics and 

photography; the manner in which their reviews provide crucial 

documentation of cultural response to photography.^9 

In discussing these reviews, I wish to demonstrate 

therefore the manner in which Morris's first volume becomes in 

the hands of reviewers a strategic Hunt-like scapegoat - not 

only for Pre-Raphaelitism, but for crucial political shifts in 

accounts of optical m a s t e r y . ^ 0 

3. 'Mr. Morris is the Pre-Raphaelite poet. So he is hailed, we 

believe by himself and the brotherhood. 

Four of the contemporary reviewers refer to Morris's "Pre-

Raphaelitism:" both The Spectator and The Athenaeum accuse 

Morris of imitating the "faults" of the Pre-Raphaelites, while 

The Literary Gazette refutes the charge of imitation and 

recognises the influence of Rossetti and Browning on "a writer 

of real original genius."^1 At the same time, certain 

reviewers (most notably the one in The Saturday Review) fuel or 
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augment their reading difficulties - which they attribute 

largely to Morris's idiosyncratic subject matter and stylistic 

irregularity - by an over-readiness to establish for the poems 

an unproblematic mediation through the visual arts. For 

example, the reviewer in The Saturday Review who maintains that 

"all [Morris] produces are pictures - pictures of queer, quaint 

knights" does not consider the implications of his metaphor. 

Neither does he foresee a difficulty in stating that The 

Defence is "in words, just what Sir Isumbras on the plum 

coloured horse was two years ago."^^ Instead, he makes what he 

regards as a straight-forward comparison between a "Pre-

Raphaelite volume" of verse and a Pre-Raphaelite painting. He 

thus mediates the one discourse through the other, but he 

completely evades the inter-relationships of image and text in 

order to arrive at a desired conclusion: that Morris's first 

volume represents the worst of Pre-Raphaelitism. 

However, precisely because it provokes consideration of 

the sister arts debate, this review is arguably the most 

Interesting or potentially pioneering contemporary review of 

The Defence. At the same time, the review is typical of the 

reviews of Morris's volume as a whole in its failure to address 

complexities of the inter-relationship of poetry and painting 

which it takes as its premise. 

Of course it needs to be stated that the use by reviewers 

of the visual arts as analogies for literature was common 

practice during the period. Nevertheless, the above analogy to 

Millais's "Sir Isumbras at the Ford" is significant, not least 

because the painting provoked hostile reaction when first 

exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1857 (including that of 

Ruskin), but also because it portrays "medieval" subject matter 

with a curiously contemporary version of optical fidelity.^3 

And here I use the phrase or term optical fidelity in order to 

account for that which (in Millais's painting) may be 

attributed to a self-conscious attention to visibility: to the 

means by which an object is rendered visible. Ironically, 

however, the reviewer in The Saturday Review simply considers 
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an analogy of Morris's poetry to Mlllals's painting as an 

unproblematlc, evaluative statement with which to close 

discussion on that which he regards as a second-rate volume of 

verse. He does not examine or. It seems, even consider 

Implications of his choice of this particular painting. 

Before discussing in greater detail this rather simplistic 

recourse to the Renaissance commonplace ut pictura poesls, I 

must stress the fact that the review in The Saturday Review is 

not an Isolated example in contemporary criticism of The 

Defence. Indeed, critics were apt to communicate that which 

they considered to be Morris's allegiance to Pre-Raphaelltism, 

but this was largely as a means of obviating the crucial 

question of the types of reading difficulties which the text 

generated. Thus, to quote again from The Saturday Review: "In 

criticising Mr. Morris, we cannot but glance at the parallel 

development in art - in the poet we trace the painter. 

Moreover, the reviewer adds that since "pre-Raffaelitlsm (sic) 

has degenerated in many quarters into cant and affectation, 

[Morris] represents its absurdities and extravagances rather 

than its original aim and p r i n c i p l e . " ^ 5 Similarly, the 

reviewer in The Tablet writes: "many passages [of The Defence] 

read like descriptions of a Pre-Raphaelite picture" owing to 

"the 'conscientious rendering of the actual' in its minutest 

details." 

In her book Victorian Scrutinies Isobel Armstrong 

addresses the practice of Victorian reviews to privilege 

comparisons of literary texts with the visual arts. She writes 

of "an Imperial refusal in Victorian criticism to regard the 

poem as a self-contained, sealed off entity on which moral and 

social questions external to it do not I m p i n g e . " ^ 7 And she 

adds: 

this, of course, is very often the source of an 

irritating philistinism but it is also one of its 

strengths. Exclusively literary criticism did not 

exist and the Victorian critic would cross the 
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boundaries established by the restrictions and 

delimitation of literary criticism without even 

knowing that they were t h e r e . ^ 8 

Thus, Armstrong pinpoints the inter-textual bias or 

leaning of Victorian reviews, and in this sense it is not 

surprising that the most derogatory and inter-disciplinary 

reviews of The Defence become the most productive since they 

generate (radical) debate across discourses. However, there is 

a danger that twentieth century readers disregard productive 

elements of this position, too dismissively interpreting it, as 

Armstrong writes, as an "unsophisticated confusion between art 

and l i f e " a n d thereby missing many of its more revealing 

significations. Certainly, this is true of much twentieth 

century work on Morris. For example, Peter Faulkner, in 

editing The Critical Heritage, makes no attempt to suggest 

correspondences between critical terminology of the hostile 

review in The Saturday Review and methods of re-reading 

Morris's first volume. Indeed, the question of a reassessment 

of The Defence in relation to dominant ideologies of 

contemporary reviews remains unformulated. 

However, to return to Armstrong's argument, it is 

important to note that the absence in mid-Victorian reviews of 

"a specialised or technical vocabulary" was to some extent 

caused by the fact that literary works were often reviewed by 

non-literary writers, such as journalists and politicians, 

"spacious all-round thinkers," Armstrong writes, "such as 

Bagehot, aspiring polymaths such as L e w e s . T h i s , in turn, 

is of obvious significance since, as "non-literary writers," 

they were to some extent protective of their own discourses and 

were frequently intent on defining the literary. 

Such a reaction of protectiveness over the literary is 

evident in criticism of the Pre-Raphaelite magazine The Germ; 

especially criticism which focuses upon the anachronism of the 

title. Two different reviews in The Critic refer to the oddity 

of the title. A reviewer in The Critic, June, 1850, writes for 
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example: "the name, too, was against it - being somewhat 

unintelligible to the thoughtless, and conveying to the 

considerate a notion of something very juvenile," and he 

praises a change of name as that "which we must regard as an 

i m p r o v e m e n t . A n earlier reviewer in The Critic of February, 

1850, writes, "[b]ut when [readers] have read a few extracts 

which we propose to make, we think they will own that for once 

appearances are decei tful, and that an affected title and an 

unpromising theme really hides a great deal of genius; mingled, 

however, we must also admit, with many conceits which youth is 

prone to, but which experience will assuredly tame."^^ Indeed, 

critics objected to the title, I believe, because it demanded 

an immediate response which was other than literary. Rather 

than extending the boundaries of the literary (by legitimate 

means) The Germ is seen instead to posit itself as something 

alien or disruptive to it. 

The potential reasons for such criticism and hence 

relevance of the title is further indicated by its several 

revisions. Alternative titles proposed by contributors pre-

suppose the direction of the journal. W.M. Rossetti records 

how, at a meeting on 19 December 1849, "Cave Thomas's 

suggestion of The Germ was carried by six votes to four." 

The rejected titles stress a preoccupation with primal 

conception, and with the unseen: "The Seed," "The Harbinger," 

"The Scroll," "First Thoughts," "The Sower," "The Truth 

Seeker," and "The Acorn." However, as chosen title. The Germ 

may be seen to refer more strategically to Pre-Raphaelite 

painting and to optical mediation, for it calls up or suggests 

that which is inconceivable without the aid of a microscope. 

More significant, perhaps, is the fact that the title was 

altered after the February issue, 1850 to Art and Poetry: Being 

Thoughts towards Nature. Moreover, the reviewer in The Critic 

praises the revision as "a change of name which we must regard 

as an improvement," since "Art and Poetry precisely describes 

its c h a r a c t e r . " G 5 Thus, it appears that what is relinquished 

in the change of title is a perplexing intervention into 
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divisions of discourse - a threat to genre categorisation. 

Indeed, retrospectively, in relation to the critical response 

which desired its change, one may read the title as a radical 

gesture towards a destabilisation of the categories of art and 

poetry. 

For, in terras of the title alone The Germ seems to employ 

an undeniable manipulation of a prospective reader since it 

gestures towards the territory of other disciplines, most 

notably to the scientific. Clearly, in relation to the 

directive of its subtitle, "Thoughts towards Nature in Poetry, 

Literature, and Art," The Germ strikes the reader with an 

unsettling resonance. It is a blatant advertisement for a 

radical intertextuality. It presents itself as questioning its 

location or categorisation as discourse. And in this sense it 

may be regarded as (in effect) a self-parodic intervention into 

the rigidity of genre division, and into the sister arts 

analogies of reviewers. 

Armstrong refers to mid-nineteenth century criticism as a 

"predominantly "pragmatic" criticism," borrowing the term, she 

says, from Abrams' The Mirror and the Lamp; "that is, its 

emphasis was almost invariably on the human or social reference 

of the work of art, on its effect on the reader, and hence on 

the needs of the r e a d e r . C e r t a i n l y contemporary reviews of 

The Defence are intent on such demands, but the dominant 

ideological positions which inform such "pragmatic" demands are 

political strategies which attempt to repress or contain those 

qualities of Morris's text which reviewers designate as morally 

subversive. To catalogue Morris's representation of 

medievalism as 'immoral' is itself a device: reviews work to 

suppress or contain counter tendencies by labelling them 

deviant. Thus, examining this strategy, on the question of 

subject matter, I quote The Saturday Review's reaction to 

"Golden Wings:" 

We never knew any knights or ladies of this class, 

but there must have been a great deal of blood as 
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well as lances and shields in those days; and though 

there was a great amount of kissing, both according 

to the chronicles and Mr. Morris, it appears that 

the kissers and kissed had but little respect for the 

marriage service. This, we are bound to say, is the 

general moral Impression conveyed by Mr. Morris's 

very chivalrous little p i c t u r e s . ^ 7 (my emphasis) 

Here, the reviewer attacks Morris's representation of 

medievalism as a disreputable group which is contemptuous of 

traditional and proper conventions, as a "class" of knights and 

ladies with "little respect for the marriage service." 

Medievalism, according to Morris and "to the chronicles," is 

constructed, the reviewer believes, as a barbarous past, the 

representation of which is said to threaten or violate 

contemporary civilisation. The same reviewer continues: 

Mr. Morris never thinks of depicting man or life 

later than the Crusades. With him, the function of 

art was at an end when people began, in decent life, 

to read and write. 

Again, Morris's subject matter represents for the reviewer an 

alien past which Morris constructs as a threat to the civilised 

subjectivity of a contemporary readership. Armstrong's 

reference to the Victorian preoccupation with "what the poem 

should be about" is here resolved strategically into the 

exposure of a deviant tendency of a single poet, Morris. The 

reviewer locates Morris's attention as that of a pre-civilised 

society prior to 'decent' civilising attributes of reading and 

writing. Thus, the piece becomes, in a sense, a cover for a 

dialogue upon threatening counter-tendencies to a dominant 

ideology. Medieval subject matter functions as a site for the 

repression of historical and cultural difference. And 

discussion of the title poem of the volume corroborates the 
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political strategy of the review as a whole: "The Defence of 

Guenevere" is pronounced: 

a very tedious affair, as in truth, the whole story 

of the Knights of the Round Table is; and, as far as 

we can understand what is hardly worth the under-

standing, it is a defence of the virtue of King 

Arthur's queen, a lady whose fair fame, like 

Helen's, it was reserved for our politeness to 

vindicate.(my emphasis) 

Apart from the obvious question of gender politics and the 

patriarchal and misogynistic implications of the above 

statement (which I return to more fully in discussion of the 

poem), the review again attacks the historical period of 

representation, not only Morris's representation of it. Morris 

is criticised for a peculiar version of medievalism which is 

pronounced unacceptable, not merely in terms of its moral 

subversion, but also in its irrelevance to contemporary 

Victorian society. (But of course these two points are not 

mutually exclusive.) Yet obviously one might enquire as to 

why, if irrelevant, does the reviewer go to such lengths to 

detail its threat? 

Conversely, Chorley's review in The Athenaeum accuses 

Morris of attempting to plagiarize familiar thematic subject 

matter from Tennyson and for indirectly or inadvertently 

attributing to it contemporary cultural or sociological 

reference and relevance. The review describes "Rapunzel" as 

having its point of departure in "our laureate's 'Lady of 

Shalott'"70 and on questions of interpreting "so astounding a 

picture as" Morris's poem, it reads: 

How to express or make the subject clear, is not 

an easy task. The tale is one of enchantment. 

There is a Prince who is haunted by some mysterious 

desire. There is an enchanted damsel, whose "web" 
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(those familiar with 'The Lady of Shalott' will 

understand us) is her head of hair. This "fair one 

of the golden locks" is under the power of wicked 

creatures. [Quotes from poem . . .] Were we to 

continue the legend, stranger mixtures of fantasy on 

stilts and common-place lying flat than even the 

above could be shown; but such show would become 

painful, not profitable. Let us only repeat that the 

"Lady of Shalott's" loom was not a Jacquard machine, 

into which, by cost and patience, a few more 

perforated cards could be introduced, and her web, 

and its patterns and devices be thereby complicated. 

Mr. Morris gives us a Manchester mystery; not a real 

vision - stark, staring nonsense; not inspiration. 

This extract is intriguing in its inability to reconcile a 

preconceived notion of poetic 'content' with a metaphorical 

language inextricable from its contemporary political and 

cultural context. In contrast with the reviewer in The 

Saturday Review who focuses on the so-called remoteness of 

Morris's subject matter from nineteenth century society, 

Chorley here condemns Morris for what he conceives as a debt to 

Tennyson in metaphors that paradoxically instill Morris's 

'plagiarised' subject matter with cultural significance. 

Moreover, the reviewer's implicit reference to modern 

Manchester cotton workers suggests that his objection to the 

poem lies in Morris's fusion of modern with medieval. 

Thus, we find in the small body of contemporary reviews of 

The Defence two plainly oppositional views of "what the poem 

should be about." The first. The Saturday Review, criticises 

Morris's lack of contemporary relevance; the second. The 

Athenaeum, reads "Rapunzel" as a figure for contemporary 

mechanical 'imitation'. However, additionally relevant is 

Chorley's implicit critique of industrialism - of technological 

Invention - in his reference to the repro-graphic Jacquard 

Machine. A machine which was named after Joseph Marie Jacquard 
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in 1835, the Jacquard facilitated the weaving of figured 

fabrics in the loom in accordance with the pre-arrangement of 

perforated pattern-cards. Instead of reading "Rapunzel" as a 

removal from contemporary concerns, Chorley plays upon its 

contemporaneity by comparing Morris's debt to Tennyson with the 

imitative procedure or process of a mechanically programmed 

knitting machine, whereby alteration of the positions of holes 

in a card produces different patterns. More pertinent, 

perhaps, is a further implication, a question of 'realism' in 

poetic language in Chorley's (somewhat) self-contradictory 

pairing of the visionary and the "real": "Mr. Morris," Chorley 

writes, "gives us a Manchester mystery; not a real vision."^2 

Thus, a generalised version of northern industrial 'life' is 

here opposed to a notion of 'suitable' contexts for the 

exclusive domain of poetry. And an implicit premise is that 

"real vision" is synonymous with 'poetic' language and is 

thereby antithetical to contemporary socio-historical, cultural 

concerns. 

Significantly then, Chorley's review, like that of The 

Saturday Review, maintains that Morris violates not only poetic 

principles, but that he frustrates a sense of a clearly defined 

poetic discourse. Ironically, however, it is the transgressive 

contextual rhetoric of reviewers which attributes this tendency 

to Morris. And by the same token, these reviews generate 

productive reading possibilities in their positioning of 

Morris's text as a counter tendency to dominant ideological 

positions. 

In one sense, by equating Morris's poetry with a much 

maligned school of painting, contemporary critics were able to 

evade - or so they thought - hermeneutical difficulties 

produced by The Defence. At the same time, however, these 

critics are in part responsible for evoking, unintentionally in 

Morris's text, a radical questioning of the sister arts debate 

in terms of optical issues. And in this way. The Saturday 

Review's equation and dismissal of Morris and the Pre-

Raphaelites foregrounds in The Defence singular representations 
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of contemporary visual processes and optical agency. The 

reviewer in The Saturday states categorically that his reason 

for discussing Morris's volume "is not for his surpassing 

merits" but "because he represents, we suppose for the first 

time, in one department of art, what has made a very great 

substantial revolution in another of its k i n g d o m s . H e thus 

focuses upon a "substantial revolution" caused by Pre-

Raphaelite painting in the scheme of the visual. But the 

implication of the term "revolution" as radical upheaval is 

ironically more appropriate than it might appear in relation to 

the disruption in visual perception which Pre-Raphaelite 

painting articulates - shifts in optical mediation being but 

one example of this disruption. 

For significantly, in 1858 neither derogatory nor 

laudatory reviews of the volume discuss a changing role for the 

Victorian optically empowered spectator in the realm of visual 

perception. Nor do they detect Morris's debt to Ruskin either 

in terms of visual theory or in terms of Victorian 

representations of medievalism. Yet, not only do many of their 

critical terms derive from the visual arts, but their language 

displays a telling appropriation of optical and photographic 

discourses. Indeed, The Saturday - which most clearly voices 

the analogy of The Defence to Pre-Raphaelite painting -

inscribes an explicit critique of photography and of optical 

mediation per se: 

The later school of Pre-Raffaelites and Mr. Morris 

seem to consider that all art is imitation - which 

Aristotle knew as well as they do.[ . . .] An 

exact transcript of nature is impossible, and were 

it possible, would be false. Photography has shown 

us this. The light pictures are not likenesses and 

mislead.^4 

This is a significant comment. For not only does it 

communicate an adamant mistrust of photography, but it also 
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makes a number of assumptions about its role - about the way in 

which photography as a recent discourse is situated in relation 

to painting for example. The implication is that "light 

pictures" "mislead" because they suggest both that which they 

are and that which they are not: "likenesses." And by 

establishing a difference between a photograph and a "likeness" 

the reviewer raises questions of perceptual ambiguity which are 

also raised, as we shall see, in Morris's text. Furthermore, 

the initial photographic reference anticipates a definition of 

artistic imitation that condemns extreme verisimilitude: 

When painters think it their duty to work through 

a microscope, and to try to paint every stain on 

every leaf, as well as every leaf on every tree, they 

not only forget what art is, but are ignorant of what 

artistic imitation is. This extravagance is, we 

think, what Mr. Morris delights in. He works in 

the patient spirit of the illuminators, but then he 

is grotesque as well as minute and patient. All his 

thoughts and figures are represented on a solid 

plane; he has no notion of distance, or aerial 

perspective, or gradation of tints . . . he neglects 

these things. He has abundance of vivid, positive 

colour, sharp outline, and great richness of word 

diaper, with a certain stiff, antique, cumbrous 

embroidery of diction; but it is all cold, 

artificial, and a n g u l a r . ^ 5 (^y emphasis) 

The reviewer alludes to the microscope (monocular medium) 

as a figure for Morris's poetic method and for paintings of the 

Pre-Raphaelites. But his reference occurs with those to 

"illumination," "grotesque," "solid plane," "abundance of 

vivid, positive colour," and "sharp outline," all of which find 

a basis in optical debate and are crucial to our understanding 

of the texts of Ruskin and Morris. However, for the reviewer, 

these qualities are made to signify an absence of distance and 
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"gradation of tints." In short, the reviewer uses the 

formulation of an absence of perspective as a yardstick against 

which to measure Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites simultaneously. 

And by a very generalised method, an optical instrument 

(microscope) here functions for the reviewer as a convenient 

antithesis to perspective - that is to say, perspective itself, 

as a geometrical mapping of space is here constituted as a 

legitimate practice with which to oppose illegitimate counter 

practices. 

Thus, on the one hand, the reviewer perceives The Defence 

in terms of an optical structuring of space (metaphorically at 

least). He considers Morris's poetic 'vision' to extend beyond 

the limits of optical credibility, and the space of the beyond 

he attributes to the agency of a microscope. However, on the 

other, the reviewer fails to recognise that the aptness of his 

metaphor resides in the fact that it generates (as a response 

among readers) oppositional optical metaphors. The opposite of 

"microscopic" is, of course, "macroscopic." Whereas 

microscopic vision implies scrutiny of a section of an object 

(and owing to the use of magnifying lens elicits a dilatation 

of parts of the whole), macroscopic perception represents a 

transcription of the whole in equal degrees of intensity with a 

naked eye. The reviewer thus attempts to locate a mode of 

visual perception peculiar to Pre-Raphaelite painting and to 

Morris's poetry. But a microscope is an inaccurate figure 

since - as I have shown - the Pre-Raphaelites were not 

concerned with that which is beyond the scope of the naked eye. 

However, it is precisely in its inaccuracy that the recourse of 

The Saturday Review to optical metaphor demonstrates both a 

familiarity with optical concerns, and the means by which 

particularity of individual mediums is (strategically) 

collapsed into erroneous generalisation. 

It is therefore significant that the reviewer has reason 

to ascribe to Morris's uncanny volume a figurative vocabulary 

or language of optical mediation. The notion of optical 

mediation becomes in the reviews somewhat paradoxically 
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synonymous with "luminous indistinctness." Moreover, even 

Knight's laudatory review addresses in these terms the 

hermeneutical difficulties of Morris's text, in its references 

to loss of self and to light. 

Like Shelley, Mr. Morris is often guilty of what we 

may call luminous indistinctness. We are delighted 

with his poetry, but cannot very well tell what it is 

all about; 'We see a light, but no man'. This is 

particularly the case with those very remarkable 

pieces, 'Golden Wings,' 'The Blue Closet,' 'Spell 

Bound,' and 'The Wind,' in which it is true that 

something exciting happens, but, as the courier in 

Little Dorrit has it, there is no why.^G 

For Knight, the poems derive their "indistinctness" from their 

origin, Pre-Raphaelitism, and he isolates "Golden Wings" as a 

notable example of verse which provides a guided tour through 

the works of the Brotherhood. For to Knight "Golden Wings" 

"seems to conduct us through a long gallery of Mr. Rossetti's 

works, with all their richness of colouring, depth of pathos, 

poetical but eccentric conception, and loving elaboration of 

every minute detail." Knight proceeds thus to elaborate Morris 

"obscure" poems. 

To describe any one as Rossetti plus Browning, is as 

much to say that he is not a little affected and 

obscure. This perhaps is Mr. Morris's misfortune. . 

. .We can only suppose Mr. Morris's frequent 

indifferent grammar, atrocious rhymes, and lines 

unscannable on any imaginable metrical system, to be 

the consequence of an entirely erroneous notion of 

poetry. Let him be assured that poetry is just as 

much an art as painting, and that the self-same 

principle which forbids his drawing a lady with three 
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feet ought to keep him from penning an iambic verse 

with six.77 

Here, recourse to the visual arts serves a different 

purpose (than it did in The Saturday Review). Rules of 

verisimilitude in painting stand in for poetic convention. 

The witty play upon human and metrical feet assumes in Knight's 

review a notion of parallel criteria for paralleled discourses 

- that poetry should aspire to a particularity of visual 

representation. Contrariwise, the reviewer in The Saturday 

Review plays upon a fear of the greater immediacy of painted 

images over poetical ones in quoting an extract from 'Sir 

Peter Harpdon's End'. He extracts the verb "to creep" from 

Morris's poem in order to convey the ineffectuality of poetic 

images particular to The Defence when considered in relation to 

their painterly counterparts: 

And so long as they do not creep on canvas, and are 

not done in the brightest of verditer and ultramarine 

next year in Trafalgar Square, we may leave them 

creeping, creeping in Mr. Morris's poem.^B 

The obvious implication here is that poetic images are 

invariably less threatening than painted images, that the 

visual precedes the verbal. In other words, the reviewer 

locates the potentially subversive nature of Morris's text in a 

contingent translation from poem to painting. A strategy of 

'literary pictorialism' is again at work - an assumed inter-

mediation of the two discourses. But the review also reveals 

the extent to which a structure of ut pictura poesis directs 

the rhetoric of reviewers. We may say then that contemporary 

reviewers of The Defence utilise the relationship of poem to 

painting chiefly in order to stress an internal opposition - to 

privilege one discourse over another. 

Concomitant to such privileging, it is clear that such a 

trend in mid-nineteenth century reviews of poetry represents 
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also a desire to interrogate visual perception as process. 

That is to say, there is a significant physiological slant or 

emphasis to the preoccupation with visual perception. And, 

positioned as a definitive voice of Pre-Raphaelitism, The 

Defence, as I have said, incites new emphases among reviewers. 

Furthermore, along with questions of "what the poem means," and 

with the use of "painting and drawing imagery" in what 

Armstrong has called a "utilitarian way," there is a shift in 

the use of optical metaphors. And this shift corresponds with 

contemporary developments and re-appraisals of optical device. 

Consequently, if we compare, for example, C.P. Chretien's 

review, 1849 in The Christian Remembrancer, of Tennyson's "The 

Princess," in terras of the optical debate I have discussed so 

far, we find that a reference to the Claude Glass invariably 

dates the review.^9 For as I have shown, the Claude Glass is 

associated with earlier modes of mediation (Romantic for 

example), and it is by 1858 clearly an instrument which has 

been superseded both (actually) in practice and figuratively. 

Photographic developments alter the signifying function and 

status of the instrument. Similarly, to quote from William 

Johnson Fox's review in The Westminster Review 1831, of 

Tennyson's Poems Chiefly Lyrical, 1830, one encounters a 

physiological explication of "descriptive poetry;" "the 

exercise of the organs of sight and sense stimulates man to 

some degree of descriptive p o e t r y . " ^ 0 However, by 18 58, this 

type of emphasis gains greater physiological specificity and 

manifests itself in an extensive use of cognates of sight and 

in tests of the eye such as comparative perceptions of colour. 

As the examples above from The Saturday Review and Knight 

demonstrate, reviewers of The Defence utilise a dialogue on 

colour to interrogate visual emphases of the text. In fact, 

three of the five reviewers refer to Morris's "use of strong 

colour," in order to determine how successfully The Defence 

approximates colour "effects" of painting. The Literary 

Gazette claims that Morris is superior to Tennyson in couleur 

locale, while The Saturday Review criticises both an absence of 
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"gradation of tints," and an "abundance of vivid positive 

c o l o u r . B u t these references fail to acknowledge 

specificity in the relationship of beholder to representation. 

For The Defence, as I will discuss in the next chapter, 

articulates constituents of single optical vantage points. 

Indeed, Individual poems constantly re-configure the vantage 

point of the subject as literal phenomenon. 

A reviewer in The New Englander. 1871 (like the earlier 

review above) refers retrospectively to The Defence in order to 

establish its distinctive handling of visual perception: 

That is the bent; to miss nothing that the eye can 

take in as it slowly, pensively passes, without 

passion either of joy or grief, from object to object 

. . . and enumerating all. . . . In some of this 

early work it is curious to see what a disposition 

there is to distinguish things by their colors, 

rather than by their forms even, or by any inherent 

qualities; "I sit on a purple bed, 

outside the wall is red;" the red-billed moor-hen: 

scarlet shoon, red lips, gold hair, red-gold 

hair, gown of white and red. . . and in 'The Tomb 

of King Arthur', Night is the extinguisher of colours 

and Twilight the changer of them.83 (my emphasis) 

Moreover, the reviewer formulates the optical bias of Morris's 

text as a demonstration of Pre-Raphaelite methodology: 

[Morris] seems to fix his eye exactly upon the 

objects which he wishes us to notice, and to resign 

himself without reserve to the simple, single task 

of reporting faithfully what he sees and no more^^ 

(my emphasis). 

But most significant here is the representation of control 

over the visual field that the reviewer locates in Morris's 
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text, what he describes as Morris's ability "to fix his eye 

exactly upon the objects he wishes us to notice, and to resign 

himself without reserve to the simple, single task of reporting 

faithfully what he sees and no more."®^ What is implicit in 

the comments of the reviewer is the photographic signification 

of "fixity," of permanent inscription as the product of an 

insatiable eye. The reviewer continues: 

'His painter's eye seems never to have enough of 

these appearances. . . . 'Devoted to things visible, 

and striving to fix his attention on these, and 

not to slip off and go beyond the object itself, 

practically believing that it is useless to try to 

go beyond it, it follows of course, that whatever he 

cannot clearly apprehend, whatever is doubtful, and 

obscure, and mysterious in nature and human life, 

disturbs and pains him more or less. He cannot help 

seeing and feeling that there are secrets, but he 

cannot and will not attempt to discover and possess 

them; . . . where he cannot see, he will not venture 

far; all beyond, is to him an unknown country, 

which affects him somewhat, if one may say so as 

darkness affects children.^6 (my emphasis). 

With a critical distance - of just over a decade - the reviewer 

in The New Englander discusses The Defence. He is thus 

estranged from political struggles over sight of the 1850s 

which accompanied Pre-Raphaelitism and Morris's text together 

with photographic discourse. The reviewer emphatically plays 

upon Pre-Raphaelite and Ruskinian principles - a notion that 

for Morris, "to go beyond," "to slip off" an object represents 

a transgression of the capability of the naked eye. It is a 

crucial review. For it endorses the importance of optical 

debate to The Defence, and it indicates a notable assimilation 

of terms from the discourse of that debate. The New Englander 

posits sight, for Morris, as a unique determining factor: 
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"where he cannot see, he will not venture far." Furthermore, 

the reviewer attempts to communicate the peculiarity of 

Morris's fascination for perceptual ambiguity - and for the 

location of an object and its proximity to a beholder. 

However, by contrast, as I have shown, contemporary 

reviewers interpret such of Morris's methods as "obscurity" and 

"affectation." They dismiss the drive to represent a 

specificity of variable vantage points, of visibility as 

enigma. And they thereby fail to recognise The Defence as an 

intervention in a crisis involving the relationship of beholder 

to object: a crisis inherent in the ascendancy and obscurity or 

repression of certain optical methods and instruments. 

Therefore, although contemporary reviewers insistently 

note an uncanny obsession with sight in Morris's text (while 

concurrently oblivious to their own obsession with the same), 

they attempt to suppress and contain its disruptive 

implications by subsuming it in the 'radical' and much maligned 

school of Pre-Raphaelitism. Clearly, a politics of sight is at 

work in each of the contemporary reviews of the volume. And it 

is further significant that an instrument such as the 

microscope is used as a convenient analogy, since it carries 

the potential to divert attention away from or to distort any 

recognition of crucial complexities in monocular and 

stereoscopic debates of the mid century. 

In fact, one may say that, in a sense, for some Morris and 

the Pre-Raphaelites come too close to an engagement in or an 

allegiance to - albeit unconsciously - two-eyed populist 

mastery over monocular elitism. The important point is not, of 

course, one of conscious intention, whether Morris fashioned 

The Defence as political and cultural intervention (for clearly 

he did not), but rather one of historical and cultural 

positioning: the way in which the text has been and continues 

to be ideologically produced and the way in which the reviews 

of it reveal this production while at the same time attempting 

to assimilate it into the predominant ideology of the time. 

Certainly, in this sense, the undeniable ability of The Defence 
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and Pre-Raphaelite painting to re-problematise depth of field 

(proximity of subject to object) when, owing to photography, 

depth of field is such a contemporary issue represents a 

powerful intervention in a cultural debate which was at this 

juncture having to accommodate itself to the subversive 

potentiality of photography and its accompanying apparatus. 

Therefore, in the next chapter(s) I argue that The Defence 

itself may be productively read as articulating crucial 

political and cultural shifts in accounts of optical mastery 

and control. 
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11 Delbert R. Gardner, An 'Idle Singer' and His Audience, 

A Study of William Morris's Poetic Reputation in England, 1885-

1900, (The Hague: Mouton, 1975), p. 20. 

12 Peter Faulkner, Critical Heritage, p. 32. 

13 From the mid-1850's the Pre-Raphaelites were well 

supported by the new middle-class patrons in the North of 

England. 

14 Mackail, I, p. 115. 

15 Peter Faulkner, Critical Heritage, pp. 50-52. (Knight, 

The Sunday Times, 19 June, 1867, no. 2, p. 304, 307.). 

16 ibid. 

17 May Morris, Introductions, p. 42. 

18 ibid, p. 43. 

19 I deal more fully below with the implications of the 

authorship of this review. 

20 See Philip Henderson, Swinburne, Portrait of a Poet, 

(New York: Routledge & Keegan Paul, 1974), p. 35. 

21 Mackail, I, pp. 124-125. The murals deteriorated badly 

owing to the artists' incorrect use of the fresco techniqe. 

Even as early as six months after their completion, when the 

artist Willilam Bell Scott visited the Union, they were very 

much defaced. In 1869 a committee of the Union was finally 

appointed to enquire into their condition. 

22 However, the review of The Defence in The Tablet, April 

1858, is not mentioned by J. Hungerford Pollen's biographer, 

Anne Pollen. 

23 Mackail. I., p. 123. 

24 TheTablet, p. 236. 

25 The Literary Gazette, p. 226. 

26 The Spectator, p. 238. 

27 L.A. Marchand, The Athenaeum: A Mirror of Victorian 

Culture, (London: Cahapel Hill, 1941), p. 192. 



197 

28 Delbert R. Gardner, 'An Idle Singer', p. 62. 

29 The Anthenaeum, p. 427. 

30 The Saturday Review, p. 506. 

31 ibid. 

32 ibid. 

33 Peter Faulkner, ed., William Morris; The Critical 

Heritage, p. 6. 

34 A.C. Swinburne, review in FortnightlyRevlew, viii (July, 

1867), p. 23. 

35 The reveiw appeared in Eraser's Magazine (June, 1860), 

pp. 823—28. 

36 The poem referred to is either "The Blue Closet" or 

"The Tune of Seven Towers". 

37 Sir John Skelton, The Table-Talk of Shirley: 

Reminiscences of and Letters from Froude, Thackeray, Disraeli, 

Browning, Rossetti, Huxley, Tyndall and others, (Edinburgh: W. 

Blackwood & Sons, 1895), p. 78. 

38 It is necessary to stress the ease with which these 

contemporary reveiws locate The Defence as an articulation of 

the worst ills of Pre-Raphaelitism. 

39 Mackail, I., p. 134. 

40 Morris's letters show that he did read and respond to 

some of the reviews of his later poetry. Mackail draws 

attention to a letter of June 1867 in which Morris expresses 

enthusiasm for the early favourable reviews of Jason: 

Naturally I am in spirits after the puffs, but I 

reserve any huge delight till I see what the Pall 

Mall and Saturday say, one of which is pretty sure 

to act as Adricatus Diaboli. However, I fancy I 

shall do pretty well now; last week I had made up 

my mind. 

In August 1869, Morris wrote thanking the bookseller F.S. Ellis 

for sending him Austin's review in Temple Bar (no. 13) and 

commented that "it did not excoriate my thin hide in spite of a 

tender contempt with which Mr. Austin seemed to regard me." 

Furthermore, Morris sometimes sent reviews to his wife with 



198 

brief comments, as is evident in letters of 15 March and 20 

November 1870. (P. Henderson, ed. The Letters of William 

Morris, 1950). 

A letter to Sidney Colvin from Edward Burne-Jones supports 

the view that Morris was sensitive to criticism: 

Morris seemed bery please with the Gudrum article, so 

that it must have been a tremendous puff (by this time 

you will have found out the poet's soul and how easily 

it is vexed and how you cannot fathom it). 

However, Morris did not undertake elaborate precautions to 

ensure favourable reviews as did rossetti, nor did he reply to 

the reviews in the polemical fashion of Swinburne. His only 

letter to an editor about a review concerned what Morris held 

to be a question of fact - that The Wood Beyond the World 

(1895) was not, as the reviewer had suggested, an allegory. 

That Morris appreciated some reveiw is shown by his remark to 

Theodore Watts Dunton, in connection with his review of The 

Wood Beyond the World: 

I am so often praised for achieving what I never 

arrived at that it is quite refreshing to be 

criticised by a man like yourself who understands 

one's aim. (T. Hake and A. Compton Rickett, The 

Life of Theodore Watts-Dunton, 2 vols. (London: T.C. 

& E.G. Jack, 1916), Vol. 1, p. 98. 

41 Of the intended twelve scenes of the dramatic poem on 

the fall of Troy, Morris completed six and left fragments of 

two more comprising over twelve hundred lines in all. He 

continued to work this project until 1862, when he appranetly 

discarded the idea. 

42 Letter from Swinburne to Edwin Hatch, dated April 26, 

1858, The Swinburne Letters, Gecil Y. Lang, ed., (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1959), Vol. 1, pp. 19-20. 

43 ibid, p. 20. 

44 Mackail, I, p. 134. 

45 F.S. Ellis, "The Life-Work of William Morris," The 

Journal of the Society of Arts, 27 May, 1898, p. 624. 



199 

46 Theodore Watts-Dun ton, The Athenaeum, (december 4, 

1897), pp. 777-779. 

47 Wilfred Scawen Blunt, My Diaries, I, (New York: ), p. 

70. 

48 Ellis, p. 624. 

49 By a literal presence of optical mediation in the 

language of reveiwers I mean that one can locate in the 

permutations of optical referents particularised and competing 

cultural and political positions. 

50 William Holman Hunt's "The Scapegoat" 1854-185 5 is in 

many ways or might be described as one of the most literal 

(literalising) Pre-Raphaelite painatings in its making the 

metaphor literal to an extreme, non-recuperative so to speak . 

51 The Literary Gazette, p. 226. 

52 The Saturday Review, p. 506. 

53 The reference to "Sir Isumbras at the Ford" (Lady Lever 

Gallery, Port Sunlight) is a highly charged correlate. Ruskin 

himself was highly critical of the painting, and therefore for 

the reviewer to align Morris's text with it is to imply a 

similar denunciation by Ruskin of Morris. Of course this was 

far from Ruskin's opinion of The Defence, he admired it from 

the outset, but nevertheless Ruskin recognises that as "a 

Catastrophe; not merely a loss of power, but a reversal of 

principle" "Isumbras" provides precisely the type of example 

that "the bitterest enemies of Pre-Raphaelitism" are eager to 

appropriate. (Academy Notes, 1857, XIV p. 61. 

54 The Saturday Review, p. 506. 

55 ibid. 

56 The Tablet, p.226. 

57 Isobel Armstrong, ed. Reviews of Poetry; reviews of 

Poetry 1830-1870 London: Athlone Press, 1972, p.4. 

58 ibid. 

59 ibid. 

60 ibid, p.5 

61 Review of Art and Poetry: Being Thoughts Towards Nature 

and Art, nos. 3 and 4, in The Critic, June 1, 1850, p. 278. 



200 

62 Review signed E.C.W. in The Germ: Thoughts towards 

Nature in Poetry, Literature, and Art, nos. 1 and 2, pp. 94-95, 

p. 94. 

63 See W.M. Rossetti, Preface to The Germ,London: Eliot 

Stock, 1901 edition, p.10, reprinted in Andrea Rose, ed. The 

Germ The literary Magazine of the Pre-Raphaelites, Oxford and 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, 1979. W.M. Rossetti writes: 

"Mr Thomas had drawn up a list of no less than sixty-five 

possible titles (a facsimile of his MS. of some of them appears 

in Letters of D.G. Rossetti to William Allingham ed. George 

Birkbeck Hill, Unwin, 1897)." 

64 The Critic, June 1 1850, p. 278. 

65 Armstrong, Victorian Scrutinines, p. 6. 

66 The Saturday Review, p. 507. 

67 ibid. 

68 ibid. 

69 The Athenaeum, p. 427. 

70 ibid, pp. 427-428. 

71 ibid, p. 428. 

72 The Saturday Review, p. 506. 

73 ibid, p. 506. 

74 ibid. 

75 The Literary Gazette, p. 227. 

76 ibid. 

77 The Saturday Review, p.507. 

78 Charles Peter Chretien, review of Tennyson's "The 

Princess" Christian Remembrancer, xvii (April, 1849), pp. 381-

401. 

79 William Johnson Fox, review of Tennyson's Poems, 

Chiefly Lyrical, 1830, Westminster Review, XIV, (Jan. 1831), 

pp. 210-224. A notion here is that poetry is to some extent 

the outcome of human physiognomy. 

80 The Literary Gazette, p. 227. 

81 Robert K. Weeks, "The Poetry of William Morris," 

review. The New Englander, No. CXVII, October, 1871, pp. 557-

580, p. 566. 



201 

82 ibid, p. 565. 

83 ibid, pp. 570-71. 

84 ibid, p. 571. 

85 ibid, p. 573-75. 



Chapter Five 

The Optical Agency of "Rapunzel" 

Morris's life-long allegiance to medievalism and to the 

architecture of the Middle Ages aligns him by implication with 

the politics of the stereoscope. As we have found in the 

analysis of Ruskin, stereoscopic perception is aligned with the 

noble grotesque as the creative role or capacity of the viewer, 

and that capacity is generated by the optical intricacies and 

determinants of gothic architecture. One might expect 

therefore to find that Morris's first volume manifests this 

stereoscopic bias. Certainly the extensive play upon sight and 

its cognates together with the agency of depth in acts of 

visual perception suggest that the politics of vision, as 

determined by contemporary optical discourse, including 

photography, are essential to a clear understanding of the 

poems. 

But before beginning a re-reading of The Defence it is 

useful to take as a starting point the correlation which The 

Saturday Review makes between Morris's "Rapunzel," "whose web 

is her head of hair' and Tennyson's "The Lady of Shalott." 

Indeed, a brief analysis of "The Lady of Shalott" in terms of 

optical agency further dramatises the binary opposition I have 

so far been tracing between monocular and stereoscopic modes of 

optical mediation and visual perception. The Saturday Review's 

identification implies a significant shift or transition in the 

articulation of optical aberration. For apart from the obvious 

thematic connection between the two towers and the legendary 

isolation of their captives, Morris's poem differs dramatically 

from that of Tennyson in optical emphasis. 

Both poems articulate depth of field, foregrounding its 

agency by different methods, and both texts turn upon the 

singular vantage point of the subject. However, whereas the 
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Lady in Tennyson's poem has for her visual field merely the 

circumscribed eye of a mirror — that which might be linked 

with the transcriptive function of the Claude Glass, or with 

the projected image of a Camera Obscura, Morris's Rapunzel is 

allowed to look directly out of and down from the tower. Thus, 

by comparison Morris's text mobilises the enabling conditions 

of depth of field in terms of grotesque and aberrant tendencies 

perceived directly: the stereoscopic method of two-eyed vision 

is in this sense unmediated. And the two poems may be seen to 

enact a distinction between monoscopy - with the mirror as 

principal medium - and stereoscopy as that which implies a 

sovereignty of two-eyed vision. However, both texts play 

similarly upon optical aberration thereby dramatising a radical 

intrusion of cultural and political debates in optical 

discourse. 

Tennyson's "The Lady of Shalott" incorporates a mirror, as 

does William Holman Hunt's painting of the same title, in which 

it is notably a circular aperture.^ Permitted to exist merely 

by observing "life" reflected in a mirror Tennyson's "Lady" 

weaves a web of "visions." She is located in the context of a 

tower which affords optical overview. However, owing to the 

"curse" she perceives the panorama - which would be her actual 

view - as a lateral inversion in the mirror. The text thus 

transforms the legendary isolation of the female into a play 

upon optical agency and perspective as it invokes a sense of 

withdrawal or exclusion from one form of visual perception to a 

specifically restricted vantage point. And not only can "the 

Lady" not see that which lies outside her circumscribed vision 

but she cannot be seen: she is so to speak an invisible object 

in the visual fields of others, such as the "reapers." 

The text implies that a violation of this restricted 

visual field, a turning away from "shadows" to light would 

inevitably result in her death. And as she watches images in a 

"crystal" mirror, her words "I am half sick of shadows" 

disclose a realisation that the mirror re-produces images of 

objects. Moreover the extent to which the text pursues a 
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distinction between reflection and substance is re-formulated 

throughout. In part two the brilliance of colour which 

Lancelot brings to "blaze" in the mirror compounds the 

existing shadows of the first stanzas and it also precipitates 

the "lady's" "three paces thro" the room which impress the 

complexity of a transition from reflected light to its 

opposite. 

Indeed, the text continually foregrounds different sources 

of light as the agent of visual perception. For example in 

Part III, the analogy of Lancelot's helmet with the passage of 

a meteor "trailing light" records a peculiarity of moving 

light. For both the helmet and the meteor move 'thro' the 

mirror leaving a trace of their course, and both are 

reflectants. Just as the helmet - a lustrous surface -

reflects the light of the sun, a meteor - like the moon - also 

reflects the light of the sun. Moreover, viewed against the 

"purple night below the starry clusters," the meteor's trace or 

after-image is further distinguished from the emitted light of 

a star. And its trail is further duplicated by the figure of 

the Lady as she floats "a gleaming shape" through the 

landscape. Signifiantly, her body acts as a reflector after her 

eyes are "darken'd wholly" and they no longer admit light, and 

there arise various oppositional relationships between forms of 

emitted and reflected light. 

I am certainly not the first to single out a preoccupation 

with sight in Tennnyson's poem. Critics such as Edgar F. 

Shannon have done so previously but largely as a means of 

compounding a familiar essentialist reading of the poem as a 

demonstration of the irreconcilability of art and life.^ 

Shannon interprets "sight" in the poem primarily as a means of 

achieving "insight" in terms of "mystical vision," and he 

refers to James D. Kissane's view and that which has become a 

critical commonplace during the past three decades: the poem's 

affirmation of seclusion as a condition of artistic activity.^ 

My reading however, does not treat sight or visual perception 

as symbolic, but rather it reads the text in the context of a 
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newly intrusive and culturally specific optical debate. Thus, 

I counteract such versions of sight by charting the 

specificity of optical agency in the text. 

A specific emphasis upon visual perception is evident in 

the panoramic viewpoint of the first stanza: 

On either side the river lie 

Long fields of barley and of rye. 

That clothe the world and meet the sky. (1-3) 

The scene is initially apprehended from an external perspective 

and then from an internal one - the Lady's tower. That people 

are "gazing where the lilies blow" further denotes the 

prominence of the sense of sight as which is in turn 

responsible for discerning the isolation of the tower. 

Furthermore, the structural and tonal similarity of "four gray 

walls, and four gray towers" is relieved somewhat by an 

indeterminate "space of flowers." Objects are framed in such a 

way to impress a metamorphosis of a landscape in the manner of 

a projected image: 

Willows whiten, aspens quiver. 

Little breezes dusk and shiver 

Thro' the wave that runs for ever 

By the island in the river 

Flowing down to Camelot.(10-14) 

The Lady herself relies solely upon her perception of 

mediated visual appearances. Consequently, her tapestry -

woven mirrored images - is not, as critics have suggested, 

imitative of "life" for it is always already an imitation of 

imitations laterally inverted: the mirror itself selects 

images - frames them - and places them into particular degrees 

of linear and atmospheric perspective.^ Moreover, she herself 

is by implication almost inevitably one of those mirrored 

images. This is a point more readily apparent in Hunt's 
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painting, where part of the lady's image (together with her 

loom) is captured within the confines of the mirror and ther±)y 

in the tapestry. The poem also indirectly implies her 

inclusion in the mirror since with her back to the window 

(substances) she must be in a position to transcribe its images 

(shadows). Thus, she is potentially arrested not only as a 

transposed mirror image in the mirror, but also in her tapestry 

and again in the tapestry as reflected in the mirror. In the 

"web" she is enmeshed in images both indelible and 

irreversible: forever juxtaposed alongside the landscape of 

Camelot. Furthermore, the images of the tapestry reflected in 

the mirror constitute a double inversion for they are reflected 

back upon themselves. 

To "reflect" is to turn or direct in a certain course, to 

divert, to deflect, or to fold back. Significantly, "The Lady 

of Shalott" articulates "shadows" which "move thro' a mirror" 

and, as a consequence, the text stresses a reproduction by the 

mirror of strident colours in motion rather than fine 

gradations of tint. Thus, the "red cloaks" "pass onward from 

Shalott' indicating both regression - by way of their 

diminishing physical proportions - and a sense of moving 

through or passing out of a state of actual or conscious 

perception. The visual poperties that comprise this stanza may 

be related productively to the Victorian phenomenon of 

"anorthoscopic perception" (abnormally viewed). The difference 

is that anorthoscopic describes the peroption of a figure from 

partial viewings of it through a small aperture, usually a 

slit. It is therefore not a direct corollary to the mirror 

here since the Lady sees objects in their entirety. An 

indirect correlation occurs however in the predominant 

nature(s) of objects viewed, principally moving objects which 

are percived as such in relation to the static frame of the 

figure — the mirror. For the mirror bears a relationdip to 

the slit "as an opening an opaque surface." In other words, the 

mirror functions as an aperture that suggests an outside of, or 

a beyond itself. Like the slit in anorthoscopic vision it 
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signifies partial knowledge, while generating an impulse to 

provide the absent, and what would appear to be a completing 

(complete) knowledge. As scientists such as Irvin Rock have 

recently found in their experiments with this Victorian 

phenomenon: "to perceive a figure anorthoscopically it is not 

enough to know one is looking through a slit; the slit must be 

seen." Such a finding disrupts the theory of "retinal 

painting" as the reason for the eye's ability to resolve absent 

parts of a figure thus seen, and it makes "the perception of 

form much closer to the cognitive level than has heretofore 

been recognised." 

It is pertinent to include such a digression since the 

comparison foregrounds the relationship between the cognitive 

and the physiological in accounts of visual perception, a 

relationship which is at work throughout Morris's poetry. 

Moreover, it helps to redefine the Lady's decision to turn away 

from the mirror, which is so often unquestionably read as a 

cognisant decision rather than as a physiological re-action. 

Thus, to return to "The Lady of Shalott," stanza three 

delineates the "knights" - each duplicating the path of the 

other - who "sometimes thro' the mirror blue/. . . come riding 

two by two."(60-61) And the two primary colours here are 

distinct from the unspecified "colours gay" of the tapestry. A 

central implication here is that the Lady can perceive most 

successfully primary colours rather than subtleties of 

secondaries or tertiaries, and although blue is not the 

complement of red it is almost spectrally opposite to it. By 

contrast, tonal rather than colour variations constitute the 

fourth stanza. And largely through the sense of sight the text 

evokes successive contrast in the "plumes, lights and music" 

that anticipate a version of Pater's later decription of 

Giorgione's "Concert" from The Renaissance.^ More specifically 

however, the text re-inscribes the emphasis of Coleridge's 

account of Colours in motion in the Biographia; 
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It is a well-known fact, that bright colours in 

motion make and leave the strongest impressions 

on the eye. Nothing is more likely too, than that a 

vivid image or visual spectrum, thus originated, may 

become the link of association in recalling the 

feelings and images that had accompanied the 

original impression.y 

In Tennyson's text, the third primary colour "yellow" 

accompanies the arrival of Lancelot, and light itself is 

repeatedly foregrounded as the sovereign agent of visual 

perception: 

The sun came dazzling thro' the leaves, 

And flamed upon the brazen greaves 

Of bold Sir Lancelot. 

A redcross knight for ever kneel'd 

To a lady in a shield, 

That sparkled on the yellow field. (75-80) 

This is a crucial visual intervention since it provokes the 

lady's decision to turn away from the mirror. That is to say, 

her action of turning away from the mirror occurs at the point 

at which the gold and silver of Lancelot's helmet reflect in 

it, and colours assume their highest intensity at this point, 

afterwards becoming de-saturated in "the pale- yellow 

woods"that are "waning." But most notably it is Lancelot's 

helmet (a mirroring surface) which when reflected in the mirror 

creates a glare of light - an occasion of perceptual 

aberration: "The helmet and the helmet-feather/ Burn'd like one 

burning flame together." Thus, while the Lady's mirror 

reproduces a variety of conditions of light, its surface is 

most radically transformrd by the reflection of another 

reflective surface. For it mirrors Lancelot's helmet primarily 

as a mirroring surface. In fact, the text represents a 
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conjuctlon of two reflective surfaces at the point of 

reflection to articulate a phenomenon of reflectionlessness 

since images are subsumed by the two reflectants. Therefore, 

in this sense, 'the curse' becomes a reflection of the lady's 

reflex action at the sight of two mirroring surfaces conjoined: 

it becomes a blinking of the eye as a reflex against an 

aberrant tendency of light. Furthermore, then the text can be 

said to play upon a further meaning of "reflect" as the act of 
O 

bending or turning the mind back upon a subject. Moreover, 

having shattered the mirror evokes infinite regress in that it 

further reproduces the doubling quality peculiar to itself. 

Beneath the beeches, as I lay a-dreaming 

I tried so hard to read this riddle through. 

To catch some golden cord that I saw gleaming 

Like gossamer against the autumn blue. 

The prince's soliloquy in "Rapunzel" may be read as a key 

to perceptual configurations in The Defence of Guenevere by the 

manner in which it formalises the optical riddle-like 

conditions of the grotesque, which, as chapter three shows, 

assumes a concrete manifestation of the process of 

transcendence before the eye: "I tried so hard to read this 

riddle through/To catch some golden cord that I saw 

gleaming/like gossamer against the autumn blue" (100-102). The 

"golden cord" as a metaphor for Rapunzel's hair, is also a 

prefigurative reference to both its symbolic and its functional 

status, and in turn it is a metaphor for the cord of 

understanding, for the process of the grotesque. Compelled to 

sojourn in a wood for one year, the Prince attempts to 

interpret both the "riddle" of his dream, "whether my whole 

life had been a dream/And I should wake up soon in some place 

where/The piled up arms of the fighting angels gleam,"(92-94) 

and the visual perplexity of an incongruous tower with "marble 

corners faint against the sky." Yet it is only when he sees 

Rapunzel that the Prince is initiated into the reading process: 
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"I read my riddle when I saw her stand." 

There is established in the text a direct correlation 

between seeing and reading; reading as that which follows 

visual scrutiny, the Prince's prolonged meditation upon the 

significance of the tower and upon other objects in his 

concentrated field of vision. Moreveor, the "cord," as a 

gleaming shape which he aspires to "catch," points to light as 

the ultimate agent of visual perception. While in the first 

stanza of his soliloquy the Prince voices his predilection for 

dreaming, he subsequently articulates his speculative quest as 

a meditation upon reflected light: "I have heard tales of men, 

who in the night/saw paths of stars let down to earth from 

heaven,/Who followed them until they reached the light." (51-

53). "Light" here of course may signify revealed truth, but it 

is also to be read as the source of the visible, as literally 

the primary agent of visual perception. For the text 

foregrounds this agency of light with its constant references 

to mediation and by its resistence to an unproblematic 

representation of visual perception which fails to take into 

account the vantage point of an assumed spectator. Every act 

of visual perception is productive of specific conditions, and 

"Rapunzel" invites a method of reading which addresses 

theoretical premises underlying this realisation, those 

embodied in visual perception, such as the grotesque. 

I have shown in chapter three the manner in which the 

grotesque evolves for Ruskin as an aspect of the gothic style. 

With this in mind, we may see how "Rapunzel" provokes a reading 

of medievalism in The Defence in terms of contemporary 

developments in visual theory, such as those advanced by 

Ruskin's The Seven Lamps and The Stones. Critics who have 

tended to concern themselves with Morris's "medievalism" in the 

poems have done so largely in order to determine whether Morris 

represents a so-called "true" conception of the Middle Ages. 

Thus, Jack Lindsay, for instance, is concerned with the degrees 

of intensity to which [Morris] enters into the life of his 

medieval c h a r a c t e r s . B u t not only does a critic such as 
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Lindsay overlook the problematical status of his claim for 

historical representation, but also the failure of similar 

critics to question historical representation, to perceive a 

direct relationship between Ruskin's work on Gothic and the 

poems of The Defence, or to examine theoretical premises of the 

Gothic style means that they have not recognized the potential 

for "Rapunzel" to provide a key to some of these theoretical 

f o u n d a t i o n s . i t also means that neither have they understood 

the way in which the poem may point to a reading of medieval 

topography in Morris's early poetry which is inseparable from 

Ruskin's work on the subject. 

"Rapunzel" is also a suitable text with which to begin a 

re-reading of Morris's poems since it questions their 

categorization in The Defence according to an allegiance to 

Malory, Froissart, or to the rather loose term "fantasy," and 

also because it can be specifically dated as one of Morris's 

earliest poems - the Prince's song orignally appearing in The 

Oxford and Cambridge Magazine for July 1856. "Rapunzel" is 

generally classed by critics as one of Morris's "fantasy 

poems." But unlike "Spell Bound," "The Wind," or "The Blue 

Closet" it has been thought to pose few reading difficulties, 

owing to its obvious source in Grimmn's fairy tale from the 

Marchen. However, this very origin in Grimm's tale conceals to 

some extent the complexity of the debt. And, as Margaret 

Lourie points out, since Morris did not read German he had to 

have read either Household Stories Collected by the Brothers 

Grimm illustrated by E.H. Wehnert (London, 1853) or Home 

Stories translated by M.L. Davis (London, 1 8 5 5 ) . T h e s e were 

the only editions before 1858 to include "Rapunzel." Ruskin 

himself we should remember contributed an introduction to a 

later edition of Grimm in 1868, which correlates "all the best 

fairy tales," with "the narrowness of social circumstances" 

according to his theories of medieval topography. 

Recently still other critics have tended to exercise a 

preference for psychological readings of Morris's "Rapunzel," 

and these readings have frequently taken the form of simplistic 
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applications of Freudian models. Robert Stallman, for 

instance, argues that the poem concerns a rite of passage from 

a childish world view (where the ego is undifferentiated) to 

the world view of adult individuality.13 Micheal D. Reed sets 

out a rather reductive Oedipal triangle with Prince (son), 

Rapunzel (mother), and Witch (father). On the other hand, 

Diane F. Sadoff treats the poem as a single substituion of the 

categories of dream and reality. 

But apart from these examples, for the most part 

"Rapunzel" has been regarded with critical indifference, and 

readings such as the ones here cited have only diverted 

attention from pioneering nineteenth century concerns of the 

poem by attaching to it twentieth century psychological models. 

By contrast, little attention has been directed to the way in 

which in a poem such as "Rapunzel" modern psycho-analytic 

theory informs a knowledge of nineteenth century psychology. 

With regard to this question, the small amount of recent 

criticism, as we have seen, has tended in fact to remove itself 

from the text, preferring to read it in terms of redundant 

psychological models rather than to take into account its 

dramatisation of nineteenth century theoretical concerns. 

However, since it is not my specific purpose here to deal with 

nineteenth century psychology, I wish to examine now the 

perceputal strategies within the poem, beginning by showing how 

these are manifest in its deceptively complex relationship to 

Grimm's tale. 

From such a perspective, it is possible to locate in the 

poem certain gothic and grotesque configurations which have 

precedents in Grimm, and which engender a correlation of the 

poem with Ruskin's architectural and topographical theories -

thereby opening up new ways of reading Morris's volume as a 

whole. The first of these Ruskinian elements is the gothic 

condition of enclosure and of optical over-view which many of 

the poems in The Defence explore. Enclosure is especially 

significant since - in relation to towers - it affords a wide 

depth of field which is necessary to occasion acondition of 
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stereopsis. Moreover, within the terms of enclosure is 

inscribed the relationship of "The Lady of Shalott" to 

"Rapunzel." For Tennyson's "Lady" is fixed within the agency 

of 'old' mediums (mirror and claude glass). Morris's 

"Rapunzel" perceives objects at first hand from the aperture of 

the window of her tower, in other words she is entitled to a 

stereoscopic view of the world. Morris has Rapunzel looking 

down stereoscopically, he represents a stereo subject whose 

form of mediation is a position of overview from which she 

ponders knights in terms of grotesque constructions . 

As well as meaning "to surround so as to bar ingress or 

egress," and "to insert within a frame, case, envelope, or the 

like," to enclose is, by 1838, "the action of surrounding 

(land) with a fence, the action of thus appropriating common 

land." And "an encloser" is "one who encloses, but especially 

one who appropriates common land." But one may ask how the 

appropriation of common land relate to gothlc enclosure. Does 

the gothlc style, for example, harbour within it the notion of 

appropriation? To such a pertinent question we may apply the 

previous examination of the grotesque in chapter three. For 

Ruskin's "noble grotesque," by definition, invites 

appropriation, on the part of a spectator, by way of perceptual 

mastery. We have seen, for Instance, how the grotesque 

oscillates between two states of being, how it Invites an 

ordinary spectator's ability to unweave its perceptual riddle, 

only to wlthold potential mastery. However, I will return to 

the significance, in this context of appropriation, after 

having discussed Morris's "Rapunzel" in relation to Grimm's 

tale. 

In Grimm's "Rapunzel" the sight of a vegetable growing 

within the confines of a witch's walled garden occasions a 

woman's uncontrollable desire to eat it. Grimm begins thus: 

Once upon a time there lived an old man and his 

wife, who much wished to have a child but for a 

long time in vain. These people had a little 
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window in the back part of their house, out of 

which one could see into a beautiful garden which 

was full of fine flowers and vegetables; but it 

was surrounded by a high wall, and no one dared go 

in, because it belonged to a witch ... One day the 

woman stood at this window looking into this garden, 

and there she saw a bed which was filled with the 

most beautiful radishes, and which seemed so fresh 

and green that she felt quite glad and a great desire 

seized her to eat of these radishes. The wish 

tormented her daily, and as she knew that she could 

not have them she fell ill.15 

The opening of the tale establishes specific perceptual 

conditions, most notably that of an aerial perspective, an 

enticing over-view. For, "the old man and his wife" may only 

perceive the enclosed garden from a single aspect, that 

afforded by the aperture of "a little window." Thus, theirs is 

an aerial view of space enclosed to keep people out, and the 

stress upon the physical vantage point of the spectator here 

anticipates Rapunzel's enclosed over-view from the tower of her 

imprisonment. The old man agrees to exchange with the witch 

his first born child for an endless supply of the aforesaid 

radish, and on the birth of the child he gives it to the witch 

who names it Rapunzel. When Rapunzel reaches twelve years of 

age the witch imprisons her in "a tower which [stands] in a 

forest, and [has] neither stairs nor door, and only one little 

window just at the top." The purpose of the tower is, 

according to Grimm's witch, to separate Rapunzel from "all the 

world." In order to gain entry to the impenetrable tower the 

witch regularly climbs the unbraided "tresses" of Rapunzel's 

hair. 

Morris's poem, by comparison, opens with "the King's son, 

"Rapunzel's potential suitor, in "the wood near the tower in 

the evening." The text offers no prior explanation of the 

origin of the tower nor of its captive, but it describes the 
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tower as having "marble corners faint against the sky," and 

therefore suggests a gothic edifice, in form if not in 

material. Yet in the tale and in the poem the tower 

constitutes a central force, both in its optical command of the 

surrounding wood and in its ability to impress itself upon the 

eyes of those outside it.^^ Moreover, it is at once a 

mythical tower which throughout the course of the poem is 

invested with a complex historiography. 

It therefore becomes more than coincidental that during 

her song, at the point at which the Prince contemplates the 

length of his sojourn in the wood, Rapunzel connects her 

present environment with a medieval referent: 

Lord, give Mary a dear kiss. 

And let gold Micheal, who look'd down. 

When I was there, on Rouen town 

From the spire, bring me that kiss 

On a lily! Lord, do this! (177-181) 

And again: 

Yea, often in that happy trance. 

Beside the blessed countenance 

Of golden Michael, on the spire 

Glowing all crimson in the fire 

Of sunset, I behold a face 

Which sometime, if God give me grace 

May kiss me in this very place. (200-205) 

As well as pre-figuring the Prince's ascent to the tower, 

Rapunzel, in her song, refers back in time to a specific image 

of "gold Michael" who "looked down, on Rouen/From the spire." 

This reference to St. Michael is the only specific historical 

reference in the text. But since it occurs in the song it goes 

almost unnoticed. For otherwise there is only a generalised 

medieval context in the poem, implied mainly by elements such 
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as the knights' costumes. Yet Rouen itself seems hardly an 

obscure choice by Morris or one that should escape a reader's 

attention, especially when one considers the significance to 

Ruskin of the cathedral, and since Morris himself had confirmed 

his reading of The Seven Lamps in singling out Rouen for praise 

in his tour of northern French cathedrals in 1855. Moreover, 

the Portail des Libraires, which opens into the north transcept 

of the cathedral at Rouen, has St. Micheal trampling a dragon 

at its pinnacle, a detail of which Morris is certain to have 

been aware. Morris's "Rapunzel" identifies "gold Micheal" with 

the Prince. Thus, a gothic architectural detail enters the poem 

in a rather oblique form. Its entrance therefore anticipates 

the emphasis of Ruskin's medieval architectural and 

topographical formulations as they occur in poems of The 

Defence - most significantly, the importance attributed by the 

gothic style to panorama and to the ablity of the eye to map 

out space from a point of over-view. "Golden Micheal, on the 

spire" thereby frustrates a reading of the text as 

unproblematic "fantasy;" importantly, this frustration of the 

fantasy radically manipulates the poem's origins in Grimm. At 

the same time, it provides an analogue for Rapunzel's physical 

vantage point. For Rapunzel is similarly one who "look[s] 

down" like the Lady of Shalott who alternately "looks down to 

Camelot." 

In Grimm's tale, the habit of the witch's ascent of the 

tower by way of Rapunzel's hair is broken by the occasion of 

"the King's son" hearing Rapunzel's song sung against 

"loneliness." His compulsion to repeat the experience leads 

him to return every day to the forest and having 'no peace 

until he has seen her himself the prince finally emulates the 

witch's cry in order to gain access to the tower via Rapunzel's 

hair. A strategy of escape which follows upon their meeting is 

contingent upon the prince bringing each time "a skein of 

silk"from which Rapunzel will weave a ladder. But the plan is 

thwarted when Rapunzel accidentally discloses it to the witch. 

And the subsequent narrative twist relates the memorable 
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substitution of witch for Rapunzel in the tower, and the 

witch's tricking of the prince with the severed tresses 

attached to the window latch: 

"A ha!" she explained, scornfully, "you 

would fetch your dear wife; but the beautiful 

bird sits no longer in her nest, singing; 

the cat has taken her away, and will now scratch out 

your eyes. To you Rapunzel is lost; you will never 

see her again. 

At this point the narrative addresses directly the 

question of sight, playing overtly upon literal and figurative 

blindness. The Prince will never see Rapunzel agains since she 

had been removed from his possible range of vision, but he must 

also undergo a literal blinding as a safeguard against the 

removal from sight of the object of his affection. That is to 

say, the witch aspires to destroy the organ of sight, as if 

that physical destruction is necessary to remove desire. 

The tale here evokes an interesting relationship between 

vision, desire, and object, for all three are radically 

integrated to the extent that absence of sight involves a 

liberation of desire which, in turn, empowers a new orientation 

of desire to object. The Prince, a blind wanderer "for some 

years" reaches "the desert" in which Rapunzel has survived, and 

"hearing a voice which he thought he knew, he followed in its 

direction." Thus, there is here a return to the agency of 

voice which characterises the first part of the tale and which 

occassions the Prince's discovery of Rapunzel. Absence of 

sight, in this instance literal blindness, shifts the emphasis 

to voice in a replication of the figural blindness of the 

beginning. Once the reunion has occured, the Prince's sight is 

restored and the previous orientation of desire to visual 

perception is restored as well - but with modification: "two 

tears moistened his eyes, and they became clear again, so that 

he could see as well as f o r m e r l y . T h e implication here is 
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that the instance of restored sight requires qualification. It 

is not sufficient, the text implies, that his eyes "become 

clear again," for the qualifying statement, "that he could see 

as well as formerly," suggests that there exist levels of 

visual competence, and that the act of visualisation cannot be 

construed as an unproblematic quantity. 

Morris's "Rapunzel," however, excludes literal blindness, 

instead playing intricately upon figural blindness. But more 

radically it operates upon levels of perceptual aberration -

the ability for the sighted eye to be both blind and alert to 

optical trickery. At the beginning of the poem, Rapunzel's 

second stanza is characterised by a meditation on light; "When 

I undo the knotted mass/Fathoms below the shadows pass/Over my 

golden hair!" for Rapunzel imagines the visual spectacle of 

hair as an alternation of light and shadow. (17-20) The third 

and fourth stanzas of her monologue begin with the invitation, 

"see on the marble parapet;" the second continues, "the faint 

red stains with tears are wet." (37-38) There is here a 

definite emphasis on the sense of sight and upon appearance 

before the eye. Furthermore, as the text develops, Rapunzel's 

references to the eye and to visual perception increase in 

complexity until, in her narrative account to the Prince, 

describing the attempts of past knights to visit her, she 

outlines conditions of perceptual ambiguity as determined by 

the grotesque. There is again an emphasis on aerial 

perspective, and unlike the Lady of Shalott, Rapunzel has an 

opportunity to look "down:" 

Once came two knights and fought with swords below. 

And while they fought I scarce could look at all. 

My head swam so, after a moaning low 

Drew my eyes down; I saw against the wall 

One knight lean dead, bleeding from head and breast, 

Yet seem'd it like a line of poppies red 
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In the golden twilight, as he took his rest 

In the dusky time he scarcely seemed dead. (215-22) 

Here, then, perceived against the screen/backdrop of a 

wall, a blood-stained knight does not "seem" dead, and the 

simile "a line of red poppies" is conditional upon the 

qualification of "golden twilight." Significantly, the action 

of atmospheric conditions upon the eye is here foregrounded. 

We find therefore not a direct simile of blood to poppies, but 

a perceptually determined correspondence which depends for its 

effect upon the existence of optical permutations. The second 

knight in Rapunzel's narrative is likewise characterised by a 

particular manner in which his appearance questions her powers 

of sight: 

His helm all dinted lay beside him there; 

The visor-bars were twisted towards the face. 

The crest, which was a lady very fair. 

Wrought wonderfully, was shifted from its place. 

The shower'd mail-rings on the speed-walk lay. 

Perhaps my eyes were dazzled by the light 

That blazed in the west, yet surely on that day 

Some crimson thing had changed the grass from bright 

Pure green I love so. (227-34) 

The poem's articulation of light, as it determines the 

eye's perception of colour, is as the agent of visual 

transmutation. Moreover, Rapunzel herself acknowledges 

perceptual aberration as the signature of light the agent of 

visual perception: "perhaps my eyes were dazzled with the 

light/That blazed in the west." There also arises a dichotomy 

between the metamorphosis of colour before the eye and the 

actual dyeing of green to red, and the description — the 

"twisted visor-bars" that produces a grotesque transformation 
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in which the crest is "shifted from its place." The knight's 

emblem thus also undergoes transformation, and the text 

generates complexities of reading out of its preoccupation with 

perceptual device and conditions of sight. However, what is 

most significant about this distortion of the crest is that its 

effect subverts its original purpose. That is to say, the 

crest, as that which depends upon "intelligibility," as Ruskin 

writes, becomes altered/ shifted. It is ironic therefore that 

the heraldic emblem, generally fashioned in the medieval period 

in such a way as to be read as the opposite of a grotesque 

figure, in other words, with the utmost clarity, and simplified 

to avoid perceptual aberration at all costs, is, in Morris's 

text, "shifted from its place," and appropriated to the 

discourse of the grotesque. As Ruskin explains in "Of Medieval 

Landscape" in Modern Painters 3, for a knight in battle, the 

ability for a crest to transform itself before the eye - the 

creation of any ambiguity in the image - becomes then 

invariably synonymous with an error in identification. Ruskin 

outlines the purpose of the crest thus: 

In order to fit a flower or leaf for inlaying in 

armour, or showing clearly in glass, it was 

absolutely necessary to take away its complexity, 

and reduce it to the condition of a disciplined and 

orderly pattern; and this the more, because, for all 

military purposes, the device, whatever it was, had 

to be distinctly intelligible at extreme distance. 

That it should be a good imitation of nature, when 

seen near, was of no moment; but it was of highest 

moment that when first the knight's banner flashed 

in the sun at the turn of the mountain road, or rose, 

torn and bloody through the drift of the battle dust, 

it should still be discernible what the bearing was. 

(V, 257) (my emphasis) 
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It therefore becomes clear from Raskin's explication of 

the function of the crest, and from its articulation in 

Morris's poem, that a crest, in the manner of medieval 

cathedral architecture, is inevitably open to mis-reading and 

it is this which Morris's text foregrounds. There is, of 

course, a limit to the crest's correspondence to the grotesque. 

For, such mis-reading is only made possible by the fact that 

the crest operates upon the basis of intelligibility; grotesque 

ornament, as I show, works by other means, it suspends 

intelligibility indefinitely. thus, the two should not be 

confused with each other. In contradistinction to Renaissance 

anamorphic images which articulate systematised reversals the 

Noble Grotesque omits such a systemised trickery on the part of 

the perceiving subject. The crest performs its function at due 

distance; detail is flattened to resolve the perceptual 

aberration of distance. The Prince in "Rapunzel" bears out the 

ultimate function of the crest in the identification of the 

knight "batter'd" beyond recognition: "his mother had not known 

him on that day/But for his helm-crest, a gold lady fair." 

(243-4) 

To locate in Rapunzel's narrative an emphasis on 

perceptual aberration, however, is to find in that of the 

Prince a primary motivation in song which operates on different 

levels of aberration from that of Rapunzel. Although, 

initially, it is Rapunzel's song - as it links with dream -

that compels the Prince to remain for a year in the wood, it 

has been an original song "sung by a minstrel old" which has 

prompted the Prince's quest for "a sweet bow'd down face with 

yellow hair." (264) Only apart from birdsong "within the 

thickets," the first reference to song in the poem occurs after 

the Prince has seen Rapunzel: "if it would please God make you 

sing again/I think I might very sweetly die," and it is song as 

already in process, a doubling back; the text does not locate 

its origin. 

But how, we might ask, does song operate specifically in 

relation to optical/grotesque emphases? In one sense. 



Rapunzel's song suggests Pater's references to Provencal poetry 

In his 1868 review of The Life and Death of J a s o n . T h e first 

part of that review comprises an explication of the singularity 

of The Defence of Guenevere which, he writes, "renews on a more 

delicate type the poetry of a past age, but must not be 

confounded with it."^^ Pater maintains that Morris's poems 

incorporate "the most popular and gracious form of Provencal 

poetry," namely the song. Of these songs. Pater writes that 

the "nocturn, sung at night at the door, or under the window of 

his mistress by the lover" is perhaps the most well-known, but: 

These songs were of different kinds, according to 

the hour at which they were intended to be sung: 

Some were to be sung at midnight - songs inviting 

sleep, the serena or serenade; others at the break 

of day - waking songs, the aube, or aubade. 

Moreover, Pater gives the example of Morris's "Summer Dawn" as 

fulfilling the functions of "aube," but the pervasive range of 

song in "Rapunzel" also invokes such specificity. In this 

poem, however, song is intimately bound with a process of 

naming. 

It is significant then that both Rapunzel and the Prince 

have songs. The different songs in the poem relate directly to 

the different stanza forms that separate the three voices and 

to the self-referential enclosures of the gothic style. At the 

beginning when the Prince recollects the circumstances of his 

departure from the palace, his stanzas are interposed 

alternately with the words of the witch and of Rapunzel 

respectively. Thus, it is possible to read each narrative as a 

continuous dramatic monologue by reading across alternative 

stanzas. This is again true at the end of the poem where a 

similar tripartite emphasis emerges in the alternation between 

continuous monologue and disparate fragment. And one might 

thus conclude that the text is primarily attempting to 

represent the three different viewpoints of Prince, Witch, and 
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Rapunzel. However, the text seems rather to force the reader 

to extend a recognition of the difference of metaphorical 

"view-point" to a consideration of a radical play upon literal 

view-point. As I hope to demonstrate in subsequent parts of 

this chapter, this area of extension - the assertion of the 

sovereignty of literal viewpoint - is a crucial concern of 

Morris's volume as a whole. 

The minstrel's song as recalled by the Prince in fact 

enacts a substitution of names, restoring to Rapunzel her 

proper name, Gwendolen, while re-naming the witch Rapunzel. As 

well as acting as a lure to the Prince, Rapunzel's song is also 

located specifically by the Prince's narrative as "aube" as 

expounded by Pater. That is to say that the song "she always 

sings at dawning of the day" assumes the function of announcing 

the morning, but it is uncharacteristically voiced by the 

female who sings from within her place of confinement rather 

than by the male - thus inverting traditional gender roles in 

this context. Disembodied music incites a desire in "the 

king's son" to fix its source, to connect it with a visual 

phenomenon. For Rapunzel, the song is sung against loneliness 

(death) and in order for her to impress an identity from within 

the tower. As a mode of singing so as to be made visible - to 

ward off invisibility so to speak - it further re-inscribes the 

song of the Lady of Shalott which identifies her to the 

"reapers" as "the faery lady."^^ 

However, prior to this stanza, there has been an emphasis 

on visualisation, and upon the first sight by the Prince of 

Rapunzel in the tower: 

And now she stood upon the parapet, 

And, spreading out her arms, let her hair flow. 

Beneath that veil her smooth white forehead set 

Upon the marble, more I do not know; 

Because before my eyes a film of gold 

Floated, as now it floats. 0, unknown love. 
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Would that I could thy yellow stair behold, 

If still thou standest with lead roof above. 

(125-30 my emphasis) 

Thus, the Prince documents the extent of his perception of 

Rapunzel, and he indicates a part played by mediation in this 

partial view. He can see a section rather than the whole of 

her body because it is obscured by the medium of a "film" of 

golden hair. If this seems but a contradictory statement, it 

is because our understanding of mediation extends not always to 

that which is omitted by the choice of medium. That is to say, 

it rests more with notions of the improvement and enhancement 

of sight and is forgetful of its signification of "any 

Intervening substance through which impressions are conveyed to 

the senses."23 But Morris's particular contextual use of 

"film" carries various implications. From the Old English 

"filmen," to describe from 1577 "a thin pellicle or lamia of 

any material," "film" had from 1845 its newly significant 

photographic coinage: "A thin pellicle of collodion, gelatin, 

etc., spread on photographic paper or plates, or used by itself 

instead of a plate." Thus, as such it is a newly intrusive 

term in Morris's text. Additionally, as "a fine thread of 

filament" (1592), it had also as a verb the signification "for 

reflection" of growing "dim as if covered with a film."^^ As 

in the previous figural/literal inter-relation of the "golden 

cord" of the Prince's "riddle," "film" here operates as an 

extended metaphor for hair, but Rapunzel is both framed by a 

window and mediated by a film of hair. 

Importantly the signifier also turns upon questions of 

mediation, and in this capacity it provides a reason for the 

Prince's restricted sight. Furthermore, the Prince's request, 

derived from restricted sight, "o, unknown love,/Would that I 

could thy yellow stair behold,/If still thou standest with lead 

roof above!" specifically fixes the perceived image (Rapunzel) 

as framed by a single window of a tower. Thus, a primary 

motivation of the text can be located in its tendency to 
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foreground repeatedly the notion of a specific vantage point as 

a requisite of visual perception. Indeed in the poem's direct 

relationship between visual image and song the verbal proceeds 

the visual in a conspicuously Ruskinian manner. 

Therefore, it is significant that together with its 

references to Rouen, Rapunzel's song dwells upon visions of "a 

true knight" and articulates, in its synonymity with prayer, 

aspects of the visual: 

These prayers on the dreadful nights 

When the witches plaiting hair. 

And the fearfullest of sights 

On the earth and in the air. 

Will not let me close my eyes, 

I murmur often, mix'd with sighs. 

That my weak heart will not hold 

At some things that I behold. 

(182-9) (my emphasis) 

It is the "fearfullest of sights" which inspires compulsion to 

keep the eyes open, but such visions are arrested by "a trance" 

in which Rapunzel "can see no more/The crayfish on the leaden 

floor,/That mock with feeler and grim claw." The Prince's song 

then is prefixed by a question of identity and naming: 

But it is strange your name 

Is not the same the minstrel sang of yore; 

You call'd it Rapunzel, 'tis not the name. 

See, love, the stems shine through the open door. 

(275-8) 

And he attempts to recall the minstrel's song in order to 

restore to memory the absent name: 

"Twixt the sunlight and the shade 

Float up memories of my maid 
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God, remember Gwendolen! 

Gold, or gems she did not wear, 

But her yellow rippled hair. 

Like a veil hid Gwendolen! (287-92) (my emphasis) 

But visual images of the song resolve themselves into a further 

removal: an image of the face of Gwendolen "wrought" by the 

Prince upon the "swordhilt." And with a further emphasis on 

mediation, Gwendolen's hair is figured as a veil, an optical 

bias that is sustained to the end of the text where Gwendolen's 

penultimate stanza reads: 

Verily, I seem like one 

Who, when day is almost done. 

Through a thick wood meets the sun 

That blazes in her hair. (325-28) 

The light/shadow opposition is re-figured as a medieval 

image of extreme light, as an end to darkness, and the image 

here of a "thick wood" suggests a Ruskinian medieval locale, 

and "the medieval mind" which has "a dread of thick foliage. 

There is in this reference to "a thick wood" a repetition of 

"the wood near the tower" at the beginning of the text and of 

the play of light which comprises the visual riddle, the 

"golden cord" of the Prince's grotesque vision. 

Thus, a poem which might seem to pose few reading 

difficulties because of its allegiance to familiar fantasy 

demonstrates the extent to which an optical discourse intrudes 

into Morris's poetics, foregrounding the perception of visual 

phenomena as infinitely problematic, as perpetually aberrant. 

In other words, the poem discloses a politics of sight which 

derives its impetus from historiographical questions. It is to 

such questions of historiography as they pertain to optical 

discourse that the following chapter addresses itself. 
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Notes 

1 William Holman Hunt, "The Lady of Shalott," 1886-1905, 

(Large oil painting, Wadsworth Athenaeum, Hartford, Conn.; a 

small version in Manchester City Art Gallery, and "The Lady of 

Shalott" 1850, black chalk, pen and ink (National Gallery of 

Victoria, Melbourne). Each of Hunt's versions utilises the 

mirror as a central compositional component. The pen and ink 

drawing of 1850 includes a series of roundels encircling the 

mirror which can be read clockwise as depicting Tennyson's 

narrative. He was keen to work it up for the 1857 Moxon 

edition of Tennyson, but remained dissatisfied with it. By 

1856 it had been given to Coventry Patmore's wife who respected 

Hunt's wish that the drawing "should not be shown publicly." 

See The Pre-Raphaelites. pp. 249-50. 

2 Edgar F. Shannon, Jr. "Poetry as Vision: Sight and 

Insight in 'The Lady of Shalott'", Victorian Poetry,1981,207-

223. 

3 ibid, p. 208. 
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Chapter Six 

The Defence of Guenevere and the Optical Determinants of 

Medieval Topography. 

The relationship of the noble grotesque to the chapter 

"Of Medieval Landscape" in Modern Painters 3 is evident in 

Ruskin's account of the origins of Imitative art.^ For in this 

chapter, he reads the transformation of chequered background to 

blue sky in illuminated MSS of the mid-fifteenth century as an 

articulation of depth of field; a primary version of the 

elusive spaces of Turnerian Landscape which eventually proceeds 

from it. Indeed, like the operation of the grotesque in the 

perception of gothic architecture, or in a painting by Turner, 

Ruskin's manuscript example of the evolvement of blue sky 

implicitly inscribes depth of field as that which is 

perpetually elusive, which is by definition "never all 

revealed". At the same time, as I will show, the MSS example 

underscores the problematic status of imitation in Ruskin's 

theory, since as well as signalling the origins of modern 

landscape, with its culmination in Turner, in its debased forms 

imitation generates the pathetic fallacy and its accompanying 

conceits. The tenets of this double-sided reading of imitation 

are further explored and intricately revised in Morris's first 

volume 

Consequently, I approach The Defence by way of the 

definitions Ruskin gives for medieval landscape in Modern 

Painters 3, as represented in both painting and poetry. For 

Morris's text, as I will show, extends Ruskin's noble grotesque 

as a method of visual perception, and it makes the elusiveness 

of depth of field (as that which is left over or elided in acts 

of visual perception) a central optical and rhetorical issue. 

Morris's poems repeatedly bring to the fore depth of field 

as a riddle-like structure in the manner of Ruskin's noble 

grotesque. Depth of field is crucial to a re-examination of 
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The Defence since, as that which is authorised most 

convincingly by stereoscopy in nineteenth century optical 

discourse, it dramatises the complex methods by which 

photography and its accompanying instruments re-define the 

relationship of the contents of the sister arts analogy during 

the period. In other words, it is by no means accidental that 

The Defence, in dealing with the relationships between visual 

and verbal discourse, employs as a predominant subject the 

intricacies of visual perception and optical agency. For the 

text interrogates, in a medieval context, precisely those 

optical issues which are during the mid-nineteenth century 

undergoing dramatic re-definition. 

Morris's interrogation is, as I have previously shown, 

inseparable from his reading of Ruskin and from a politicised 

allegiance to the architecture and visual arts of the Middle 

Ages. And since the medieval in Morris's text functions in one 

respect as an historiographical context in which to play out 

these culturally specific optical issues, there follows a 

necessity to chart the reasons why and the methods by which 

medieval topography becomes a vehicle for the agency of depth 

and the allied optical issues so far discussed. 

One obvious reason, as we have found in previous chapters, 

is the alignment of medievalism with a cultural context which 

might be seen to inscribe a more democratic relationship to 

visual pereption (in the sense of imaginative contemplation), 

together with a celebration of the variety of gothic 

ornamentation and with Ruskin's architectural theory (albeit 

inaccurate, or fanciful) of the impromptu creative 

idiosyncrasies of individual medieval masons. However, the 

accuracies of Ruskin's theories are not at issue here. More to 

the point is the manner in which they are re-defined and 

carried forward in Morris's first volume. For the medieval 

topography of The Defence extends those areas of Ruskin's texts 

which register the presence of an optical discourse re-defined 

by photography. In other words, the idiosyncracy of Morris's 

medieval topographies, so often a stumbling block for critics. 
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becomes, following Ruskin, a site for dramatisation and 

interrogation of contemporary optical issues. 

References by contemporary reviewers to the volume and to 

Morris's ability to write and "visualise" like a medieval 

rather than a modern base their limited evidence on Morris's 

obvious debts to Froissart and Malory, but they fail, as we 

have witnessed, to acknowledge Ruskin as a vital presence and 

transformer in this scheme of influence. While my aim is 

definitely not an attempt to construct an influence study - to 

posit Morris's debt to Ruskin as greater than that to either 

Malory or Froissart - it is nevertheless necessary to impress 

the fact that Morris's representation of the Middle Ages enacts 

specific nineteenth century visual and textual re-formulations 

which form part of the optical debate to which Ruskin gives 

singular articulation. Indeed, many of the frequently 

considered 'inexplicable' representations within poems of The 

Defence are, it seems, intimately linked with Ruskin's theories 

of medieval topography, predicated as they are upon an optical 

and visually represented shift to blue sky as briefly outlined 

above. Thus, rather than grouping Morris's so-called medieval 

poems exclusively according to their sources in either 

Froissart or Malory, I approach them from this Ruskinian 

reading of a crisis point in representation of topography. 

This approach links the poems productively with operations of 
O 

the grotesque.-" 

It should be clear then that I am not attempting to 

subordinate the representation of medievalism in Ruskin and 

Morris to Victorian optical concerns, but rather to chart the 

way in which in The Defence medieval topography becomes a locus 

for debates articulated within terras of optical discourse. 

Ultimately, the significance of Ruskin's MS example to the 

ramifications of a politics and poetics of sight lies in the 

method of Morris's reading it. For just as a preoccupation 

with the agency of depth informs Ruskin's "blue sky" MS 

example, it likewise directs Morris's numerous occasions of 

questioning the physical properties eye in The Defence.^ 
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"Of Medieval Landscape :—First, The Fields". 

Ruskin sets out in "Of Medieval Landscape" to analyse 

respectively the distinguishing character of Greek, medieval, 

and modern landscape as represented in the texts of Homer, 

Dante, and Scott. In the second part, "The Fields," he takes 

up the issue of medieval fortification, tracing a shift from 

desired to necessary security of enclosure. He theorizes the 

intricate divergences of medieval from classical topography, 

together with changes within the medieval, and in so doing he 

defines representations of medieval landscape in terms of 

optical authority. Ruskin's analyses turn upon the ability for 

the eye to ascend to a position of over-view (such as that 

afforded by a tower) together with an assessment of medieval 

developments in structural enclosures such as fences. 

Initially, he believes the medieval mind might be considered as 

agreeing completely with the classical, "in holding that flat 

land, brooks, and groves of aspens, compose the pleasant places 

of the earth, and that rocks and mountains are, for 

inhabitation, altogether to be reprobated and d e t e s t e d . B u t 

he subsequently detects a disagreement of the medieval with the 

classical over an"important aspect, namely that "the pleasant 

flat land" is never, for the medieval, simply a cultivated 

plot.G Indeed, the stress is on its decorative rather than its 

functional status. Ruskin maintains that for the medieval "the 

ideal occupation of mankind is not to cultivate either the 

garden or the meadow, but to gather roses and eat oranges in 

the one, and ride out hawking over the other."7 This shift 

from the classical to the medieval "enjoyment of external 

nature" may be thus summed up: 

A Greek, wishing really to enjoy himself, shut 

himself into a beautiful atrium, with an excellent 

dinner, and a society of philosophical or musical 

friends. But a mediaeval knight went into his 
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pleasance, to gather roses and hear the birds sing; 

or rode out hunting or hawking. (V, 250) 

Ruskin locates a primary change from classical utility, so 

to speak, to medieval beauty, in which, for example, "leeks" 

are replaced by lilies and roses as "the most important object 

in the garden."® The shift is from a functional cultivation of 

landscape to an aesthetic one in which nature "is no longer 

looked upon with the eye of the farmer."^ He attributes this 

cultural shift to a "disdain of agricultural pursuits by the 

nobility," which as a result brings about "the far greater 

loneliness of baronial life" and eventually "the ruin of that 

n o b i l i t y . " 1 0 This transformation is for Ruskin accompanied by 

a decline in the recognition of a spiritual presence in 

material nature. For, as he writes, the medieval preference 

for the "horticultural aspect of everything" over the 

agricultural, results in a loss of association between "the 

flower and the herb" and between the contemplation of "Christ's 

beauty and the workings of the mind of Christ" - what he calls 

a "loss of sense of actual Divine presence. This loss is 

subsequently replaced by an increase in the presence of what 

Ruskin calls "the mysterious sense of unaccountable life in the 

things themselves". In other words, it is replaced by that 

which signifies, in negative terms, the mind as "instantly . . 

. laid open to all these currents of fallacious, and pathetic 

sympathy, which we have seen to be characteristic of modern 

times."12 

Having once established this fundamental difference in 

character between Greek and Medieval, Ruskin devotes the main 

part of his chapter to an explication of variations within 

medieval topography itself. He finds a recognition of the 

limitations implicit in this early period, namely that "hawking 

and apple-eating are not altogether right, that there is 

something else to be done in the world than that," produces a 

realisation that an external movement is required from 

fashioned garden context to "the mountains", as a "place where 



234 

that other something may best be learned.Topographically 

the change is manifest in a medieval transgressive movement, a 

substitution of a somewhat more expansive space for a 

potentially solipsistic Greek atrium. 

Such a topographical shift is accompanied by a new 

respect, on the part of the medieval, for the mountains and for 

the panoramic. Moreover, Ruskin locates, within medieval 

topography, a definite transference from an homogenized 

landscape constructed about an "essence of border" to an 

opening up of that landscape beyond the confining topography of 

fences. Accordingly, there is indeed also a movement from an 

almost unconsciously "natural" tendency towards symmetry and 

enclosure to a self-conscious transformation of border into 

fortification. This movement in turn is subsequently altered 

by the late medieval movement (of the fifteenth century) which 

is characterised in landscape by an act of transgression and 

expansion beyond the confining topography of fences. In 

optical terms it represents a movement towards a greater depth 

of field and concomitantly an expansion of the focal length of 

the eye. At the same time, however, for Ruskin, it inevitably 

signals an enabling condition for the fallacy of projected 

feeling. 

As summarised at the beginning of this chapter, Ruskin 

locates this "turn of tide" in a stylistic shift in 

representations of landscape in "the illumination of the MSS. 

of Romances, executed about the middle of the fifteenth 

century: On one side of these stands the earlier landscape 

work, more or less treated as simple decoration; on the other, 

the later landscape work, becoming more or less affected with 

modern ideas and modes of i m itation".Thus, Ruskin reads a 

narrative of the manuscript as enacting a topographical and an 

aesthetic shift, one which signals the origins of a 

naturalistic or imitative emergence of landscape. Such a 

reading signifies a concomitant shift in cognition, visual 

perception, and representation. 

For Ruskin, the historical change that he here locates 
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from the thirteenth and fourteenth century to the early 

fifteenth is, as he writes, conditional upon the assumption 

that we can divide the art of Christian times into what he 

calls "two great masses - Symbolic and Imitative; the symbolic, 

reaching from the earliest periods down to the close of the 

fourteenth century, and the imitative from that close, to the 

present time." The later "central fifteenth century 

landscapes" are: 

"almost invariably" composed of a grove or two tall 

trees, a winding river, and a castle, or a graden: 

the peculiar feature of both these last being 

trimness; the artist always dwelling 

especially on the fences; wreathing the espaliers 

indeed prettily with sweetbriar, and putting pots of 

orange-trees on the tops of the walls, but taking 

great care that there shall be no loose bricks in the 

one, nor broken stake in the other, - the trouble 

and ceaseless warefare of the times having rendered 

security one of the first elements of pleasantness, 

and making it impossible for any artist to conceive 

Paradise but as surrounded by a moat, or to 

distinguish the road to it better than by its 

narrow wicket gate, and watchful porter.(my emphasis) 

(V, 260). 

Ruskin thus conceives of security as "one of the first 

elements of pleasantness."^^ A notion of pleasure in 

topographical signs of enclosure invariably calls up its 

opposing signification, imprisonment. A question arises. 

When, in these terms, does "Paradise" surrounded by a moat 

become a means of preventing the inside getting out? When does 

fortification become incarceration? In contradistinction to 

this reading of the late medieval landscape, Ruskin impresses 

the fact, that the early medieval landscape topography with its 

"curious symmetry was entirely symbolic." He quotes a 
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description by Macaulay of one such landscape in order to 

indicate "the exquisite naivete of the historian", who fails to 

recognise the symbolic import of the representation, that "the 

serpent with the human head, and body twisted round the tree, 

was the universally-accepted symbol of the evil angel from the 

dawn of art up to Michael Angelo," and for erroneously 

supposing that "the quaint landscape" evinces a lack of 

understanding and an inferiority on the part of the painter. 
Moreover, Ruskin cites the Victorian historian in order to 

stress the difference between the earlier symbolic medieval 

landscape and the later imitative landcape, and to defend as a 

conscious necessity the symbolic landscape which he believes 

achieves its heights during the late fourteenth century. 

Ruskin further utilises Macaulay's misreading in order to 

explain that the peculiar "fence-loving spirit of the 

medievals," as outlined above, is accompanied by other 

qualities : 

We find an infinite delight in drawing pleasant 

flowers, always articulating and outlining them 

completely; the sky is always blue, having only 

a few delicate white clouds in it, and in the 

distance are blue mountains, very far away, if 

the landscape is to be simply delightful; but 

brought near, and divided into quaint overhanging 

rocks, if it is intended to be meditative, or a 

place of saintly seclusion. But the whole of it 

always, - flowers, castles, brooks, clouds, and 

rocks, - subordinate to the human figures in the 

foreground, and painted for no other end than that 

of explaining their adventures and occupations. 

(V, 261-62). 

In his characteristic fashion, Ruskin unweaves his 

argument slowly, and it is only after he has established the 

intricate nature of fifteenth century landscape (in MSS) that 
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he proceeds to explain his central thesis: that the development 

in topographical motifs may be traceable specifically to the 

transmutation from "golden background" to "chequered coloured 

background" to "the sky is always blue" as one stage of 

topographical metamorphosis. For, "before the idea of 

landscape" had been developed to the extent of the fifteenth 

century "blue sky", Ruskin maintains that "the representations 

of it had been purely typical; the objects which had to be 

shown in order to explain the scene of the event, being firmly 

outlined, usually on a pure golden or chequered colour 

background, not on sky."17 Therefore, 

the moment the sky is introduced (and it is curious 

how perfectly it is done at once, many manuscripts 

presenting in alternate pages, chequered backgrounds, 

and deep blue skies exquisitely graduated to the 

horizon) - the moment I say, the sky is introduced, 

the spirit of art becomes for evermore changed, and 

thenceforward it gradually proposes Imitation more 

and more as an end, until it reaches Turnerian 

landscape. (V,263) 

What is most important here is not so much the question of 

the authority of Ruskin's interpretation of the change from 

chequered ground to blue sky in manuscripts, but the manner in 

which he articulates it and the reasons he attributes to this 

metamorphosis: in other words, not whether there is 

indisputable visual evidence that the "golden background" is 

characteristic of the finest thirteenth century work, that "the 

coloured chequer," (in like manner belongs to the finest 

fourteenth) and "the blue sky, graduated to the horizon," take 

place early in the fifteenth century, but rather what are the 

implications for the nineteenth century sister arts debate of 

such a crisis point as it is systematically detected in 

manuscript art.^^ 
Clearly, Ruskin's reading of sky in the manuscript example 
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has two conflicting or opposing connotations (which are 

themselves productive of further conflicts). On the one hand 

it represents that which he ultimately celebrates in Turnerian 

landscape as the exquisite mystery of representational depth or 

recessional space. However, on the other, it signifies that 

which for Ruskin must be denounced because it leads to conceits 

of the pathetic fallacy. This second connotation produces 

eventually, he believes, "a morbid fascination with cloudy 

skies," (that with which he begins the chapter "Of Modern 

Landscape" in this same volume ) together with a cultural 

climate in which "the serene fields and skies of medieval art" 

are eventually changed into what he calls the modern "darkness, 

and triumph in mutability." And it also signifies the end of 

the earlier symbolic period ("reaching up to the close of the 

fourteenth century") during which "the peculiar modification of 

natural forms for decorative purposes is seen in its 

perfection." 19 

It becomes thus necessary to discuss the imitative as 

opposed to the symbolic. For Ruskin, the evolvement of blue 

sky in medieval MSS represents precisely "the culminating point 

or turn of tide" which eventually leads to "the Turnerian 
90 

landscape."^ In this sense it is of primary importance to him 

because it forges a link with the modern landscapist, to whom 

Ruskin has at this point devoted, in explication and 

justification, three volumes of Modern Painters. Additionally, 

one of Ruskin's reasons for aligning a theory to the 

observation of "sky background" arises from the fact that, as 

we have witnessed, sky is to him also of great phenomenological 

significance - infinity of day sky against dark land mass. At 

the same time, equally significant to his theory is the fact 

that blue sky represents or mobilises depth of field - and it 

is depth of field which he believes Turner's painting and Pre-

Raphaelite painting newly articulate in different ways.^^ 

Thus, we find here, in one sense, a desire to locate 

historically the point at which depth of field first becomes a 

preoccupation, a crucial object for representation, that is to 
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say depth of field as distinct from perspective, as a geometral 

mapping of s p a c e , a n d , by extension, Ruskin's location of an 

imitative blue sky in MSS attributes to a Victorian interest in 

depth of field and optical agency a medieval authority, or 

rather a legitimation in a moment of stylistic change in art. 

Ruskin contends, then, that imitation (which is 

continually a problematic concept for him) derives from this 

shift in representation of backgrounds, and that it arises at 

the point at which we can comfortably read an imitative version 

of of sky in the illuminated manuscript. His desire to situate 

in medieval art, the proposal of "imitation more and more as an 

end" demonstrates why the medievalism of Ruskin and Morris is 

not estranged from nineteenth century optical concerns. For, 

Ruskin locates the origins of imitation in the representation 

of an historical shift as predicated upon the authority of the 

optical capacity and the manuscript artist - the manuscript 

artist as pioneer so to speak. 

Ruskin indicates with further specificity the stylistic 

shift in medieval MSS : 

This broad division into two schools would therefore 

be the most true and accurate we could employ, but 

not the most convenient. For the great medieval art 

lies in a cluster about the culminating point, 

including symbolism on one side, and imitation on the 

other, and extending like a radiant cloud upon the 

mountain peak of ages, partly down both sides of it, 

from the year 1200 to 1500; the brightest part of the 

cloud leaning a little backwards, and poising itself 

between 1250 and 1350. And therefore the most 

convenient arrangement is into Romanesque and 

barbaric art, up to 1200, - medieval art 1200-1500, -

and modern art from 1500 downwards. But it is only 

in the earlier or symbolic medieval art, reaching up 

to the close of the fourteenth century, that the 

peculiar modification of natural forms for decorative 
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purposes is seen in all its perfection, with all its 

beauty, and all its necessary shortcomings; the 

minds of men being accurately balanced between that 

honour for the superior human form which they shared 

with the Greek ages, and the sentimental love of 

nature which was peculiar to their own. (V,263) (my 

emphasis) 

It is, as I earlier noted (on page eight), in pre-imltative art 

- the symbolic - "that the peculiar modification of natural 

forms for decorative purposes is seen in all its perfection." 

According to Ruskin, the development in medieval topography 

from the "trimness" of homogenised landscape to a liberating 

transgression of boundary, finds a supreme embodiment "in the 

poem of Dante" as a correspondence with the shift from 

chequered ground to blue sky. Ruskin transfers his analysis 

from visual representation of landscape to "written lanscape 

instead" because he recognises that the "rigidity" of painted 

sign in the thirteenth century, such as water represented by 

"zig-zag" lines is incompatible with a communication of "what 

were the real feelings of the workman or spectator about the 

actual l a n d s c a p e . " 2 3 He believes it is necessary to ascertain 

this absent "emotion" since it constitutes "the intermediate 

step between the feelings of the Grecian and the modern," as 

the original impetus for his chapter. Dante provides a 

lynchpin for Ruskin's theory since Dante's representation of 

Paradise enacts an ultimate transgression of topographical 

boundaries, and allows Ruskin to re-direct emphasis to the 

significance of the fields of his title. Indeed, Ruskin's 

fields metaphor is ultimately designed to contain those 

characteristics that distinguish the Christian from the Pagan 

spirit (medieval from Greek) namely, "humility and joy under 

trial." For the Christian spirit is for Ruskin represented by 

the humble grass which remains green all year round, and which 

when trodden upon springs back into shape. Dante is finally 

heralded as the "inspired exponent of what lay deepest at the 
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heart of the early Church" since he places "his terrestrial 

paradise where there had ceased to be fence or division, and 

where the grass of the earth was bowed down, in unity of 

direction, only by the soft waves that bore with them the 

forgetfulness of evil."24 

It should thus at this point be clear that Ruskin utilizes 

the manuscript example as part of a larger account of the shift 

from horticultural pleasance, through a consciously fortified 

method of enclosure, to a transgression of the "fence-loving 

spirit of the medievals." It is the very process of this 

movement, as played out in optical terms, with its corresponding 

trangressions, which, we may now understand, many of the poems 

in The Defence enact. Implicit in the blue sky example are the 

workings of the grotesque as a mobilisation of depth of field 

as elusive. And as we have also understood, the grotesque, in 

the perception of gothic and in Turner's painting, facilitates 

a liberation of the eye in terms of depth of field. However, 

in Ruskin's example, sky as imitation, not only represents an 

ostensible liberation of the eye it equally implies, what he 

calls the loss of "divine presence" in materiality. The pre-

imitative (the symbolic), on the other hand, while it does not 

anticipate Turnerian landscape in the same way as the 

imitative, it also retains, according to Ruskin this embodiment 

of the divine in the material. 

We have thus two competing ramifications or components of 

Ruskin's account: imitation as it relates to the elusive noble 

grotesque, and symbolic medievalism as that which functions on 

an entirely opposite principle, a clarity of sign to meaning. 

Both categories are in fact played out in The Defence, where 

part of what appears to be an apprehensiveness about the 

grotesque (about the ambiguity of depth of field for example) 

results from the implications of this contradiction. In other 

words, in Morris's text there occurs repeatedly a desire for 

the riddle-like structure of the grotesque on the one hand,(as 

that which is invariably aligned with imitation), versus that 

which works in the opposite manner to elide aberration, namely 
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the medieval symbolic emblem with its origins in a repression 

of imitative tendencies. Morris's poems dramatise the 

complexities of this contradiction as they extend the 

implications of Ruskin's theory. For The Defence continually 

attempts to fix the superiority of the emblem and (thus by 

extension a pre-imitative phase) while it inscribes 

simultaneously the questioning which for Ruskin accompanies a 

loss of a definite spiritual presence in materiality; a 

questioning of "the mysterious sense of unaccountable life in 

the things themselves" - in other words, precisely that which 

facilitates the operations of the noble grotesque. 

Thus, in summary. The Defence enacts a desire for 

imitation as it implies a liberation from the perception of a 

fixed spiritual presence in materiality. Yet, repeatedly in 

its medieval topographical emphases it strives to perform a re-

enactment of that which Ruskin locates as the culminating point 

of symbolic medieval art, an elimination of ambiguity in the 

s i g n . A t the same time however, as we shall find, this 

apparent desire to ratify the symbolic emblem is repeatedly 

and invariably mystified, or undermined by the problematic 

status that Morris attributes to the perception of the physical 

world. More emphatically, Morris's poems re-inscribe the 

motivations of Ruskin's chapter by rendering as newly 

problematic the visual perception of natural phenomena when a 

definite spiritual presence in material nature is absent. 

Morris re-inscribes the conflicting relationships within "Of 

Modern Landscape" to the extent that finally the opposed 

motivations, imitative and symbolic, compete dramatically in 

the prose romance "The Hollow Land." What would appear to be a 

symbolic painting of "God's judgements" demands to be read more 

problematically in terms of the "unnaccountable" intricacies of 

optical agency. 

Beginning with "Golden Wings" we find a singular method of 

foregrounding medieval topography. For the poem charts the 

transgressive topographical movement of Ruskin's text, with its 

competing ramifications, as formulated in the MSS example. On 
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the one hand, "Golden Wings" articulates a spatial liberation 

that anticipates operations of the grotesque; on the other, 

such a spatial transgression signifies the end of a period of 

symbolism which for Ruskin is predicated upon an indisputable 

clarity of sign to meaning. In its detailed delineation of the 

features of a locality, "Golden Wings" charts a progression 

from complacent medieval 'trimness' to a destruction of 

homogeneity, a transgression of fundamental structures of 

enclosure. In the distinctive In Memorian stanza-form the poem 

establishes configurations of enclosure by a seemingly simple 

mapping of colour and masses: 

Many scarlet bricks there were 

In its walls, and old grey stone 

Over which red apples shone 

At the right time of year. 

On the bricks the green moss grew, 

Yellow lichen on the stone 

Over which red apples shone; 

Little war that castle knew. 

Deep green water fill'd the moat. 

Each side had a red brick lip. 

Green and mossy with the drip 

Of dew and rain; there was a boat 

Of cavern wood, with hangings green 

About the stern; it was great bliss 

For lovers to sit there and kiss 

In the hot summer noons, not seen. (5-20) 

The method of the text is to topographize a context by a 

process of enumeration which represents an adroit training of 

the eye. The movement is one towards increased specificity, 

characterized to a large extent by primary colour; "scarlet 
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bricks," give way to "green moss," "yellow lichen" on the stone 

forms a screen against which "red apples shone." Moreover, the 

repetition of "over which red apples shone" in stanza three, 

without the qualification "At the right time of year," fixes 

the effect of red apples primarily as visual phenomenon, as 

reflective surface. Within an initial enclosure of "a walled 

garden," there arise further enclosures such as "a boat of 

carven wood," which as a refuge renders "lovers" unseen. The 

reference to absent war in line eight retrospectively explains 

the "old knight for a warden." "Golden Wings" re-inscribes 

Ruskin's "central fifteenth century landscape" as "paradise 

. . . surrounded by a moat," with a road distinquished "by its 

narrow wicket gate and watchful porter. 

The delineation of landscape in "Golden Wings" implies 

that the design of medieval landscape is defensive, to keep the 

'outside' from getting 'inside'. It thus designates that which 

lies within as a sanctuary to be protected. However, events in 

the later stanzas of "Golden Wings" disrupt the somewhat 

homogenous state of the landscape with the shock device of 

suicide construed as murder. 

An initial sign of difference within the homogenous 

context is first manifest in Jehane de Castel Beau's 

appearance: for each figure who "walked in the garden there," 

"wore a garland on the head, but Jehane "wore her wreath till it 

was dead"(60), and, in this respect, as distinguishable by a 

visual attribute, she is an anomaly. The text plays upon a 

representation of the inadequacy of a secure pleasance, and 

upon its inability to account for or to accommodate difference. 

As a form of camouflage, "the raiment," "half of scarlet, half 

of white" worn by "dame or knight" gestures towards a 

dissolution of visual and sexual difference, but the 

homogeneity is broken by Jehane's dead "wreath." Moreover, she 

is further singled out for her isolation within the enclosed 

community: "she had none with whom to sit/In the carven boat at 

noon"(64-5): and Ruskin's notion that the medieval admired 

symmetry in a "free sense" comes under question. By stanza 
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seventeen Jehane is established as a figure in the manner of 

Tennyson's "Mariana:" 

She would only stand and keep 

Saying, 'He will be here soon.'^^ 

But the stereotypical representation of the forlorn and 

isolated female awaiting the return of a knight is here 

articulated specifically in terms of the knight's visual 

emblem, his crest, and thus it aspires to a different end. The 

poem, like Morris's prose romance of the same name derives its 

title from an heral^dic emblem, and absence is formulated as a 

visual image (a metonym): 

Summer cometh to an end, 

TJndern cometh after noon; 

Golden Wings will be here soon, (73-5) 

With reference to Morris's use of the crest, critics frequently 

quote the poet's indignant reaction when asked what the refrain 

"two Red Roses Across the Moon" signified, but they disregard 

the apparent simplicity of his answer. For in maintaining that 

it is invariably the knight's pennon - his emblem - Morris 

discloses his allegiance to a visual manifestation of the 

historiography or representation of the Middle Ages, and 

especially to Ruskin's articulation of the crest. Morris's 

critics, however, construe the answer as an end to speculation 

itself. The ramifications of its literal import go unnoticed. 

Indeed, criticism of Morris's early verse has been dissatisfied 

with such a blatant emphasis on the signifier, desiring instead 

(for Morris's answer) anything but "two red roses across the 

moon." Precisely this type of expectant search for 

complexities of signification obscures, as I will show, the 

radical function of the emblem in The Defence as a whole. For, 

having a function which is predicated upon a particular strain 

of optical authority as inscribed by Ruskin, Morris's emblem is 
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radical in so far as it correlates the symbolic with 

historically specific permutations within optical discourse. 

Several poems in The Defence re-configure the emphasis 

which Ruskin gives to the status and the function of the crest 

in "Of Medieval Landscape." I have discussed already the crest 

in relationship to "Rapunzel," and the manner in which it 

suggests the grotesque; but in "Golden Wings" the crest has a 

more dominant or pivotal function. As the sole articulation of 

absence, the crest, Golden Wings, is linked causally with 

Jehane's suicide which, interpreted as a transgressive act of 

war, replaces symmetrical fortification with further enclosure, 

"barriers without the wall," which destroy the original 

symmetrical pleasance of "aspens tall" and "apple trees." The 

suicide is an affirmation of a consequent topographical change 

from enforced stasis to an expansion of boundaries. And the 

text ends with images of decayed fortification: 

The apples now grow green and sour 

Upon the mouldering castle-wall, 

Before they ripen there they fall: 

There are no banners on the tower. (231-34) 

There is then a complete revision of "the happy popular land" 

of the first stanza, and a premature death (Jehane's suicide) 

is ambiguously linked with topographical deterioration and 

death within a re-inforced structure: "inside the rotting leaky 

boat/You see a slain man's stiffen'd feet." (237-8) But the 

text withholds a simple causal relation, centralizing the 

knight's emblem both figurally and structurally within the 

(aaaab) stanza form of Jehane's song: 

Gold wings across the sea! 

Green light from tree to tree, 

Gold hair beside my knee, 

I pray thee come to me. 

Gold wings! (113-17) (my emphasis) 
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The song, composed largely of emblematic configurations relates 

an obscure narrative. It relies upon topographical emphases 

which anticipate a subsequent violation of the medieval 

"essence of border." And a fundamental question occurs in the 

third stanza of the song: "is it not time to meet/Gold wings 

across the sea?" (126-7) Thus, just as the borderline between 

'outside' and 'inside' is invaded in the topographical 

representation of the text. So too is the frontier, between 

'known' space and 'unknown' space, of Ruskin's earlier 

description. The entire song constitutes a repetition of a 

visually pared-down emblem: the primary purpose of which, 

according to Ruskin's account of medieval landscape, was that 

of extreme 'intelligibility,' an indisputable clarity of sign 

to r e f e r e n t . 2 8 As Ruskin writes: 

To the one imperative end of intelligibility, 

every minor resemblence to nature was sacrificed, 

and above all, the curved, which are chiefly the 

confusing lines; so that the straight, elongated 

back, doubly elongated tail, projected and separate 

claws and other rectilinear unnaturalness of form, 

became the means by which the leopard was, in 

midst of the mist and storm of battle, distinguished 

from the dog or the lion from the wolf. . . 

Farther, it was necessary to the brillant harmony 

of colour, and clear setting forth of everything, 

that all confusing shadows, all dim and doubtful 

lines should be rejected: hence at once an utter 

denial of natural appearances by the great body of 

workmen; and a calm rest in a practice of represen-

tation which would make either boar or lion blue, 

scarlet, or golden, according to the device of the 

knight, or the need of such and such a colour in 

that place of the pattern; and which wholly denied 

that any substance ever cast a shadow, or was 

affected by any kind of obscurity. (V, 258-59). 
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According to Ruskin the crest works upon an awareness of 

minute visual documentations. But its function is more clearly 

or importantly defined by distance. The differentiation of a 

"dog" from a "lion or wolf" has to be possible from a distance 

and in various atmospheric conditions. Ruskin formulates here 

the manner in which the crest, designed to serve its function 

of intellibility at due distance, must therefore sacrifice a 

representation of naturalistic detail as antipathetic to that 

very function. In the light of this scheme, intelligibility is 

such a crucial requirement of the pennon precisely because it 

invites mis-reading. However, rather than enabling the gap in 

imagination which characterizes the grotesque, the emblem is 

read as invariably resolving the elusiveness of depth by 

enacting a clear substitutive relation of sign to meaning. 

Nevertheless, the symbolic crest is not exempt from mis-

reading, but in aspiring towards a fixity of sign, it is more 

likely to produce a strict substitutive misrecognition (of lion 

for wolf for example) rather than the complex configurations of 

the "betwixt and between" structure of the noble grotesque. 

This occurs in part because, as we have found the crest works 

against the elusiveness of depth of field, in having to 

maintain a certain authority over it in order to function 

effectively at Ruskin's "due distance." 

The emblematic status of the pennon is significant 

throughout the poems of The Defence, as it operates as a visual 

clue, a prelude to a de-coding of an identity. Thus, in "Sir 

Peter Harpdon's End," for example. Sir Peter says: 

There's a pennon now! 

At last. 

But not the constable's, whose arms, 

I wonder, does it bear? Three golden rings 

On a red ground; my cousin's by the rood! (141-46) 

It is because the pennon functions as a preliminary visual 

sign that its mis-reading may have 'dire' consequences. In 
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"The Haystack in the Floods," Judas and Godmar are instantly 

identifiable because "three/Red running lions dismally/Grinn'd 

from his pennon," (34-36) and in "Welland River," "Fair 

Ellayne" awaits the return of a particular "scarlet pennon. 

Similarly, in "The Wind" the speaker recognizes, by their 

heraldic emblems, "the ghosts of those that had gone to the 

war: " 

I knew them by the arms that I was used to paint 

Upon their long thin shields; but the colours were 

all grown faint. 

And faint upon their banner was Olaf, King and Saint. 

(84-87) 

The final stanza of "The Little Tower" ends with a description 

of the eternal emblem which will preside over it: "And over it 

our green and red,/Barred with the Lady's golden head;/From 

mere old age when we are dead." (56-59) And in "The Judgement 

of God" Roger recounts: 

The blue owls on my father's hood 

Were a little dimm'd as I turn'd away. (5-6) 

Here, although owls adorn the crests of several English 

families Morris invents the device of the blue owl, and 

throughout the poem it provides a point of indentification and 

an anchor for reminiscent: 

Was it not I that caught you then. 

And kiss'd you on the saddle-bow? 

Did not the blue owl mark the men 

Whose spears stood like the corn a-row? (69-72) 

Again, in "A Good Knight in Prison," Sir Guy voices his ten 

year imprisonment in terms of a visual absence, a visual lack: 
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year after year, 

Through all my hopeless sojourn here, 

No christian pennon has been near (82-84) 

Thus, returning to "Golden Wings," we find the desire to 

eliminate obscurity, or what amounts to a mis-reading of the 

sign is explored in Jehane's song. The repetition of "Golden 

Wings" is a plea for the appearance of the unmistakeable 

'device' of a knight. However, the process by which the poem 

aspires towards unambiguous definition, with an eye desirous of 

one indisputable sign, "golden wings," continues to go 

unnoticed by critics. Although criticism has directed itself 

to a study of so-called violent imagery in the poem, it has 

failed to address the transgressive nature of the song within 

the dominant context of e n c l o s u r e . ^ 0 i thereby quote the 

following four stanzas of the song in order to indicate the 

centrality of the emblem as fixed sign: 

I sit on a purple bed. 

Outside, the wall is red. 

Thereby the apple hangs 

And the wasp, caught by the fangs, 

Dies in the autumn night. 

And the bat flits till light. 

And the love-crazed knight 

Kisses the long wet grass: 

The weary days pass, — 

Gold wings across the sea! 

Gold wings across the sea! 

Moonlight from tree to tree 

Sweet hair laid on my knee, 

0, sweet knight, come to me! ( 137-150) 
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For the song penetrates, or transgresses the enclosure of 

"Ladies Card" in its requirement of a reciprocation, of a 

re turn: 

No answer through the moonlight night; 

No answer in the cold grey dawn; 

No answer when the shaven lawn 

Grew green, and all the roses bright. (155-58) 

The anticipation of a reply and its absence are articulated 

here as a metamorphosis of light; with an emphasis upon visual 

transformation, the text evokes in two lines a transference 

from "cold grey dawn" to a production of the colours of 

morning: "no answer when the shaven lawn/Grew green and all the 

roses bright." Throughout the poem, an absent knight is 

figured as a particularized visual sign: "there is no sail upon 

the sea,/No pennon on the empty hill." (173-74) Moreover, 

Jehane's infringement of physical enclosure is signified by the 

relinquishment of her homogenizing, symmetrical costume: "and 

hope grew in her as she said:/I have thrown off the white and 

red." (188-89) The text proffers a violation of the safety of 

enclosure as necessary for a meeting to occur, and Jehane must 

penetrate the forms of enclosure from within: "he could not 

come,/But I can go to him." (195-96) Thus, it is as if "Golden 

Wings" constructs the medieval "essence of border" in order for 

it to be overstepped, or rather in order for it to enact and to 

extend what constitutes for Ruskin the late medieval movement. 

In other words that of a transgression of fences into open 

space, as located in fifteenth century manuscript shift from 

chequered ground to blue sky. 

This is a crucial point since, for Morris, as for Ruskin, 

it would appear that a transgression of medieval fences, of 

"trimnes," Jehane's death and her apparent transfiguration on 

"the hard yellow sand,/where the water meets the land," (208-

209) represents a shift in the relationship of subject and 

topography. Jehane is constrained by the enclosure of the 
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castle which is both protection and prison, and her suicide, 

occuring at the water's edge, suggests also transgression in a 

geological sense: "the spread of sea over the land along a 

subsiduary shoreline." But how exactly, one must ask, are we 

to read this outward movement in medieval landscape - from 

self-reflexive architecture to frontier spaces. 

In "Of Modern Landscape" Ruskin's lengthy examples from 

the poetry of Dante are themselves designed to impress a re-

alignment of self and landscape. Beginning with a distinction 

between Miltonic "vagueness" and Dantesque "definit[ion]" 

Ruskin proceeds to analyse the medieval landscape "sentiment." 

He traces a distinct progression from the Inferno "mapped and 

properly surveyed in every direction," through "Purgatory," 

which has "indeed more light and air, but no more liberty" to 

the paradise, where "there is perfect freedom and infinity of 
space."31 The progression is thus one towards an opening-out 

of boundaries akin to the movement in manuscript painting, and 

Ruskin explains Dante's topographical specificity as embracing 

a resolution of mountain scenery: 

the second point which seems noteworthy is, that the 

flat ground and embanked trenches are reserved for 

the Inferno: and that the entire territory of the 

Purgatory is a mountain, thus marking the sense of 

that purifying and perfecting influence in mountains 

which we saw the medieval mind was so ready to 

suggest (V, 272). 

Moreover, the mountain, that which Jay Fellows calls "the 

vertical equivalent of the frontier, altitude," becomes more 

accessible to the "medieval mind" because, as Ruskin writes, 

the medieval's "journeyings and pilgrimages became more 

frequent than those of the Greek, and the extent of ground 

traversed in the course of them larger . . ."32 Furthermore, 

Ruskin explains how, owing to the medieval "dread of thick 

foliage" and of thick forest of any kind - because it 
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represented a danger of the unknown - Dante's inclusion in the 

Inferno of a "thick forest" might appear inconsistent with the 

medieval spirit. But Ruskin goes on to claim that "there is a 

peculiar meaning in this" if we glance "back to the two lines 

which explain the nature of Paradise: 

Virgil tells him, as he enters it, "Henceforward, 

take thine own pleasure for guide; thou art beyond 

the steep ways, and beyond all Art;" - meaning, that 

the perfectly purified and noble human creature, 

having no pleasure but in right, is past all effort, 

and past all rule . . . Hence, the first aim of 

Dante, in his landscape imagery, is to show evidence 

of this perfect liberty, and of the purity and 

sinlessness of the new nature, converting pathless 

ways into happy ones. So that all those fences and 

formalisms which had been needed for him in 

imperfection, are removed in this paradise; and even 

the pathlessness of the wood, the most dreadful thing 

possible to him in his days of sin and shortcoming, 

is now a joy to him in his days of purity. And as 

the fenceless-ness and thicket of sin led to the 

fettered and fearful order of eternal punishment, so 

the fencelessness and thicket of the free virtue lead 

to the loving and constellated order of eternal 

happiness. (V, 275). 

Ruskin reads Dante's Paradise as representing a topography 

that seems antithetical to its nature, namely the fenceless 

thicket. Thus, if we recall the medieval dread of thick wood 

or foliage of any kind, the point Ruskin makes is that "the 

loving and constellated order of eternal happiness" is 

invariably defined by that which was previously its opposite.^3 

Moreover, a reversal also occurs whereby the feature most 

dreaded in the medieval's "days of sin and shortcoming," the 

"pathlessness" of the wood becomes a most potent symbol of 
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"joy." In other words, in Dante the previous fences and 

formalisms become retrospectively construed as the necessary 

topographical manifestations of imperfection. Ruskin employs 

this example from Dante as a "lesson as to the spirit in which 

medieval landscape is understood" and as a means of locating 

and thererby ratifying in literature that crucial shift in the 

medieval relationship between self and topography. 

Morris's "Concerning Geffray Teste Noire" takes the 

medieval conception of forest as principal topographical motif. 

In so doing it re-enacts the representation of forest that 

Ruskin here locates in Dante. The greater part of the poem is 

composed of John of Castel Neuf's reminiscence in "Verville 

wood" - through which "the highway runs,/Twixt copses of green 

hazel, very thick" - and, of the way in which it links a 

fictional account of the discovery of human remains in a wood, 

with historical details of Teste Noire and the Jacquerie as 

documented by Froissart. Margaret Lourie points out the manner 

in which "Morris is unusually faithful to Froissart in the 

Teste Noire sections of this poem," but that Morris's poem 

belongs ultimately to "the realm of romance and lyric more than 

to chronicle. 35 ghe thereby isolates an interesting 

distinction, though she fails to explore it, choosing instead 

to outline what she calls "three layers" in the poem: "1) the 

hard, objective outer shell of political history; 2) the 

transitional layer of romantic history - at once older and more 

immediate than the first; 3) the tender core of private 

reminiscence which shapes the first two and makes all three 

s i m u l t a n e o u s . " 3 6 what this categorisation excludes (what is 

not separable from the political) is the manner in which Morris 

re-configures Froissart's history; the conscious effort of the 

text to constitute a nineteenth century manipulation of 

Froissart's chronicles, and advertently so. Specific Ruskinian 

topographical emphases work towards an invitation to the reader 

to measure the present 'tale' against that of Froissart. 

Lines 189-92 address the silent auditor whose prerogative 

becomes that of the reader to inform John Froissart of the 
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present narrator's appropriation and extension of the 

chronicle: 

And much bad living kill'd Teste Noire at last; 

John Froissart knoweth he is dead by now. 

No doubt, but knoweth not this tale just past; 

Perchance then you can tell him what I show. 

(189-192) 

Thus, as well as authenticating Morris's narrator as 

historiographer, this stanza enacts a desire to explain the 

poem's manipulation of source material. It is an endorsement 

of influence. But in its manner of impressing a divergence 

from the source of that influence, it constructs itself as a 

retro-spective reader and as a further translator of history. 

Moreover, it requests the reader's awareness of this agency as 

a nineteenth century representation of Froissart. Morris 

ultimately attempts as historiographer to utilise an 

intervention into Froissart's text - a production of an 

ideosyncratic medievalism - as a manner of foregrounding 

disruptive implications of contemporary optical debates. 

Of the fifty stanzas, twenty-three concern Froissart's 

"Teste Noire" and twenty-seven construct Castel Neuf's 

reminiscence. Topographical features shroud historical detail, 

with "Verville Forest" as both the central image for an ambush 

of the "Gascon thief," (Geffray Teste Noire) and the enabling 

context of a Browningesque dramatic monologue. John M. Patrick 

in "Morris and Froissart: 'Concerning Geffray Teste Noire' and 

'The Haystack in the Floods,'" interestingly cites the 

Froissartian sources of this dramatic monologue.Geffray 

Teste Noire, reputedly the "strongest" and "cruellest" of a 

number of French outlaws during the 1370s, took advantage of 

the French weakness from war with the English "to plunder 

French villages and take over fortresses." But (as Lourie 

indicates) Froissart's Geffray unlike Morris's was a Breton, 

not a Gascon, chief. Froissart describes him thus: 
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this was a cruell ma, and had pytie of no man; 

for as soone he wolde put to dethe a knight or a 

squyer as a vyllayne, for he sette by no body . . . 

he held the countre about hym in peace and in 

subiectyon; none durst ryde in his countre, he was 
O O 

so feared and douted. 

In Morris's poem, John of Castel Neuf recounts the effect 

of Teste Noire's deeds: 

For spite of all our bastides, damned blackhead 

Would ride abroad where 'er he chose to ride. 

We could not stop him; many a burgher bled 

Dear gold all round his girdle: far and wide 

The villaynes dwelt in utter misery 

'Twixt us and thief Sir Geffray: (29-34) 

However, these deeds form a context for a narrative that 

scarcely concerns Teste Noire, but which becomes instead 

pastiche of historical chronicle as a Victorian optical re-

formulation of medieval topography. 

Castel-Neuf begins his dramatic monologue by thus 

addressing the silent auditor/reader: 

And if you meet the Canon of Chimay, 

As going to Ortaise you well may do. 

Greet him from John of Castel Neuf, and say. 

All that I tell you, for all this is true. 

John Froissart was the Canon of Chimay at Hainault and 

therefore, Morris's speaker, Castel Neuf, extricates himself 

from Froissart's history in order to construct Froissart as an 

extant chorinicler. It is a strategic deviation on the part of 

Morris's text to place a character prior to Froissart's 

documentation, for, in problematising historiography, it primes 
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the reader for other disruptive strategies. In Froissart, John 

of Castel Neuf, or New Castle was a Gascon Knight who fought 

for the English, but Morris has him serving the French. New 

Castle met Froissart in 1388 at Ortaise, and revealed to him 

details of the Battle of Otterburne, at which he had been 

taken prisoner by the Scots. However, Morris's text both 

precedes Froissart's chronicles, "if you meet the Canon of 

Chimay," and plays upon a conscious intervention into the 

authorship of Froissart's chronicles (and questions the 

authority of chronicle with his poem): "perchance then you can 

tell him what I show." Thus, there is a complex historiography 

at work. For it is writing Froissart prior to Froissart: in 

other words, Froissart as yet unwritten. By paradoxically re-

writing Froissart prior to Froissart Morris's text assumes a 

selfconscious mastery of historical precedents which allows it 

to assert other strategies of credibility, most notably on 

optical issues. 

John M. Patrick suggests a source for Morris's 'tale' of 

the discovery of bones in Froissart's Duchess of Lancaster, who 

had her father's bones exhumed from the battlefield of Monteil 

and reburied in the cathedral at Seville.^9 But it is a 

tenuous connection and one which seeks to fix Morris's text 

rigidly within Froissart's chronicles rather than to recognise 

its re-alignment of Froissart. From the first Morris's poem 

re-invents John of Castle Neuf's identity. Moreover, we have 

noted previously the manner in which the heraldic emblem or 

crest functions as a preliminary fixed sign, and, in this text, 

Morris invents a device, "[a] red lion on the spear-head 

flapped," which is not historically the knight's bearing. 

Implications of the origin or fashioning of emblem are 

immediately extended in the following stanza: "The dragonflies 

I mind me most, did shine/In brighter arms than ever I put on:" 

(60-61). As an analogue for heraldry (arms), wings of dragon 

flies evidence a medieval leaning towards 'naturalistic' detail 

in enamelling. It is not a random analogy for it re-inscribes 

Ruskin's explanation of naturalism as relying upon effects of 
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nature, such as that of tropical-coloured wings as a 

fundamental aim of a medieval enameller: 

the exquisite arts of enamelling and chasing metal 

enabled them to make the armour as radiant and 

delicate as the plumage of a tropical bird; and the 

most various and vivid imaginations were displayed in 

the alternations of colour, and fiery freaks of Form, 

on shield and crest. (V, 268) 

Since they provide a primary clue to indentity the arms, in 

Morris's poem, are hidden, "Lest they should glitter," and the 

act of concealment occasions an optical centre for the 

narrative: 

Lay down my pennon in the grass - Lord God! 

What have we lying here? will they be cold, 

I wonder being so brave, above the sod. 

Instead of under? (73-76) 

Castel Neuf's monologue proceeds to construct a series of 

remembrances which both invite and frustrate origin in 

Froissart. Castel Neuf's sight of "a woman's bones" 

immediately calls forth atrocities of the Jacquerie who "froze 

up the blood of men/With their fell deeds, not fit now to be 

told," (99-100) and the text thus expreass a need to withhold 

certain unspeakable details which comprise Froissart's 

documentation of the atrocities. Indeed, Morris replaces 

historical detail with personally relevant contemporary 

references in substituting in line 101, Beavais town (which he 

had visited in 1854 and 1855) for Beauvosyn, the centre of 

activities for the Jacquerie. Lourie suggests this may be 

owing to Morris's confusion over names, but a more likely 

reading, considering strategies of the text as a whole, is to 

recognize its invariable emphasis upon a divergence from its 

source in Froissart's chronicles, by its inclusion of 
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contemporary proper nouns.Furthermore, interspaced with his 

reminiscence of the Jacquerie, Castel Neuf constructs a prior 

history of the skeletal remains discovered in the wood: 

Over those bones I sat and pored for hours. 

And thought, and dream'd, and still I scarce 

could see 

The small white bones that lay upon the flowers. 

But evermore I saw the lady; (140-44) 

And the monologue turns upon questions of sight and 

interpretaion; upon Castel Neuf's inability to "see" "the small 

white bones" as other than part of an historical narrative. He 

creates a history for the remains in the same way that Morris's 

text creates a history for Froissart. Here, the bones "that 

lay upon the flowers" which perplex the speaker primarily at a 

visual level are subsequently translated into something other. 

There is both a yielding to them and a resistance to them as 

visual spectacle. 

It is significant to consider in greater detail the 

topographical context of Castle Neuf's discovery, for as Ruskin 

points out in relation to Dante's Inferno, the medieval mind is 

"overwhelmed by fear and sorrow in passing through a dark 

forest," and unlike the greek traveller, the medieval 

"naturally kept to the open ground as long as he could, and 

regarded the forests, in general, with anything but an eye of 

favour."41 What is more, Castel Neuf's fantasy, the sighting 

of bones in a wood is transposed to another context, 

significantly that of the safe enclosure of a medieval garden. 

And although, for the large part, this topographical shift may 

go unnoticed, it is singularly relevant to the movement of the 

text. For it is conspicuous that the four lines of italics in 

the entire poem register the most interior level of Castel 

Neuf's monologue as a regressive topographical replacement of 

unfathomable forest with ordered garden. 
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I kiss their soft lids there. 

And in green gardens scarce can stop my lips 

From wandering on your face, but that your hair 

Falls down and tangles me, back my face slips.(53-56) 

And the "green gardens" here, invariably fenced and not without 

snare, call up lines (53-56) of "The Judgement of God" in which 

the garden functions as a predominant image of sanctuary prior 

to Roger's trial by battle as the guilty party: "and in/The 

order'd garden you could seek/The biggest roses. Castel 

Neuf's re-creation of the dead woman paradoxically assumes a 

process of renewed dismemberment through sensual and fleshly 

rather than ossifiant images. 

I say you kissing once, like a curved sword 

That bites with all its edge, did your lips lie. 

Curled gently, slowly, long time could afford 

For caught up breathings; like a dying sigh 

They gather'd up their lives and went away. 

And still kept twitching with a sort of smile, 

As likely to be weeping presently, — 

Your hands too — how I watch'd them all the 

while! (173-180) 

It is significant that Castel Neuf's over-riding impulse is to 

remove the skeletal remains from the forest and to replace 

"every wearied bone" in "a little chapel of squared 

stone,/Painted inside and out; in green nook pure." (194-95) 

For it corresponds with a desire to commemorate then as 

fashioned image "with stone white hands," sculptured by Jacques 

Picard. And the text concludes by resolving itself 

topographically: a "new castle, down beside the Euse" replaces 

the locale of unruly forest. It thus becomes necessary to 

discuss the implications of such a (regressive) topographical 

shift in relationship to the status of the grotesque and the 
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intrusion of optical debate into Morris's text. 

We may begin by considering more fully questions of 

transgression of enclosure as they are played out in "Sir Peter 

Harpdon's End." Margaret Lourie writes of "Sir Peter Harpdon's 

End:" "Sir Peter Harpdon lives in the accurate historical 

context of fourteenth-century France, justifies his own view of 

the hostilities between French and English, but, also somewhat 

ignominiously severs his cousin's ears," and she proceeds to 

outline cogently the way in which the poem shows Morris's most 

accurate allegiance to Froissart.Indeed, it is, in part, 

owing to its source in Froissart that the poem has recieved 

greater critical attention than many of the others in the 

volume. But, in the manner of "Concerning Geffray Teste Noir" 

it also has aroused interest by its re-writing of Froissart. 

As Lourie writes, "[Froissart] identifies a John Harpedon whose 

career is similar but certainly not identical with Sir Peter's. 

Sir John is a Poictevin, not a Gascon knight, and Froissart 

does not mention his death" (504) and his loyalty ot St. George 

produces the central conflict in the poem between Peter and his 

cousin Lancelot.43 Lambert considers Peter a traitor and 

exploits his apparent double loyalty by telling Peter's 

beloved, Alice, that "Peter's talk tended towards the French" 

(79). However, ironically, immediately following Peter's 

mutilation of Lambert, the text shifts their positions. Peter 

is replaced by Lancelot's colleagues, and Lambert decides that 

Peter shall die. He chooses without being responsible for the 

choice, since Gueslin has been forced to swear vengence on 

Peter for mutilating Lambert. 

Critics such as Diane Sadoff have addressed such occasions 

of dramatic irony in the poem, but the tendency has been to 

offer value-judgements of the character of Peter: "[his] choice 

to spare Lambert, then, proves fatal; Peter knows this, and 

knowing, still chooses not to murder his cousin . . . such 

compromises with feudalism merely waste life and energy."44 

Sadoff's remark is indicative of the tenor of much recent 

criticism of The Defence, and what I wish to emphasise is the 
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manner in which such an approach precludes a reading of the 

poem as part of a complex intervention into a particularised 

nineteenth century (Ruskinian) historiography or topophilia 

which has optical predicates. 

"Sir Peter Harpdon's End" begins with a debate upon 

enclosure, upon the possibility of improving fortifications of 

"an English castle in Poitou" against the French. From the 

first, there arises in the poem the question - why not fortify? 

And the poem turns upon this dilemma, and upon forms of 

transgression, both topographical and otherwise. The castle of 

the opening corresponds with Ruskin's medieval topography of 

fences, and, owing to the physical transgression of its 

fortifications, it assumes a cardinal postion in the poem. The 

conflict between Sir Peter and "his lieutenant" John Curzon, 

concerning the need to fortify the castle produces a curious 

outcome of non-action. In the words of Curzon, "And why not 

build? the walls are weak enough,/And we've two masons and a 

heap of tools." (16-17) Sir Peter's reply prescibes deferral: 

Come now, and talk 

This weighty matter out; there - we've no stone 

To mend our walls with, - neither brick nor stone. 

The text centres upon the medieval "essence of border" and 

its correspondent symmetrical enclosure. But unlike "Golden 

Wings", in which their occurs a gradual shift from 'inside' to 

"outside", from "familiar" to "unfamiliar" space, here the poem 

represents transgression in the form of debate upon defence 

(verbal transgression). Peter's decision not to fortify the 

walls is somewhat ambiguous, but it connects with his view of 

the altered representation of the English: 

Times are changed. 

And now no longer does the country shake 

At sound of English names; our captains fade 

From off our master-rolls. (34-37) 
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Peter summarizes historical change as a sculputred Image of the 

'dead' King Edward: a likeness In progress, but as a monument 

to the past. The poem plays upon Frolssart's record of the 

turning of the English tide, their progressive weakness against 

the French, after the deaths of the Black Prince and his 

father, Edward III, who died in 1376 and 1377 and upon the fact 

that Gascony, Sir Peter's home, was the most faithful to 

England of all the French territories and remained English the 

l o n g e s t . B u t of further significance is the manner in which 

the text foregrounds the issue of defence as representative of 

larger transgressive acts; thus the question as to whether the 

castle is defensible anticipates the verbal defences of both 

Peter and Lambert. In this respect, "Sir Peter Harpdon's End" 

bears a significant relation to "The Defence of Guenevere" in 

which physical defensibility and verbal defence are Intervolved 

in the form of Guenevere's dramatic monologue; the rhetorical 

paradox of the Indefensible as an inappropriate subject. 

Ralph Berry writing of the theme of "defeat" in The 

Defence notes that "of the thirty poems, precisely twenty close 

in death, or d e f e a t . B u t Berry fails to acknowledge the 

conditions of imprisonment and enclosure which pre-empt defeat. 

Moreover, he avoids completely the question of Morris's 

relationship to medievalism by interpreting it as "a turning 

away to the past" and by constructing his argument upon a 

reductive account of what he terms the inevitable "escapism" of 

all historical eras. He writes "all eras lack something: 

An era such as the mid-Victorian, lacking a major war 

or myth of a defeat (such as the confederate states 

of America), committed to the ideology of progress, 

and reticent to the point of insanity on sex, could 

not accomodate the vision of a poet obsessed with 

strife, defeat and sex. It is an attitude Impossible 

to project in contemporary nineteenth century 

terms. 
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Nowhere in his account does Berry address medievalism as a 

question of Morris's representation of history; indeed, a 

consideration of modes of representation does not enter Berry's 

argument. Nor does Morris's interest in historiogrpahy. But 

in this omission he is not unusual, for the body of periodical 

criticism which deals with The Defence has consolidated itself 

into a means of measuring such things as Guenevere's (and 

presumably Morris's) moral standpoints, (Guenevere's defence as 

tautological) or of reading medievalism as unquestionably 

synonymous with mid-Victorian escapism. 

Critics have also been largely unable to read the 

"medievalism" of "Sir Peter Harpdon's End" other than at the 

level of Morris's appropriation of Froissart's Chronicles or as 

dramatisation of character. Even Margaret Lourie reads John 

Curzon as "the dogged literalist, unable to appropriate the 

complexities either of Sir Peter or of the political 

situation," and she maintains that "like Shakespeare, Morris is 

using supporting characters as foils to the sensibility of the 

tragic h e r o . " 4 8 But on the contrary I propose that Curzon's 

initial speeches facilitate a reading of the question of 

defence as a central controlling debate. Curzon's answer to 

Peter's explanation, far from being "literal," is essentially 

one of prophetic irony: 

Now I see 

We must e'en leave the walls; well, well, perhaps 

They're stronger than I think for; pity, though! 

For some few tons of stone, if Gueselin comes. 

(56-59) (my emphasis) 

For to "leave the walls" is purposely to allow the enemy to 

transgress the boundary, and it is to elicit the opportunity 

for hand to hand combat between Peter and his cousin Lambert. 

And a boundary which invites transgression achieves a different 

theoretical and rhetorical status. Moreover, it inscribes a 

desire to enact the shift that Ruskin articulates in Dante; 



265 

from the fences of sin to pathlessness of salvation in the 

paradise opening out into distance of blue sky. Blue sky as we 

have found becomes for Ruskin ostensibly a pure structure of 

vision. And his notion of imitation is expessed or formalised 

as a pure structure of vision, as that new potentiality opened 

up by photography. 

Topography and the Optical Intricacies of the Grotesque 

One of the most insistently topographical poems in The 

Defence, "A Good Knight in Prison," is also a poem which 

insistently invites the reader to partake of Sir Guy's visual 

appropriation, to enact the riddle-like process/conditions of 

the g r o t e s q u e . T h a t is to say, the text creates conditions 

for reading which work upon the formula of the aberrant 'gap' 

which accompanies acts of visual perception. As I have shown, 

the correspondence between the Ruskinian grotesque as a model 

for reading with the methodology of poems in The Defence to 

topographize with specific visual emphases manifests itself in 

the agency of enclosure, as outlined by Ruskin. It is a 

correlation between thwarted physical appropriation - as in 

that of castles and land - and visual appropriation as the 

eternal possibility for the deception of the eye, for 

perceptual aberration. As we have found perceptual aberration 

is important both in its optical aspect and, by extension in 

its alignment with the communal accessibility of the grotesque. 

But, one must ask, are the grotesque structures or conditions, 

which these early poems generate, the result of particular 

topographical features? Of course, in one respect, the desire 

to master an area of landscape, a castle, an interior, or a 

garden visually may be said to follow or to derive inevitably 

upon a condition of physical imprisonment - physical constraint 

may fuel the activity of the eye, as Ruskin reminds us. For, 

even in a state of complete physical inertia, the eye may 

exercise constantly its function of looking. And thus there 
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may be understood to arise a dialectic of physical restriction 

and of an optical desire for visual appropriation which is 

synthesised in Ruskin's formulation of gaps in imagination and 

which "form the grotesque character." 

"A Good Knight in Prison" foregrounds an inventive 

exercise of the eye. The text sets itself up to enumerate 

details which comprise conditions of his enclosure: 

I will go over now, 

Like one who paints with knitted brow, 

The flowers and all things one by one. 

From the snail on the wall to the setting sun. 
(49-52) 

With Ruskinlan design, the visual capacity extends here from a 

small, organic form of enclosure, snail shell, to the infinite 

prospect of "the setting sun." The relationship of minute to 

vast is communicated in the relationship of the sun of 

declining day to the "snail," the shell of which - as painted 

evidence of its containment - is a favourite motif of Ruskin's 

for enclosure; "to paint snail shells, and to live in a big 

one" represents for him, during his attacks of madness, 

contentment. And in Morris's poem the enclosure of snail-shell 

replicates the larger enclosure of the prison.50 Moreover, Sir 

Guy's enumerative activity mimics that of "one who paints." He 

is "like" a painter in his compositional method of attempting 

to master "the flowers and all things one by one," in assuming 

a role as a depicter of the visible: 

Four great walls, and a little one 

That leads down to the barbican. 

Which walls with many spears they man. 

When news comes to the castellan 

Of Launcelot being in the land. (53-57) 
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As a variation upon "four grey walls and four grey towers" 

of "The Lady of Shalott," Morris's "four grey walls, and a 

little one" aptly re-inscribe an introduction of Launcelot. 

Furthermore, they constitute topographical mediation on the 

part of Sir Guy, which proceeds an expression of the inability 

to perceive objects other than as familiar representations. 

Thus, there arises a significant debate upon definitions of 

objectification and of reading visual signs: 

For these vile things that hem me in. 

These Pagan beasts who live in sin, 

The sickly flowers pale and wan. 

The grim blue-bearded castellan, 

The stanchions half worn-out with rust. 

Whereto their banner vile they trust — 

Why, all these things I hold them just 

Like dragons in a missal-book. 

Wherein, whenever we may look. 

We see no horror, yea, delight 

We have, the colours are so bright; 

Likewise we note the specks of white. 

And the great plates of burnish'd gold. (33-45) 

Language performs here a shift from itemized images to a 

condition of visual abstraction, from "pagan beasts who live in 

sin" to "specks of white,/And the great plates of burnish'd 

gold." And, Sir Guy's meditation upon his immediate 

environment, his radical topographising creates a vision of 

abstraction in which colour overrides form. Thus, images of 

imprisonment, of imposed enclosure are re-configured in the 

guise of manageable elements in "a missal-book." Moreover, the 

process of visual perception by which this occurs, a shift from 

actual sight to representation, demonstrates the ability to 

transform objects beyond their recogisable form to a primary 

state of abstraction in which the eye deceives itself, or 

feigns an ignorance of the power and extent of its agency. In 
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this way, objects "like dragons in a missal-book,/Wherein, 

whenever we may look,/We see no horror, yea, delight," resolve 

themselves into "specks of white," and there is here an 

implicit attempt to master depth of field. More specifically 

then Morris is using an occasion of inertia, imprisonment, to 

explore a pervasive optical interest. Physical inertia leads 

to a greater investment in eye movement, in shifting vision and 

the agency of depth. And what makes this point significant, 

and especially makes the vantage point of the subject an issue, 

is photography. The camera is that which puts itself in the 

position of the inert subject. The position of the subject is 

newly defined by the empowerment of optical instruments. 

The text thereby turns upon a phenomenological pivot; Sir 

Guy's monologue upholds a focus of 'self in relation to 

phenomena. In the manner of Merleau-Ponty's "Eye and Mind" 

from The Primacy of Perception which retrospectively illumines 

poems from The Defence, "A Good Knight in Prison" provides the 

conditions of a shifting vision; "vision as attached to eye 

movement."51 1" the first stanza the castle of Sir Guy's 

imprisonment is described in terms of its inaccessibility as it 

stands. It is articulated in terms of a repetition of 

identical formulations of depth as "a long way off": 

A long way off from Christian lands, 

A long way off my lady's hands, 

A long way off the aspen-trees. 

And murder of the lime-tree bees. (2-5) 

Sir Guy assumes immediately the role of topographer; the aspect 

of the "Pagan Castle" contrasts in the second stanza with a 

pleasance in the form of "the Valley of the Rose" in which his 

"lady" rides "hawking." But his habitation does not assume the 

status of undisputed pleasure since it is threatened as 

sanctuary by the presence of King Gilbert who "rides beside her 

there." King Gilbert is immediately identified by his attempt 
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to conceal a facial scar, and the scar itself is a key to 

recollection of a "tourney" as historical narrative. 

[He] strives, by pulling down his hair. 

To hide from my dear lady's ken 

The grisly gash I gave him, when 

I cut him down at Camelot; 

That tourney will not be forgot. (13-17) 

Thus, from the first, the monologue adumbrates visual detail to 

evoke an awareness of a process of topographical composition, 

of topography primarily as it is re-configured visually. With 

its seemingly disparate details the text works to enumerate 

conditions of eye movement, perceptual specificity, and 

aberration. It articulates re-constructive and aberrant 

vision, and it strives constantly to establish a 

phenomemnological relationship of seeing body to visible world. 

The formula of Merleau-Ponty, " of steering the body through 

the visible," is implicit in the fluctuating focal length of 

the eye, as outlined by the "Good Knight:"52 

Just so this Pagan castle old. 

And everything I can see there. 

Sick-pinning in the marshland air, 

I note; (46-49) 

To "note" everything is also for the speaker to include within 

an inscription his physical vantage point. It is to 

particularise an act of visual perception in terms of the 

agency of depth. Thus, 

as I sit here, close at hand 

Four spikes of sad sick sunflowers stand. 

The castellan with a long wand 
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Cuts down their leaves as he goes by, 

Ponderingly, with screw'd-up eye (58-62) 

The castellan's "screw'd up eye" enters a specular relationship 

with that of Sir Guy, in mimicking his optical scrutiny. 

Moreover, it impresses upon the reader, the eye as an organ 

open to manipulation, drawing attention to processes of 

scrutinizing. While the castellan's act is fixed in Sir Guy's 

present, recollection of his absent lover occurs in the 

conditional, "it cannot be,/but if some dream/Just for a minute 

made me deem/ I saw among the flowers there/My lady's face with 

long red hair," fixing recollected images within the topogrpahy 

of present enclosure (66-69). Moreover, there is a return to 

phenomenological detail: 

The castellan is gone: I see 

On one broad yellow flower a bee 

Drunk with much honey — (76-78) 

In the manner of the "wasp, caught by the fangs" in "Golden 

Wings," the bee here functions as a phenomenon which renders 

the speaker once more able to distinguish between recollected 

and perceived images. To this end the specificity of "one 

broad yellow sunflower" is directed. Furthermore, a gap is 

created which resembles that of the grotesque, but which is not 

predicated upon perceptual aberration. It rather rests upon a 

desire to see differently, upon a making seen instead of upon 

unintelliable sight. 

The greater part of the poem thus catalogues visual 

details in the dramatic monologue form of the first person. 

Critics have ignored the fact that the action of Sir Guy's 

rescue from the pagans by Launcelot comprises a small part of 

the narrative; indeed the act of rescue is interpolated between 

Sir Guy's long monologue describing visual phenomena and his 

short reported account of escape. Of 130 lines, 91 catalogue 

topographical detail; Launcelot's intervention occupies a mere 
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twenty-four lines. In spite of this, however critics attempt 

to determine possible precedents/influences for this "narrative 

action," ignoring the agency of the eye. Lourie writes that 

Morris had "metrical romances" in the back of his mind when he 

came to write "A Good Knight in Prison," and she details in the 

poem similarities to the prose romance " Golden Wings." The 

tale has, she remarks, "a similar cast of invented names: King 

Gilbert, Guy the good knight, and the rose-land . . . 

However, Lourie's account, illuminating as it is, does not 

acknowledge the fact that the poem evades any direct historical 

precedent and that its historical inconsistencies further 

demonstrate its peculiar fanaticism in recording visual detail. 

"A Good Knight in Prison" is strategically re-configured 

later in the volume, in what might be considered a condensed 

version. "In Prison," the final poem in The Defence charts the 

most restrictive and yet paradoxically expansive visual field. 

It plays upon a condition of absolute confinement, and in so 

doing it introduces a different process of visual scrutiny. In 

other words, it describes a subject's restricted point of view, 

but it achieves an unparelled specificity in its account of the 

range of the eye as it takes in and rests upon comparatively 

changeless images. Morris utilises an immobilised subject in 

order to foreground optical intricacies of an individual 

perceptual method, to further interrogate the extents and 

limits of optical agency. 

The poem first appeared as an insertion into the narrative 

of "Frank's Sealed Letter" in The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine 

for April 1856, and there are obvious precedents "for the 

heavily rhymed tetrameter verse-form." (footnote) Owing to its 

brevity and its lack of a recognisable "narrative element" 

critics have on the whole ignored the poem, or they have 

attempted simply to locate historical analogues. Since it is 

too short a poem from which to select without sacrificing 

subtle topographical shifts, I quote it in full: 
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Wearily, drearily, 

Half a day long. 

Flap the great banners 

High over the stone; 

Strangely and eerily 

Sounds the wind's song. 

Bending the banner-poles. 

While, all alone, 

Watching the loophole's spark. 

Lie I, with life all dark, 

Feet tethered, hand fetter'd 

Fast to the stone. 

The grimm walls, square letter'd 

With prison'd men's groan. 

Still strain the banner-poles 

Through the wind's song. 

Westward the banner rolls 

Over my wrong. 

Far from occupying an insignificant position as the tail-

end of The Defence, "In Prison," I wish to argue, re-inscribes 

the optical and topographical biases of the volume as a whole. 

And indeed, the poem assumes one of the dominant forms of the 

volume, the dramatic monologue, the 'I' of which does not 

disclose Itself until the middle of the second stanza. The 

effect is to suggest for the speaker a non-specific vantage 

point, while articulating/documenting a refined, or highly 

specialised visual field: "Half the day long/Flap the great 

banner/High over the stone." In its concentration upon 

devices of framing "In Prison" foregrounds and questions the 

process of representing a subject's fixed vantage point. An 

eye trained upon "watching the loophole's spark" is the impetus 

for the speaker's transformation of what would otherwise be a 

wholly darkened vision. The effect of a restricted literal 
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point of view is to foreground those objects (banner poles) of 

changeability or aberration within it. Significantly, the text 

selects visible differences while foregrounding the nature and 

extent to which the subject is able to exercise visual control 

over a restrictive viewpoint. 

It is significant that the interiority of the monologue 

and the speaker's physical constraint are structurally confined 

to the middle stanza. The first and final stanzas on each side 

record the state of the banners and the "banner poles," locking 

them into a subtle casuistry as determined by "the wind's 

song." In line 7, "the wind's song" is "bending the banner-

poles." By line 15, "still strain the banner-poles." Banners, 

as signifiers of an indeterminate medievalism articulate the 

condition of human inprisonment. However, in contradistinction 

to the majority of poems in The Defence which invite the reader 

to confront the emblematic status of a crest (as if to test its 

function) the banners here strategically retain the 

signification of undisclosed emblems. "In Prison" withholds 

the sign, and the text shifts the emphasis from an 

interpretation of the object of perception to a concentration 

upon the vantage point of the subject. In this sense, it 

operates much in the manner of "A Good Knight in Prison;" both 

texts throw emphasis back upon the visual range of the subject; 

both employ the form of the dramatic monologue to explore 

representations of phenomenological detail; both play down the 

relevance of historical source material. What is more, the 

title "In Prison" has rid itself of the subject "A Good Knight" 

in its desire to articulate a further refined vista. But the 

removal of the indefinite article from the title is openly 

contradicted by the text in its concentration upon the fixed 

vantage point of the 'I'. 

In contrast with the rhetorical strategy of "In Prison" 

"Sir Giles's War-Song" works upon visual representation as the 

subject's (conscious) construction of himself as an object (for 

contemplation) in the visual field of the other. Beginning 

with the questioniong refrain, "Ho! is there any will ride with 
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me,/Sir Giles, Le bon des barrieres." Each stanza impresses 

itself upon the reader as a statement of framed visual 

determinates. In the first "the flap of pennons fair to see" 

introduces a kinghts's familiar visual sign. But the second 

"the leopards and lilies are fair to see" extracts one device 

from the pennons, thus imposing a different level of visual 

scrutiny. Moreover, in the third stanza (Sir Giles) envisions 

himself as visual spectacle: "I stood by the barrier,/ My coat 

being blazon'd fair to see."(11-12) And at this point the text 

establishes itself (in the past) as reported, recreating the 

"barrier" of the refrain, and it dramatises the speaker's 

desire to be both object and subject simultaneously - that 

which is eluded by and contained within the problematic depth 

of field. 

Indeed, this is a configuration which provides a key to 

Morris's early poetry as a whole, the desire to interrogate the 

elusive depth of field. It is equally an exposure of the 

futility, within the shifting terms of visual perception, of a 

desire for optical mastery. This is precisely why the text 

explores the least determinate occasions, and why depth of 

field is construed as a sovereign agent. The first line of the 

final stanza "Clisson put his head to see" refers to the origin 

of the "war-song" and of the title "le bon des barrieres." 

Thus, the poem begins with a war-cry and proceeds to report its 

origin, and in this way it encloses the report within the 

refrain which in the final stanza omits its question, becoming 

an affirmtion of subjectivity. The poem strives to de-mystify 

elusive depth of field, only to re-inscribe it as inscrutable. 

Similarly, "The Gilliflower of Gold" constructs around the 

battle cry "Hah! hah! la belle giroflee," a reported victory 

which locates the gilliflower as a particularised visual 

referent which evokes a previous visual context: 

A Golden gilliflower to-day 

I wore upon my helm alway, 
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And won the prize of this tourney. 

Hah! hah! la belle jaune giroflee. (1-4) 

The text does not withold its conclusion, but discloses it in 

the first stanza. It thus works upon the re-inscription of a 

primary image (prior image) which is, in this sense, 

trangresses upon a present visual field. The 11th stanza 

reads: 

Until I thought of your dear head, 

Bow'd to the gilliflower bed, 

The yellow flowers stain'd with red. (41-43) 

"The Sailing of the Sword" radically inscribes a 

particularised vantage point of a narrator by way of the 

perception of depth. It makes the contingency of depth a 

central rhetorical and thematic concern, relying upon a wealth 

of spatial metaphors. The opening stanza maps out conditions 

of a restricted yet paradoxically expansive viewpoint: 

Across the empty garden-beds. 

When the Sword went out to sea, 

I scarcely saw my sisters' heads 

Bowed each beside a tree. 

I could not see the castle leads. 

When the Sword went out to sea. (1-6) 

And as with other poems in The Defence it is necessary to 

recognise subtle shifts in accounts of optical agency and 

control which are played out in Morris's overt optical 

rhetoric. For in "The Sailing of the Sword" the speaker is 

immediately, though temporarily,differentiated optically from 

the "sisters": "I scarcely saw my sisters heads". Her vantage 

point is obviously removed from theirs since in the second 

stanza the "I" becomes the collective "we" in "for the mist we 
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could not see/ The scarlet roofs of the good town," In which 

"the mist" becomes a mediator of the sight of all three. 

The central narrative articulates the anticipated return 

of the knights of "the Sword" and a naming of the requested 

gifts that will accompany their return. A colour matching of 

prospective gifts to the colours of the sisters' gowns 

anticipates a larger mis-match In the form of the uncanny 

doppleganger relationship of white maid to "tall white maid." 

Curiously, the text fashions the first two sisters replies to 

their respective knights In terms of the limits of the knights' 

own optical faculties or range. Indeed, It differentiates 

emphatically between the optical agency of the first and the 

second knight. For stanza 5 charts a particularised visual 

progression, a running out of depth of field so to speak: 

"Alicia, while I see thy head 

What shall I bring for thee?" (27-28) 

While alternately, stanza 6 reads: 

"Oh Ursula! while I seethe town 

What shall I bring for thee?" (33-34) 

This pattern of optical reference Is broken, however, by Sir 

Rowland's silence. He substitutes for speech with optical 

referents, a turning away of his head, a refusal to look which 

results finally In his bringing back from sea what amounts to a 

replication of the speaker, "a tall white maid." 

A ^eclflc change In the perception of landscape marks the 

ship's return, so that In stanza 8: 

Beneath an apple-tree our heads 

Stretched out toward the sea; 

Grey gleam'd the thirsty castle-leads. 

When the Sword came back from sea. (45-408 



277 

And in many ways one of the most potentially anecdotal poems in 

the collection is appropriated as a site of or rather becomes a 

locus of optical differentiation. Simple narrative devices, 

most obviously the representation of temporality in the passing 

and return of the Sword, are expressed as spatial relationships 

which presuppose a relative vantage point of subject/speaker. 

The poem relies upon the attendent inscription of a speaker's 

vantage point in its charting of what is "seen" and "scarcely" 

seen. Moreover, the speaker fashions herself as mediated 

object in the visual field of the knights. Not only is her 

difference from the sisters determined by her vantage point but 

it is also determined by the attribute of "a peel'd white wand" 

in contradistinction to "green holly" and "sere oak-leaves." 

Such an overt play upon the presence and absence of 

pigmentation is replicated upon the ship's return, when "ruby 

red" and "falcon brown" are matched respectively to scarlet and 

russet gowns. And thereby, the first two sisters are 

positioned as objects of appropriation according to the colour 

matches, while the third sister (the speaker) is constructed 

conversely as an apropriater in optical terras, in her visual 

command. Clearly, in the volume as a whole Morris is fond of 

giving his narrators optical command. And in "The Sailing of 

the Sword" there is a drive towards optical mastery articulated 

as a form of overview which resembles the passing of Arthur as 

visual spectacle in "Near Avalon;" to quote the first and third 

stanzas: 

A ship with shields before the sun. 

Six maidens round the mast, 

A red-gold crown on every one, 

A green gown on the last. (1-4) 

A ship with sails before the wind. 

And round the helm six knights. 

Their heaumes are on, whereby, half blind. 

They pass by many sights. (9-12) 
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Above, there is a differentiation between seeing maidens and 

"half blind knights." Thus, again an alternative is presented 

between subject (perceiver) and object of perception. The text 

separates out these categories in order to mix them up, and the 

effect is obviously unsettling in terms of sequentiality and 

narrative device. However, it also foregrounds optical agency, 

making an issue of the processes by which an object is rendered 

visible. The first line, "A ship with sails before the sun," 

fixes the ship as object of reflected light, and as in "the 

Sailing of the Sword" there is an optical mis-match of "red-

gold crown" to "green gown." Both poems engage in attempts to 

appropriate relative visual fields. 

Similarly Edward Burne-Jones's pen and ink drawing "Going 

to Battle" 1858 which closely translates Morris's "The Sailing 

of the Sword" forgrounds optical a g e n c y . c o m b i n e s the 

formal characteristic of a dense and highly patterned surface 

with a distinct inscription of a position of optical 

overview.(fig.6) Three female figures overlook the roof tops 

of a town as knights march past below, but the figure on the 

right is half-turned to profile and appears to be in the 

process of anxiously peeling the wand (though she does not wear 

the white) of Morris's text. She is distinguished from the 

other two figures not only by the fact that she does not face 

directly into the picture plane but also by the effect of her 

half turned position which opens up a panoramic viewpoint. The 

drawing shifts attention alternately from foreground detail to 

the topographical features of a distance locality. Clearly in 

its close adherence to Morris's text it inscribes the agency of 

depth as a principle subject, a subject which I now show is 

played out most radically in "The Defence of Guenevere". 

Defence and Guenevere 

In a desire to disrupt reductive categorisations of the 

poems of The Defence as belonging to three specific groups -
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Malory, Frolssart, Fantasy - I approach the title poem of the 

volume as part of the same debate. "The Defence of Guenevere" 

is about Arthur's Queen (as told by Malory), but it is also 

about defence. It re- produces conditions of reading inherent 

in Ruskin's version of the grotesque, as the gap left for the 

spectator/reader to occupy or fill in. It is also about depth 

of field and the vantage point of the subject. 

"The Defence of Guenevere" is a hermeneutical riddle. It 

seeks to dis-engage itself repeatedly from the literary, from a 

verbal poetics to approximate a visual poetics.59 about 

sexual transgression and the transgression of the space of a 

verbal poetics, so to speak. Furthermore, it radically 

trespasses upon the discourse of optics - a culturally specific 

optical discourse which, as I have shown, is itself at this 

time undergoing hermeneutical change because of photography. It 

is a riddle which enacts the "betwixt and between" structure of 

the grotesque. Moreover, it is one of the earliest dramatic 

monologues. We read Guenevere reading herself, and the text 

provides the conditions for gaps in the imaginative speculation 

of the reader which constitute the agency of the grotesque as 

defined in previous chapters. 

As the title poem of the volume, it is a "defence" as both 

verbal structure, an argument in self-vindication (1557) and a 

protection from attack, a barrier, which has also the meaning 

of "to ward off, to avert." (1660)^0 Thus, it is a verbal 

structure which is both in between and that which invites 

andanticipates transgression as trespass or attack. 

Morris's Guenevere is, not surprisingly, a favourite 

object for attack by critics. A large proportion of criticism 

of the volume has centred upon the question of Guenevere's 

guilt and on whether she is defensible. In one of the few 

perceptive and theoretical essays to date, "Guenevere's 

Critical Performance," Jonathan F.S. Post draws attention to 

the redundancy of questions of the queen's guilt and addresses 

instead the issue of reading in the poem, together with the 
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crucial consideration of Morris's representation of a familiar 

"woman from romance." Post writes: 

Paradoxically enough, those studies which have paid 

perhaps the closest attention to the defendant's 

language seem themselves guilty of an initial 

tautology in their desire to prove what most readers 

even vaguely familiar with the Arthurian legend 

would probably already know: the Queen's infidelity 

to her husband . . . But in this poem the fact that 

Guenevere speaks almost 300 lines in a variety of 

tempers seems nearly as Important as what she 

actually says; and Morris makes this point clear by 

assigning the powers of speech to a woman from 

romance, a guise which had nearly always placed 

severe verbal limits on members of that sex. From 

this perspective, Tennyson's submissive Guenevere 

and his repeatedly hushed Enid are more faithful to 

the original conception of woman in romance, if 

somewhat less interesting as characters, than 

Morris's q u e e n . 5 5 

In part. Post represents a somewhat generalised and misguided 

view of "original romance," for we only have to think of the 

first known original romance by a woman Mary Wroth's Urania to 

realize this is dependent upon both gender authorship and a 

knowledge of the availability of women authored texts. 

Post, however, points up several interesting discriminations. 

His reading differs from most in that it addresses Morris's 

(representation) of medievalism as representation, as he draws 

attention to the operations of verbal defence as belonging to a 

singularly represented Guenevere. Morris is working upon a 

particularised representation of Guenevere (as stock figure) 

and upon a specific representation of feminine sexuality. In 

the play upon perceptual strategy, a question arises: to what 

extent is visual perception here articualted as gender specific 
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or rather democratic? Moreover, it is crucial to recognize 

that Morris reads Guenevere (and has her read herself) outside 

the Christian tradition of woman as temptress. (And yet one 

might argue that she displays the linguistic excesses of the 

patriarchal construction of the characteristic shrew). She 

also articulates herself as visual spectacle, as an invitation 

to voyeurism. Certainly critics generally approach the poem 

from a premise of the incompatibility of female virtue with 

speech. And, upon the initial question of spoken defence, one 

has to take into account the patriarchal definition of 

incompatibility of speech and virtue in a woman. 

In this sense, the very fact that Morris has Guenevere 

speak implies her guilt; the fact that her monologue turns upon 

strategies of negotiation or recognition of inevitabilities 

further impresses the paradox of the situation and the fact 

that the defence thereby does other things apart from 

deconstructing this patriarchal construction. We must consider 

why, for instance, Guenevere turns to the optical as a 

principal mode of verification. Is it because it is novel or 

transgressive? In the sense that the visual is made to 

account for cognition we must consider further the position and 

rhetoric of the defendent here. What is here particularly 

interesting is the method by which Guenevere articulates her 

defence in terms of optical arguments,ones such as the 

condition of a transparent body, and the causes of colour. 

For her absolute reliance upon optical agency, upon her 

faithful documentation of visual phenomenon operates in the 

text as an example of the inevitability of complexity and 

paradox in all acts of interpretation. In other words, the 

difficulty of linguistic defence is articulated principally 

through occasions of visual perplexity or trickery of the eye. 

This expression represents one distinctive way in which optical 

trickery is used; optical trickery as a figure or paradigm for 

difficulties of linguistic defence. Significantly, an optical 

debate is selected as best dramatising the complexities and 

paradoxes of linguistic defence. 
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One might consider "The Defence of Guenevere" an allegory 

of reading, but more productively, it enacts a grotesque 

structure of reading, in its formulation of rhetorical gaps, 

its digression upon physiological propositions, and in its 

emphasis upon an oscillation between two states of being. As 

we have seen, the grotesque as a model for vision in Ruskin 

shocks the spectator into new perceptions. Similarly, as a 

central rhetorical premise of her defence, Guenevere constructs 

a method of choice predicated upon visual principles; her 

example draws wholly upon a desire to question the capacity of 

sight and the dependability of the eye and to question those 

cognitive constructions for which the eye is made to account: 

"Listen, suppose your time were come to die. 

And you were quite alone and very weak 

"The wind was ruffling up the narrow streak 

Of river through your broad lands running well: 

Suppose a hush should come, then someone speak: 

"One of these cloths is heaven, and one is hell, 

Now choose one cloth for ever, which they be, 

I will not tell you, you must somehow tell 

"Of your own strength and mightiness; here, see! 

Yea, yea, my lord, and you to ope your eyes, 

At foot of your familiar bed to see 

"A great God's angel standing, with such dyes 

Not known on earth . . . ( 16-29) (my emphasis). 

These "strange choosing cloths" one of which "was blue,/wavy 

and long, and one cut short and red" (34-35) operate in one 

sense in Guenevere's monologue as a conceptualisation of sin as 

something which has a status equal to the arbitrariness of 
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colour symbolism. The text here inverts a familiar allegorical 

relationship, for "heaven's colour" - traditionally blue -

becomes the colour of hell. There occurs a disruption of a 

familiar referential relationship. The poem evokes colour 

symbolism primarily to impress the arbitrariness of such a 

relationship and to de-construct its enabling premise. Colour, 

when rid of its symbolic capacity, assumes a different 

function: "No man could tell the better of the two" cloths, and 

the choice of the subject rests entirely with visual 

perception, with optical ingenuity. Thus, a subversion of an 

accepted opposition in symbology between red and blue emerges. 

And the text suggests an alignment to the discourse of 

stereoscopy as de-constructs pre-conceived notions of reading 

and, as with the Ruskinian grotesque in the realm of visual 

perception, emphasises aberration. 

Moreover, the poem establishes from the outset the 

'choosing cloths' as a paradigm for the gap which formulates 

the grotesque character: "The wind . . . ruffling up the narrow 

streak/Of river" is subject to optical specificity as a 

panoramic view reminiscent of "The Lady of Shalott." Moreover, 

in addition to their service as metaphors for the inevitability 

of Guenevere's defence, the cloths impress themselves 

phenomenologically. In other words, they play upon and require 

visual discrimination. Critics have attempted to find 

precedents for the blue and red cloths advancing such examples 

as Paris and the golden apple or Portia's three caskets in The 

Merchant of Venice. But Morris's example differs from these by 

the way in which it privileges visual perception, and in its 

emphasis upon the ability of the cloths as optical phenomenon 

to trick the eye. Thus, Guenevere offers the example to 

indicate the inability of the individual to make choices 

without prior knowledge, but the particular juxtaposition of 

primary-coloured cloths functions, I believe, more 

significantly as a radical questioning of perceptual 

aberration. In subordinating the symbolic to the 

phenomenological, to the optical, it re-instates a separate and 
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primary function for visual perception. 

In fact, then, rather than turning upon questions of 

Guenevere's guilt, by its very tautology the text re-inscribes 

the dramatic structure and the occasion of defence to 

phenomemnological and radically contextual ends in order to 

confront the inter-relationships of visual perception and 

reading. That is to say it gives optics as discourse a 

specific role in the literary. But Morris does not simply 

produce a perplexing optical example as metaphor for 

Guenevere's predicament. Rather, he foregrounds an occasion of 

optical enquiry as transgressive in its post photographic 

specificity.57 Furthermore, he re-loctes Guenevere as medieval 

heroine in Victorian newly optically-educated and thereby 

liberated terms. In this way, Morris may be seen to 

appropriate medieval figures for the newly liberating discourse 

of optics (stereoscopy) which itself seems implicitly to 

privilege the masses over the few. For Guenevere is used as a 

figure for an optically liberated woman in the optical 

discourse of a subordinate against the dominant because she is 

the subordinate in the trial in which Morris is the only one to 

give her defence. She is instrumental both because of her 

guilt but also because of her gender. 

It is not only in the episode of the 'choosing cloths' 

that the text foregrounds colour, indeed the entire monologue 

plays upon pigmentation or dyes as rendered visible by the 

agency of light. There is a tendency to play upon a single 

colour for example the associations of different conditions of 

white in stanzas 22,23,24, where there are "white roofs," 

"whitened winter" and the occasion of Guenevere's growing 

"white with flame." But it is as if such examples of colour 

are for the text ultimately too far removed from the source of 

their visual manifestation. Thus, it is light itself as 

controlling agent of visual perception which becomes a crucial 

figure of articulation in Guenevere's rhetoric. 

While stanza 38 provides a faithful reading of a familiar 

gothic enclosure (walled garden) "That shut the flowers and 
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trees up with the sky,/And trebled all the beauty to the bone," 

Stanza 40,41,42 perform a radical questioning of the visual 

capacity, offering itself as a curiously specific enigma of 

visibility: 

I dared not think, as I was wont to do. 

Sometimes, upon my beauty; if I had 

"Held out my long hand up against the blue. 

And, looking on the tenderly darken'd fingers. 

Thought that by rights one ought to see quite 

through, 

"There, see you, where the soft still light yet 

lingers. 

Round by the edges; what should I have done. 

If this had joined with yellow spotted singers, 

"And startling green drawn upward by the sun? 

(119-127) 

There here occurs an incredible turn in the text. Guenevere's 

conditional "if I had/Held my long hand out against the 

blue,"apart form contributing to the digressive movement of the 

monologue, enacts a desire of the text to do something other, 

to transgress its prescribed limits as literary, to address 

newly defined limits of optical agency and discourse. The 

occasion brings to the fore questions of light and of the 

transparency of a body, questions which are completely divorced 

from re-inscriptions of Malory's text. Language is put to the 

service of a physiological (and phenomenological) exegesis. It 

works towards a transgression of literary discourse. 

Perhaps the most striking example of this strategy occurs 

in Guenevere's articulation of herself as a visual composition 

created by light, which invites scrutiny: 
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see my breast rise, 

Like waves of purple sea, as here I stand; 

And how my arms are moved in wonderful wise, 

There is here a desire to be both subject in command of a 

perceptual field and a fashioned object in the realm of the 

other. But more specifically, it is as object for the 

perception of her audience that she considers the most reliable 

form of defence: 

"Yea also at my full heart's strong command. 

See through my long throat how the words go up 

In ripples to my mouth; how in my hand 

The shadow lies like wine within a cup 

Of marvellously colour'd gold; yea now 

This little wind is rising, look you up, 

"And wonder how the light is falling so 

Within my moving tresses: will you dare. 

When you have looked a little on my brow, 

"To say this thing is vile? or will you care 

For any plausible lies of cunning woof. 

When you can see my face with no lie there (229-240) 

The text is remarkably insistent in its phenomenological 

revelations and demonstrations to the extent that "The shadow 

lies like wine within a cup," primarily to be seen, to be 

documented as such. Simile works primarily to document visible 

difference. And again light is recognised as the agent of 

visual permutations. More importantly, perhaps, there is a 

desire to render visible the spoken word: "see through my long 

throat how the words go up/in ripples to my mouth," an attempt 

to give the spoken word the same credibility as visible 
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phenomena. It is as if to make the monologue visible is to 

guarantee a concretisation of transcendence, of credibility. 

Clearly, what is inseparable from this strategy is the fact 

that visibility has a newly defined status owing to 

developments in optical discourse. To be able to fashion 

oneself in the visual field of the other is, in a (post)-

photographic era, to attempt to master the elusive depth of 

field - to be able, in Lacan's terms, "to see myself from that 

point at which you see me," albeit after the event. 
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Coda 

What Limits to Aberration? 

The central optical and rhetorical concerns that 

Guenevere's spoken defence brings together are further played 

out in those poems that are normally classified under the 

category of fantasy, "The Blue Closet,""The Tune of Seven 

Towers", "Spell Bound," and "The Wind," and they are 

synthesised emphatically in Morris's prose romances of the 

volume. A desire to determine phsysiological properties of the 

eye directs each of them to some extent, but it is in "The 

Hollow Land" that Morris makes a direct and undeniable 

intervention into the discourse of optics from the standpoint 

of an allegiance to the sister arts debate. 

Referring briefly to "The Blue Closet" (fig.7) and "The 

Tune of Seven Towers" (fig.8), we are faced with an optical 

twinning of Morris and Rossetti. For it is, of course, 

necessary to discuss the poems in relationship to Rossetti's 

watercolours of the same titles.^ It is generally accepted 

that the watercolours prceeded the poems, and while I do not 

intend to dispute this, (particularly since Rossetti 

acknowledges in a letter to William Allingham that Morris has 

written "a stunning poem" to one of his watercolours" "The Blue 

Closet") it should also be remembered that Morris and 

Rossetti worked in very close proximity during the late 1850s.^ 

Not only are the dates of the texts and the watercolours 

roughly the same, but at this time Morris's and Rossetti's 

representation of medievalism in the discourses of literature 

and painting took on a shared emphasis. Morris was (under 

Rossetti's direction) attempting to become a painter, and he of 

course dedicated The Defence to him, while Rossetti regarded 

his painting as financially necessary though secondary to a 

desired career as poet. 

Stephen Bann has written very interestingly on the 
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inter-relationship of watercolour and poem as Morris's 

"strategy" of "poetic appropriation, accompanying and in some 

senses consolidating the fact that he had become the owner of 

the watercolour". And he continues; 

This appropriation had taken place through a 

measure of fidelity to the detail of Rossetti's 

work, and an almost equal measure of divergence: but 

above all, through the production of a totally 

successful analogue in poetic terms to Rossetti's 

plastic harmony. That exquisite inversion, 'the 

Closet Blue', indicates the linguistic level, the 

level of verbal play, on which the poem asserts its 

true autonomy. 

What is of particular interest here is the way in which that 

which Bann has called a balancing of the translated by the 

translation, "not simply through the choice of analogies but 

through the law of differences" inscribes optical intricaies 

which work towards a privileging of depth of field.^ 

Furthermore, we find visually transgressive features of the 

watercolour played out in the poem. 

Rossetti's watercolours of this period, especially "The 

Blue Closet" and "The Tune of Seven Towers" are formally 

transgessive in terms of the handling of the medium. For they 

may be said to subvert the authority upon luminosity which 

watercolour is traditionally thought to have, replacing it with 

opacity created by the blending of pigment with gum arabic. In 

other words, they replace inherent luminosity with opacity. 

And what is curious is the manner in which such a stylistic 

aberration is replicated in terms of optical aberrancy in the 

poem in an overt play upon literal and figurative blindness. 

In addition, where the watercolour articulates flattened out 

picture planes the poem spacialises them, by articulating 

various conditions of depth. And it is therefore productive to 
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locate the poems and watercolours as manifestations of the 

complex optical discourse we have so far been tracing. 

In "The Tune of the Seven Towers" (both poem and 

painting) we encounter a certain inscrutibiliy. The 

watercolour (probably begun in the spring of 1857 but not quite 

finished in time for the private exhibition of Pre-Raphaelite 

paintings at Russell Place in July) inscribes an overtly 

medieval context in its costumes, furniture, heraldic emblems 

and musical instruments.^ The seven towers of the title are 

inscribed on the pennant which cuts diagonally across the 

picture plane and is draped down the left hand edge. Like "The 

Blue Closet," "The Tune of Seven Towers" depicts the playing of 

a musical instrument. The space is made recessional by the 

positioning of the figures and by the the presence of two 

apertures, the panneled bed on the left, a space in which a 

figure leans forwads to place upon the bed a symbolic orange-

branch, and on the right by a dove positioned on a spiral 

staircase. 

Morris's translates the context of singing into a refrain: 

"Therefore," said fair Yoland of the flowers,/This is the tune 

of Seven Towers" which is vaguely incremental in the 

alternating substitution of 'Listen!' for "Therefore". The 

instruction of the speaker to a solitary knight (Oliver) to go 

to "The Seven Towers" is impressed in terms of optical 

difference. That is to say, the necessity for a single person 

only to approach a mysterious destination is inscribed as a 

form of visual logic, for admittance is not extended to "any 

row/Of glittering spears" (stanza 4). In this way the speaker 

performs an optical mastery similar to that of the speaker in 

"The Sailing of the Sword", for in stanza 2 of the Tune we 

find: 

'The white ghosts walk in a row: 

If one could see it, an awful sight 
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Here the conditional signals optical revelation as is 

repeatedly the case in The Defence. The category of fantasy 

into which commentators have placed the poem derives to some 

extent from the way in which the text opposes a supernatural 

optical capacity to a natural sight; the 'natural' as the 

faculty incapable of perceiving ghosts. In this sense optical 

appropriation is again a key issue for the speaker suggests a 

transgressive capacity, or capability on both an optical and a 

cognitive level. 

"The Hollow Land" dramatically demonstrates Morris's 

insistence in The Defence upon a transgressive visual poetics 

and a re-formulation of the sister arts pairing to include 

ramifications of contemporary radical optical discoveries. The 

tale includes an obsessive record of a shift from the painting 

of "yellow and red" pictures to "purple and green" ones ("as we 

grew old"), which demands to be read as integral to a politics 

of sight and mediation which, as we have found, resolves itself 

inevitably into competing optical practices. Central to my 

argument as a whole is the fact that Mackail chooses to read 

this fictional occurrance in The Hollow Land" as evidence of 

Morris's exceptional knowledge of a contemporary optical 

discovery, namely the difference in the perception of colour 

caused by the yellowing of the lens of the eye after the 

sixtieth year. Mackail writes: 

'[Morris's] eye for colour was always perfect, 

and his knowledge with regard to it amazing. 

There is a singular instance of this in a passage 

in "The Hollow Land." "As the years went on," says 

the Son of the House of the Lilies, "and we grew 

old, we painted purple pictures and green ones 

instead of the scarlet and yellow, so that the walls 

looked altered." That this is what actually happens 

from the yellowing crystalline lens of the eye in 

advanced life was only discovered by specialists many 

years later. How did Morris know, or divine it.^ ? 



297 

Mackall's comment is infinitely perplexing, not least 

because it occurs between his account of Moriss's life during 

terra time at Oxford and mention of Morris's refusal to uphold 

the "enforced" undergraduate practice "of shaving the 

moustache". Similarly the fact that it is not contextualised 

adds to its intrigue. For it is clear that Mackail, in his 

biography, constructs or posits Morris as an innovator with 

regard to optical issues, particularly those of colour-

blindness. Such a conclusion on Mackail's part, suspending 

momentarily discussion of whether or not it is true or well-

informed, is thoroughly in keeping with the optical 

insistencies we have so far discussed. But it also further 

extends and ratifies them. 

In "The Hollow Land ", the occasion of daubing the body 

with pure pigment is one of the most extreme examples of 

Morris's peculiar privileging of the eye, and of foregrounding 

the constitution of colour differenecs, and a documentation of 

colour theory. Taking for example the description, in Part I, 

of the castle of Florian's, (the protagonist's) fathers, we 

find: 

No hangings on the walls—no; yet, strange o say. 

Instead of them, the walls blazed from end to end with 

scarlet paintings, only striped across with green damp-

marks in many places, some falling bodily from the 

wall, the plaster hanging down with the fading colour 

on it. 

In all of them, except for the shadows and the 

faces of the figures, there was scarce any colour but 

scarlet and yellow; here and there it seemed the 

painter, whoever it was, had tried to make his trees or 

his grass green, but it would not do; some ghastly 

thoughts must have filled his head, for all the green 

went presently into yellow, out-sweeping through the 

picture dismally. But the faces were painted to the 

very life, or it seemed so;— there were only five of 
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them, however, that were very marked or came much in 

the foreground.7 

There is a great deal occuring in this passage with regard to 

optical agency and authority and to competing articulations of 

colour. On the one hand there is a drive towards colour as 

essentially symbolic, as the inevitable choice of a head 

"filled" with "ghastly" thoughts, a mind possesed. At the same 

time, however, there is a repressed desire to make colour serve 

a representational fuction, to render "trees" and "grass 

green". The sense of a transformation, which the narrative 

subsequently articulates, positions the act of painting and the 

change in colour as a reforming, cleansing process in which the 

subject matter remains the same, and only the medium is 

altered: "as the years went on and we grew old and grey, we 

painted purple pictures and green ones instead of the scarlet 

and yellow, so that the walls looked altered, and we always 

painted god's judgments." In this sense it further re-enacts 

Ruskin's dilemma, as discussed in the previous chapter, namely 

that of the "symbolic" and the "imitative" as manifest in 

visual terms. 

How do we then read Mackail's comment about colour-

blindness and the physical change in the colour of the lens of 

the eye? How do we account for the fact that he casually 

attributes the discovery to Morris? Given the nature of the 

argument so far, it is a measure of Morris's obssesion with 

sight that Mackail makes such an emphatic point on this issue, 

albeit incorrect in so far as scientists had already discovered 

this phenomenon, though only a few years before Morris 

fictionalises it with such specificity. It is also clear what 

Mackail's statement most obviously foregrounds is the eye 

primarily as an organ open to involuntary manipulation — the 

eye as perpetually aberrant. 
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Optical Aberation and the Relationship between the Empirical 

and the Transcendental. 

A principal question which consequently Informs the whole of 

this study Is that of the relationship of optical discourse, 

photography and the camera to Empiricism and 

Transcendentalism. For, photography blurs the distinction 

between them and in so doing problematises the latter in 

various ways. At its inception photography was recognised as a 

medium Invented by chemists, and one empowered by a magical 

function particularly with regard to temporality. Photography 

consequently verified or brought to bear a new understanding of 

Ruskln's, Turner's and the Pre-raphaelites'versions of "Truth 

to Nature." Nevertheless it continues to be considered 

problematic that Ruskin could praise such "truth to nature" in 

the radicallly different styles as those of Turner and the Pre-

Raphaelites. However, we find an Important similarity in these 

styles in the fact that they both frustrate, as we have found, 

a strict empirical/transcendental dichotomy. For Ruskin, the 

transcendental in Turner's work Inheres in Turner's ability or 

propensity to interrogate the (Inscrutable) workings of visual 

perception itself - light as the sovereign agent for example. 

Thus, quality of light (elusive depth of field) never 

quantifiably defined or understood Inductively corresponds with 

the transcendental, with, so to speak, an elusive a priori. 

In this way, the discourse of optics as manifest in 

photography and its supplementary Instruments, forever 

carrying and enacting the trickery of aberration too works 

itself out by blurring the distinction between empiricism and 

transcendentalism. It is precisely here that Ruskin's 

grotesque is crucial, for, the grotesque, produces a concrete 

manifestation of transcendence before the eye. As the 

controlling metaphor of Ruskin's theory of the aesthetic it is 

based upon a realisation that there is always something 

aberrent in so-called empirical experience. 
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The presence of the camera intrudes into all other 

discourses of the nineteenth century. Consequently, it is 

fundamental to nineteenth century aesthetic theory, 

particularly to Ruskin's. Far from defining itself as 

realistic, however, it foregrounds its own instability as a 

medium. That very instability and aberration that photography 

courts rests at the centre of the sister arts analogy of the 

period. Moreover, the shift from monocular to stereoscopic 

practices (with which we began) precisely dramatises a 

problematisation of empiricism. For monocular instruments such 

as microscopes and telescopes serve to determine factors of 

empirical knowledge. The stereoscope, conversely, with its 

depth model, heightened 3D image, its celebration of two eyes 

over one, and its place in popular culture suggests a more 

transcendental experience as it frustrates such empirical 

facts. Its effect inverts its cause. The stereoscope 

incorporates self mockery as a trick instrument. Thus, in 

Ruskin's notion of the transcendental there is always something 

elided and that something is located in the optical as 

perpetually elusive. For Morris and for Ruskin the 

transcenfental is therefore newly defined by contemporary 

optical discourse, as that which implies more than meets the 

eye. It is this that gothic ornamentation suggests for both 

writers, as does a privileging of two eyes over one. It seems 

therefore as if for philosophical discourse as well as for many 

cultural and political discourses of Victorian England, 

perceptual aberration (as manifest in the grotesque) emerges as 

a productive theoretical term. 



Notes 

^ "The Blue Closet," 1856-7 (Tate Gallery) The True of 

Seven Towers, 1857 (Tate Gallery). 

^ Letters of D.G. Rossettl, I, p. 312. 

^ Stephen Bann, "Postscript: Three Translators -

Silhouette, Barante, Rossetti," Twentieth Century Studies, 

Sept., 1974, no. 11, pp. 86-101, p. 99. 

^ ibid, p. 100. 

^ The Pre-Raphaelites, p. 184. 

^ Mackall, I, pp. 103-104. 

^ "The Hollow Land" in William Morris Early Romances in 

Prose and Verse, ed. Peter Faulkner (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 

1973), pp. 264-65. 
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