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A B S T R A C T 

A study is made of John Ruskin's work in the field of zoology. It is demonstrated that Ruskin's 
early interest in zoology was connected with his study of ornament, whilst his later studies are 
connected with his Oxford teaching and his social work. Ruskin's interest in zoology concerned 
groups frequently represented in art (particularly birds and snakes). O f these groups he studied, 
in a fragmentary way, the artistic morphology, the life-habits, the particular position to art and 
literature, and the mythological signification. Besides that, his natural history teaching was focus-
sed on the protection of animals and respect for nature. 

The life and works o f John R u s k i n (1819—1900), writer and lecturer, social 
reformer and Slade Professor o f F ine A r t at Ox fo rd Univers i ty , have been the 
subject o f an overwhelming quantity o f studies 2 . The majority o f Ruskin ians 
have dealt with Rusk in ' s biography and with his work in the field o f art, ar­
chitecture, and social and pol i t ical economy. Rusk in ' s relations to the scien­
ces, on the contrary, have been the subject o f very few studies. 

Hélène Lemaître (1965) publ ished a detailed study o f Ruskin ' s geology. 
She demonstrated that the special interest o f it is in the confrontation o f var­
ious ways o f apprehending nature, and in the manysidedness which R u s k i n 
h imsel f characterized as the "balanced unison o f artistic sensibility with scien­
tific f a cu l ty " 3 . B lunt (1971), in The A r t o f Botanica l I l lustration, devoted a 
chapter to Rusk in ' s botany. H e wrote that " R u s k i n ' s Proserpina [i.e. his 
botanical studies], in spite o f its untidy diffuseness, its irritatingly didactic 
tone and its il l-digested science, remains the most st imulating book ever wri t ­
ten about f lowers." A lexander (1969) publ ished a paper on Ruskin ' s relation 
to science in general, and demonstrated how R u s k i n made efforts to develop a 
complete and harmonious outlook by integrating the results o f modern scien­
ce into the cultural pattern o f his time. There was, however, no specialist study 
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o f Ruskin ' s zoology, that part o f his work for which he is perhaps most severe­
ly crit icized. In the Bib l iography o f Brit ish Ornithology (Mul l ens & Swann, 
1917: 499), which includes b iographical accounts o f the pr inc ipa l writers, the 
fo l lowing notes on R u s k i n and his bird-studies (collected in Love 's M e i n i e ) 4 

are given: " T h e life and writings o f this eminent m a n are too wel l k n o w n to 
need mention here. The undernoted volume [i.e. Love 's Mein ie ] consists o f 
three lectures, on the R o b i n , the Swal low, and the Dabchicks . A s for the o r n i ­
thological knowledge displayed therein, the less said the better, always suppo­
sing his remarks are serious." In the present paper I hope to f i l l a gap in our 
knowledge o f Ruskin ' s interest in science, and to demonstrate that we can 
consider his zoological work from a different angle. 

J o h n R u s k i n was born with a natural aptitude for observation. This talent 
was further developed to extraordinary perfection by the circumstances o f his 
ch i ldhood , and by his education. In Praeterita he has told us how, as a ch i ld , 
he could pass his days contentedly in tracing the squares and compar ing the 
colours o f his carpet, in examining what patterns he could f ind in bed covers, 
dresses or wall -papers, or in counting the bricks in the opposite houses 5 . R u s ­
k i n later counted among his blessings an extreme perfection in palate and a l l 
other bodi ly senses, as the result o f an ascetic way o f life, combined with a 
refined and careful contact with the material w o r l d 6 . T w o parts o f his educa­
tion have been particularly important for the further development o f his natu­
ral aptitude for observation: his drawing-lessons and his study o f language by 
reading, reciting and writ ing . In his drawings and his writings he tried to re­
produce his observations and the feelings associated with them, by which the 
accuracy o f these was further developed. 

A l t h o u g h as a chi ld R u s k i n l iked to watch the nests o f ants, the wasps on 
the w indow pane, and the birds in the garden, and although he loved dogs 
from an early age, his ma in interests in nature were directed to the sky, and to 
water, stones and plants. H i s first and most lasting interest was in geology. 

In his autobiography R u s k i n has told us that, in about 1831, dur ing his stay 
in Dover , his pleasure came, before everything, in merely watching the sea. 
H e was perhaps interested in pebbles, i f there were any, but he never at that 
time took to natural history o f shells, or shrimps, or weeds, or j e l l y - f i s h 7 . 

Before 1870, animals are rarely mentioned in Rusk in ' s works, the most i m ­
portant parts pertaining to zoology being constituted by one chapter in The 
Stones o f Venice , vo l . 1 (first publ ished in 1851), and one chapter in M o d e r n 
Painters, vo l . 5 (first publ ished in I860) 8 . 

Rusk in ' s first detailed references to zoology are found in chapter 20 o f The 
Stones o f Venice , vo l . 1, in which he deals with the material o f ornament (cf. 
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p l . l ) 9 . " T h e proper material o f ornament" , according to R u s k i n , " w i l l be 
whatever G o d has created; and its proper treatment, that which seems in ac­
cordance with or symbol ical ly o f H i s laws. " R u s k i n enumerates, first, the ab­
stract lines which are most frequent in nature; and then, from lower to higher, 
the whole range o f inorganic and organic forms, among which Shells, F i s h , 
Repti les , Insects, Birds , and M a m m a l i a n animals and M a n . The shells are p l a ­
ced lowest in the scale (after inorganic forms) as being moulds or coats o f 
organisms. This prevents them from being largely used in ornamentat ion. " I t 
is better to take the line and leave the she l l " , and R u s k i n indeed mentions and 
illustrates one of the innumerable groups o f curves at the l ip o f a paper Nauti-
lus, and a spiral traced on the paper round a Serpula, under the abstract lines. 
In view of his later zoological work, it is interesting to quote his characteristics 
o f Reptiles and Birds as elements o f ornamentation. " T h e forms o f the serpent 
and l izard exhibit almost every element o f beauty and horror in strange c om­
b i n a t i o n . " " T h e perfect and simple grace o f b i rd form, in general, has render­
ed it a favourite subject with early sculptors, and with those schools which 
loved form more than act ion; . . . " " . . . how much o f our general sense o f 
grace or power or mot ion or serenity, peacefulness, and spir itual ity , we owe to 
these creatures, it is impossible to conceive; their wings supply ing us with a l ­
most the only means o f representation o f spir i tual mot ion which we possess, 
and with an ornamental form o f which the eye is never weary . . . " 

In M o d e r n Painters, vo l . 5, in the chapter on Rubens and C u y p 1 0 , R u s k i n 
dealt wi th the paint ing o f rural life in The Netherlands, after the R e f o r m a ­
tion. The passing away o f the soul-power is indicated here by every a n i m a l 
becoming savage or foul . Veronese sti l l had a spir i tual view o f the dog's n a ­
ture. Velasquez and T i t i a n painted dogs s imply as noble brown beasts, but 
without any special character. The dog is used by the D u t c h merely to obtain 
unclean jest, or savage chase, or butchered agony. The Engl i sh painters o f 
dogs, in Rusk in ' s time, looked pr imar i ly for sentiment or jest. R u s k i n further 
remarked that there was no real interest in the horse unt i l Vandyck ' s t ime. A s 
to the D u t c h cattle-pieces, they contain a certain healthy appreciation o f s i m ­
ple pleasure, but R u s k i n never saw an entirely wel l -painted cow. 

F r o m about 1870 Rusk in ' s works give evidence o f an increased interest in 
zoology, co inc id ing with his Ox fo rd professorship and his activities in behal f 
o f The G u i l d o f St. George . Before analysing these works, it is necessary to 
give a general view o f Rusk in ' s relation to zoology in this period. 

In The L i f e o f J o h n R u s k i n , C o l l i n g w o o d (1900: 356-357) has told us that 
kindness to animals was one o f Rusk in ' s most str iking traits. H e was little inte­
rested in their organization and anatomy, but cared much about their habits 
and characters, although he had not the expert's power o f observation and 
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intimate acqaintance with a l l the details o f w i l d life. H e hated the science that 
murders to dissect, and he resigned his Professorship at Ox fo rd because v i v i ­
section was introduced into the Univers i ty . H e supported the Society for the 
Prevention o f Crue l ty to A n i m a l s , although he objected to the sentimental fic­
t ion and exaggerated statements which some of its members circulated. H e 
endeavoured not only to prevent cruelty to animals , but also to promote affec­
t ion. H e founded the Society of Friends o f L i v i n g Creatures, o f which the 
members were boys and girls from seven to fifteen, who promised not to k i l l 
nor hurt any a n i m a l for sport, nor tease creatures; but to make friends o f their 
pets and watch their habits, and collect facts about natural history. A t one o f 
the rambles at Conis ton , R u s k i n found a wounded Buzzard . H e quietly took 
the f ierce- looking b ird up in his arms, felt it over to f ind the hurt, and carried 
it, quite unresistingly, out o f the way o f dogs and passers-by, to a place where 
it might die in solitude or recover in safety. H e often told his O x f o r d hearers 
tha he wou ld rather they learned to love birds than to shoot them. H i s wood 
and moor were harbours o f refuge for hunted game or " v e r m i n " , and his w i n ­
dows the meetingplace o f the little birds. 

A l t h o u g h R u s k i n l iked to watch animals , his zoological knowledge was not 
comparable with that o f a specialist. A few examples w i l l serve to demonstrate 
the restrictions o f his knowledge. In Love 's M e i n i e , in the chapter on the D a b -
chicks, R u s k i n tells us that he had never seen a Torrent O u z e l , i.e. a D i p p e r , 
alive, although he had passed much time by torrent s ides 1 1 . In several parts o f 
E n g l a n d the D i p p e r is, in fact, not a rare b i r d ; it can, at least nowadays, even 
be seen in the steep rocky stream near Brantwood (Ruskin 's house in the L a k e 
District ) . In his lecture on the C h o u g h , R u s k i n mentioned eight species o f 
C r o w s 1 2 , but not the A l p i n e C h o u g h , although it is a c o m m o n and easily rec­
ognizable b i rd in the mountains near C h a m o n i x (one o f Rusk in ' s favourite 
places). In The Eagle's Nest , R u s k i n wrote about the B u l l f i n c h , a c o m m o n 
Eng l i sh b i rd , that "we may at least imagine that she, and her mate, and the 
choir they j o i n wi th , cannot but be complacent and exultant in their s o n g " 1 3 , 
a lthough the B u l l f i n c h hardly has anything that can be ranked as true song. 

A l t h o u g h , in his youth, R u s k i n was not interested in shells, he later owned 
a shell cabinet which is sti l l present at Brantwood . It contains, among others, 
the same species o f tropical shells, that are nowadays regularly sold because o f 
their pretty colour patterns and attractive shape. R u s k i n indeed once wrote in 
a letter that he never bought a shell for locality or rarity, but only for beau­
t y 1 4 . 

M a n y o f Rusk in ' s books on zoology must have been bought at Quaritch 's 
i n a later period o f his l i fe, starting from about 1870 1 5 . Most o f these books 
were bought because o f their beauti ful plates, and R u s k i n often detached p l a -
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tes and inserted them in the collections o f the R u s k i n D r a w i n g School or The 
St. George 's M u s e u m 1 6 . In the preface to Love 's M e i n i e , R u s k i n wrote that 
the book was intended to contain the cream o f forty volumes o f scientific o r n i ­
tho logy 1 7 . Mos t o f these must at one time have been in his l ibrary . One o f his 
favourite books was the third edit ion o f Cuvier ' s Règne A n i m a l , with nume­
rous plates, o f which he apparently owned also an Engl i sh translation. 

R u s k i n was a l i fe -member o f the Zoo log ica l Soc ie ty 1 8 , and he was personal­
ly acquainted with several o f the leading zoologists o f his time. A l r e a d y in 
1837, at O x f o r d , he came into contact with Charles D a r w i n , w h o m he had 
heard read a paper at the Geo log i ca l Society; he talked with h i m a l l the eve­
n i n g 1 9 . H e subsequently met D a r w i n on several occasions, also at C o n i s t o n 2 0 . 
R u s k i n was, moreover, acquainted with Sir R i c h a r d O w e n , the great compa­
rative anatomist, who became superintendent o f the N a t u r a l History Depart ­
ment o f the Brit ish M u s e u m 2 1 . 

Most o f Rusk in ' s zoological drawings (cf. pis. 2—6) were prepared between 
1863 and 1880. Several drawings o f shells date from the eighteen-sixties, sev­
eral drawings of birds from the eighteen-seventies. M a n y o f these drawings 
were made in the Bri t ish M u s e u m , in the L o n d o n Zoo , and at B r a n t w o o d 2 2 . 

A preamble o f the manner, in which R u s k i n was to teach zoology at the 
Univers i ty o f O x f o r d , is found in the lectures which he gave at Univers i ty C o l ­
lege, L o n d o n , and publ ished in 1869 under the title o f The Queen o f the A i r . 
In this series o f lectures R u s k i n dealt with comparative mythology, a science 
which afterwards became o f singular importance to h i m , and to which he was 
introduced by the works o f Professor M a x Müller 2 3 . In the second lecture o f 
this ser ies 2 4 he worked out two groups o f animal -myths : those connected with 
birds, and those connected with serpents. In the serpent the breath or spirit is 
less than in any other creature, and the earth-power greatest. In the b i rd the 
breath, or spirit , is more fu l l than in any other creature, and the earth power 
least. Rusk in ' s approach to mythology could be characterized as phenomeno-
logical . H i s method, however, was a particular one: he tried to identify h i m ­
self wi th the people o f a l l ages, and to record what they felt when they saw or 
heard these mythological animals . 

In the case o f the serpent, R u s k i n reproduced these feelings, and his own 
emotionary response, in the fo l lowing way. In the serpent " i s the strength o f 
the base element that is so dreadful ( . . . ) it is the very omnipotence o f the 
earth" . "Is there, indeed, no tongue except the mute forked flash from its l ips, 
in that runn ing brook o f horror on the ground?" " W a t c h it, when it moves 
slowly: — A wave, but without w i n d ! a current, but with no fa l l ! a l l the body 
mov ing at the same instant, yet some o f it to one side, some to another, or 
some foreward, and the rest o f the co i l backwards . " "Start le it ; the w i n d i n g 
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stream w i l l become a twisted arrow; — the wave o f poisoned life w i l l lash 
through the grass l ike a cast lance." 

Rusk in ' s study is, at the same time, comparative. A n d he arrives at the con­
clusion that "there are no myths, by which the moral state and fineness o f 
intelligence o f different races, can be so deeply tried or measured, as those o f 
the serpent and the b irds . " 

In 1870, in his inaugural address, R u s k i n explained also what he intended 
to teach at O x f o r d in the field o f zoology. " W h i l e I myself hold this profes­
sorship" he said, " I shall direct you in these exercises very definitely to natural 
history, and to landscape; not only because in these two branches I am proba­
bly able to show you thruths which might be despised by my successors; but 
because I think the vital and j oy fu l study o f natural history quite the pr inc ipal 
element requir ing introduct ion, not only into Univers i ty , but into national 
education, from highest to lowest; and I even w i l l risk incurr ing your ridicule 
by confessing one o f my fondest dreams, that I may succeed in mak ing some 
of you Engl i sh youths like better to look at a b ird than to shoot it ; and even 
desire to make w i l d creatures tame, instead o f tame creatures w i l d " 2 5 . 

Later on , in the same year, when he was lecturing on the relation o f art to 
use, he demonstrated how little had been done in art, and how much remain ­
ed to be done wi th reference to animals o f high organization. "There are few 
birds or beasts that have not a range o f character which ( . . . ) is ( . . . ) interes­
t i n g . " " . . . you cannot so much as once look at the rufflings o f the plumes o f 
a pel ican p l u m i n g itself after it has been in the water, or carefully draw the 
contours o f the wing either o f a vulture or a c o m m o n swift, or paint the rose 
and vermi l i on on that o f a f lamingo, without receiving almost a new concep­
tion o f the meaning o f form and colour in c r e a t i o n . " 2 6 

W h e n R u s k i n , as the first Slade Professor o f F i n e A r t at O x f o r d , started to 
organize the new study on his own lines, he conceived it to be "the function o f 
this Professorship, ( . . . ) to establish both a practical and crit ical school o f 
fine art for Engl i sh gent l emen . " 2 7 In his inaugural lecture he had already said 
that " a youth is sent to our Universit ies , not (hitherto at least) to be apprent i ­
ced to a trade, nor even always to be advanced in a profession; but, always, to 
be made a gentleman and a s cho lar . " 2 8 In his lectures he, later on , frequently 
reminded his audience o f this privi leged posit ion, and he addressed himsel f to 
them as to "the young rising scholars o f E n g l a n d , a l l who care for life as wel l 
as l i t e r a t u r e " 2 9 . In the collections of the D r a w i n g School , he inc luded many 
examples from zoology, in the so-called Educat iona l series ( intended for stu­
dents) as.well as in the Rud imentary series (intended for people from outside 
the Univers i ty ) . A m o n g these examples are many o f his own an imal drawings, 
drawings by other artists, details o f paintings (such as the red parrot by C a r -
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paccio) copied for R u s k i n , and many plates from Rusk in ' s favourite books, 
such as G o u l d ' s Birds o f Great Br i ta in , Cuvier ' s A n i m a l K i n g d o m , L e V a i l -
lant's Birds o f Paradise, and his book on the D u t c h birds by N o z e m a n & 
S e p p 3 0 . 

In 1872, R u s k i n gave a series o f lectures, at O x f o r d , on the relation o f natu ­
ral science to art, publ ished in the same year under the title o f The Eagle's 
Nest. In Lecture V I I I , he summarized his views on the relation to art o f the 
sciences o f organic form in the fo l lowing four points: 

First . — " T h a t the true power o f art must be founded on a general know­
ledge o f organic structure . . . " 

Secondly. — " . . . A r t has nothing to do with structures, causes, or absolute 
facts; but only with appearances." In representing animals , " m a n has to think 
o f them essentially with their skins on them, and with their souls in them. " 
" H e is to take every sort o f view o f them, in fact, except one, — the Butcher's 
v iew. " 

T h i r d l y . — In representing these appearances, art " is more hindered than 
helped by the knowledge o f things which do not externally appear; . . . " 

Fourth ly . — " T h a t especially in the treatment and conception o f the h u ­
man form, the habit o f contemplating its anatomical structure is not only a 
hindrance, but a degradation; . . . 3 1 . 

It is interesting to mention here the views o f modern morphology with 
reference to the differenes between internal and external forms, between the 
inside and the outside. In higher animals , the inside is predominant ly asym­
metrical and the specific and i n d i v i d u a l differences are not very distinct, 
whilst the external appearance is predominant ly symmetrical and presents 
many distinct specific and i n d i v i d u a l differences. In this connection, ment ion 
must be made also o f the expression o f the face in higher animals , as a m a n i ­
festation o f an internal condit ion (cf. Por tmann , 1948). 

Rusk in ' s disl ike o f anatomy should be viewed from this angle, and many 
passages i n The Eagle 's Nest further illustrate it. There is a beauti ful descrip­
tion o f the portrait, by Reynolds , o f the niece o f George the T h i r d , wi th her 
Skye terrier (pi . 7 ) 3 2 . R u s k i n noted that "the custom of putt ing either the dog, 
or some inferior a n i m a l , to be either in contrast, or modest companionship , 
with the nobleness o f h u m a n form and thought, is a piece o f what may be 
called mental comparative anatomy." A m o n g "these playfulnesses o f the h igh­
er masters, there is not one more perfect than this study by Reynolds ( . . . ) 
H e has put his whole strength to show the infinite differences, yet the blessed 
harmonies, between the h u m a n and the lower nature . " Zoo log i ca l i l lustrat ion, 
according to R u s k i n , generally fails i n reproducing the expression o f higher 
animals . " I n a l l recent books on natural history" , R u s k i n said, " y o u w i l l f ind 
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the r idiculous and ugly creatures done we l l , the noble and beauti ful creatures 
done, I do not say merely i l l , but in no wise. Y o u w i l l f ind the law ho ld u n i ­
versally that apes, pigs, rats, weasels, foxes, and the l ike — but especially apes, 
— are drawn admirab ly ; but not a stag, not a lamb, not a horse, not a l i o n " . 
Th is stupid way o f drawing is, according to R u s k i n , closely connected with the 
" to ta l want o f sympathy with the noble qualities o f any c reature" . 3 3 

In lecture I X , R u s k i n dealt with the mythology o f a single b i rd , in order "to 
consider what effect the knowledge o f such tradit ion is l ikely to have on our 
mode o f regarding the animated creation in general . " " L e t us take an instan­
ce", R u s k i n said first, " o f the feeling towards birds which is especially charac­
teristic o f the Engl i sh temper at this day, in its entire freedom from supersti­
t i o n . " R u s k i n had inc luded, in the Rud imentary series o f the D r a w i n g School 
(cf. p l . 8), " M r . G o u l d ' s plate o f the lesser Egret, — the most beauti ful , I sup­
pose, o f al l birds that visit, or, at least, once visited, our Engl ish shores. Per­
fectly delicate in form, snow-white in plumage, the feathers like frost-work o f 
dead silver, exquisitely slender, separating in the w i n d l ike the streams o f a 
fountain, the creature looks a l iv ing c loud rather than a b i rd . ( . . . ) The last 
(or last but one?) k n o w n o f in Eng land came thirty years ago, and this was its 
reception, as related by the present happy possessor o f its feathers and bones: 
— T h e little Egret in my possession is a most beautiful specimen: it was k i l l ed 
by a labourer with a stick ( . . . ) and was brought to me, tied up in a pocket-
handkerchief , covered with black wet m u d and blood, . . . ' N o w , you w i l l feel 
at once, whilst the peasant was beating this b i rd into a piece o f b loody flesh 
wi th his stick, he could not, in any true sense, see the b i r d ; that he had no 
pleasure either in the sight o f that, or o f anything near it. Y o u w i l l feel that he 
w o u l d become capable o f seeing it in exact proport ion to his desire not to k i l l 
it ; but to watch it in its l i f e . " R u s k i n added that, " i n al l probabi l i ty this coun­
tryman, rude and cruel though he might be, had some other object in the rest 
o f his day than the k i l l i n g o f b i rds" , but that the Engl i sh aristocracy at that 
moment had no other real object in their whole existence than shooting 
b i r d s 3 4 . 

R u s k i n continued his lecture with the d iv is ion o f the natural history o f any 
creature into three branches: 

First , the traditions respecting the thing, i.e. the effect o f its existence on the 
minds o f men. 

Secondly, the actual facts o f its existence, i.e. an examinat ion and descrip­
t ion o f the creature in its actual state, wi th utmost attainable veracity o f obser­
vat ion. 

T h i r d l y , the physical and chemical causes o f the actual facts o f its existence. 
Of f i c ia l natural history is generally restricted to the actual facts and the 
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physical causes, whilst R u s k i n h imsel f was interested in the traditions and the 
actual facts (especially in the creature's habits o f life). 

A f ter discussing the classification o f birds, R u s k i n embarked upon the m y ­
thology o f birds, that o f the H a l c y o n in particular, and demonstrated the real 
gain o f being acquainted with the traditions by reading two stanzas from M i l ­
ton, which sounded after a l l these reflections, almost as i f they were n e w 3 5 . 

In Lent T e r m 1873, R u s k i n gave a course of O x f o r d lectures, later on pub ­
lished under the title o f Love 's M e i n i e , which was not completed. The course 
was intended to be on Engl i sh and Greek birds, and to consist o f four lectu­
res: on the R o b i n (to learn what a feather is), on the Swal low (to learn what a 
w i n g is), on the C h o u g h (to learn what a beak is), and on the F a l c o n (to learn 
what a claw is). (In the advice o f 1873, added to the first separate part o f the 
book, mention is made o f six lectures; the F a l c o n is not mentioned here, but 
lectures 4—6 wou ld deal with the L a r k , the Swan and the Seagull.) The first 
three lectures were given at O x f o r d , and repeated at O x f o r d and , partly, at 
E t o n ; the fourth lecture was never given, nor written down. 

In 1881, when R u s k i n prepared the f inal shape o f the book, he omitted the 
lecture on the C h o u g h 3 6 , and added an extensive chapter on the Dabchicks . 
This chapter was not written for Ox fo rd students, but for younger readers. In 
this connection, mention is made, on the one hand , o f " E n g l i s h children's 
schools — Dame-schools i f possible" , on the other hand o f St. George 's 
schools. The suppression o f the lecture on the C h o u g h , and the addit ion o f a 
different chapter, is related to a change in the scheme o f the book: it was now 
to be a handbook o f Engl i sh birds for the use in schools. The Dabchicks con­
stituted one o f the fourteen groups o f birds, distinguished in Rusk in ' s classif i ­
cation, besides, for instance, the Rob ins and the Swallows. The chapter on the 
C h o u g h was probably omitted because it d id not deal wi th one o f Rusk in ' s 
groups. In spite o f the suppression o f one lecture, the book as a whole is not a 
unity, because it is intended for two different groups: scholars and school ­
chi ldren. 

Rusk in ' s three ornithological lectures (apparently a cont inuat ion o f his lec­
ture on the H a l c y o n , publ ished in The Eagle's Nest) deal wi th classification, 
nomenclature, artistic morphology, mythology, etymology, the protection o f 
birds, the relation o f birds to literature and art, a n d . b i r d drawing . There is 
little coherence between the various paragraphs o f each lecture. The lecture 
on the R o b i n , for instance, can be subdiv ided into three parts: an introduct ion 
(fourteen pages in the first edition), deal ing with many things, but in wh i ch 
the R o b i n is hardly ment ioned; a second part, deal ing wi th the natural history 
o f the R o b i n (seventeen pages in the first edition) ; and a f inal part (six pages 
in the first edition), deal ing with mythology and literature, i n w h i c h the R o b i n 
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is again not mentioned. Consequently , more than ha l f o f the lecture on the 
R o b i n does not refer to Rob ins . The m a i n lines of the non-ornithological m a ­
terial o f the lectures had already been developed in Rusk in ' s earlier work. 

The ornithological contents o f the three lectures constitute interesting mate­
r ia l for an artists' course in zoology. W e have seen before that R u s k i n was 
especially interested in two things: the external appearance o f birds, and the 
l i fe-habits. In these fields, Love 's M e i n i e contains several splendid descrip­
tions. R u s k i n gave, for instance, the fo l lowing characteristic o f the Rob in ' s 
manner o f wa lk ing . " H e is very notable in the exquisite silence and precision 
o f his movements, as opposed to birds who either creak in flying, or waddle in 
wa lk ing . ( . . . ) you know how much importance I have always given, among 
the fine arts, to good dancing. If you think o f it, you w i l l f ind one o f the rob­
in's very chief ingratiatory faculties is his dainty and delicate movement, — 
his footing is featly here and there. ( . . . ) i f he is rationally proud o f anything 
about h i m , I should think a robin must be proud o f his legs. ( . . . ) he is, o f al l 
birds, the pre-eminent and characteristic Hopper : none other so light, so pert, 
or so swift. ( . . . ) A robin's hop is hal f a flight; he hops, very essentially, with 
wings and ta i l , as wel l as with his feet, and the exquisitely rapid opening and 
quiver ing o f the tail-feathers certainly give ha l f the force to his l e a p . " 3 7 

In his lecture on the R o b i n , R u s k i n then proceeds with remarks on the art 
o f drawing b i rd legs in general, which apparently constitute some o f the es­
sential elements o f it. " T h e use o f this lecture", R u s k i n said, " i s not to descri­
be or to exhibit the varieties o f the scales o f the legs to you , but to awaken 
your attention to the real points o f character, that, when you have a bird 's foot 
to draw, you may do so with intelligence and pleasure, knowing whether you 
want to express force, grasp, or f i rm ground pressure, or dexterity and tact in 
mot ion . A n d as the actions o f the foot and the hand in m a n are made by every 
great painter perfectly expressive o f the character o f m i n d , so the expressions 
o f rapacity, cruelty, or force o f seizure, in the harpy, the gryphon and the 
hooked and clawed evil spirits o f early religious art, can only be felt by ex­
treme attention to the or ig inal f o r m . " 3 8 . 

R u s k i n subsequently deals with the morphology o f the feather. H e applies 
his general methods for the analysis o f forms, such as leafs, feathers, shells 
and l imbs, and studies first the p lan , then the profile, and then the cross-sec­
t ion. H e deals also with the relation between form and function. R u s k i n d e m ­
onstrates that the feathers o f the red breast are only tinged with red at the part 
that overlaps, and that a l l over lapping feathers together give the colour deter­
mined upon, each o f them contr ibuting a t inge 3 9 . 

In his discussion o f the red breast, R u s k i n comes to another essential point 
o f the lecture. H e compares the Rob in ' s breast to a house-front o f very flat 
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and very red bricks, in which the too much destroys a l l . " T h e breadth o f a 
robin's breast in br ick-red is delicious, ( . . . ) the robin's charm is greatly he l ­
ped by the pretty space o f grey plumage which separates the red from the 
brown back, and sets it of f to its best advantage. There is no great br i l l iancy in 
it, even so rel ieved; only the finish o f it is exqu i s i t e . " 4 0 

In the lecture on the Swal low, R u s k i n deals with the wings o f birds, and 
with b i rd flight. The Swal low constitutes " a singular example o f the unity o f 
what artists cal l beauty, with the fineness o f mechanical s t ructure . " 4 1 " A n d 
now" , R u s k i n said to his students, " i f you w i l l yourselves watch a few birds in 
flight, or opening and closing their wings to prune them, you w i l l soon know 
as much as is needful for your art purposes; and , which is far more desirable, 
feel how very little we know, to any purpose, o f even the fami l iar creatures 
that are our c o m p a n i o n s . " 4 2 H e had said before, in the same lecture, that he 
could never watch the b i rd for a moment, without f inding himsel f in some 
fresh puzzle, out o f which there was no clue in the scientific b o o k s 4 3 . 

In his lecture on the Swal low, R u s k i n gave a detailed analysis o f b i rd wings 
and b i rd flight, i l lustrated by large and carefully painted diagrams. 

R u s k i n subsequently demonstrated that his favourite H o l b e i n , who painted 
men gloriously, never looked at birds to see how the feathers lie and conse­
quently represented these entirely disgraceful (cf. p l . 9 ) 4 4 . 

R u s k i n believed that, in his lecture on the Swal low, he had put before his 
audience some means o f guidance to understand the beauty o f the b i rd which 
lives in their own houses. 

In the lecture on the C h o u g h , R u s k i n examined what k i n d o f a thing a 
bird 's beak is. F o r a true study o f it, the beak must be drawn in at least three 
positions: the accurate profi le, seen from the side; the accurate p lan , seen 
from above; and the accurately foreshortened view in front. T o these three 
should be added a view o f the lower mandib le seen from b enea th 4 5 . A l t h o u g h 
a l l this, and much more, is sometimes done for a particular b i rd , it should be a 
matter o f course for every b i rd . R u s k i n subsequently discussed the relation 
between the form and the function o f the beak. O f a l l three lectures, that on 
the C h o u g h contains the least ornithological in format ion . 

Besides the ornithological contents, the three lectures deal with a great 
many other things, which even cannot be summarized wi th in the scope o f the 
present paper. 

The long chapter on the Dabchicks deals with a group o f birds (an art i f i ­
c ia l , not a natural group) which R u s k i n , at least for the greater part, d id not 
know from personal observation. H i s knowledge was based on the study o f 
ornithological l iterature. L o o k i n g at beautiful ly coloured plates o f birds must 
have been one o f the great consolations o f the last years before his f inal i l l -
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ness. A l t h o u g h the chapter was written for school -chi ldren, it deals mostly 
wi th rare birds, not l ikely to be ever seen by chi ldren. A n important part o f 
the chapter is devoted to classification: the arti f ic ial system developed by R u s ­
k i n for the use in St. George's schools. In grouping birds, so that the groups 
might be understood and remembered by chi ldren , R u s k i n tried to make 
them a little more generally descriptive. F o r complete ornithology, R u s k i n 
wrote, "every b i rd must be drawn, as every flower for good botany, both in 
prof i le , and look ing down upon it ; but for the perchers, the standing profile is 
the most essential; and for the falcons and gulls, the flying p lan , — the outline 
of the b i rd , as it wou ld be seen looking down on it, when its wings were f u l l -
s p r e a d . " 4 6 

R u s k i n arranged a formula o f the order o f twelve questions which it wou ld 
be proper to ask, and get answered, concerning any b i rd . The twelve questions 
concern the external morphology and the life-habits o f the birds, and their 
uses in the wor ld . 

In the f inal part o f the chapter on the Dabchicks , in a discussion o f the 
habits o f hunt ing and the curse they have brought upon the upper classes o f 
E n g l a n d and France , R u s k i n goes off into a fit o f rage. M a n y pages are devo­
ted to this subject, but at the close o f the chapter, R u s k i n proceeds to the 
prophetic vis ion o f a wor ld in which the boar, the wo l f and the tiger are left in 
the forests and the mountains, but in which the inhabited wor ld constitutes 
one vast unwal led park in which animals are tended and dealt wi th as best 
may mul t ip ly the life o f a l l Love 's M e i n i e 4 7 . 

In his O x f o r d lectures, R u s k i n had addressed himsel f to the young, rising 
scholars o f E n g l a n d . But a s imi lar message, s impl i f ied by the omission o f its 
scholarly contents, had to be brought to the labourers o f E n g l a n d . Several 
passages in Fors Clav igera , and in the Catalogue o f St. George 's M u s e u m , are 
indeed devoted to zoology. Rusk in ' s ideas on national parks, and on the habit 
of hunt ing , recur in his letters in Fors . Letter 5 1 4 8 is devoted to bees; i n letter 
6 2 4 9 R u s k i n proceeds from cal l igraphy to the spiral o f a pretty shell found i n 
the downs near A r u n d e l 5 0 . 

In the catalogue o f the St. George's M u s e u m 5 1 , ment ion is made o f an i m ­
portant col lection o f natural history drawings, many books on zoology 
(among whi ch rare and precious works, wi th coloured plates), and two copies 
o f Bewick 's Birds , one with annotations by R u s k i n (cf. p l . 10). 

In the Laws o f Fésole, a series o f drawing lessons arranged for the use o f 
schools (the schools o f St. George, in particular) , and publ ished in book- form 
i n 1879, R u s k i n dealt also with elementary organic structure. In the chapter in 
question, m u c h attention is paid to birds and their feathers, in order to f ind 
out why feathers are thought pretty. There are some beauti ful descriptions o f 
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feathers: o f the soft white lustre p lay ing variously on the rounded surface o f 
the feather o f a gul l , as it is turned more or less to the l i g h t 5 2 ; o f the most 
lovely play o f colour on the breast-plume o f a peacock 5 3 ; and o f the i n f i n i ­
tudes o f quiet and harmonized colour in the softer duns and browns o f birds 
and animals , made quaint by figured patterns 5 4 . 

In 1880, R u s k i n lectured on serpents at the L o n d o n Institution. The text 
was publ ished as part V I I o f Deuca l i on , Rusk in ' s geology book, under the t i ­
tle o f L i v i n g W a v e s 5 5 . The lecture deals, among others, with the locomotion o f 
snakes, on which subject R u s k i n had taken several personal observations. 
R u s k i n repeated that, when deal ing with zoology, he had always asked his 
pupi ls , to consider: First , the effect, dur ing past ages, on the greatest h u m a n 
minds (which is especially the business o f a gentleman and a scholar to know) . 
Secondly, what is truly and accurately k n o w n o f i t . 'Th i rd ly , what w i l l be prof­
itable to us to d iscover 5 6 . 

R u s k i n had taken observations on one o f the various ways o f locomotion in 
snakes: the serpentine movement. It is characteristic o f R u s k i n that he gave a 
description, but d id not look for an explanation (which is in the roughness o f 
the substratum). It is interesting that R u s k i n , with his disl ike o f anatomy and 
other repulsive things, has made a detailed study o f reports on snake bites and 
the chief terror o f the dreadful expression o f the cobra. H o r r o r and mal ignity 
were the chief elements in the snake as a symbol ic an imal , and these should , 
evidently, be studied to have a clear understanding o f religious art. 

W i t h Rusk in ' s lecture on serpents, we have come to the end o f our survey 
o f his activities in the field o f zoology. A n d , in spite o f a seeming disorder in 
the presentation, it is not diff icult to distinguish the ma in lines o f thought. 
A p a r t from his love o f such animals as dogs and cats, Rusk in ' s interest in 
zoology concerned groups frequently represented in art, such as ornamental 
shells (and the abstract lines derived from them), and the symbol ic animals 
(snakes and birds). A s to the zoological knowledge, indispensable to the u n ­
derstanding o f art, R u s k i n could only touch l ightly on the m a i n points. These 
points are the fo l lowing. 

First , a thorough study o f the external appearance (the artistic morpho lo ­
gy), inc lud ing a profound analysis o f its three-dimensional form and a l l the 
subtle beauties o f the surface, by personal exercises in paint ing and drawing . 

Secondly, a study o f the l i fe-habits. (It is perhaps interesting to remark here 
that visual observation, and its emotional response, pertaining to movements 
and the characters o f the surface, can often give rise to more poetic descrip­
tions than that referring to three-dimensional forms.) 

T h i r d l y , a study o f the particular position and use of animals in the history 
o f art and literature. 
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Four th ly , an understanding, especially by a phenomenological approach, o f 
the mythological signif ication. 

These four points constituted a program for gentlemen and scholars. But 
R u s k i n knew his social responsibilities. The education o f the young rising 
scholars as wel l as o f the labourers should also be focused on respect for na ­
ture, kindness to animals , and the enjoyment o f country life. In Rusk in ' s view, 
these are the prerequisites for the understanding o f art, and consequently oc­
cupy a special place in his educational work. 

Rusk in ' s personal contr ibution to his own zoological program is smal l , but 
much has been realized by later authors. R u s k i n wou ld , for instance, certainly 
have enjoyed the many field guides which now introduce the publ ic to the 
natural history o f various an ima l groups. The Swiss zoologist Por tmann 
(1948; cf. also Portman, 1963) wrote a splendid book on A n i m a l Forms and 
Patterns, which deals with a l l aspects o f the external appearance in which 
R u s k i n was particularly interested ( inc luding the expression of the face). The 
Engl i sh ornithologist Lack wrote two fascinating books on the R o b i n , one 
deal ing with its life history, another deal ing with the R o b i n in folklore and 
literature (Lack , 1943, 1950). H e wrote also a book on the life history o f the 
Swift (Lack , 1956), a species mentioned by R u s k i n in his lecture on the Swa l ­
low). R u s k i n wou ld probably also have enjoyed a modern dict ionary o f sym­
bols. A study o f these books is the best introduction to an understanding o f 
Rusk in ' s ideal o f zoology teaching. 
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1981. It is part of a study of Ruskin as observer of nature, prepared simultaneously with a general 
introduction to observation. 
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Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) 

PL. 1. A n i m a l form as material of ornament. R a m capital (the first capital from the left, o f the left 
nave) in the basilica of San Marco, Venice. Pencil and wash, undated. Unpublished engraver's 
drawings of capital and details by Ruskin. The Ruskin Galleries, Bembridge School, Isle of Wight 

(Stones o f Venice, Notes 3, no. 27). 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) 

PL. 2. Study o f top shells (Trochus sp.). Water-colour studies by Ruskin, undated. The Ruskin Art 
Collection, Rudimentary series 213. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57(19) P i . 3 

PL. 3. Study o f Adder ( Vipera berus (Linnaeus)). Water-colour study by Ruskin, Brantwood 28th 
A p r i l 1878. "Black entirely underneath, with sliding rings like a Knights armour. 18 inches long.** 

The Ruskin Art Collection, Educational series 169. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) 

PL. 4. Study o f Kingfisher, with dominant reference to colour. Water-colour by Ruskin, undated 
(about 1871?). The Ruskin Art Collection, Rudimentary series 201. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) 

P L . 5. Feathers o f Kingfisher's wing and head. Study in colour and shade. Water-colour by Rus­
kin, undated. The Ruskin Art Collection, Rudimentary series 204. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) 

PL. 6. Golden Eagle's head. Water-colour study from the life, in the zoological Gardens, by Rus­
kin, 1878. The Ruskin Art Collection, Educational series 165/2. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57(19) Pl . 7 

P L . 7. Sir Joshua Reynolds, Princess Sophia Matilda of Gloucester. Oil-painting, about 1758. 
Windsor Castle. Reproduced by gracious permission of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. (Copy­

right reserved.) 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) 

P L . 8. The little Egret. Hand-coloured lithograph from: John Gould, The Birds of Great Britain, 
part XVIII (1870). 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57(19) P l . 9 

P L . 9. Hans Holbein the younger, Falcon (probably a young Peregrine Falcon). Detail o f the por­
trait of Robert Cheseman, falconer of K i n g Henry V I I I . O i l and tempera on wood panel, 1533. 

The Hague, Mauritshuis. 



Z O O L O G I S C H E M E D E D E L I N G E N 57 (19) PL 10 

P L . 10. Two woodcuts from: Thomas Bewick, A History of British Birds. Above: White Grouse 
(Ruskin: "Bewick's uttermost!!!!!!!!"). Below: The Red Godwit (Ruskin: "Very fine. See outlines 

of back feathers; and point of bil l .") . Reproduced from the sixth edition (Newcastle, 1826). 
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