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Loving the Unloved: John Ruskin’s Thistles
An exhibition of work by John Ruskin in the Blue Gallery, Brantwood, Coniston

14th January until 27th March 2012
Ruskin developed an eccentric, often mystical, attitude to plants which is nowhere more distinctive than in his interpretation of thistles and other spikey plants
Ruskin considered botany to be the telling of a plant’s biography. He sought to concentrate on the life of plants as we encounter them in the world around us, not to consider them as isolated scientific specimens. He was therefore profoundly interested in the everyday plants at our feet, not in the exotic specimens being returned by adventurers from South America and Asia. 

During his years at Brantwood, Ruskin wrote extensively on plants, works published collectively as Proserpina. [Proserpina, or Persephone, represented the cycle of rebirth of the earth. Abducted by the god of the Underworld, she was allowed to return to the air each spring.] Ruskin’s definition of the role of natural history was, in order of importance, firstly, to examine a plant’s (or animal’s) standing in relation to the history of mankind, having regard to its usefulness, its mythic power and our attitude towards it; secondly, with absolute faithfulness, to observe and describe it as perceived; and, thirdly, to understand its physical composition in terms of its chemistry, structure and properties.

With an emphasis on the humble and seldom-regarded characters of the plant world, Ruskin’s feeling for thistles was complex and sympathetic. It was an interest that developed at an early age in relation to gothic architecture, where Ruskin noted the extravagance of certain forms had a biological exuberance. In some cases this life force was notable for an excess suggestive of savageness. When, in later years, Ruskin chose to write about thistles and spiky plants he determined that they were the ‘corrupted’ of the plant world, which had become distressed or even malevolent in response to being ill-regarded or to being confined to poor soils and difficult habitats.

This symbolic reading of plants was not intended to replace scientific observation. Ruskin’s drawings of plants, as seen in the examples in this exhibition, were finely and sensitively detailed. Instead, Ruskin believed, this reading should sit alongside the science, bringing the thistle into relation with our affections as well as our intellect. 

Loving the Unloved is open Wednesday to Sunday from 10.30am until 4.00pm (daily 10.30am until 5pm from 12th March) and admission is included in the house ticket. For further information please contact Brantwood, Coniston, LA21 8AD, Cumbria. T: 015394 41396. www.brantwood.org.uk
EDITOR NOTE

14th March 2012
States of Adversity: Ruskin's Theory of Thistles
Brantwood's director, Howard Hull, will be giving a talk on 14th March which unpacks Ruskin's fascinating theories as to why thistles have spikes and delves into other thorny issues! The talk starts at 2pm and admission is included in the House ticket.

