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“H itherto I have only had instinct to guide me in judging art,� wrote 
Charlotte Brontº after reading John Ruskin�s Modern Paint-

ers, Volume 1, in 1848; �I feel more as if I had been walking blindfold�
this book seems to give me eyes. I do wish I had pictures within reach by 
which to test the new sense.  .  .  . H owever eloquent and convincing the 
language in which another�s opinion is placed before you, you still wish to 
judge for yourself� (Wise 2: 240). Here, Ruskin has provided Brontº with 
a method of seeing, but her eyes will remain her own. In Villette (1853), 
Lucy Snowe expresses a similar relationship to art�one we will see as dis-
tinctly Protestant: �I liked to visit picture-galleries, and I dearly liked to be 
left there alone� (248, chap. 19). Lucy, however, is never left entirely to her 
own devices in a Villette art gallery crowded with viewers and artworks. 
Other visitors try to manage her gaze, and written information about the 
artworks structures her interpretations. Despite the fact that this art gallery 
scene is set in France, Lucy�s encounter with and response to such com-
peting demands for her attention reflect the profound changes to British 
Victorian art institutions and viewing practices that I describe in chapter 5.
	 The Victorian women novelists whom I study in this essay, Charlotte 
Brontº and George Eliot, themselves grappled with this same problem of 
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Figure 4
Raphael (Raffaello Sanzio) (1483–1520). The Sistine Madonna. 1512/13. Oil on canvas. 269.5 × 
301 cm. Inv. Gal. Nr. 93. Photo: Elke Estel/Hans-Peter Klut. Gemaeldegalerie Alte Meister, Staatli-
che Kunstsammlungen, Dresden, Germany. Photo Credit: bpk, Berlin/Gemaeldegalerie Alte Meis-
ter/Elke Estel/Hans-Peter Klut/Art Resource, NY.
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