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John RUSKIN (London 1819 - Brantwood 1900)

Sunrise
Watercolour, heightened with bodycolour, over traces of an underdrawing in pencil.

240x320 mm. (9 1/2x12 5/8 in.)

Many of John Ruskin’s later watercolours reflect a particular interest in the close observation of skies
and clouds - studied at dawn, sunset and in varying weather conditions - and the atmospheric light
effects that often resulted. The artist’s interest in such themes was a lifelong one, evident as early as the
publication of the first volume of Modern Painters in 1843, when he observed, ‘It is a strange thing how
little in general people know about the sky. It is the part of creation in which nature has done more for the
sake of pleasing man, more for the sole and evident purpose of talking to him and teaching him, thanin
any other of her works, and it is just the part in which we least attend to her.” At the other end of his life,
one of the very last drawings he made was a watercolour of a sunset seen from the coast at Seascale in
Cumbria, done in 1889, shortly before he suffered a massive stroke that ended his literary and artistic
career. Perhaps Ruskin's most significant study of clouds and skies, however, was undertaken in the
years 1884 and 1885, when he was working on two projects related to studies of skies; Coeli Enarrant,
a selection of texts and images from Modern Painters, and a pair of lectures given at the London
Institution in 1884 entitled ‘The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century’, in which he railed against the
‘malignant aerial phenomena’ caused by industrial pollution, and its effect on the natural world.

Throughout his life, Ruskin was particularly interested in studying the sky at dawn and at sunset, and
habitually woke early in order to see the dawn. Soon after he settled at Brantwood on the lake of
Coniston Water in Cumbria in 1871 he had a turret window built at the house so that he could more
easily study the sunrise. As he advised his audience, in one of a series of lectures given between 1857
and 1859, ‘Rise early, always watch the sunrise, and the way the clouds break from the dawn’, while
several years later, as part of a series of aphorisms, he wrote, ‘Never, if you can help it, miss seeing the
sunset and the dawn. And never, if you can help it, see anything but dreams between them.” Similarly, in
his notes accompanying the Educational Series of his own drawings that were presented to the
University of Oxford and intended for the instruction of undergraduates, Ruskin added, ‘| would request
any student, who finds by the pleasure he takes in colour that he has the right to hope his time will not be
wasted in cultivating his gift for it, to set aside a quarter of an hour of every morning, as a part of its
devotions, for the observance of the sun-rise, and always to have pencil and colour at hand to make
note of anything more than usually beautiful. He will find his thoughts during the rest of the day both
calmed and purified, and his advance in all essential art-skill at once facilitated and chastised;
quickened by the precision of the exercise, and chastised by the necessity of restraining great part of



the field of colour into altogether subdued tones for the sake of parts centrally luminous.’

Paul Walton has noted of Ruskin’s watercolours of sunrises and sunsets that ‘Throughout his life he
made careful notes of such occasions in his diary or sketch book...They were all specimens of what he
regarded as the divine gift of colour in its purest and most subtle forms.” As another writer has pointed
out of Ruskin, ‘what he takes to heart...is what he had long before perceived in art and literature: that
sunrise and sunset mean the same. In Modern Painters V red is the colour of both, and of mortality: “The
rose of dawn and sunset is the hue of the rays passing close to the earth. It is also concentrated in the
blood of man.”

Watercolours such as the present sheet also reflect something of the profound and lifelong influence on
Ruskin of the work of J. M. W. Turner, whose treatment of skies is mentioned in the younger artist’s
writings and correspondence. It is with reference to such atmospheric studies as this that Christopher
Newall has written, ‘Drawings of this kind demonstrate a conscious or instinctive debt to the type of
colour studies of coastal or lake landscapes that J. M. W. Turner had made in the 1830s and 1840s, of
which Ruskin had a number of examples in his collection...In Turner’s views, clouds frequently mask the
sun with vaporous atmosphere tinged with reds and blues. Higher in the sky, bars or flecks of cloud
catch the sunlight and show as pink strata in the wider cloudscape. Turner’s very personal watercolours
of the rising or setting sun exemplify an instinctive response to meteorological phenomena and qualities
of atmosphere and light that Ruskin found thrilling to look at and that he consciously or unconsciously
imitated.’

The present sheet may be likened to a number of watercolour studies of skies at dawn or sunset by
Ruskin. These include Sunset at Herne Hill through the Smoke of London, drawn in 1876, in the Ruskin
Museum in Coniston, and Dawn at Neuchéatel, dated 1866, in the collection of David Thomson. Also
comparable are a Sunrise over the Sea in the Abbot Hall Art Gallery in Kendal and Sunrise, Vevey in
the Alpine Club collection in London, as well as a pair of watercolours of a Study of Dawn: The First
Scarlet on the Clouds and a Study of Dawn: Purple Clouds, both drawn in 1868, in the Ashmolean
Museum in Oxford.

This fine watercolour probably belonged to Mary Constance (‘Connie’) Hilliard (1852-1915), one of
Ruskin’s closest female friends in his middle and later years. The niece of his friend Pauline, Lady
Trevelyan, Connie Hilliard first met Ruskin in August 1863 at Wallington, the Trevelyan estate in
Northumberland, when she was eleven years old, at a tea party organized by the young girl. Ruskin
became very fond of her and in later years Connie and her mother accompanied Ruskin on trips through
France, ltaly and Switzerland, while her younger brother Laurence Hilliard served as Ruskin’s secretary
at Brantwood. In 1880 Connie Hilliard married the Reverend William Henry Churchill (1855-1936),
headmaster of St. David’s School in Reigate. Ruskin served as godfather to one of their sons, probably
Arnold Churchill (1886-1964), who later inherited the present sheet. A few years after Connie Hilliard’s
death, this watercolour was lent by her widowed husband W. H. Churchill to the Ruskin Centenary
Exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1919.
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Artist description:

John Ruskin drew constantly, and although he received some training from artists such as Copley
Fielding and James Duffield Harding, his talents as a draughtsman were to a large extent the result of
natural gifts. As the young Ruskin noted in a letter of his mother of 1845, ‘Architecture | can draw like an
architect, and trees a good deal better than most botanists, and mountains rather better than most
geologists.’

For the most part, Ruskin’s drawings were not intended for exhibition, but rather as a complement to his
written work. As Paul Walton has noted, Ruskin’s voluminous writings, in the form of books, diaries,
essays, articles and letters, are enriched by the study of his ‘watercolours and sketches of the
mountains and skies, cottages and cathedrals, stones and flowers in which he found inscribed the
messages that guided his life’s work as an interpreter of nature and art.’



