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From Modern Painters

[A DEFINITION OF GREATNESS IN ART]! N
Painting, or art generally, as such, with all its techmcahtles, dlfﬁcultles, and
particular ends, is nothing but a | noble and ex Wm@_lmgu_ge,,mvaluable
as the vehicle of thought, but b;Lmdf_thm,g He who has learned what is
commonly considered the whole art of painting, that is, the art of represent—
ing any natural object faithfully, has as yet only learned the language by
which his thoughts are to be expressed. He has done just as much towards
being that which we ought to respect as a great painter, as a man who has
learnt how to express. himself grammatically and melodiously has towards:
being a great poet. The language is, indeed, more difficult of acquirement in
the one case than in the other, and possesses more power of delighting the
sense, while it speaks to the intellect; but it is, nevertheless, nothing moré
than language, and all those excellences’ which are peculiar to the painter as
such, are merely what rhythm, melody, precision, and force are in the words
of the orator and the poet, necessary to their greatness, but not the tests, of

is represented and said, that. the respective greatness either of the palnter or
the writer is to be ﬁnally determlned

lthelr greatness. It is not by the mode of representing and saying, but by what

* * *

So that, if I'say that the greatest picture is that which conveys to the mind
of the spectatorjthe greatest number of the greatest ideas, [ have a definition
which will"incliide as subjects of comparison every pleasure which art is
capable of conveying. If T were to say, on the contrary, that the best picture
was that which most closely imita , I should assume that art could
only please by imitating nature; and I should cast out of the pale? of criti-
cism those parts of works of art which are not imitative, that is to say, intrin-
sic beauties of color and form, and those works of art wholly, which, like the
Arabesques of Raffaélle in the Loggias,? are not imitative at all. Now, I want

a definition of art wide enough to includé all its varieties of aim. I do not say,

\_/ therefore, that the art is greatést which gives most pleasure, | because per-

haps there is some art whose end is to teach, and not to please. I do not say
that the art is greatest which teaches us most, because perhaps there is some
art whose end is to please, and Tiot fo teach. I'do not say that the art is greatest
which imitates best, because perhaps there is some art whose end is to create
and not to-imitate. But I say that the art is greatest which conveys to the mind
of the spectator, by any meang whatsoever, the. greatest -number of the great-
est ideas; and I call an idea reat/in proportion as it is received by a hi gher
faculty of the mind, and as it niofe fully occuples, and in occupymg, exercises
~Nd‘exal''s':"'IIE"i‘EI(?ulty by whlch it is received.’

If this, then, be the deﬁmtlon of great art, that of a great artist naturally
followsEe is the greatest. artist who has ernbodled in the sum of his works,
the gre4test number of the. greatest 1deasj ,

1. From vol. 1, part 1, section 1, chap. 2.

2. Beyond the notice or attention.

3. The arabesques in the Loggia of the Vatican,
designed by the Italian painter Raphael (1483—

1520), were decorative wall paintings that fea-
tured a complex pattern of leaves, animals, and
human figures.
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N [ THE SLAVE SHIP”]4

But I think the noblest sea that Turner has ever painted, and, if so, the
noblest certainly ever painted by man, is that of “The Slave Ship,” the chief
Academy?® picture of the exhibition of 1840. It is.a sunset on the Atlantic after
prolonged storm; but the storm is partially lulled, and the torn and streaming
rain clouds are moving in scarlet lines to lose themselves in the hollow of the
night. The whole surface of sea included in the picture is divided into two
ridges of enormous swell, not high, nor local, but a low, broad heaving of the
whole ocean, like the lifting of its bosom.by deep-drawn breath after the tor-
ture of the storm. Between these two ridges the fire of the:sunset falls along
the trough of the sea, dyeing it with an awful but glorious light; the intense
and lurid splendor which burns like gold and bathes like blood. Along this
fiery path and valley the tossing waves by which the swell of the sea is rest-
lessly divided lift themselves in dark, indefinite, fantastic forms, each casting
a faint and ghastly shadow behind it along the illumined foam. They do not
rise everywhere, but three or four together in wild groups; fitfully and
furiously, as the under-strength of the swell compels. or permits them; leaving
between them treacherous spaces of level and whirling water, now lighted
with green and lamplike fire, now flashing back the gold of the declining sun,
now fearfully shed from above with the indistinguishable images of the burn-
ing clouds, which fall upon them in flakes of crimson and scarlet-and give to
the reckless waves:the added motion of their own. fiery being! Purple and
blue, the lurid shadows: of the hollow breakers are cast upon:the mist.of
night, which gathers cold and low,(advancing like the shadow of death upon
the guilty shl:és it labors amidst the lightning of the sea; its:thin masts.writ-
ten upon thesky in-lines.of bloed, girded with condemnation in that fearful
hue which signs'the sky: WItTh_drror, and. mixés its-flaming flood with the
sunlight, and, cast far along the desolate. heave of the sepulchral waves, incar:
nadines the multitudinous sea.’: e

I believe, if I were reduced to rest Turners 1mmortallty upon any s1ngle
work, I should choose this. Its daring conception—ideal in the highest sense
of the word—is based on the purest truth, and wrouglit out with the concen-
trated_knowledge of a life; its_color is absolutely perfect, not one false or
morbid hue in any part or line, and so modulated that every square inch
canvas is a perfect composition,; its drawing as accurate as fearless; the ship
buoyant; bending, and full of motion; its tones as true as they are wonderful;
and - the' whole. picture dedicated to ‘the: most sublime of subjects and
impressions——completing thus):he perfect:system of a tru@vhlch we have
shown to be formed by Tutner’s works—the power, majesty, and deathful-
ness of the open, deep, illimitable Sea. ' C SR

1843
4. From vol. 1, part 2, section 5 chap 3. The given to Ruskin by his father as a New Year's pres-
painting is of a ship in which slaves are being ent in 1844 and hung in the Ruskin household for
transported, Victims who have died during the 3 number of years until Ruskln decided to sell it
passage are being thrown overboard at sunset; as becaiise hie found its subject “too painful to live
Ruskin noted “the near sea is encumbered’ w1th with.” The painting now hangs ini the Museum of
corpses.” Fine Arts in Boston.
5. The Royal Academy of Arts, founded in Lon- 6. Cf. Shakespeare’s Macbeth 2:2.60: “this my
don in 1768. The pamtmg, by the great British hand will rather / The multitudinous seas incar-
landscapist J. M. W. Turner (1775-1851), was dine.” “Incarnadines”: reddens
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From Of the Pathetic Fallacy7

Now therefore, putting these tiresome and absurd words® quite out of our
way, we.may go on at our ease to examine the point in question—namely, the
difference between the ordinary, proper, and true appearances of things to
us; and the extraordinary, or false appearances, when we are under the influ-
ence of ‘emotion, or contemplative fancy; false appearances, I say, as being
entirely uriconnected with any real power of character in the object, and
only imputed to it by us. )
For instance—

The spendthrift crocus, bursting through the mold
Naked and shivering, with his cup of gold.?

This is very beautiful, and yet very untrue: The crocus is not a. spendthrlft,
but a hardy plant; its yellow is not gold, but saffron. How is it that we enjoy
so much the having it put into our heads that it is anythmg else than a plain
crocus?

It is.an important’ question. For, throughout our past reasonings about
art, we have always found that nothing ¢ould be good or usefiil, or ultimately
pleasurable, which was untrue. But here is something pleasurable in written
poetry, which is nevertheless untrue. And what is more, if we think over our
favorite poetry, we shall find it full of this kind. of fallacy, and that we hke it
all the more for being so.

- It will appear also, on consideration of the matter, that this fallacy is of two
principal kinds. Either, as in this case of the crocus, it is the fallacy of willful
fancy, which involves no real expectation that it will be believed; or else it is
a fallacy caused by an excited state of the feelings, making us, for the time,
more or less irrational. Of the cheating of the fancy we shall have to speak
presently; but; in this:chapter, I want to examine the nature of the other
error, that which the mind admits when affected strongly by emotion. Thus,
for instance, in Alton Locke—

"They rowed her in across the rolli’ng foam—
_The cruel, crawhng foam.!

The foam is not cruel, neither does it crawl. The- state of mmd which attri-
butes to it these characters of a living creature is one in which the reason is
unhinged by grief. All violent feelings have the same effect. They produce in
us a falseness in all our impressions of external things; which I would gen-
erally characterize as the “pathetic fallacy.” '
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- Now we are in the habit of considering this fallacy as eminently a character
of poetical description, and the temper of mind in which we allow it, as one
eminently poetical, because passionate. But, I believe, if we look well into the
matter, that we shall find the greatest poets do not often admit this kind of
falseness—that it is only the second order of poets who much delight in it.

Thus, when Dante describes the spirits falling from the bank of Acheron

“as dead leaves flutter from a bough,” he gives the most perfect image pos-
sible of their utter lightness, feebleness, passiveness, and scattering agony of
despair, without, however, for an instant losing his own clear perception that
these are souls, and those are leaves: he makes no confusion of one with the
other. But when ‘Coleridge speaks of

The one red leaf, the last of its clan,

That dances as often as dance it can,3

he has a morbld that is to say;a'so far false, idea about the leaf he fancies
a life in it, and will, which there: are not; confuses its powerlessness with
choice, its fading death with merriment, and the wind that shakes it with
music. Here, however, there is some beauty, even in the morbid passage; but
take an instance in Homer and Pope. Without the knowledge of Ulysses,
Elpenor, his youngest follower, has fallen from an upper chamber in the
Circean palace, and has been left-dead, unmissed by his leader or compan-
ions, in the haste of their departure. They cross the sea to the Cimmerian
land; and Ulysses summons the shades from Tartarus.* The first which

appears is that of the lost Elpenor. Ulysses, amazed, and in exactly the spirit '

of bitter and terrified lightness which is .seen in Hamlet, addresses the
spirit with the simple, startled words: “Elpenor!. How earnest thou under the
shadowy darkness? Hast thou come faster on foot than I in my black ship?"
Which Pope renders thus: ~

0, say, what angry power Elpenor led

To glide in shades, and wander with the dead?
How could thy soul, by realms and seas disjoined, '
‘Outﬂy the nimble sarl and leave the lagglng wind?

I sincerely hope the reader finds no pleasure here, either in the nimbleness
of the sail, or the laziness of the wind! And yet how is it that these conceits®
are so painful now, when they have been pleasant to us in the other instances?

For a very simple reason. They are not a pathetic fallacy at all, for they
are put into the mouth of the wrong passion—a passion which never could
possibly have spoken them»—agonlzed curiosity. Ulysses wants to know the
facts of the matter; and the very last thing his mind could do at the moment
would be to pause, or suggest in anywise what was not a fact. The delay in the
first three lines, and conceit in the last, jar upon us instantly, like the most

7. From vol. 3, part 4, chap. 12. In this celebrated
chapter Ruskin shifts from discussing problems
of truth and realism in art to the same problems
in literatire. The term pathetic refers not to
something feebly ineffective but to the emotion
(pathos) with which a writer invests descriptions
of objects and to the distortion (fallacy) that may
result. Poets such as Tennyson protested that
Ruskin was being unfaxrly ngorous in pointing up

the fallacy, and Ruskin himself falls into it often.
See, e.g,, his reference to “the guilty. ship” in his
discussion of Turner’s The Slave Ship, above.

8. The metaphysical terms objective and subjec-
tive as apphed to kinds of truth.

9. From “Astraea” (1850), a poem by Oliver Wen-
dell Holmes (1809-1894).

1. From chap. 26 of the novel Alton Locke (1850)
by Charles ngsley (1819-1875).

frightful discord in music. No poet of true imaginative power would p0551bly

have written the passage.

2. Infemo 3.112, by Dante Alighieri (1265— 1321).
“Acheron”: a river of the classical underworld.

3. Christabel (1816), 49— --50, by | Samuel Taylor .

Coleridge (1772-1834).
4. In classical mythology the lowest regmn of

the underworld.

5. Odyssey (8th century B.C.E. ), 11.51. The trans-
lation by Alexander Pope (1688-1744) was pub-
lished in 1715-20,

6. Extended poetic devices.




