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Marie Tavinor John Ruskin: A new Saint Francis of 
Assisi? The Saint, the Art Critic and the 
Yearning for Renewal

This paper will focus on an unusual comparison made by intellectuals in France 
and Italy at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, 
between the prominent art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900) and Francesco di Ber-
nardone, better known as St Francis of Assisi (1181/2-1226). It will explore how 
this comparison came about and what it meant in the historical and cultural 
context of that time. It also hopes to show how this comparison played a role in 
the then raging debate as to when to locate the beginning of the Renaissance. 
Although the chronological timespan used here goes well beyond the Trecento, 
one of the points to be discussed is the fluidity of the chronology and the termi-
nology used in the nineteenth century in an age when historical categories were 
not quite fixed.

1) The Saint and the Art Critic: compared Historiographies

St Francis’s multi-layered historiography has undergone a complex evolution 
since the Vita Prima written by Tommaso da Celano in 1228. Following the disco- 
very of the saint’s tomb and relics in 1818, Francis enjoyed renewed populari-
ty. In the first half of the nineteenth century, artists and literary figures generally 
presented him as a troubadour, a poet or a vicarious model through whom to 
achieve mystical beauty: in the wake of French Christian scholar Frédéric Ozanam  
(1813-1853) who argued that St Francis was the first Italian vernacular poet and as 

This paper studies the quaint comparison between John Ruskin and Francis of Assisi which was made in 
some intellectual circles in France and Italy at the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth centu-
ry. It attempts to answer the question of how this comparison came about and what its intellectual prem-
ises were. Most of all, it shows how such a comparison of potentially marginal interest actually related to 
critical debates crystallizing on the search for the origins of the Renaissance seen as the first modern period.
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such could be considered a precursor of Dante1, Dante Gabriel Rossetti included 
the saint in his translation of Early Italian Poets from the eleventh to the thirteenth 
century2. 

From the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, historians added to 
the palimpsest of the Poverello’s life with the help of the critical method of his-
torical investigation focussing on the sources used. As a result of the increasing 
number of publications, the interest in Francis spread to non-Catholic countries 
so much so that by the seven hundredth anniversary of his birth in 1881, he had 
become a household name throughout the Western world3. Scientific examina-
tion of the life of the saint started in Germany with Karl Hase’s Franz von Assisi, 
Ein Heiligenbild (Leipzig, 1856)4, then spread to Italy where intellectual and liberal 
politician Ruggero Bonghi (1826-1895) included in his historical study appendi-
ces on the sources he used as well as part of his artistic heritage5. Indeed for many, 
the figure of St Francis like that of Dante remained inextricably linked to Giotto’s 
oeuvre. This iconographical mediation also played a part in their increased popu-
larisation to which Ruskin, among others, greatly contributed6. 

Yet many of these scientific writings often resulted in fitting the saintly figure 
within the writer’s own temporal agenda. Indeed the interest in Francis was often 
fostered by current intellectual and social debates in Europe. Where protestant 
writers such as Henry Thode could see Francis as a precursor to the figure of Mar-
tin Luther7, Ernest Renan’s pupil Paul Sabatier published a biography in 1893-948, 
which built up an anticlerical and anti-dogmatic vision of Francis9, thereby dis-
tancing himself from the official Catholic version and drawing the saint closer to 
his own socialist aspirations. Though the book was put on the index by the Vatican 
in 1894, it enjoyed twenty editions which ran well into the twentieth century10. 

Ruskin’s own encounter with St Francis in 1874 predated some of the studies 
mentioned above, yet it should be seen within a context of heightened interest 
in spirituality where art played a seminal role as mediator of religious experience. 
For example Anna Jameson (1794-1860) or Lord Lindsay (1812-1880) both pub-
lished studies expounding the interconnection between art and religion11. The 
encounter occurred at a peculiar moment of the art critic’s life and came as part 
of a sequence of spiritual epiphanies either taking place in nature (as in Cumber-
land Hill in 1867) or mostly mediated through art (at Assisi in 1874 or in Venice 
in 1876)12. Thus Ruskin approached the saint in a blend of mystical and artistic 
experience fuelled by readings and using the vicarious support of the frescoes in 
the Basilica of St Francis at Assisi. 

Cross-referencing the Diaries and Cook and Wedderburn’s Works of John Ruskin, 
Van Akin Burd identified what he called ‘the Moment’: on 19 June 1874, Ruskin’s 
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copy of Cimabue’s Maestà transformed his understanding of early Italian art and 
had a profound impact on his spiritual life13. Thereafter he supposedly identified 
with the figure of St Francis represented to the right of the fresco. Van Akin Burd 
perceptively saw on the drawing «a superimposition of Ruskin’s own searching 
face over the Saint’s features»14. Soon after the «Moment», Ruskin’s «favourite 
disciple»15 and biographer William Gershom Collingwood (1854-1932) reported 
another occurrence: in Assisi, the art critic fell ill and «dreamt in his illness that 
they had made him a brother of the third degree of the order of Saint Francis – a 
fancy that took strong hold of his mind; and he wrote his Fors for May under great 
temptation to follow Saint Francis, not in adopting his creed but in imitating his 
renunciation. But saving commonsense reminded him of his duties to his pupils 
at Oxford, and he contented himself with playing at monks with the last survi-
vors of the great Franciscan convent»16. Although Collingwood and Burd both 
confirmed the strong spiritual link connecting Ruskin to St Francis, Collingwood’s 
condescending tone downplayed the effect of the experience which Burd upheld 
as fundamental. The discrepancy lying between direct experience and later in-
terpretation thus begs the question of their reliability: how far did Ruski, con- 
sciously or unconsciously, expand on his experience in Assisi to acquire the sta-
tus of «Prophet» which pervades accounts in his later years and after his death17? 
How far did his biographers and exegetes interpret facts and feelings to build up 
Ruskin’s persona and legacy and to make it fit in with their own beliefs and the 
public’s expectations? 

Accounts of St Francis during and after his lifetime are reported to have ampli-
fied some of his deeds in order to increase his resemblance to Christ. The same 
may be observed for Ruskin. French art critic Robert de la Sizeranne (1866-1932) 
produced an authoritative biography of Ruskin in 1897 which became a refer-
ence both in France and in Italy18. Using the same anecdote as the one mentioned 
above, he mingled it with Reverend Downes’s account of Ruskin’s compassionate 
generosity towards a Capuchin friar begging for his monastery in Rome for which 
the friar offered him a piece of St Francis’s cloth19. De la Sizeranne did not limit 
himself to an ironic or sympathetic account of the episode; instead he re-wrote 
Ruskin’s attraction to Franciscanism into a Voraginian legend: 

Lastly, it is said that one night in Rome, Ruskin dreamt that he had become a Francis-
can friar… Shortly after… he heard a beggar supplicating his name. He gave him an 
offering and was about to go away when the beggar seized his hand in order to kiss 
it. Then Ruskin quickly bowed down and kissed the elderly man. On the following 
day, the beggar came to his and asked him with tears in his eyes to accept a precious 



Marie Tavinor

306

relic; a piece of brown cloth which he claimed belonged to the robe of St Francis. A 
biographer claimed that the Saint himself had appeared to his disciple. … Ruskin 
remembered his dream and hastened to the convent of Assisi for a pilgrimage. … He 
could not have chosen a better patron saint and we cannot compare him to a purer 
model. Like Saint Francis, Ruskin performed nice miracles20. 

This adjunction of a modern version of the kissing of lepers21 represents a 
founding rite of passage in De la Sizeranne’s book where history became legend 
and Ruskin grew closer in his Imitatio Franciscani. 

In Italy, De la Sizeranne’s late publication became the key text to read and un-
derstand Ruskin, much more than English biographies22. Of course this is not sim-
ply due to the language barrier. De la Sizeranne who believed that «there is noth-
ing in history so beautiful as its legends»23 skilfully mediated and adapted Ruskin 
to a fin-de-siècle audience of Catholic culture by building up on the renewed inter-
est in St Francis of Assisi fuelled by Paul Sabatier and other writers. Thus similarly 
to St Francis, Ruskin’s historiographers used his experiences to make them fit in 
with their own expectations. One may wonder however, what purpose such com-
parison may have served and what these expectations were. 

2) John Ruskin: a New St Francis of Assisi? Early Critical Reception in Italy

Although Ruskin developed an interest in Italy early on following his first Grand 
Tour with his parents in 1833; though he travelled there many a times and though 
his subsequent ground-breaking publications transformed the perception Eng-
lishmen had of Italian art, architecture and restoration, his reception in Italy has 
undergone a more variegated history. The centenary of Ruskin’s death saw the 
first overview of his reception and impact in Italy in a conference organised at the 
British Institute and published in 2006 under the title L’Eredità di John Ruskin nella 
cultura italiana del Novecento24. Filling some important gaps in the literature on 
Ruskin and Italy, this collection of essays generally took Ruskin's death as starting 
point as the number of publications and translations on him soared in the Italian 
Peninsula around that time. In some cases however, these pioneering publica-
tions fuelled the legends circulating about the art critic and gave rise to further 
fables and myths25.  As a result, the reception of Ruskin in Italy was still at an early 
stage in the early twentieth century as some Italian critics lamented in 1905: «In 
Italy; that I know, we have nothing or very little {on Ruskin}, and this is truly re-
grettable»26. However little known Ruskin may have been, the first comparisons 
between him and St Francis were made during the last decade of the nineteenth 
century. 
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Before the first newspaper articles and the first translations of his works ap-
peared in the last decade of the nineteenth century thereby contributing to make 
his thoughts accessible to a broader public, the name of John Ruskin was proba-
bly known to individuals from elite artistic or intellectual circles in different parts 
of the Italian Peninsula at least from the 1870s onwards. Among the restricted 
circle of Ruskin’s Italian students, friends and followers in several cities, some oc-
cupied influential positions. Thus they sometimes pushed to give him greater rec-
ognition or to diffuse his revolutionary writings27. Although only partial informa-
tion can be provided at present, we can give as example the artist and secretary of 
the Venice Royal Academy of Fine Arts Giovanni Battista Cecchini (1804-79), who 
petitioned that institution over four years to elect Ruskin as Honorary Member, 
which became official on March 1st, 187728. Ruskin was comparatively well-known 
in Venice, not just for his own book Stones of Venice (1851-53), but also because he 
prefaced Alvise Zorzi’s pamphlet against inconsiderate restoration, Osservazioni 
intorno ai restauri interni ed esterni della Basilica di San Marco, published in 187729. 
In recognition of his intellectual status, the Società Veneta di Storia Patria offered 
Ruskin the right to be amongst its founders. This prompted him to exclaim: «I am 
yours! I am at last a Venetian!»30   

In the nineteenth century, Italian circoli which were the broad equivalent of 
clubs or societies in England played an important role in the circulation of inter-
national ideas to local audiences. Sources seem to show that it is among these 
groups that the first pieces of information on Ruskin arrived in the major Italian 
cities. For example the mezzogiorno scholar and historian Ettore Ciccotti (1863-
1939) gave a conference talk on «The Fanciulla beata» by Rossetti at the Circolo 
Filologico in Milan on 26th March 1893, in which he defined Ruskin as «one of the 
most powerful and appealing authors writing on art»31. These clubs thus large-
ly contributed to raise awareness of international intellectual trends at the local 
level. With time and especially after Ruskin’s death, the type of clubs or associa-
tions organising conferences on the art critic broadened as a direct result of the 
increased number of publications related to his life and works. For example the 
newly founded Università popolare in Milan in 190132 or the Federazione Nazionale 
delle Opere Femminili a Roma in 1905 focussed on specific themes developed in 
Ruskin’s works or further popularised his ideas33.

The first printed articles on Ruskin seemingly appeared in the 1890s in peri-
odicals and weeklies such as the Roman periodical Il Convito (1895-1907), its Flo- 
rentine equivalent the weekly Il Marzocco (1896-1932) and the national weekly Il 
Fanfulla (1879-1919). Among these Il Marzocco was considered as «the periodical 
which contributed most to the popularisation of Ruskin’s theories in Italy»34. These 
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magazines were broadly influenced by anti-positivist and symbolist ideals and 
gave the decadent poet Gabriele D’Annunzio (1863-1938) and his friends plat-
forms to diffuse their ideas. These comprised, among others, the «prince of Ital-
ian art critics» Ugo Ojetti (1871-1946), Ruskinian Angelo Conti (1860-1930), writer 
and playwright Domenico Tumiati (1874-1943), and journalist, art critic and writer 
Diego Angeli (1869-1937)35. Documents show that the circles revolving around 
D’Annunzio in the Italian capital knew the name of John Ruskin from the 1880s 
mostly as a result of his involvement in the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and his 
patronage of Dante Gabriel Rossetti36. Indeed Rossetti and Ruskin were mistaken-
ly presented and polarised as the two forces leading the movement37. According 
to Diego Angeli – whose brother Gastone later married William Michael Rosset-
ti’s daughter Helen – the Caffè Greco in Rome was the place where painters such 
as anglophile Giovanni Nino Costa (1826-1903) and intellectuals close to D’An-
nunzio first discussed and elaborated an adaptation of the English brotherhood 
in the mid-1880s38. This consisted in a vague and mostly literary understanding 
of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood based on anti-bourgeois and anti-materialist 
postulates, further fuelled by the reading of Dante and the rediscovery of pre-Re-
naissance painters praised by Ruskin and Pater, which D’Annunzio utilised in his 
own poetry39. As he became the «mouthpiece of English Aestheticism» in Rome40, 
D’Annunzio encouraged his elite circle of ‘Noble Spirits’ to probe English writers. 
Interestingly, Ojetti seems to have written the earliest article devoted entirely to 
Ruskin which appeared in Il Fanfulla della Domenica and which recounted Ruskin’s 
unhappy and variegated relationships with Effie Gray and Rose La Touche41. 

A friend of Paul Sabatier’s, D’Annunzio visited Assisi in 1897 with his close 
friend the art historian, writer and aesthete Angelo Conti. Under the influence 
of the Latinist scholar Annibale Tenneroni (1855-1923) whom he called a «candid 
brother»42, he developed a deep yet somehow pagan interest in Franciscanism43  
which is akin to Charles Algernon Swinburne’s own agnostic paganism. Not un-
like Ruskin, D’Annunzio strongly identified with St Francis and imagined himself 
to be a brother of the fourth degree. As a poet, he used episodes from the saint’s 
life mingled with Pre-Raphaelite aesthetics in his Vergini delle Rocce (1895), while 
projecting to write a new Hymn to the Sun entitled Frate Sole (1898-9) as well as 
his own Nuovi Fioretti (1924-1927) a personal interpretation of the popular Little 
Flowers of Saint Francis44. Not unlike Ruskin, some intellectuals compared D’An-
nunzio to St Francis in the press, as «a poet and a soldier» and a social reformer45. 

It is thus in this circle attracted by the idea of a Romantic Brotherhood, through 
the multi-faceted personality of St Francis and thanks to early Italian art that the 
comparisons between Ruskin «the Apostle of Beauty» and the saint came about. 
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At first it centred on concepts of «purity» and a «whole-hearted approach to art 
and beauty»46, as it was mostly the mystical nature of Ruskin’s aesthetic sensibility 
which was emphasised: 

The devout and immense love for nature, the candid passion for mountains and 
lakes, for the trees and for the birds which nest above... all of this denoted a be-
haviour of Franciscan, not a philosophical belief; his doctrine was mystical and not 
logical; his school was more than anything a church47.

Around 1900, the circle’s interest in Ruskin broadened and shifted to a more 
widespread social meaning also following the increased social reading of St 
Francis emphasised by Sabatier’s publication. In the article entitled La religione 
dell’amore, the Ruskinian Angelo Conti summed up the shift and added a social 
dimension to his mystical conception of aesthetics48. He later wrote his own per-
sonal book on Francis of Assisi49. Indeed some intellectuals saw Ruskin as offering 
an alternative ‘social aesthetics’ to industrialised societies based on greed: 

Often he would repeat the advice given by the Poverello of Assisi: «work with your 
hand, continuously and honestly; not for greed but to set a good example and to 
banish greed» […] The Ruskinian movement joins the renaissance of studies and 
the fondness for Saint Francis, of which Paul Sabatier is the indefatigable apostle50. 

The fashion for a ‘ruskinian franciscanism’ within the Italian symbolist and dec-
adent circles which started in 1880s as a mystical and aesthetic experience thus 
broadened to encompass social concerns at the dawn of the twentieth century. 
It lasted for roughly a decade and tapped into convergent mystical moods, an-
ti-positivist and anti-rationalist cultural trends specific to that period thereby rep-
resenting a strong reaction to positivism, industrialism and modernity. In these 
circles the interest in Ruskin started to fade away in the first decade of the twen-
tieth century under the French influence, the rise of the young avant-garde51, and 
the gradual popularisation of his oeuvre52. On the other hand the intense attrac-
tion to St Francis increased in the twentieth century as he became a capital figure 
used to justify nationalism or ecology in Italy and elsewhere53. 

3) Renaissance or Rinascenza? The Yearning for Renewal

Such reaction to modernity as upheld by symbolist and decadent circles in Ita-
ly was analysed by the poet and literary figure Arturo Graf (1848-1913) who con-
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cluded with a call for «the sacred words: rinascenza of the soul». At a time when 
the concept and the terminology surrounding the phenomenon of ‘Renaissance’ 
was still subject to intense debates, this call was meant as a manifesto for a new 
form of art and life54.

The concept of Renaissance coined in Jacob Burckhardt’s founding study Die 
Kultur der Renaissance in Italien (1860)55 offered a comprehensive survey of the 
breakaway which had taken place in the fifteenth century with the emergence 
of individualism, shifting creed and the rise of the State as a political and social 
organisation. Burckhardt’s account of the first modern period therefore mirrored 
in many ways the latest developments occurring in nineteenth-century Western 
societies. Burckhardt’s publication aroused intense debates; one of the most in-
teresting bones of contention regarded chronology, i.e. when to locate the begin-
ning of the Renaissance. 

Wagner’s son-in-law historian Henry Thode (1857-1920) preferred a «romantic 
theory of organic growth and spiritual principles»56. In his Franz von Assisi und die 
Anfänge der Kunst der Renaissance in Italien (1885)57 he presented the saint as the 
originator of «our modern era» cristallising a «movement of humanity» charac-
terised by the emancipation of the individual and a sentimental conception of 
nature and religion58, with the well-known consequence on iconographical rep-
resentation. He thus aligned History on the Vasarian canon which located the be-
ginning of the artistic renewal in the thirteenth century with Cimabue and Giotto. 

Though agreeing on the rise of individualism and a renewed relationship to 
religion, Burckhardt and Thode disagreed on the origin of modernity and the 
role of Christianity as catalyst or inhibitor of such a process. Whilst Burckhardt’s 
Renaissance with a new state system «partly presupposes and partly promotes 
the dissolution of the most essential dogmas of Christianity»59, Thode’s Renais-
sance harked back to the «ardent expectation of a regeneration of the world both 
spiritual and temporal»60 expressed by medieval thinkers and picked up by ro-
mantic intellectuals and artists. 

In a seminal study entitled Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art, Erwin 
Panofsky looked at the substantial differences between periodical upsurges of 
interest in classical culture during the medieval period and the ‘self-realisation’ 
which characterised the phenomenon which started in fourteenth- century Ita-
ly61. He was thus able to find some common underlying principles between the 
Carolingian revival, the twelfth-century proto-renaissance and proto-humanism: 
all these movements subsumed their interests in the classical past into an inter-
pretatio Christiana or Christian philosophy62; in addition they were all transitory 
and were followed by «an estrangement from the classical past»63. Yet Panofsky 
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devoted a chapter to the painters defined by Vasari as the primi lumi in which Gi-
otto holds pride of place for having revolutionised the picture space. He analysed 
their pictorial practices in order to assess whether they should be seen as part 
of a renascence or the Renaissance. Although Panofsky confirmed their status of 
precursors, he also showed that their contribution lay in their return to nature, 
rather than to the classics. Indeed Giotto was considered by Boccaccio or Vasari 
as a ‘naturalist’, and as such not an imitator of the ancients64. In addition he still 
operated within the Christian philosophy which Panofsky saw as indicative of a 
renascence65. 

In pre-First World War European societies saturated with transformation due 
to the rise of positivism and industrialism, ascribing the beginning of the Renais-
sance to St Francis and Giotto meant opting for a model based on the regen-
eration of culture and artistic representation through a renewed relationship to 
nature and the search for love, beauty and God. It is the latter rinascenza or renas-
cence that Italian intellectuals such as Giulio Vitali were ascribing to St Francis and 
his follower John Ruskin: to him «this happy and blissful moment [of an imminent 
spring… of a new life] was revealed to art by the sons of St Francis; this moment 
is presented to the contemporary world again by men like John Ruskin»66. This is 
also what de la Sizeranne presented as Ruskin’s mission: to uphold the «spirit of 
humility and sincerity… of liberty» over the «spirit of science and perfection»67.

Conclusion

Reinforced by the artistic innovation of Giotto, the figure of St Francis thus 
came to embody a palingenesis. He was seen to offer a renewed relationship to 
nature, beauty and God which was further reinterpreted as a new historical and 
spiritual landmark by men like Henry Thode, or a new social and political vision 
by men like Gabriele D’Annunzio. In many respects, John Ruskin’s aesthetics and 
social concerns echoed St Francis’s and his identification with the saint fostered 
comparisons amongst those who yearned for a renewal. It is interesting to men-
tion that Thode’s theory lost ground fairly quickly and that his idea that St Francis 
could be the initiator of the Renaissance was discarded around the First World 
War. In parallel, at the occasion of Ruskin’s centenary in 1919 when it seemed that 
science and technology were triumphing in the modernist world, art historian 
Antonio Muñoz lamented that «the figure of John Ruskin who seemed that of a 
saint, of a reformer of souls and customs, has almost completely lost his halo»68. 
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