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To Richard Curson Smith, the cleverest and most complicated man I know
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Prologue

The depictions of the details of this day are conjecture, but based on actual events and facts.

THIS PARTICULAR STORY began on the morning of Monday 10 April 1848. It was an unusually pleasant day by British standards, with a clear sky and hot sunshine warming the grey slate-tiled roofs of industrial London. But the capital’s streets, factories and wharfs, which would normally have been teeming and busy even in the early hours, were oddly silent. White-collar workers were keeping to their offices. The retailers too were in cautious mood: some shops were closed for the day, with their shutters firmly bolted; others were open, but doors normally flung wide for prospective customers were on the latch. As for the heaving docks and clanking workshops – much of their work-force had not shown up at all.

Eighteen-year-old Lizzie Siddall walked every morning from her home just off the Old Kent Road to her place of work, Mrs Tozer’s hat shop in Cranbourne Alley, near Leicester Square. Her journey habitually took her across Blackfriars Bridge. But on this Monday morning she discovered the complexion of her crossing point quite transformed.

Alongside the usual bustle of horse-drawn traffic and the downcast faces of work-bound pedestrians, she encountered twenty stern-looking mounted police, armed with cutlasses and pistols, on the Surrey side of the bridge. Barricades and sandbags were stacked on the footways. And as she walked towards the City, the red jackets of a battalion of Chelsea pensioners stationed on a floating pier caught her eye.

Lizzie failed to notice Annie Miller standing on the bridge at its northern end. A wild, raggedy, barefoot child of thirteen, she was indistinguishable from the mudlarks who often gathered at that time in the morning around the shores of the Thames. Skeletally thin, her long blond hair knotted and lice-ridden, Annie was off her patch. Her normal haunts were the doorways and alleys of Chelsea, where she could supplement her work at the Cross Keys public house with some coppers from a quick turn. Today, however, she had made her way along the river to watch her Dad.

For the first ten years of her pitiful and motherless life Annie had seen her father earn his crust by driving a builder’s cart along the King’s Road. When his health had failed, as a former soldier, he had fallen on the charity of the Chelsea Pensioners. Today she proudly observed him in his finery. His head held high again, he was on duty, armed and ready for action. Standing with his fellow pensioners on the floating pier, he was ready for a fight if the day’s events should come to it.

Although London was on its guard and ready for action that morning, such preparedness and anticipation did not extend to all Londoners. Tucked up in a tiny top-floor room in his parents’ small house, number 38 in the rather dingy Charlotte Street, Dante Gabriel Rossetti was still in bed. Lying in was not particularly unusual for this young man, who was just a month away from his twentieth birthday. Rossetti’s timekeeping had been somewhat irregular for a while now, and though his room-mate – his younger brother William Michael – always rose early to head off for the Excise Department, where he worked, Rossetti would invariably slumber on until either hunger or his mother dragged him to his feet. And then he would drift and dabble the day away: working on a sketch here before casting it off and picking up a poem there. Rossetti was still trying to determine his métier and, until he did, the fate of the family income was in William’s lap.

The student artist and aspiring poet – one day he professed one ambition, the next day the other – did at least have some justification for a lie-in this particular morning. Rossetti was suffering from an outbreak of boils.1 With his neck and shoulders covered in painful, pus-filled bumps, a mixture of vanity and discomfort now kept this otherwise outstandingly beautiful young man locked away until the swellings had reduced.

But although uncomfortable, Rossetti was not despondent. He could, after all, now delay enrolling at the life-drawing class run by the portrait painter Lowes Dickinson and his brother Robert on Maddox Street for another day, which meant he had another precious twenty-four hours free to read and write. By his bed was a letter to the poet and writer Leigh Hunt, with which he intended to enclose a few of his own verses. He might even pen something about the day’s purported momentous events – if they came to anything.

Not far away two other art students, John Everett Millais and his friend William Holman Hunt, were by contrast up and about, despite the few hours’ sleep they had shared between them. Standing in the doorway of Millais’s family home, 83 Gower Street, they were enjoying the transformation of the normally quiet, respectable residential road. Usually the traffic-free home of lawyers, surgeons and architects,2 this morning Gower Street was alive with the chatter of men, their accents forged in workshops and their rough hands buried in their pockets, walking purposefully in twos and threes along the footways.

‘Johnnie’ Millais and ‘Mad’ or ‘The Maniac’ Hunt had slept in the paint-spattered clothes that they had been working in for a week. Toiling away in the basement backroom that Millais used as a studio, they had been burning the midnight oil together in order to get their paintings finished by 9 April 1848, the closing date for submissions for the annual summer show of the Royal Academy of Arts. This hugely popular public exhibition was the high point of every professional artist’s year. It could make or break a career.

They had finished at the eleventh hour, sending their canvases off in the dead of night. No wonder, then, that this following morning, light-headed with relief and elation, it seemed as though they had fallen asleep in an old world and woken up in a new one.

Eighteen forty-eight was, after all, the year of revolution. All over Europe the pupal wrigglings of a modern world were beginning to crack the cocoon of old social and political structures. Europe’s economies and monarchies were brittle. In January there had been an outbreak of civil disobedience in Paris. By early February there had been a revolution in Italy, establishing the second Roman Republic. And then on 22 February, just a day after Karl Marx published his Communist Manifesto, the worsening economic crisis in France forced the abdication of the Bourbon monarch Louis-Philippe, who fled to England.

Louis’s arrival sent shock waves through the country, nowhere more than in the capital. London’s middle-class shoppers were horrified to see revolutionary sympathizers riding down their main streets chanting republican slogans. They were appalled to hear that around the metropolis stirring calls to arms were being raised in popular theatres and public houses. The ‘Marseillaise’ had even been sung at Sadler’s Wells!

But the fact was, the capital had been in disgruntled mood for some time. Louis’s arrival simply brought to a head rebellious rumblings that had been going on for a while. Life had been tough for the city’s underdogs, who were only too numerous. The winter of 1847 had seen fatal diseases such as influenza, measles and scarlatina rip through the working classes. Unemployment was also exceptionally high. Meanwhile the population was exploding. A new, fast-growing work-force felt disenfranchised and frustrated.

By March, London had begun to see organized protest. The political banner under which the discontented were drawn together was Chartism – a movement for political reform that wanted, among other things, to see the right to vote extended to the working man. The increasing momentum of the Chartist cause came to a head when the movement’s leader, Feargus O’Connor, proposed a march in London from Kennington to Westminster, as part of which a petition for reform bearing what he claimed were 5 million signatures would be delivered to Parliament. Fearful of civil unrest, the police commissioners agreed that the petition could be taken to the House of Commons, but they declared an accompanying march would not be allowed. Undeterred, O’Connor and his supporters decided to march illegally on 10 April, come what may.

This is why London appeared so alien on the morning in question. Queen Victoria had already fled Buckingham Palace for the Isle of Wight, the Bank of England had barricaded its doors and the Duke of Wellington had enrolled some 85,000 special constables to quell what the government feared might turn into a bloodbath.

Groups of protesters began gathering all over the city at nine in the morning. The assembly times had been planned and advertised well in advance. The ‘West Division’ was to gather in Russell Square – just a few minutes walk from Millais’s door. Watching the brave and earnest sympathizers, the temptation to join in was irresistible. And so Johnnie and Mad grabbed their overcoats and followed the rebel hobnailed boots to the assembly point.

O’Connor and the main Chartist delegation left St John Street, Fitzroy Square, at about five past ten. They had arranged a magnificent display of power. The Chartist leaders were in a huge, 6 horse-power cart big enough to hold fifty people. But ahead of this, their precious petition for enfranchisement was carried in a brightly painted four-horse-drawn car, decorated with flags bearing mottos such as ‘Who would be a slave who could be free?’3

Proceeding down Tottenham Court Road, the march, which began with just two hundred men, soon swelled as each little alleyway and thoroughfare fed in tributaries of protesters. Every time another delegation joined, cheers were raised. As the tumult turned east into High Holborn, the thundering cries and shouts of fifty thousand men reached the ears of Lizzie Siddall, bent over her work-bench, sewing ribbon on bonnets in Mrs Tozer’s back room.

By the time the march reached Blackfriars, Annie Miller witnessed, as did The Times’s reporter, how ‘the narrow thoroughfare had compressed the crowd into a vast moving mass’.4 Somewhere in that seething press Johnnie and Mad were going with the flow, allowing themselves to be carried on to Kennington Common. Here the Chartist leaders were to make their speeches before progressing on to Westminster. Once at Kennington, what was later known as the ‘Monster Rally’ got under way.

‘We did not venture onto the grass with the agitators, but standing on the cross rails outside the enclosure we could see the gesticulations of the orators’, Hunt recalled. They watched as Feargus O’Connor was taken aside by a policeman before returning, now warned that ‘the roofs of neighbouring houses were manned with riflemen and that concealed measures had been taken to quell any outbreak’.5

Number 163 Denmark Hill was well away from the alarming events unfolding in central London. In an era when the capital was defined as stretching east to west from Bow to Kew Bridge and north to south from Holloway to Stockwell, this large villa stood in semi-rural seclusion, well outside the extremities of the metropolis.6

In the well-furbished study, its walls adorned with landscapes by Turner, John James Ruskin, a wealthy businessman who had co-founded the Domecq sherry-importing business, paced nervously up and down his study. It was not the march that provoked his anxiety. Indeed, in their ample home, with its views across fields specked with peach and almond blossom, he and his wife, Margaret, were nicely unaffected by the Chartists’ hullabaloo. But this middle-aged couple had other concerns for this particular day.

In fact, 10 April was a date of gargantuan importance for them, as well as one representing huge political concerns. Their only son, John, who was at this moment far from the bosom of his adoring parents, was about to go through an initiation that would change his life.

At the age of twenty-nine he was, much to the pride of his parents, already an established and celebrated name within the nation’s cultural milieu. But now he was finally to embrace a status that had not only so far eluded him, but the pursuit of which had proved at times traumatic for this sensitive young man. He was about to marry.

The lucky girl was nineteen-year-old Euphemia Gray. While the workers were revolting in London, she and her mother were putting the finishing touches to the drawing-room at their family home, Bowerswell House, near Perth, in Scotland. Here friends and family would soon be gathered to witness the union of the devastatingly pretty and socially brilliant Effie with the celebrated young writer and critic. The match was a coup for Effie and a testimony to Ruskin’s excellent taste.

But neither prospective bride nor groom was as they should have been on that morning. Effie looked pale and tense. Ruskin too, sitting alone in his room, awaiting the arrival of his future father-in-law to accompany him to the ceremony, was betraying signs of anxiety far beyond those normally associated with nuptials.

How he must have wished his parents could have been with him. They had decided against making the journey: they had their own personal reasons, and it was a long and arduous journey involving a steamer up the coast and then a lengthy carriage journey. The railway had not yet reached Perth, although the industrial revolution was now in full swing.

Oddly enough, it was thanks to the progress of the railway system that on this April Monday the fourteen-year-old William Morris found himself at boarding-school just outside Swindon. Five years earlier Marlborough College had been established in the knowledge that Swindon would be the great heart of the new railway system, housing the largest junction of the main lines from all over the country.

Morris’s father, who had built his considerable wealth on the back of the industrial revolution, did not see his son arrive at Marlborough in February 1848. He had died just a few months earlier, although his speculation in mining interests would see the fees easily taken care of.

Less well taken care of was William. A boy of deep intellect, an avaricious reader who had, extraordinarily, been reading Sir Walter Scott’s popular novel Waverley when he was just four years old, he found himself a shy outsider to the bumptious rough and tumble of public boarding-school. On 10 April he was, as usual, avoiding the break-time brawls and fracas of his fellow pupils by losing himself in his own peculiar labours. He had attached a long piece of twine to his desk and was now obsessively weaving a little fishing net that perhaps he might be able to employ later on, free time permitting.

Although Morris had few friends at Marlborough, he was not exactly unpopular. He was eccentric: he had a mass of curly, uncontrollable hair, he walked with a strange bounce, he had a bad temper, and his pursuits and enthusiasms were unlikely. But when his schoolmates berated him for his oddities, he would run at them roaring and make them laugh. He was a willing school joke and thus escaped the harsher torments visited on some of his peers.

Although not at Marlborough, and not yet known to him, there was a best friend and future collaborator waiting for Morris. Edward (‘Ned’) Burne-Jones was ensconced in a noisy classroom at King Edward’s School in Birmingham that April. Precocious Ned, from an unpretentious middle-class background, could not yet see where his destiny lay. With at best a career as a cleric apparently ahead of him, he had no sense that the paintbrush would bring him friendship and fame.

There was a woman, too, who would one day embrace the stocky oddball Morris as his wife. Although few could have predicted it, Jane Burden, living in an Oxford hovel and on the bottom rung of the social ladder, would one day make the social leap that many slum girls must have dreamed of and walk down the aisle with a gentleman.

But then few could have foreseen the story that would embrace this collection of young people, drawn from all walks of life and different social backgrounds. Yet each of them would rise above the seething masses of their time to achieve iconic status. The men would raise British art to new, unimagined heights. The women would redefine beauty and become the supermodels of their day. As a group they would become among the first celebrities of the nascent modern world, their fame and reputation spread by a press of previously unforeseen vigour and influence among an exploding population.

Entwined in one another’s personal lives, this group would be at the centre of scandals that would shake the foundations of their society. Some would pay the price of their infamy with their sanity. Others would see their fate meted out in different, quieter, personal tragedies.


1

The dark secret

IN 1843, WHEN he was barely out of Oxford University, John Ruskin had done something particularly audacious. He had published a book on contemporary art, Modern Painters. At the heart of this book was Ruskin’s passion for Joseph Mallord William Turner, a painter who even in his own day Ruskin felt was misunderstood. But Ruskin could see how the artist’s work was born from an extraordinary immersion in the natural world. And in his ability to convey nature in its true power and beauty Ruskin believed that Turner outshone his forebears.

Ruskin had been smitten by Turner’s work when, as a boy, he was given a copy of Rogers’s Italy, which the great artist had illustrated. As he matured into a young man, collecting Turner’s work, or rather persuading his rich father to collect it for him, became an enduring, zealous delight. His first venture as an author was a homage to his icon. Modern Painters was instantly recognized by Britain’s élite as the work of an extraordinary mind. By the time a second volume had been published in 1846, young Ruskin had been propelled to celebrity status.

Five foot eleven inches tall, very thin, with reddish hair and a fair complexion, this new star was an idiosyncratic addition to Britain’s cultural firmament. He had his own approach to the world around him, which took little heed of the strict social conventions and niceties of Victorian England. This was born not out of some self-conscious bohemianism but out of a level of self-obsession and personal confidence, some might say arrogance, that frankly meant he really didn’t much care what other people thought.

Ruskin’s innate poise shone through his lean, angular face, with its long, thin nose and watery blue eyes. He was not a conventionally attractive man. He had a slightly deformed mouth, thanks to an over-enthusiastic black Newfoundland dog called Lion, which took a chunk out of the left-hand side of his lip when he was five. But he was vivacious and captivating, with a slightly delicate or feminine air. What would be interpreted today as this slightly camp manner was matched by a rather dandyish style. He was never seen without his signature bright blue neckcloth, which set off his eyes, and he would never go out without a slim greatcoat with a brown velvet collar.

Although bold and independent in intellectual terms, Ruskin was hardly on the front foot in his personal life. In terms of his domestic existence, he was still willingly cast as a dependent and submissive child, worried over and cosseted by his overbearing parents. As a result, the Ruskins cut a swath as a rather bizarre family. Notably self-contained, with anti-social tendencies, they sustained one another within something approaching a familial love affair.

Central to this close-knit threesome was Margaret Ruskin. She was a staunch Christian from an unspectacular background, who had grown up in her parents’ Croydon pub before being dispatched north to Perth as a companion to her socially more advantaged aunt Mary and uncle John Thomas Ruskin. Here, living in their comfortable villa in Bowerswell on the banks of the River Tay, she encountered her future husband, their son and her cousin John James.

At nearly thirty-seven when they married, Margaret Ruskin had been four years older than her cousin. In Victorian terms Margaret was an almost geriatric bride, and perhaps this informed her adoration of the child, who was conceived slightly against the biological odds.

Margaret Ruskin had ambitions for her son, but her determination to realize these were nothing compared to her daily concern for his health and well-being. A luminary he might well be – but only if he managed to stay alive. From the very beginning John Ruskin was wrapped in the cotton wool of his mother’s almost obsessive concern for his physical condition.

Although this motherly anxiety is partly understandable, given the high infant mortality rates in the nineteenth century, there were other, darker reasons lurking behind Margaret’s concern for her boy. The Ruskin family had been cursed with madness.

Margaret had witnessed this family affliction first-hand as she tended her aged uncle in his home at Bowerswell. After the death of her aunt Mary, she watched her uncle John Thomas Ruskin decline into a dotage defined by depression and drinking. Margaret witnessed the old man’s final lunatic gesture. He attempted to cut his own throat. Frantically holding the sliced flesh together in her own hands while a local surgeon fought to stitch the wound, Margaret saved his life, but only for a matter of days.

After this terrible event John James and a traumatized Margaret packed their bags for London. When Margaret’s son was born, he was kept by his mother’s side. Margaret taught John at home rather than send him to school. And this solitary but nevertheless indulged youth no doubt formed Ruskin’s impenetrable ego. As Ruskin himself observed in his own dotage, ‘whenever I did anything wrong, stupid or hardhearted – (and I have done many things that were all three) – [my mother] always said “It is because you were too much indulged”.’1

But if Margaret realized the folly of her over-indulgence later on, it was not before John’s college days. When Ruskin went to Oxford University, his mother packed up and went with him. Ruskin’s father, John James, not to be left out, would join the pair at the weekends once he had dispatched his weekly duties to the wine trade.

‘I count it as just a little to my credit that I was not ashamed, but pleased, that my mother came to Oxford with me to take care of me such as she could’, Ruskin later remembered.

Through all three years of residence, during term time, she had lodging in the High Street … On the Saturday [my father] came down to us, and I went with him and my mother, in the old domestic way, to St Peter’s, for the Sunday morning service: otherwise, they never appeared with me in public, lest my companions should laugh at me … my mother did not come to Oxford because she could not part with me … she simply came that she might be at hand in case of accident or sudden illness … on several occasions her timely watchfulness had saved me from the most serious danger.2

The other thing that made the Ruskins stand out as a family was their insatiable passion for travel. This gypsy-like love of the open road had begun when John was a very young child and he and his mother had accompanied John James on extended wine sales trips around the country. But soon these British seasonal trips, even though they included the most far-flung parts of Scotland or Wales, could not contain the Ruskins’ appetite for touring. A genuine love of adventure combined with a general belief in the remedial qualities of continental air encouraged them to cast their net further afield. And so the continent became their playground and passion.

Each year the Ruskins would go to Mr Hopkinson’s in Covent Garden’s Long Acre to hire the travelling carriage that would become their home for the five- or six-month trips they took to Europe. Sitting in padded comfort, Ruskin would look out of the carriage windows and draw the new world flying past him.

It was as though he was transposed into a new kind of man when he was in the continental landscape. The architecture gripped him, the people fascinated him, but above all the landscape enraptured him. The otherwise delicate Ruskin would suddenly tramp and scramble up and down mountains and hills as though nothing else mattered in life. His writing about the landscape – and particularly the mountains of the Alps – reveal a man so transfixed and infatuated by the beauty of nature, so utterly enthralled by the experience of being in direct contact with what he considered these sublime forces, that he was often in an almost trance-like state of ecstasy.

In strong contrast to the Ruskins, the Grays were quite a sociable lot. In the early nineteenth century Perth was a booming city. With a population of around 20,000, it was an ancient centre of commerce that laid claim to being the historic capital of Scotland. It had a busy port and was a hub of export and trade for many of the Scottish industries: great crates of whisky, leather and linen were hauled out of the trading ships in its docks on a daily basis. It was well positioned for the new railway system, and got its main-line connection in 1848, just after John and Effie’s wedding. As a result, the town had all the services and trappings of modernization: it had its own academy and infirmary, piped water and gas, and its high street looked grand with its tall classical buildings and gas lighting.

George Gray was a lawyer with an established business in the city, a strong sense of his own status and apparently the ambition to enhance it. A man about town and secretary of the Royal Perth Golfing Society, he had married Sophia Jameson, daughter of the Sheriff Substitute of Fife. Together they had fifteen children, eight of whom survived the ravages of infant ailments. The boys were sent to public school and the girls to ladies’ seminaries.

One expression of George’s ambition and success was his decision to rebuild the family home that he and Sophia had acquired in 1827, a project that was completed just before the fateful marriage between their eldest child and John Ruskin. Local architects Andrew Heiton & Son confected a large Italianate villa out of the local golden-coloured stone. The house today is a little diminished by its municipal function as a home for the elderly, but it is still easy to see how the grand three-storeyed entrance tower, with its balcony and balustrade rising over an arched double front door, would have impressed the great and the good of Perth society when it was a private home.

The smaller house that the Grays demolished to rebuild in grander aspect was a pretty villa constructed at the turn of the century in Bowerswell, just outside Perth, the house in which Margaret Ruskin had witnessed the mental decline of her uncle John Thomas. And so the links between the Grays and the Ruskins ran deep. George Gray had bought Bowerswell Villa from John James Ruskin after John Thomas’s suicide. George and Sophia’s first child, Euphemia, who became known as Effie, born on 7 May 1828, was probably brought into the world in the very room in which the old man’s use of a so-called cut-throat razor had been only too literally applied.

Since this transaction the Grays and the Ruskins had continued to see each other from time to time. George Gray was associated with John James in a legal capacity too, administering a Ruskin family trust of which the latter was a trustee. When the Grays travelled to London, they would call or stay with the Ruskins, and every now and then they prevailed on Margaret and John James to take Effie during the school holidays: she was at boarding-school in Stratford-upon-Avon.

Effie was always welcomed. She was a pretty, well-behaved little girl, and John James liked her enough to take her sightseeing around London, to the zoological gardens and Westminster Abbey. And when John was a 22-year-old undergraduate, he was sufficiently enchanted by the thirteen-year-old house guest to write her a fairy story, ‘The King of the Golden River’.

This kind gesture could not have been more timely. Effie’s two younger sisters in Perth had succumbed to an epidemic of scarlet fever. And perhaps it was the timing of this gesture that planted some special feeling for John in Effie’s juvenile heart. Amid all the distress at home she could find some solace and escape in a story written specially for her by this young man, who should perhaps have had better things to do.

As a very young man, John Ruskin had been less than successful in affairs of the heart, something he later blamed on his solitary childhood.

I had no companions to quarrel with, either; nobody to assist, and nobody to thank. Not a servant was ever allowed to do anything for me, but what it was their duty to do … the evil consequence of all this was not, however, what might perhaps have been expected, that I grew up selfish or unaffectionate; but that, when affection did come, it came with a violence utterly rampant and unmanageable.3

Over-sensitized by the combination of his mother’s indulgence and a lack of other company, Ruskin not only formed violent attachments to the few young women he encountered, but also could not cope when his affections were unrequited. This lesson was first learned at the hands of Adele Domecq. This ‘graceful oval-faced blonde’4 was the daughter of John James’s Spanish business partner Pedro Domecq. One of four sophisticated girls, living in fashionable Paris, she spoke Spanish and French as well as English with ‘broken precision’. She and her sisters would stay with the Ruskins, and when he was seventeen, John began an infatuation with Adele that would torture him for the next few years.

Despite being two years his junior, Adele saw nothing but immaturity and inexperience in her suitor. Ruskin’s attempts at conversation were met with the kind of cruel, condescending taunts in which adolescent girls can excel when faced with the affections of awkward, inexperienced boys. Ruskin’s letters to Adele in Paris were ridiculed for their poor French.

Adele’s rejection did nothing to quell John’s ardour. He indulged himself in his feelings for her, storing up his infatuation and wallowing in the pain of rejection. Depression inevitably followed. His parents were all too aware of the situation but poorly equipped to deal with the highly emotional young man they had created. When they learned of plans for an arranged society marriage between Adele and the Baron Duquesne, they kept this intelligence from their son, fearful of his reaction.

Ruskin’s parents’ concerns were well founded. When news of Adele’s marriage finally reached Ruskin in his rooms at Oxford, the effects were immediate and devastating. After years of quiet, unrequited adoration, his disappointment triggered a mental breakdown. All the bitterness that had been internalized now came out.

The initial expulsion of Adele from his system came in the form of a cough and the taste of blood in his mouth. Ruskin walked round to his mother’s lodgings in Oxford’s High Street and told her about his symptoms. This was just the kind of ailment his mother was waiting to pounce on. The very next day he was pulled from his studies and began seeing doctors. It was early 1840. He spent the next year recuperating and travelling and did not return to university to take his degree until 1843. Adele had seemingly knocked the stuffing out of him.

Three years later, in April 1846, the second volume of Modern Painters was published while Ruskin and his parents were enjoying their annual jolly to the continent. The success of this book sealed Ruskin’s reputation as the foremost critic of his generation and seemed to boost his parents’ ambitions for him – not least when it came to marriage. It was time for John to put Adele behind him and venture once again into the world of romance.

On his return from the continent John attended a party at the socialite Lady Davy’s, and here he re-encountered a girl whom he had met when she was a child: Charlotte Lockhart, the granddaughter of Sir Walter Scott and the daughter of the Scottish aristocrat, writer and biographer of Scott, John Gibson Lockhart. Charlotte had considerable cultural heritage.

As a child Ruskin had been passionate about Scott’s novels. But it was more than just a passion. In the opening paragraph of his autobiography, Praeterita, Ruskin claimed that Scott had been a founding influence on his outlook on life.5 What kind of frisson, therefore, must have shot through Ruskin at the thought that he might align himself so personally with the great man? The notion obviously captivated him and his parents alike, and it was the notion of marrying Charlotte that now became a sudden ambition.

Ruskin began a campaign to woo her, but his attempts were now informed by caution and insecurity. His approaches were clumsy and the nature of his interest unclear. He began to write to her while working on a critical essay commissioned and edited by her father. But it is unclear whether Charlotte or her father even recognized Ruskin’s advances as being particularly amorous.

In spite of apparent lack of progress, the Ruskins seemed to have set their sights on a Lockhart union, and everyone was on tenterhooks awaiting some form of news to this end when, in April 1847, Effie returned to the Ruskin household. She was not quite nineteen. The little girl had transformed into a precocious, attractive and confident young woman. Sketches of her show a slender frame with a tiny waist, a flat broad face with a delicate nose and cupid lips, and soft almond-shaped eyes framed by dark hair.

Highly sociable, intelligent, accomplished and flirtatious, Effie was at her best at social occasions, loving company and entertainment. Little surprise, then, that she had a strong band of male followers among the eligible bachelors in Perth. One of these was a young officer and regular dancing partner called William Kelty MacLeod. He was the son of Lientenant-Colonel Alexander MacLeod, a neighbour and friend who lived at Greenbank on the Hill of Kinnoull.

When Effie arrived at the Ruskins’ splendid home in Denmark Hill, she was not looking for love. In fact, Effie had already had a proposal of marriage from William MacLeod. Although their engagement was ‘unofficial’, and thus unannounced, the two had been confirmed sweethearts for over a year.6 William was following in his father’s footsteps and pursuing a military career. As a subaltern in the 74th Highlanders he had been called away to join his regiment in India, with the intention of marrying Effie on his return.

Despite her attachments at home, Effie loved being in London. She was impressed by the Ruskins’ wealth and enjoyed the comforts of their home and lifestyle. She bathed in the social opportunities that the capital offered, and even if they were not opportunities that she could always take up, she lived vicariously through the son of the household, John.

The admiration she already had harboured for John ever since he wrote his fairy-tale for her now grew as she recognized his growing celebrity. Her excited letters home reveal the little Scottish girl from Perth was more than a little star-struck, and tantalized by her new-found proximity to high society. Poor Willie MacLeod must have suddenly seemed rather dull by comparison.

He [John] seems I think to be getting very celebrated in the literary world and to be much taken notice of; on Saturday he was at a grand reunion of Sir R Peel’s where everyone was, the Duke of Cambridge was there boring everybody with his noise, Sir Robert and Lady Peel were there the whole time and extremely affable. On Friday John is going to a private view of the Royal Academy, the ticket is sent to him by ‘Turner’ who is one of the 30 Academicians who have a ticket at their disposal so that it is the highest compliment paid to any man in London. They have got home a very fine picture by the above artist yesterday of Venice which is the largest they have and which must have cost something.7

But on the same day that Effie put pen to paper to wax lyrical about John’s successes John James was putting pen to paper in different vein. He was writing to Effie’s father.

London 28 April 1847

My dear Sir,

We have been friends for so many years standing that I hope our communication with each other may assume a more frank and easy and confidential form than those betwixt ordinary acquaintances usually do – we have had the very great pleasure of your Daughter’s company for these few days past and what we think of her will best appear from the subject of this letter. – You know that my Son is at home – I cannot arrive at the purpose of this letter better than by giving you a short sketch of his past life – In 1836 when he was 17 I happened to have my partner the late Mr Domecq residing with his Daughters for three months in my house – I believe I have already told you that most unexpectedly to us my son became strongly attached to the eldest Daughter of Mr Domecq … The passion however was powerful and almost threatened my son’s life – various journies abroad have scarcely dissipated his chagrin nor repaired his health –

The only young lady we have had about us since from whom any thing was to be feared I will admit is your own Daughter and because both Mrs Ruskin and myself were persuaded that no young man of taste and feeling could long look upon her with indifference we felt called upon immediately to consider all consequences. For myself I am of course most deeply anxious for my son’s happiness but whether it was derived from Paris or Perth, from small fortune or from great, I was disposed to let matters take their course trusting that my son would not commit any very fatal mistake if left to his own guidance in such an affair – I ascertained however that … To Scotland and most especially to Perth Mrs Ruskin has an insuperable dislike – she has had so much misery herself in Perth that she has quite a superstitious dread of her son connecting himself in the most remote degree with the place – With knowledge of these objections in his Mother’s mind and of the power of the presence of such a young creature as Miss Gray my son has been abroad and since his return he has in the society he has fallen into found a young Lady who has engaged his affections and to whom he has made proposals the result of which is not yet known. … I would not presume to say that Miss Gray cannot be daily with my son without the smallest danger to herself but I deem it more than possible from what I already see that both may fall into some danger and that very great embarrassment might arise to all of us should the favourable impression which each may be already making on the other proceed to take more definite form. … He may follow his own inclinations but as he has committed himself for the present and as his Mother if he had not seems so averse to Scottish alliances I cannot help giving expressions to my apprehensions that both you and I are placing our young people in danger and that we should at least adopt every measure of caution and safety in our power.8

Few people could fail to be insulted by such a letter. It takes little reading between the lines to see that in one fell swoop John James implies that Effie is flirting inappropriately, that John has found someone more suitable in terms of social circle, and that anyway anyone from Perth is instantly cursed. Hardly surprising, then, that George Gray, barely concealing his fury beneath a courteous but curt response, informed the Ruskins by return that arrangements were already in hand for a family friend, Mr Gadesden, to come and pick Effie up as swiftly as possible.

But before this emergency procedure could be activated, John discovered his parents’ intentions and rebelled. He liked Effie and wanted her to stay. In the midst of a family row the Ruskins senior were forced to backtrack. Mr Ruskin hastily wrote again, attempting to shut the door despite the fact that the horse had bolted. Expressing his regret that Mr Gadesden had been contacted, Mr Ruskin now confirmed that Effie could stay after all and pointed out that Mrs Ruskin didn’t want the Grays to take her views on people from Perth personally.

And so stay Effie did, until early June. She continued to write home in a jolly tone, listing her social visits, outings to galleries and pleasant walks, and avidly describing the London fashions.9 She continued to relate in some detail John’s regular encounters with the rich and famous: breakfast with the poet Samuel Rogers; dinner with the painter Edwin Landseer; the opera to see Jenny Lind with Thomas Richmond the painter; visits to an exhibition with the Duke and Duchess of Manchester. And perhaps to conceal her embarrassment over the earlier episode, her letters begin to reveal a rather playful attitude to the Lockhart affair.

I have not yet had the courage to ask John who his Lady-Love is, of the last syllable I suspect there is little, it is an extraordinary affair and I could astonish you were I at home to tell you about them. I suspect from what is said that the Lady has a fortune and that love must come after the marriage. Mr and Mrs R are always talking about marrying from reason, rather odd, isn’t it. I much doubt if John will ever marry her as he has not yet asked her. I cannot understand the affair, nor I suppose can you, but at any rate if I tell you anything about them I trust you will keep it entirely to yourselves as Mr Ruskin never told me he had written to Papa about it, in fact Mrs Ruskin tells me that nobody knows and she only told me in case, as she says, that John and I should love each other. Wasn’t it good, I could not help laughing but thanked her for her caution which however I did not require as I consider him the same as married and should never think of such a thing.10

Despite her protestations to the contrary, Effie was undoubtedly having some effect on John. A letter to her parents reveals that they too may have been encouraging her, by suggesting the Ruskins’ commitment to Charlotte Lockhart was ill founded.

What you say about J’s affaire [sic] is very true, if he marry the Lady it is from prudence and a false notion of duty, he has only seen the young Lady six times at parties in his whole life and does not love her a bit, but believes they have each qualities to make the other happy were they married. Did you ever hear such philosophy?11

If Effie was in fact waging her own subversive campaign to capture John’s heart, then she may have been motivated by a turn of events at home. Her father had speculated in the great emblem of progress, the new railways, and at some point in 1847, like many others, this speculation had proved unwise. He was facing financial ruin.

Unmarried women were a burden on their families. Only working-class women worked from need, and for middle-class girls such as Effie the expectation was to be supported initially by one’s parents and then by one’s husband. But of course, much of a middle-class girl’s attractiveness to prospective husbands would have been the dowry that their father would have settled at their marriage. With her family suddenly facing financial ruin the once extremely marriageable Effie was quickly becoming less of an interesting proposition in Perth. Should things worsen, she risked a range of unpalatable alternatives. She might have to marry speedily and pragmatically or, worse, find a means of supporting herself.

If a marriage of convenience was on the cards, she may have considered the comfortable life she was enjoying with the Ruskins preferable to a lifelong pact with one of her Perth admirers.12 And perhaps she feared that Willie MacLeod’s affections would be dimmed by her change of circumstance.

But whether Effie was attempting to draw John away from Charlotte or not, Fate played its own hand. In June Effie finally left the Ruskin household and, after a short stay in town with other family friends, took the steamer home. Once she was gone, John found himself once again in Miss Lockhart’s company at Lady Davy’s, where at dinner it became clear that Charlotte was not interested in becoming Mrs Ruskin: ‘she didn’t care for a word I said; and Mr Gladstone was on the other side of her – and the precious moments were all thrown away in quarrelling across her, with him, about Neapolitan prisons.’13

The Lockhart episode had exhausted John, and once again he fell ill. In July his parents sent him to Dr Jephson in Leamington, who had ‘treated’ Ruskin in the past. Here he pottered the Warwickshire lanes, resting, walking, drawing and, according to his diaries, thinking much about Effie, who he now realized should have been the object of his affection all along.

In August he headed for Scotland for a holiday with a university chum called William Macdonald. On the 25th his trip took him through Perth, but despite what would have been the minimum of social convention, he did not visit the Grays. Effie had already predicted this in an earlier letter to her parents in June, when she warned that ‘John Ruskin will certainly be in Scotland to stay with Mr Macdonald but you need not expect to see him at Bowerswell. He cannot come for various reasons and as you know Mrs Ruskin would be miserable every moment he was in Perth or under our roof which was much worse.’14

The hysterical superstition of his mother, based on her memory of the dreadful throat-cutting incident at Bowerswell, was too powerful for even this brilliant man to challenge. The infantilized Ruskin’s entry in his diary on the day he failed to see Effie marks his feelings of utter misery and guilt, heightened all the more by the fact that Effie had no idea of his changed feelings towards her:

I passed through Perth today, nineteen years since I was there, and I am very sad tonight. It came on dark at 10 and remained grey all day, a shower coming on just as we entered by the South Inch. All looked hopeless and cheerless; the town smoky and ugly in outer suburbs; the Bowerswell houses crowded and the ground behind ragged. … And I have had the saddest walk this afternoon I ever had in my life. Partly from my own pain in not seeing EG and in far greater degree, as I found by examining it thoroughly, from thinking that my own pain was perhaps much less than hers, not knowing what I know. And all this with a strange deadly shadow over everything, such as I hardly could comprehend; I expected to be touched by it, which I was not, but then came a horror of great darkness – not distress, but cold, fear and gloom.15

He then wrote a pathetic letter of apology to Mrs Gray, using his family’s troubled history in Perth as a reason for not coming to visit. Despite Effie’s prediction that this would be so, it must have seemed a weak and hurtful explanation.

But if the elder Ruskins were steering their son away from what they considered an inappropriate marriage, this diary entry reveals how, in doing so, they were plunging him into a deep depression. It was not long before Margaret began to note the signs of mental instability of which she was so constantly fearful. And so gradually over the course of August and September the correspondence between Ruskins senior and junior changed its tone, and eventually the parents began to encourage John to visit Effie after all. Once again the Ruskin family were clumsily changing their former staunch position to pander to their son’s apparent wishes.

So in October, before returning back south, John stepped inside Bowerswell House. But he found no warm welcome or gratitude from Effie. Instead, for the entire week Effie was cool in the extreme and flirted conspicuously with other young men. Was this the final tease in a carefully wrought manipulation of a young man desperate not to have his affections dashed for a third time? Or was this the behaviour of a young woman who had been genuinely offended by the Ruskins’ attitude to her and her family?

Whatever the intention, its effect was decisive. Ruskin was spurred to action – at least, of sorts. From Bowerswell he wrote to William Macdonald:

I love Miss Gray very much and therefore cannot tell what to think of her – only this I know that in many respects she is unfitted to be my wife unless she also loved me exceedingly. She is surrounded by people who pay her attentions, and though I believe most of them inferior in some points to myself, far more calculated to catch a girl’s fancy. Still Miss Gray and I are old friends. I have every reason to think if I were to try I could soon make her more than a friend and if, after I leave her this time, she holds out six months more, I believe I shall ask her to come to Switzerland with me next year.16

John’s rather modern solution of a holiday together was typical of a man who cared little for social convention. Unfortunately neither the Ruskins senior nor the Grays were as socially impervious. Such an arrangement would have been totally improper, which may explain why, only a month later, Ruskin’s feelings towards Effie had been converted into an offer of marriage – made by post. Effie, despite her icy demeanour at their last meeting, accepted at once.

Ruskin immediately fizzed with euphoric declarations of his love. By November he seemed a changed man, writing to his fiancée: ‘My own Effie – my kind Effie – my mistress – my friend – my queen – my darling – my only love.’17 A couple of days later Ruskin wrote again, almost hysterical with anticipation, revealing a mixture of breathless anxiety and excitement about his forthcoming marriage:

When we are alone – You and I – together – Mais – c’est inconceivable – I was just trying – this evening after dinner – to imagine our sitting after dinner at Keswick – vous et moi – I couldn’t do it – it seemed impossible that I should ever get you all to myself – and then I said to myself ‘If she should be dull – if she should not be able to think but of her sweet sisters – her deserted home – her parents – giving up their chief joy – if she should be sad – what shall I do – either – how shall I ever tell tell her my gladness – Oh – my own Love – what shall I do indeed – I shall not be able to speak a word – I shall be running round you – and kneeling to you … I shall be clumsy and mute – at once perfectly oppressed with delight – if you speak to me I shall not know what to say.18

Throughout these very early love letters Ruskin, all too aware of Effie’s popularity with the young men of Perth, enjoys the fact he has trounced so many competitors. He shows an almost prurient hunger for details from his fiancée of how she has let down his disappointed rivals. But over the next five months the tone of his letters gradually changes. The enthralled, excited young man who began by worshipping his magnificent catch, all the more precious because of the many others who had also tried to snare her, disappears. And in his place a demanding and dogmatic egocentric emerges, one who has a rather inflexible view of what role his wife should be prepared to play.

In one letter Effie apologizes that her handwriting isn’t all it could be; by return John agrees it could be better, particularly since he expects her to be assisting him with his manuscripts. Effie checks that she will still be able to socialize with friends; John says of course, but warns her against the multitude of fair-weather folk who seek to know him because of his fame. John grumbles that Effie seems to be over-excited and has been doing too much ahead of the big day – surely she would have been better to study ahead of her new career as his wife.

Not surprisingly as these new facets of John’s character emerge, Effie’s tone begins to change too. Her correspondence becomes coloured by a sense of unhappiness. Rather than trying to soothe her, however, Ruskin is irritated by this: she should be the happiest woman alive at the prospect of marrying him.

Effie’s despondency was now being informed by events at home too. Her father’s financial position had not improved. A month before the wedding day George Gray – the man who twenty years earlier had built a huge villa as a monument to his ambition – confirmed that he was unable to offer any income whatsoever to his daughter. She would become a total dependant of the Ruskins. They settled £10,000 on her, but Ruskin senior was not without his suspicions that the entire marriage had been orchestrated to this end.

As the wedding day drew nearer, the Ruskins announced they would not attend the wedding. Mrs Ruskin’s terrible superstition and horrid memories of Bowerswell made it totally impossible for her to see her son wed, and her husband made some rather weak excuse about business.

A fortnight before the wedding Ruskin went to Edinburgh and met the Grays at Effie’s uncle’s home in the city. Here a gloomy Effie and her anxious father did little to conceal the fact that the Gray family’s days at Bowerswell were now numbered. His nerves shot to pieces, George Gray told his future son-in-law that he would have to sell his house. They were all now relying on him, John Ruskin, to help hold the family together.

So there the susceptible John Ruskin found himself, alone on his big day. The 10th of April was now a far cry from the happy, hopeful occasion that it could have been. A young man who had never had the slightest responsibility to face was now looked to for support and encouragement. He stood in that Bowerswell drawing-room feeling sick, only to find Effie also showing signs of tremendous strain.

The ceremony went smoothly in spite of the unfolding domestic turmoil. Mrs Gray wrote to Mrs Ruskin, sending some cake and telling how John and Effie ‘bore up with the greatest firmness throughout the trying ceremony and both looked remarkably well. They had a delightful afternoon for their journey to Blair Athol [sic].’19

But their honeymoon night did not go well. Ruskin had once waxed lyrical about being alone with Effie. But now the only part of his former reverie on their being alone together that proved true was Ruskin’s utter ignorance of what to do.

When Effie stood naked before her new husband, he told her that he did not want to have sex with her. And so, humiliated and rejected, Effie put her nightclothes back on. The dark secret that would be held at the centre of the Ruskin marriage was born.
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