
GOLD

PRIMROSE

EMERALD

GENTIANPINKS

JASPER

CROCUS

RUBY

VIOLETHEATHER

JACINTH

SAPPHIRE

The Breastplate
of the Light and Covenant of Life

Gold
‘men, rightly active,  
are living sunshine’
The wild daffodil

White Sapphire
Crystallisation
“A star of snow’

Iron
The colouring of 
blood, the vitality  
of youth in love  
and war

Ruby
Colour of the  
wild rose
Of the joy and love 
of life upon Earth
The bud of the rose 
is an amphora of 
scent, an alabastron

Pearl
Patience, Humility
Between that which 
advances and that 
which recedes
The turtle dove of 
the Ark
Colour of the gates 
of Paradise

Diamond
‘the adamant of the 
grave’, dissolution 
and endurance,
‘the great hour-glass 
of the world’

Emerald
The spirit of the 
vitality of youth  
in love and war

Sapphire
Colour of the sky  
at midday
Fulfilment of all joy 
and love in heaven

Amethyst
Rose colour 
saddened
Colour of love in 
noble or divine 
sorrow born by 
Kings
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John Ruskin, ‘Of the Twelve Zodiacal Colours’,  
The Laws of Fésole, Part II-III, 1878
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Treasures of the Earth: The Mineral World of John Ruskin
John Ruskin’s mineral collection is now divided across many museums. This exhibition 
reunites and showcases mineral specimens previously owned by Ruskin, alongside 
Ruskin’s manuscripts, letters and drawings. It is co-curated by Howard Hull, Brantwood 
and Professor Sandra Kemp, The Ruskin – Museum & Research Institute, University of 
Lancaster, with assistance from Eleanor Evans and Millie Beaty. 

Our thanks to Roy Starkey for his research into Ruskin’s mineral collection. Works 
from The Ruskin Whitehouse Collection underpin much of the research in the 
exhibition and are available for further research on request. The Ruskin Whitehouse 
Collection was purchased by Lancaster University in 2019, with generous support 
from the National Heritage Memorial Fund and others.

Precious stones have been revered throughout history. Their ability 
to reflect and refract light, their hidden nature and the mystery 
of their formation, have imbued them with sacred qualities in the 
imagination of humanity. Ruskin’s knowledge of minerals and his 
interest in the scientific understanding of them was both up to date 
and informed; but he was also captivated by the symbolic meanings 
they embodied in our culture, and he pursued this in his writings 
and teaching. In parallel to his intellectual knowledge, he developed 
a personal mythology which drew richly on astrology, heraldry, 
folklore and art.

In The Laws of Fesole Ruskin introduces his concept of ‘The Twelve 
Zodiacal Colours’. These special colours are arranged in a circle of 
alternating wildflowers and gemstones. They form a rich and intense 
palette for the artist, composed of colours that symbolize the sacred 
blossoming of our world. The circular form captures the spiritual 

qualities of individual colours in a way similar to the markings on 
the face of a clock where each is the measure of a precise moment, 
capable of embodying a singular meaning celebrated in the wider 
spectrum of time.

In ‘The Iris of the Earth’ – a chapter in Ruskin’s book Deucalion – 
he describes this circle of colour as the rainbow-coloured eye of 
the earth. The colours are arranged in a full circle arising from the 
ground, journeying through cloud and reaching into heaven. The 
colours not only have spiritual energy, they represent moral virtues. 
Ruskin identifies nine of the twelve zodiacal colours as being heraldic 
values, ‘founded on natural relations of colour, which cannot be 
changed, and which will become more and more important to 
mankind’. He places them in a series of points on a shield signifying 
the jewelled breastplate of moral armour. The Knight who wears this 
breastplate is ‘humbly faithful to Life, in Peace’.

Rocks and Flowers
The Heraldic Colours and the Iris of the Earth


