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John Ruskin, whose name this university bears, was born two hundred years 
ago on 8th February 1819. The first of the events that we held as part of our 
Ruskin bicentenary celebrations was an informal roundtable organised by 
Elizabeth Ludlow and Nigel Cooper. For a summary of the event, please see 
this piece that Hannah Cox has written in our student newspaper The Ruskin 
Journal. 

The event involved several members of our university community expressing their reactions 
to Ruskin by reading out letters addressed to him. In writing these letters, it was our hope that 
those not familiar with Ruskin would begin engaging with him and learning from him. The 
idea of writing letters to Ruskin came from Zoë Bennett’s and Christopher Rowland’s 2016 
book, In a Glass Darkly: The Bible, Reflection and Everyday Life, where Ruskin is discussed 
as a ‘companion on the road’ and is brought into dialogue as an interlucutor who provides 
‘analogies for the critical understanding of the Bible and life in our own time’ (128). We were 
fortunate enough to have Zoë and Christopher contribute to the roundtable by discussing their 
imaginative engagement with Ruskin and, in Christopher’s case, reading out the letter that 
he wrote to him.  Following Christopher’s letter, we each read out our letters in turn; these are 
printed below in the following order: 

Elizabeth Ludlow 2  
Nigel Cooper   4
Hilary Bedder  6
Edwin Marr   8
Chris Owen   10

If you would like to read the texts that we refer to, then please note that The Library Edition 
of the Works of John Ruskin (1903-1912, eds. E.T Cook & A. Wedderburn) is available here. The 
volume and page numbers given in parenthesis refer to this edition. 

Supported by
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Dear Mr Ruskin,

The first encounter I had with your work wasn’t a positive one. As an undergraduate, I read 
some anthologised extracts from your lecture, ‘Lilies of Queen’s Gardens’, where you write that 
women’s role should be to create for men a peaceful home and you express an anxiety about 
women doing theology. You write: ‘There is one dangerous science for women - one which let 
them indeed beware how they profanely touch - that of theology’ (18.127). It wasn’t until later 
– as I was working on Christina Rossetti, George Eliot, Elizabeth Gaskell, and Charlotte Brontë 
who all spoke so enthusiastically about Modern Painters – that I read more of your work and 
took your writings about female education more seriously. What I missed when I first read the 
extracts from your lecture out of context was your insistence on the ‘foolish[ness]’ of ‘speaking 
of the ‘superiority’ of one sex to the other’ and your thoughts – albeit behind the analogy you 
make between women and flowers – on the importance of a serious education for women 
(18.121)

What I particularly admire about your thinking in regard to female education – and indeed 
to many of your other concerns – is that you are never too proud to change your mind. In 
your inaugural lecture to the Cambridge School of Art, you describe ‘matters’ that are of ‘any 
consequence’ as ‘three-sided, or four-sided, or polygonal’ and comment that the ‘trotting round 
a polygon is severe work for people in any way stiff in their opinions.’ You go on to comment 
that you are not satisfied that you have ‘handled a subject properly till [you] have contradicted 
yourself at least three times’ (16.187). Two years later, in Modern Painters 5, you comment on 
how your change of opinion is not a matter of whimsy but is the result of careful thinking. 
You write: ‘All true opinions are living, and show their life by being capable of nourishment; 
therefore of change. But their change is that of a tree – not of a cloud’ (7.9). In your 1883 lecture, 
‘The Art of England’, you describe how meeting the wonderful artist and later missionary Lillias 
Trotter, led you to change your opinions about female artists. You write: ‘For a long time I used 
to say… that except in a graceful and minor way, women could not draw or paint’ (33.280). 
Trotter changed that.  

Over the past couple of years, I’ve been fascinated by your commentaries on careful looking 
– the same commentaries that inspired Trotter- and have been contemplating how you move 
from a focus on the details of things to a recognition of our responsibility in the world. In The 
Stones of Venice, you highlight the need for responsibility in our consumption when you write 
that ‘every young lady… who buys glass beads’ that have been made by a workman whose 
health and whose capacity for expression is disregarded, is ‘engaged in the slave trade’ (9.473). 
Further on in the discussion, you exhort us to ‘choose whether you will pay for the lovely 
form or the perfect finish, and choose at the same moment whether you will make the worker 
a man or a grindstone’. In your inaugural address here, you expressed dismay at how we 
commodify art and disregard what is valuable. Your comments challenge me to think about 
the responsibility I have to make ethical choices about where I shop, what I consume, and how I 
travel. Moreover, they challenge me to think more carefully about the connectedness between 
all people and the responsibilities this entails. 
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Your call to value good art – couple with your dismay at watching viewers stare for a moment 
in contempt at Holman Hunt’s Light of the World before moving onto the next thing – has 
challenged me to take time looking at the details in a painting.  I’ve come to share your delight 
in the Pre-Raphaelites and have become particularly interested in Elizabeth Siddal. I have no 
doubt that you would champion the recent critical interest surrounding her art and poetry- 
evidence of which can be seen in the 2018 collection and exhibition. 

The analogous comment, to your discussions on painting, that you make about seeking out 
treasures in reading in Sesame and Lilies, have also challenged me to ask myself: ‘Are my 
pickaxes and shovels in good order, and am I in good trim myself, my sleeves well up to the 
elbow’ (18.64). In other words, am I willing and am I prepared to look closely and scrutinize the 
meaning in the text and take responsibility where I need to? Although, as a woman, a feminist, 
and a scholar working on nineteenth century theology, I have many hesitations about your 
entrenched masculine viewpoint, but I have found much to value in your writings and for this I 
am grateful. 

Yours, 

Elizabeth Ludlow
(Senior Lecturer in English Literature and Director of the Nineteenth-Century Studies Unit) 
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Dear Mr Ruskin,

Growing up as I did in an architectural family you have been a shadowy presence all my life. My 
grandfather, Thomas F Ford, left me a copy of The Seven Lamps of Architecture when he died. 
It is a first edition rebound by him in tooled leather; very splendid. However, I confess, I never 
really managed to get into it. Your sketches in it do remind me of my grandfather’s, but yours 
partake of a Victorian gloom by comparison to the much greater white space in his notebooks.

I confess too, that with your bicentenary approaching, I have tried to read your work more 
widely. I have appreciated snippets, but en masse your declamatory, complex sentences 
dismay me. I made some progress with your autobiography Praeterita, but had to abandon it 
as just too sad. Our lives have too much in common. I did become a clergyman, though not an 
evangelical; my mother was less insistent on that. I was an only child until I was four and a half 
and had little contact with other children. I also was fascinated by pattern and have particularly 
vivid memories of my bedroom curtains in our holiday home. On waking it took time to resolve 
the patterns into the figures that were depicted and to dissolve their terrifying first aspects. 
These things give me some insight and compassion for your own childhood, as in this passage 
from Ch 1 of Praeterita:

I had a cart, and a ball; and when I was five or six years old, two boxes of well-cut wooden 
bricks. With these modest, but, I still think, entirely sufficient possessions, and being 
always summarily whipped if I cried, did not do as I was bid, or tumbled on the stairs, I 
soon attained serene and secure methods of life and motion; and could pass my days 
contentedly in tracing the squares and comparing the colours of my carpet;—examining 
the knots in the wood of the floor, or counting the bricks in the opposite houses. (35.21)

But then I found this sentence, following your enumeration of your blessings, from Ch 2, which 
is utterly heart wrenching:

let me count the equally dominant calamities. First, that I had nothing to love.
These two quotations explain so much of the tragedies of your adult life. (35.44)

We also share a Scottish influence. I once made the mistake at a left-wing conference to admit 
to a romantic love of the world of Scott – Sir Walter being a distant relative. Perhaps, like you, 
the High Toryism of my childhood evolved into a determined critique of the contemporary 
world, governed by forces that seem so plausible, but so destructive. My engagement with 
economics this past ten years springs from a similar bewilderment that anyone can find it 
plausible. It is with glee I read this passage from Unto this Last, Essay 1:

AMONG the delusions which at different periods have possessed themselves of the 
minds of large masses of the human race, perhaps the most curious—certainly the least 
creditable—is the modern soi-disant science of political economy, based on the idea that 
an advantageous code of social action may be determined irrespectively of the influence 
of social affection.
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Of course, as in the instances of alchemy, astrology, withchcraft, and other such popular 
creeds, political economy has a plausible idea at the root of it. –”The social affections,” 
says the economist, “are accidental and disturbing elements in human nature; but avarice 
and the desire of progress are constant elements. Let us eliminate the inconstants, and, 
considering the human being merely as a covetous machine, examine by what laws of 
labour, purchase, and sale, the greatest accumulative result in wealth is obtainable. Those 
laws once determined, it will be for each individual afterwards to introduce as much of 
the disturbing affectionate element as he chooses, and to determine for himself the result 
on the new conditions supposed.”
This would be a perfectly logical and successful method of analysis, if the accidentals 
afterwards to be introduced were of the same nature as the powers first examined…. But 
the disturbing elements in the social problem are not of the same nature as the constant 
ones: they alter the essence of the creature under examination the moment they are 
added; they operate, not mathematically, but chemically. (17.26)

And I so agree with your consequent observation from Essay 4:

luxury at present can only be enjoyed by the ignorant; the cruelest man living could not 
sit at his feast, unless he sat blindfold. (17.114)

But then, I sit at feasts and gladly adopt the blindfolds offered me by those around. Thus, I fear 
justice, St Paul’s δικαιοσυνη, in both this life and the next. Is it just our mothers that we fear, or 
should we fear God? Your mental troubles suggest that you never managed really to resolve 
that issue, but you leave traces of hope, including this, my last quotation from you (from a 
Winnington letter):

[a]s soon as people begin to work for Christ really – they find it just like working for their 
father in his garden. They never need to be afraid of not doing enough to please him – 
sometimes they may not do quite as much as they should – but all that He’ll say will be, 
‘Well – my dear, I think you might have dug a little further this morning – but never mind – 
go and get your dinner – and I’ll do this bit for you.’ (Bennett and Rowland, 117-118).

Is that the truth you experience now?

Yours sincerely,

Nigel Cooper
(University Chaplain)
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Dear Mr Ruskin,

Our environment is a parlous state. We have a litany of environmental problems, such as 
pollution, climate change and loss of species.  But looking back at some of your writings, 
perhaps you foresaw much of this.

You framed mankind’s relationship with the earth as one of stewardship. In the Seven Lamps of 
Architecture you wrote that ‘God has lent us the earth for our life; it is a great entail.  It belongs 
as much to those who come after us … as to us; we have no right by anything that we do or 
neglect, to involve them in unnecessary penalties’ (8.233).  I think we’ve forgotten this.  

Living in the post-Industrial Revolution era, you recognised the problems of industrial 
capitalism.  In your Fors Clavigera you suggested that the basis of political economy should 
not be money, labour and production, but rather ‘Pure Air, Water, and Earth’ (27.91).  You saw 
the environment as a precious resource.  Industrial capitalism has seen it as limitless and a 
commodity from which to profit.  We’ve continued down this path: we’ve forgotten that the 
earth belongs as much to those who come after us. 

In your time you were concerned about the pollution of the rivers: about the turning of ‘every 
river of England into a common sewer’ (27.92). In your Crown of Wild Olives you wrote about 
the source of the Wandle now becoming defiled by ‘human herds’ that dumped their ‘street and 
house foulness’, ‘broken shreds of old metal, and rags of putrid clothes’ as they have ‘neither 
the energy to cart it away, nor decency enough to dig it into the ground’ (18.386).

But we’ve gone one better.  We can defile our environment much more efficiently.  
You see, we’ve cleverly invented this substance called plastic which is so versatile and which 
we use for parts of our housing, for clothing, for transport, for cooking, for containers. And the 
wonderful thing about plastic is that it’s pretty indestructible.  And so as well as our households 
being full of it, so too is our land, our rivers, our beaches, our oceans. 

And what’s more, plastic hasn’t just affected our environment; it’s impacting our wildlife.  
Animals become entangled with plastic preventing their movement and survival.  Plastic 
disrupts the hormonal systems of animals.  Birds stomachs have been found full of plastic.  

In Unto the Last you wrote that the air is only sweet ‘when full of low currents of sound – 
triplets of birds, and murmur and chirp of insects’ (17.111).  Well, we’ve developed chemicals 
to rid ourselves of ‘pests’ like insects.  A famous book of the 1960s, Silent Spring by Rachel 
Carson, alerted us to the impact of manmade chemicals upon the birds.  She wrote about 
a hypothetical community in America who might ask where the birds had gone in ‘a spring 
without voices’ when ‘only silence lay over the fields and woods and marsh’ (22).  And the 
insects?  Only this week there is report of a catastrophic drop in insect populations worldwide, 
suggesting the potential total loss of insects within a century.  They suggest that the ‘planet’s 
ecology is breaking’.  And the causes?  These are suspected to be our industrialised agriculture, 
urbanisation and climate change.  There could be no more ‘murmur and chirp of insects’.   
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As for the air: you were mocked for the ideas you expressed in 1884 about the effect of 
industrialisation upon the weather.  In your ‘Storm-Cloud’ lecture you spoke about your 
observations of a weather phenomena of cloud and wind that developed in the 1880s.  You 
even surmised that this new phenomenon might be associated with industrial production.  
Perhaps you were right and your critics wrong.  Now we’re struggling with real climate change 
and many environmentalists believe that this began during the nineteenth century. 

The earth’s temperature is rising, parts of the polar icecaps are melting, and extreme weather 
is becoming widespread.  And although many of us have recognised its cause as industrially-
based, we are struggling to work together to combat this.  You saw the ‘storm-cloud’ as a ‘sign 
of the times’; perhaps it is a sign of our times that humanity cannot work together to combat or 
ameliorate climate change: we, and our governments, are still in thrall to capitalism and profit.  
We’ve forgotten that the earth belongs as much to those who come after us. 

Okay, you weren’t a scientist nor an ecologist; in fact, you frequently criticised scientists, seeing 
them as one of the agents of the progress you disdained.  But you were a botanist, you were 
an ornithologist, you were a close observer of nature and you understood about meteorology, 
hydrology and geology.  And many of your ideas are ecological and environmental: you 
noticed interconnectivity and the processes within nature.  You stressed the importance of 
function and history in drawings of natural organisms.  Perhaps you would have understood 
the importance of the insects, and all lifeforms.  

You campaigned against environmental destruction, such as your objections to the creation 
of Thirlmere Reservoir, and many people continue to do so.  We have campaigns to reduce 
plastic use, to counteract the overdevelopment of urban areas and roadways, to reduce the 
intensification and industrialisation of agriculture. School children are striking tomorrow to 
draw attention to our lack of progress in combatting climate change.  But such campaigns 
struggle to realise impact upon powerful interests.  

In Modern Painters you wrote that ‘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’ (3.203).  We seem to have forgotten this.

I hope you wouldn’t say ‘I told you so’, but in many ways, you did.  

Regards, 

Hilary Bedder
(MA Student in English Literature)
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Dear Mr Ruskin, 

I think it would be fair to say that you were no great lover of industrial change, and for you 
the railways came to symbolise pretty much all that was wrong with the modern world. As 
you wrote in Stones of Venice, ‘the rush of the arrival in the railway station’ is nothing ‘more 
than a new arrangement of glass roofing and iron girder’ (9.1), and as such can never compete 
with the slow, measured pace of arrival on foot or horse into a new city, and the subsequent 
experiences of the city gently opening up its revelations and new experiences. For you, 
the station represented the worst excesses of mechanical reproducibility. To this extent, as 
indeed in many others, you were somewhat ahead of your time. It wasn’t until 1995 that Marc 
Auge coined the term ‘non-places’ to describe exactly this experience of arriving into hotels, 
shopping centres, airports or indeed, stations that were entirely indistinguishable from one 
another the world over. As the planet has become increasingly globalised and interconnected, 
and as the big multinational chains have developed, we have all become used to being at 
home far from home. A Holiday Inn in Delhi is inseparable from its counterparts in London, 
Paris, Dubai or Los Angeles. Yet as you rightly picked up in the 1850s, this was a trend started 
by the railroads. Now, I don’t say whether this spreading, global uniformity is a good or bad 
thing, and indeed I am personally guilty of feeling a comforting feeling of familiarity at the 
sight of the green Starbucks logo in the swirling busyness of modern Tokyo. Yet this sense of 
homogeneousness although comforting, is as you observed, a loss too.  

Yet you anticipated these developments of modernity in other ways too. You wrote in ‘The Uses 
of Ornament’ in 1859, of how 

Another of the strange and evil tendencies of the present day is to the decoration of the 
railroad station. Now, if there be any place in the world in which people are deprived of 
that portion of temper and discretion which is necessary to the contemplation of beauty, 
it is there. It is the very temple of discomfort; and the only charity that the builder can 
extend to us is to show us, plainly as may be, how soonest to escape from it. The whole 
system of railroad traveling is addressed to people who, being in a hurry, are therefore, for 
the time being, miserable. (8.159)

For you it seems entirely unreasonable to dedicate intensive human labour and ornamentation 
to the railway station; an environment conceived first and foremost as a transit hub. Why 
beautify a locality designed purely for onward movement? Why encourage one to spend more 
time there than absolutely necessary? In this too you anticipate Auge, and his exploration 
of transit environments, spaces designed purely, and I quote, to ‘plug in and pass through’. 
Spaces designed for the consumer to enter, pay, and move on. Yet there is also a contradiction 
here in your work Mr Ruskin. You talk of the station as a space of necessity, where one should 
spend as little time as possible, yet you also declare that ‘A fool always wants to shorten space 
and time, a wise man wants to lengthen both’ (5.381). I wonder what you would have made of 
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the modern tendencies in the 21st century transit hubs of airports and stations to turn them 
into destinations in their own right, great temples of shopping and consumerist pleasure? 
You should approve, after all, they are designed to lengthen time, rather than shorten it! They 
add leisure back into the travelling experience. But I rather suspect you would write them off 
as environments designed purely for consumerism, and you may well be right. I can’t help 
but wonder though what you would have made of the Duty Free maze at Heathrow, a bigger 
generator of revenue for the airport than taxes and landing fees combined… I suspect I already 
know the answer….

Getting back to your thoughts on time and space being commodified, you said of railway 
accidents that they are caused by ‘a miserable greed, and an entire callousness of conscience 
on the part of railway directors’ (29.664). Of course you are right, when companies take 
shortcuts to reduce delays or to work to ever tighter timetables, disaster will nearly always 
ensue. But for you, time is a necessity. Time to travel through the landscape. Time to reflect, 
time to see and time to be. But for us, and as you recognised was increasingly the case within 
your own lifetime, time itself has become a commodity. In 2019, taking the time to travel at 
leisure has become the luxury; an overnight sleeper train across the alps versus a 1 hour flight. 
A luxury cruise versus a 7 hour aeroplane journey. A cabin on a slow Amtrak train across the 
United States would cost in the thousands of dollars, a few hour’s flight in the hundreds, quite 
possibly less. You talk of the commodification of space, and the increased cost of speed. But in 
our world, speed is necessity, whilst slowing the clock has become a luxury, a luxury that you 
would have fought to preserve and to make accessible to all until your dying breath. 

You also said that railway travelling turns the traveller into ‘living parcels’ (8.159), a quote 
often picked up by railway historians as a prime example of Victorian anti-railroad sentiment. 
Humans transformed into goods, self-packed, self-loading, crammed into carriages little better 
than cargo. What would you have made of the low-cost airlines? Imagine if you’d had the option 
to fly to Venice on Ryanair? I would love to read your essay that would have undoubtedly 
followed. The railway changed the world for you Ruskin, bringing flocks of tourists across the 
continent, accelerating time, commodifying space, destroying the monuments of the past. It 
was a transport revolution matched only by the jet age in the 20th century. And whilst I may 
not always agree with your conclusions, you not only saw what was happening around you, but 
through it, you anticipated what would happen next. And although a sprawling airport, with 
hundreds of shops, and passengers lining up to check their cases in, pass through security, and 
board by number would have been beyond your comprehension, were you alive now, I don’t 
think it would entirely surprise you either. 

Edwin Marr 
(PhD Student in English Literature) 
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Happy birthday, John.  

I hope you enjoyed all those celebrations last week.  200, eh?  That’s quite an innings.  I can’t 
imagine anyone in 2158 remembering who I was … But we certainly remember you.

And what about your memory? Do you remember that train journey to Cambridge, on a damp 
October day, back in 1858?  I know trains weren’t exactly your cup of tea, but there were a lot of 
city dignitaries waiting for you at the town hall here, and it would have been a shame to arrive 
late on the stage coach.

I know your visit was a short one, just long enough to give a lecture, shake a few hands, and 
head off back to London.  I have to remind our marketing people occasionally that you didn’t 
actually found Cambridge School of Art, you only opened it with a speech. As you will know, it 
was actually Rev William Beaumont, a Fellow of Trinity College, who was the main driving force 
behind the new school. But it was good of you to come up from the big smoke for the day and 
tell us all how things should be.  We are still very proud to have your name in our university 
title.  The art school is housed the Ruskin Building – it’s not quite as old as you, but it’s been 
here since 1909. And the gallery – well, of course, it had to be the Ruskin Gallery.  Yes, we’re 
proud alright.

It was a big of a trend, back then, wasn’t it? An art school was set up in almost every town 
and city in England around the 1850’s.  You played your part in that phenomenon, the ‘Design 
Reform Movement’, and most of those art schools still survive.   Many have now been 
swallowed up by larger universities and colleges - like ours.  It’s good to remember that in your 
day they were design schools.  Their aim was to educate workmen and craftsmen, rather than 
the ‘gentlemen’ who attended the Royal Academy and the other small fine art schools.  As you 
said, it was ‘to make the men themselves happier, wiser, and better’, as well as ‘to enable them 
to produce better and more valuable work’ (16.159).  I think we still maintain that balance well 
enough.  Of course it’s not all workmen nowadays - the demographic in both education and the 
workforce has changed a bit since the 1850’s.  The gender balance in the School of Art is about 
two thirds women, and it’s similar in quite a few of the creative industries they go on to work in.  
Opportunities for women have definitely grown dramatically in the last hundred years, and I’m 
sure you would approve of that.      
        
I wasn’t there myself at the inaugural address, obviously, but from what I heard it was a great 
occasion. Some people had the temerity to suggest your speech went on a bit too long, but I 
really don’t think you can have too much of a good thing. All that stuff about the importance of 
observation and drawing to a man’s education – absolutely spot on:

Sight. Not a slight thing to teach, this: perhaps, on the whole, the most important thing to 
be taught in the whole range of teaching… to be taught to see is to gain word and thought 
at once, and both true. (16.180)
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You know, we’ve been trying to follow that advice for over 160 years now.  And you won’t 
believe this, but I still quote those words from your inaugural address to potential new students 
and their parents, when they come to open days.  We still want them to learn to observe the 
World acutely, to understand what they see, and to draw it.  Of course, they don’t all use pencil, 
ink and watercolour these days.  For example, it’s just as important to teach our photographers 
and film-makers to use their eyes, and to understand what they see through a lens.  We all 
work in the visual arts, and seeing is still the fundamental core skill that every student needs to 
nurture.

Sadly, what you had to say about drawing may be getting lost in some art schools today, but I 
can assure you that is not the case in Cambridge. 

In fact, we have quite a reputation for teaching drawing.  The life room is still cherished.  Our 
most well-known courses are in Illustration.  Students come here from all over the World to 
learn how to become children’s book illustrators.  And the first classes they get when they 
arrive are an intensive course of observational drawing.  Come and walk down Mill Road on 
a sunny day in October, and you’re almost bound to trip over illustration students, sitting on 
the pavement, drawing the everyday life going on around them.  They draw everything and 
everyone.  Some of them even quite like drawing natural forms and ancient buildings – you’d 
be impressed, I’m sure.  

Since its foundation, Cambridge School of Art has always had a reputation for Illustration.  
They were a bit after your time, but Ronald Searle, Edward Bawden, Paul Hogarth – these were 
some of the most important names in British graphic arts of the twentieth century, and they all 
studied or taught drawing here.   

And how students learn by drawing – I reckon you got a lot of that absolutely right, too.

A wood carver needs for his business to learn drawing in quite a different way from a 
china painter, and a jeweller from a worker in iron. (16.178) 

Well, I’ll admit that those particular crafts don’t feature in our courses very much these days, 
but we still ensure that our fine artists, our illustrators, our interior designers, and so on, all 
learn the types of drawing most pertinent to their discipline.  And like you, we really believe 
that mastery of that discipline is far more important than a general introduction to a whole 
range of different skills.  We still offer separate courses with a focus on building traditional skills 
in graphic design, illustration, and photography, rather than the more conceptual approach 
that’s commonly titled ‘visual communication’.
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And like you, we still spend much of our time telling students not to worry about finish, but to 
focus on the process of drawing.  It’s exactly the same issue now as when you spoke these wise 
words:

A showy work will always be found, on stern examination of it, to have been done by 
some conventional rule; … the execution of such drawings will be found monotonous and 
lifeless. … A drawing which the pupil has learned much in doing, is nearly always full of 
blunders and mishaps. … It is better that his work should be bold than faultless. (16.181)

So many thanks, John.  You started a great art school here in Cambridge, and I hope you are 
happy with the way it is working today.  But thanks even more for your perception and wisdom.  
Not all great thinkers also possess an artistic eye.  But your eyes were as sharp as etching 
needles.

Chris Owen 
(Honorary Visiting Senior Fellow, Cambridge School of Art)
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