Excerpt from “Sesame and Lilies. Lecture I1.—L.lies: Of

Queens’ Gardens”
John Ruskin

“Be thou glad, oh thirsting Desert; let the desert be made cheerful, and bloom as the lily;
and the barren places of Jordan shall run wild with wood.”—ISAIAH xxxv, I.
(Septuagint.)

IT will, perhaps, be well, as this Lecture is the sequel of one previously given, that | should
shortly state to you my general intention in both.

...5b3. Believing that all literature and all education are only useful so far as they tend to
confirm this calm, beneficent, and therefore kingly, power—first, over ourselves, and, through
ourselves, over all around us, I am now going to ask you to consider with me farther, what
special portion or kind of this royal authority, arising out of noble education, may rightly be
possessed by women; and how far they also are called to a true queenly power. Not in their
households merely, but over all within their sphere . . . over which each of them reigned, as
“Queens’ Gardens.”

... We cannot determine what the queenly power of women should be, until we are agreed
what their ordinary power should be. We cannot consider how education may fit them for any
widely extending duty, until we are agreed what is their true constant duty.

.. .Let us see whether the greatest, the wisest, the purest-hearted of all ages are agreed in any
wise on this point: let us hear the testimony they have left respecting what they held to be the
true dignity of woman, and her mode of help to man.

56. And first let us take Shakespeare.
Note broadly in the outset, Shakespeare has no heroes:—he has only heroines.
57. Then observed, secondly . . .

The catastrophe of every play is caused always by the folly or fault of a man; the redemption,
if there be any, is by the wisdom and virtue of a woman, and failing that, there is none, The
catastrophe of King Lear is owing to his own want of judgment, his impatient vanity, his
misunderstanding of his children; the virtue of his one true daughter would have saved him from

all the injuries of the others, unless he had cast her away from him; as it is, she all but saves him.

58. Observe, further, among all the principal figures in Shakespeare’s plays, there is only one
weak woman—Ophelia; and it is because she fails Hamlet at the critical moment, and is to, and
cannot in her nature be, a guide to him when he needs her most, that all the bitter catastrophe
follows. Finally, though there are three wicked women among the principal figures, Lady
Macbeth, Regan, and Goneril, they are felt at once to be frightful exceptions to the ordinary
laws of life.

... Such, in broad light, is Shakespeare’s testimony to the position and character of women in
human life. He represents them as infallibly faithful and wise counselors,—incorruptibly just
and pure examples—strong always to sanctify, even when they cannot save.

... 68. Now their separate characters are briefly these: The man’s power is active, progressive,
defensive. He is eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for
speculation and invention; his energy for adventure, for war, and for conquest, wherever was is
just, wherever conquest necessary.

But the woman’s power is for rule, not for battle,—and her intellect is not for invention or
creation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision. She sees the qualities of things,
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their claims, and their places. Her great function is Praise: she enters into no contest, but
infallibly judges the crown of contest. By her office, and place, she is protected from all danger
and temptation.

The man, in his rough work in open world, must encounter all peril and trial: to him, therefore,
must be the failure, the offense, the inevitable error: often he must be wounded, or subdued,
often misled; and always hardened. But he guards the woman from all this; within his house, as
ruled by her, unless she herself has sought it, need enter no danger, no temptation, no cause of
error or offense. This is the true nature of home—it is the place of Peace; the shelter, not only
from all injury, but from all terror, doubt, and division. In so far as it is not this, it is not home:
so far as thee anxieties of the outer life penetrate into it, and the inconsistently-minded,
unknown, unloved, or hostile society of the outer world is allowed by either husband or wife to
cross the threshold, it ceases to be home . . .

And wherever a true wife comes, this home is always round her. The stars only may be over
her head; the glowworm in the night cold grass may be the only fire at her foot: but home is yet
wherever she is; and for a noble woman it stretches far round her, better than ceiled with cedar,
or painted with vermilion, shedding its quiet light far, for those who else were homeless.

69. This, then, I believe to be,—will you not admit it to be,—the woman’s true place and
power? But do not you see that to fulfill this, she must—as far as one can use such terms of a
human creature—»be incapable of error? So far as she rules, all must be right, or nothing is. She
must be enduringly, incorruptibly good; instinctively, infallibly wise—wise, not for self-
development, but for self-renunciation: wise, not that she may set herself above her husband, but
that she may never fail from his side: wise, not with the narrowness of insolent and loveless
pride, but with the passionate gentleness of an infinitely variable, because infinitely applicable,
modesty of service—the true changefulness of woman. . . .

70. Il.—I have been trying, thus far, to show you what should be the place, and what the power
of woman. Now, secondly, we ask, What kind of education is to fit her for these?

All such knowledge should be given her as may enable her to understand, and even to aid, the
work of men: and yet it should be given, not as knowledge,—not as if it were, or could be, for
her an object to know; but only to feel, and to judge, It is of no moment, as a matter of pride or
perfectness in herself, whether she knows many languages or one; but it is of the utmost, that
she should be able to show kindness to a stranger, and to understand the sweetness of a
stranger’s tongue. . .

74. | believe, then, with this exception, that a girl’s education should be nearly, in its course
and material of study, the same as a boy’s; but quite differently directed. A woman, in any rank
of life, ought to know whatever her husband is likely to know, but to know it in a different way.
His command of it should be foundational and progressive; hers, general and accomplished for
daily and helpful use. . . . a man ought to know any language or science he learns, thoroughly—
while a woman ought to know the same language, or science, only so far as may enable her to
sympathize in her husband’s pleasures, and in those of his best friends.

... 78. Without, however, venturing here on any attempt at decision of how much novel-
reading should be allowed, let me at least clearly assert this, that whether novels, or poetry, or
history be read, they should be chosen, not for their freedom from evil, but for their possession
of good. . .. there is just this difference between the making of a girl’s character and a boy’s—

you may chisel a boy into shape, as you would a rock, or hammer him into it, if he be of a better
kind, as you would a piece of bronze. But you cannot hammer a girl into anything. She grows as
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a flower does,—she will wither without sun; she will decay in her sheath, as the narcissus will,
if you do not give her air enough; she may fall, and defile her head in dust, if you leave her
without help at some moments of her life; but you cannot fetter her; she must take her own fair
form and way. . . Let her loose in the library, | say, as you do a fawn in a field. It knows the bad
weeds twenty times better than you; and the good ones, too, and will eat some bitter and prickly
ones, good for it, which you had not the slightest thought would have been so. . .

... 86. lll.—Thus far, then, of the nature, thus far of the teaching, of woman, and thus of her
household office, and queenliness. We come now to our last, our widest question,—What is her
queenly office with respect to the state?

Generally we are under an impression that a man’s duties are public, and a woman’s private.
But this is not altogether so. A man has a personal work or duty, relating to his own home, and a
public work or duty, which is the expansion of the other, relating to the state. So a woman has a
personal work or duty, relating to her own home, and a public work or duty, which is also the
expansion of that.

Now the man’s work for his own home is, as has been said, to secure its maintenance,
progress, and defense; the woman’s to secure its order, comfort, and loveliness.

... The man’s duty, as a member of a commonwealth, is to assist in the maintenance, in the
advance, in the defense of the state. The woman’s duty, as a member of the commonwealth, is to
assist in the ordering, in the comforting, and in the beautiful adornment of the state.

What the man is at his own gate, defending it, if need be, against insult and spoil, that also, not
in a less, but in a more devoted measure, he is to be at the gate of his country, leaving his home,
if need be, even to the spoiler, to do his more incumbent work there.

And, in like manner, what the woman is to be within her gates, as the center of order, the balm
of distress, and the mirror of beauty . . .

... Will you not covet such power as this, and seek such throne as this, and be no more
housewives, but queens?

... flowers only flourish rightly in the garden of some one who loves them. | know you [men]
would like that to be true; you would think it a pleasant magic if you could flush your flowers
into brighter bloom by a kind look upon them. . . . [Men] do you think it not a greater thing, that
all this (and how much more than this!) you can do for fairer flowers than these—flowers that
could bless you for having blessed them, and will love you for having loved them;—flowers that
have thoughts like yours, and lives like yours; which, once saved, you save forever?
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