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A busy month
Falkland Society Newsletter, November 2021
Dear <<First Name>>,
October was a very busy month for the Falkland Society – with two heritage walks round
the village, a public lecture in the Community Hall, and participation in the Interest Groups
Fair, as well of course as the excellent lecture by Fiona Fisher – now available to view at
https://falklandsociety.org.uk/videos/2021-10-Fiona-Fisher.mp4.
Ross and I have also been busy, with visits to John Ruskin's Brantwood, plus Purley,
Dover and Exeter - hence this Newsletter is coming to you slightly later in the month than
usual. Ruskin, and the Guild of St George which he founded, is the subject of this month's
lecture (slightly earlier in the month than usual). More details below.
Peter Burman (Chair)
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November Meeting
Our speaker for November is our Chair, Dr Peter Burman, talking about John Ruskin's Guild
of St George. Peter is a Director of the Guild, as well as Chair of the Falkland Society.
The Guild of St George, in its 150th year, is an educational charity for arts, crafts and the rural
economy, and has two great assets, gifted by Ruskin himself:
The extensive collection of artefacts, paintings, drawings and minerals and much else,
mainly housed at the Millennium Gallery in Sheffield.

The small estate in the Wyre Forest, near Bewdley, called “Ruskin Land”, for which the
Guild is currently formulating a new vision going forwards: Peter will tell us more about
this.
Please join us (via Zoom as usual) at 19:00, next Wednesday, 10 November. To join the meeting
please go to https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83666412324 any time from 18:45 on the 10th.
You can also join by phone on 0203 481 5240, 0131 460 1196, 0208 080 6591 or 0330 088
5830, quoting the meeting ID: 836 6641 2324.

Introducing Mr Ruskin
I am very much looking forward to giving a new lecture on John Ruskin at our next meeting,
Wednesday 10 November, focusing more on what John Ruskin can mean to us today and
especially in relation to his founding of the Guild of St George, 150 years ago, in 1871. This talk
therefore fits with one of our two main themes for the year, namely anniversaries.
Being a polymath, Ruskin cannot be seen
in one dimension only, so my main emphasis
will be on the considerable impact that
Ruskin’s writings and actions (including the
foundation of the Guild of St George) are
making on the world today. Ross and I are
members of a weekly Ruskin reading
session, run by a young graduate at Balliol
College, Oxford, and it is heartening to us
how young most of the members of the
group are, all passionately devoted to Ruskin
and Ruskin’s principles.
Ruskin was born in London in 1819 and died
at his Lakeland home, Brantwood, on Lake
Coniston, in January 1900. Since 1990 I
have made a conscious effort to visit
Brantwood at least once a year. Brantwood
consists of a Regency cottage to which
Ruskin gradually made addition after
addition, going up the steep bank behind the

John Ruskin in 1863
original house, the additions being principally
for his cousin Joan, her husband the painter Arthur Severn, and their children. Joan and Arthur
Severn looked after Ruskin devotedly for the last two decades of his life. Gradually Ruskin added
to the territory of the cottage so that in his lifetime he had put together an estate of 250 acres,
which it still is today.
With my upcoming talk in mind, we visited Brantwood on Friday 22 October for the afternoon,
and then stayed in Coniston, before driving the rest of the way to London. Like many other
historic properties open to the public Brantwood has adapted itself really well and intelligently to
Covid conditions. So even though we are both members of the Friends of Brantwood, which
provides us with free access, we had to book online for a time-slot to the house at 14:00. We

were all agog because Howard Hull, the Director of Brantwood, had told us that considerable
changes had been made to the presentation of the interiors of the house. The most immediately
obvious change was that we had to enter the house by the proper front door, just as Ruskin and
his guests would have done, rather than through the garden door as we have been used to
doing for many decades.

Brantwood
To visit Brantwood is to take part in a pilgrimage. His carriage – a very finely crafted one, made
specially for him to his specifications – is still to be seen; as is the boat, Jumping Jenny, which
he loved to row up and down Lake Coniston. You see him and feel him everywhere you go or
look at Brantwood, in great things or in small.
In September 2019 I had given back to the house a beautifully bound copy of the Essays of
Montaigne, bearing Ruskin’s bookplate and his signature. This had been given to me by a friend
in Edinburgh who whole-heartedly approved of my giving it back to Brantwood. Howard was
keen to show me where it now is, in a very prominent position in Ruskin’s study.
We were also interested so see the new display of Ruskin’s very extensive collection of minerals.
Ruskin's father described his son in a letter as “a geologist first and an art critic second”, and it is
true that all his life Ruskin passionately collected and studied examples of countless different
kinds of minerals.
Following the somewhat shambolic sale of the contents of Brantwood in 1930, the books,
drawings and paintings were mostly bought by people who knew what they were buying: they
have tended to end up in major collections in the USA or the UK, and in some private collections.
In Ruskin’s lifetime, the cream of his mineral collections was housed in two beautifully crafted
cabinets in his study. These passed down through the generations of the family who bought
them in 1930 and two years ago they were enabled to come back to Brantwood. The two
cabinets are back in place in Ruskin’s study just as though they had never left 90 years or so

ago. Needless to say, they look very happy to be back!
Examining the minerals by constantly opening and closing drawers would put an unacceptable
strain on the two cabinets. So a former small exhibition space in what was once the apple store
in the grounds of the house has now been turned into a very special home for a selection of the
minerals, henceforward to be known as The Treasury.

To complement the mineral display, Howard has commissioned a series of artworks from
outstanding craftsmen in several fields – joinery, stained glass, textiles, and a “lithophone” – a
musical instrument rather like a xylophone in which the notes are played by striking pieces of
rock. Ruskin was fascinated by the sounds which stones make when struck. An entirely new
musical instrument has been created, based on a cruder version originating from Ruskin. On a
screen above the lithophone, a video with the ambiguous title “Ruskin Rocks” shows a musician
demonstrating the instrument with great artistry.

Before we left, Howard caught up with us again and took us into a storeroom. There to our
amazement we came across a beautiful painting of a young woman, with features which were
strangely reminiscent of – who? Only half an hour before we had stood in front of a very
sympathetic portrait, by the Scottish portrait painter George Watson (1767–1837), of Ruskin’s
father, John James Ruskin, as a bright young man in either Perth or Edinburgh, the two foci of
his life until he moved to London. The portrait of the beautiful young woman was his sister,
Jessie, Ruskin’s “Aunt Jessie”, identified and purchased recently at an auction in New York. The
plan is to display it next to the portrait of John James.
This reminds us of just how Scottish Ruskin was – another reason for including him in our
Pantheon of Anniversaries. His father spoke with a strong Scottish accent, and John Ruskin
himself with a very faint one. Ruskin’s family and intellectual backgrounds are strongly Scottish.

Peter Burman

Your House History
The National Library of Scotland announce a workshop on how to research your house's history
using the library's online resources. It will be held by Zoom at 3 p.m. on Wednesday 17
November.
There's more information on the NLS website at https://www.nls.uk/events/workshops-and-tours/
and you can book direct via Eventbrite at
https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/researching-your-house-history-tickets-203116345457.

Falkland Literature and Lyrics Festival
We were delighted to be able to take part in four events of the Literature and Lyrics festival
organised by The Falkland Community Development Trust in October.
On the 15th we had a stall at the Interest Groups Fair in the Community Hall. On the 20th I gave
a talk in the Community Hall about how we produced and published our book Falkland and its
People 1901–1913, and how the work on the book had given rise to our Falkland Historic
Buildings project. On the 19th and again on the 21st I led walks around the historic core of
Falkland, pointing out some of the historic buildings and relaying some of the information we had
gathered in the course of the project. Many thanks to Marietta Crichton Stuart, Tom Playfair and
Jack Burgess for their support and for putting me right in some cases, and especially to Marietta
for taking over at the end of the second walk so I could rush off to Cupar for my booster jab.

The walk, in Horsemarket
We are still collecting images and information for the project. What we've got so far is available
on the Falkland Historic Buildings wiki, at https://historicfalkland.scot/wiki - but this is still very
much a work in progress - if you've got photographs of Falkland in times gone by, or can add to
or maybe correct the information on the wiki, please contact me at ross@foxearth.net.

Ross Burgess

Cupar & District Annual Lecture

What is suggested by the words ‘Cupar & District’? To me, at any rate, it signifies the fact that a
whole group of villages still feel a vivid historical and contemporary connexion with the town of
Cupar, formerly the county town of North-East Fife.
Nowadays the connexions are mostly practical and cultural. We look to Cupar for many of the
traditional businesses that survive there and for the wider choices that it can offer over villages
which have but a handful of shops or other businesses. Three times in the past eighteen months
we have had appointments for vaccines in Cupar's historic 19th century Corn Market. In last
month's Newsletter I recalled the concert we had attended in the same hall, featuring a Schubert
symphony and Prokofiev’s Peter & the Wolf, and the Societies Fair in Haugh Park, where we had
a stall promoting the Falkland Society.
On Wednesday 27 October, John Smith, Ross Burgess and I (plus probably neighbours and
friends that we couldn’t actually see on the screen, there were so many in the audience)
attended via Zoom the Cupar & District Annual Lecture given by Professor Sir Ian Boyd on
"Environmental Shocks and Resilient Communities". Sir Ian is a professor of biology at St
Andrews, chair of the UK Research Integrity office, and a former Chief Scientific Advisor to the
Department of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs. His talk focused on ways of becoming ever
more resilient in anticipation of future problems and emergencies, and showed how the
principles underlying resilience could apply to a Scottish market town as much at to a company,
family, or nation.

Peter Burman
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