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                                        WALTER PATER AND PERSONIFICATION:  

                                    PERSONAL GODS,  PLATONIC EROS, CAPRICE 

 

   In the final paragraph of the ‘Preface’ to his Poems (1853), Matthew Arnold suggested that if modern 

poets were bound to be ‘dilettanti’, unable to ‘think clearly, to feel nobly, and to delineate firmly,’ as 

the great ancient poets had, then they should at least ‘transmit’ to the poets of the future ‘the practice of 

poetry, with its boundaries and wholesome regulative laws’, laws not yet quite cancelled ‘by the 

influence of their eternal enemy, caprice.’i  The eternal enemy of firm delineation would frequently be 

outed in Arnold’s writings of this decade. ‘Caprice’ stood for an ‘intrusion of personal peculiarities’, 

an element of ungoverned or unaccountable subjectivity, fancifulness, opinionated egotism, the curious, 

the provincial.ii Although for Arnold the problem was primarily a matter of literary practice, it obviously 

has a broader psychological dimension too. Caprice or capriciousness would routinely be named as 

attributes of the God of the Bible by those nineteenth-century writers who recorded their loss of 

Christian faith, the ‘jealous, passionate, capricious, revengeful’ being, with whom they broke relations 

as if with a flawed person.iii  Arnold’s religious writings of the 1860s and ’70s – unconversion narratives 

of a kind – would reiterate blunt arguments against any notion at all of a personal God, against the 

persons of the Trinity and the entire edifice of Western theology erected around ‘the fairy-tale of the 

three Lord Shaftesbury’s’.iv Caprice constituted a form of tyrannical egotism fatal both to poetry and 

religion. 

   And yet the ‘personal’ element in poetry and religion was most complex just where they intersected. 

Arnold identified the assumption that there was ‘“a Great Personal First Cause, the moral and intelligent 

Governor of the universe,”’ with the ‘primitive’ impulse to personificationv:  

Israel personified, indeed, his Eternal, for he was strongly moved, he was an orator and poet. 

Man never knows how anthropomorphic he is, says Goethe; and so man tends always to 

represent everything under his own figure. In poetry and eloquence man may and must follow 

this tendency, but in science it often leads him astray.vi   
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The anthropomorphic tendency was closely bound up for Arnold with an idea of poetic language as 

figurative and approximate: ‘language thrown out at an object of consciousness not fully grasped, which 

inspired emotion.’vii The wavering delineation, the oblique or sideways approach was inevitable when 

attempting to describe the divine nature. In God and the Bible (1875) Arnold would again repeatedly 

make the connection between the habit of personification in Greek polytheism (a natural poesis or 

‘working of the human spirit’) and monotheistic ideas of the deity, insisting that there was no 

fundamental distinction between the two.viii  

   Arnold’s writings are part of that vast nineteenth-century project exploring the anthropomorphic 

dimension to religion, which operated on multiple levels and in many disciplines and in which the 

demystifications worked in subtly related ways. The relatively new discipline of mythography, the 

expanding fields of ethnography and archaeology, and later in the century of anthropology, all posited 

the impulse to personify natural phenomena as the fundamental religious instinct of ‘primitive’ cultures. 

Taking his cue from Arnold and Ruskin, Walter Pater arguably went further than either in exploring the 

function of personification in Greek myth and religion in his Greek essays on Dionysus and on Demeter 

and Persephone of 1876. In the later work of Marius the Epicurean (1885) he would explore the mutual 

relations between personification or animism in ancient religion and philosophy, and the intuition of a 

personal God in Christianity. In Plato and Platonism (1893) the notion of a transcendent realm of 

personality – personhood abstracted and idealised – would also be explored through the matrix of 

personification and found to be ultimately unintelligible in the great dialogues of the Symposium and 

Phaedrus. Pater, too, repeatedly identified an element of capriciousness in the human projection of the 

divine – one he located at the heart of the process of personification. But for him ‘caprice’ suggested a 

broader, more subtle and paradoxical category, understood not as an ‘eternal enemy’ to be overcome, 

but rather as an important principle to be accounted for, even to come to terms with. 

 

   Clearly if both polytheistic and monotheistic religion shared an origin in habits of personification, and 

if personification was for a modern reader best understood under the sign of prosopopoeia, there was 

much at stake in determining how precisely this device had anciently functioned, and whether it 

continued to function in the nineteenth century. But the problem is clear from the outset. The impulse 



3 
 

 

to personify is so deeply rooted and fundamental, not merely to poetics, where it has long been 

recognised as a ‘master trope’, but in all our language, that to say what it is we actually do when we 

personify is likely to beg several key questions.ix Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary (1756) offered perhaps 

the simplest definition in the ‘the change of things to persons’.x What exactly, though, do we ascribe to 

‘things’ in a personification? Is it agency, or consciousness, or something like anima? Is it a granting 

of voice or speech, or merely the attribution of human form?xi Is it to evoke a moral relation? Does the 

personification of abstract concepts – Love, Justice, Temperance – ‘disturb the belief in the reality of 

the thing personified,’ as Ruskin would argue in his early writings?xii Wordsworth had famously 

promised to erase personification as ‘a mechanical device of style’ in his 1800 ‘Preface’ to Lyrical 

Ballads, rejecting it ‘utterly’ because he ‘wished to keep [the] Reader in the company of flesh and 

blood’.xiii Distancing himself from what he perceived to be the bad habits of eighteenth-century verse, 

he would nevertheless write poetry fundamentally grounded in a form of prosopopoeia (in the mental 

habits of animism), as Pater would recognise. In his 1874 essay ‘On Wordsworth’ for the Fortnightly 

Review, Pater observed that to Wordsworth ‘every natural object seemed to possess more or less of a 

moral or spiritual life’, that the religious spirit of his poetry abided in the recognition of ‘local sanctities’, 

so that the ‘low walls, the green mounds, the half-obliterated epitaphs seemed full of voices’.xiv For 

Pater, the habit was like a ‘“survival” … of that primitive condition … wherein all outward objects 

alike, including even the works of men’s hands, were believed to be endowed with animation, and the 

world was full of souls; that mood in which the old Greek gods were first begotten, and which had many 

strange aftergrowths’.xv ‘Survival’ is in quotation marks because it comes from the ethnographer E.B. 

Tylor’s work of the 1870s where it denoted aspects of primitive thinking that had somehow survived 

into a later stage of development, ‘processes, customs, opinions’ which had lived on in a different social 

condition to that in which they had their ‘original home’. For Tylor, primitive culture was instinctively 

animistic, animism being a ‘mental state where man recognizes in every detail of his world the operation 

of personal life and will,’ an impulse also seen in children.xvi  One of the aftergrowths of such an instinct, 

then, was to be discovered in a strand of Romantic poetics. Another, and perhaps the strangest, is to be 

found in Pater’s own writings.xvii 
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   Before Pater and in a spirit quite different from Arnold’s project of demystification, John Ruskin had 

attempted to think through the nature of the connection between Romantic poetics and Greek 

polytheism or animism, in his writing about Greek mythology and classical religion. Appearing in the 

same year as Friedrich Max Müller’s influential essay ‘Comparative Mythology’, the third volume of 

Ruskin’s Modern Painters (1856) blended mythographical speculations with reflections upon the 

tendency of Romantic poetry, in a state of excited emotion or enthusiasm, to find elements of life and 

will in external objects, a habit to which Ruskin gave the celebrated name of the ‘pathetic fallacy’ – a 

‘falseness in all our impressions of external things’. But like Arnold, who had struggled with the 

question of the exact status or value of prosopopoeia – whether it really brought us closer to 

understanding the divine nature or not, Ruskin, too, seemed to be unable to make up his mind as to 

whether the ‘pathetic fallacy’ was a good or a bad thing ultimately, or to which order of poetry it 

properly belonged. At first suggesting that it is a typically modern habit of mind, he would go on to 

suggest that, in fact, the Greeks had ‘exactly the same instinctive feeling about the elements that we 

have ourselves’. They were also prone to think under the sway of the pathetic fallacy, a term more or 

less interchangeable with animism in Ruskin’s thinking. According to Ruskin, ancient reasoning went 

one stage further, however, to assume that natural phenomena – the flame, the wave – acted as a 

containing form for a divine intelligence or spirit. The Greek mind was therefore able to conceive of 

such spirits as being able to assume a human form at will, of mixing and conversing with men, of sharing 

their passions.xviii The habit of separating divinity entirely from nature had led us into a confusion when 

thinking about natural phenomena, Ruskin argued. We instinctively feel a relation of human sympathy 

within the natural world which, nevertheless, we refuse to believe in; we fall into ‘the curious web of 

hesitating sentiment, pathetic fallacy, and wandering fancy’.xix The final phrase closely paraphrases and 

reproduces Arnold’s anathema, ‘caprice’. For Ruskin, too, there is a curious connection between the 

most fundamental impulse of the poetic imagination and the fancifulness of error, or the hesitation that 

interrupts sincere belief. 

   By the time The Queen of the Air appeared in 1869 Ruskin had absorbed much more of the century’s 

comparative mythography. His reading of Greek myth, however, refused to reduce or explain away the 

animistic impulse and its polytheism simply in terms of a mythopoesis. What was required to 
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comprehend this sense of the gods sharing ‘a continual presence’ with the human, was the kind of 

‘intelligent answering sympathy’ Herder had meant in his concept of einfühlen, the method of 

imaginative openness or hospitality later to be developed by Pater.xx And yet, if we were to be able to 

‘follow [the ancient Greeks] into this last circle of their faith’, Ruskin insisted that it would only be to 

the degree in which ‘the better parts of our own being have also been stirred by the aspects of nature, 

or strengthened by her laws’.xxi So although it may be easy to demonstrate the ways in which the journey 

of Apollo in his chariot signifies ‘nothing but the rising of the sun’, as Friedrich Max Müller had argued, 

the key question is rather ‘what does the sunrise itself signify to us?’: 

If only languid return to frivolous amusement, or fruitless labour, it will, indeed, not be easy 

for us to conceive the power, over a Greek, of the name of Apollo. But if, for us also, as for the 

Greek, the sunrise means daily restoration to the sense of passionate gladness, and of perfect 

life – if it means the thrilling of new strength through every nerve,  – the shedding over us of a 

better peace than the peace of night, in the power of the dawn,  – and the purging of evil vision 

and fear by the baptism of its dew; if the sun itself is an influence, to us also, of spiritual good 

– and becomes thus in reality, not in imagination, to us also, a spiritual power,  – we may then 

soon over-pass the narrow limit of conception which kept that power impersonal, and rise with 

the Greek to the thought of an angel who rejoiced as a strong man to run his course, whose 

voice, whose calling to life and to labour, rang round the earth, and whose going forth was to 

the ends of heaven.xxii 

Threaded with Old Testament touchstones and allusions (here to Psalms XIX), the passage implicitly 

links monotheism and polytheism in their perception of divine life, as Arnold had, but with the opposite 

emphasis of reverence and belief. The conception of a personal god should be a reality rather than a 

figure of speech. And characteristically of Ruskin the passage hinges on a stark moral contrast implicitly 

presented as a choice of either/or.   

  

   Pater’s thinking about personification, personal gods, and the idea of a transcendental realm of 

personality and persons in the writings of Plato, is one of the richest and most complex threads of his 
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work, and one which, although drawing upon a large body of wider reading in European mythography, 

would often be in an implicit dialogue with the contrasting visions of Arnold and Ruskin.xxiii Pater was 

deeply interested in the kinds of personification upon which Greek religious thought and practice, 

philosophical speculation, and forms of artistic expression were founded, and turned his attention to 

this area in the years immediately after the publication of and fall-out from Studies in the History of the 

Renaissance (1873). The chapter on Winckelmann in that book had hinted at this next phase of his 

studies with its observation that ‘the broad characteristic of all religions […] is a universal pagan 

sentiment’, one that had existed before Greek religion and which has ‘lingered far onward into the 

Christian world, ineradicable, like some persistent vegetable growth, because its seed is an element of 

the very soil from which it springs’.xxiv The two essays Pater produced on Greek myth and religion in 

1876, ‘The Myth of Demeter and Persephone’, and ‘A Study of Dionysus: The Spiritual Form of Fire 

and Dew’, later collected by Charles Shadwell and incorporated into the posthumously published Greek 

Studies (1895), explore –  we might even say enact – some of the animistic impulses they delineate in 

ancient myth.xxv  

   Describing the genesis of Greek polytheism in the personification and deification of natural 

phenomena, ‘A Study of Dionysus’ would speak of ‘a series of wondrous personalities, of which the 

Greek imagination became the dwelling-place; beautiful, perfectly understood human outlines’.xxvi 

Pater depicted a process of ‘welding into something like the identity of a human personality the whole 

range of man’s experiences of a given object, or series of objects – all their outward qualities, and the 

visible facts regarding them – all the hidden ordinances by which those facts and qualities hold of unseen 

forces, and have their roots in purely visionary places.xxvii How could a modern mind hope to understand 

this extraordinary manifestation of the ‘power of presence’, Pater asks? The answer he gives is this: 

Well, – the mythical conception, projected at last, in drama or sculpture, is the name, the 

instrument of the identification, of the given matter, – of its unity in variety, its outline or 

definition in mystery; its spiritual form, to use again the expression I have borrowed from 

William Blake – form, with hands, and lips, and opened eyelids – spiritual, as conveying to us, 

in that, the soul of rain, or of a Greek river, or of swiftness, or purity. / To illustrate this, think 
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what the effect would be, if you could associate, by some trick of memory, a certain group of 

natural objects, in all their varied perspective, their changes of colour and tone in varying light 

and shade, with the being and image of an actual person. You travelled through a country of 

clear rivers and wide meadows, or of high windy places, or of lowly grass and willows, or of 

the Lady of the Lake; and all the complex impressions of these objects wound themselves, as a 

second animated body, new and more subtle, around the person of some one left there, so that 

they no longer come to recollection apart from each other. Now try to conceive the image of an 

actual person, in whom, somehow, all those impressions of the vine and its fruit, as the highest 

type of the life of the green sap, had become incorporate;- all the scents and colours of its flower 

and fruit, and something of its curling foliage; the chances of its growth; the enthusiasm, the 

easy flow of more choice expression, as its juices mount within one; for the image is eloquent, 

too, in word, gesture, and glancing of the eyes, which seem to be informed by some soul of the 

vine within it: as Wordsworth says, 

                                                                            Beauty born of murmuring sound 

                                                                Shall pass into her face- 

so conceive an image into which the beauty, “born” of the vine, has passed; and you have the 

idea of Dionysus, as he appears, entirely fashioned at last by central Greek poetry and art, and 

is consecrated in the Οἰνοφόρια and the Ἀνθεστήρια, the great festivals of the Winepress 

and the Flowers.xxviii 

   The whole passage is predicated upon the invitation to think in the conditional: think what the effect 

would be if you could. The name, the outline, the variety in unity, denote the singleness of the final 

conception of the personified god (‘the being and image of an actual person’), as projected in drama or 

sculpture. But this final conception is a ‘second animated body, new and more subtle … of some one 

left there’, a phrase suggesting the uncanny process by which such a ‘person’ would be conceived. The 

god is both a personification and a kind of objectification of the ‘complex impressions’ of climate and 

environment which have ‘wound themselves’ (like a net or web) around the lost ‘person’. This person, 

who was known and familiar once – in whom the associations of place and climate and natural objects 
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are all concentrated – but who has been left behind (the suggestion is one of being involuntarily lost 

rather than abandoned), is then recovered in a second form. The key word is ‘animated’; the resurrection 

of this second body – this after-body – is occurring on several levels at once: of natural phenomena (the 

rivers and meadows intensely reborn in the mind of memory); in an intertextual sense, in the return of 

Greek animism in Romantic writing and in northern landscape (the apparition of Greece in Scotland, of 

Greek myth in Walter Scott’s Lady of the Lake); in an aesthetic sense, as ‘fashioned’ in art and sculpture. 

And most mysteriously, in the ‘image of an actual person’.xxix 

   The image of the actual person evokes other persons too: Demeter, the subject of Pater’s earlier Greek 

essay of 1876, the ‘weary woman who seeks her lost daughter’ Persephone, who has been taken into 

the underworld (the ‘some one left there’) and who is associated with Wordsworth’s Lucy. The lines 

quoted in Pater’s prose come from one of Wordsworth’s most strange and moving elegies:xxx 

Three years she grew in sun and shower 

Then Nature said, ‘A lovelier flower 

On earth was never sown; 

This Child I to myself will take; 

She shall be mine, and I will make 

A Lady of my own.’xxxi 

 

In Wordsworth’s elegy, Nature promises to make of the child a second animated body, but one 

incorporated so profoundly into the natural world that she will participate both in its life and in ‘the 

silence and the calm / Of mute insensate things’. In this interblended after-form she will attain to 

womanhood, blessed with the personal beauty she has absorbed from the impersonal phenomena of the 

natural world: ‘And beauty born of murmuring sound / Shall pass into her face’; a process of reverse 

prosopopoeia, of insensate things – of disembodied sounds – passing into the body of a person. Pater 

had remembered Wordsworth’s Lucy in the earlier essay on ‘Demeter and Persephone’, too. 

Persephone, ‘compact of sleep, and death, and flowers, but of narcotic flowers especially’, is a 

‘revenant, who in the garden of Aidoneus has eaten of the pomegranate, and bears always the secret of 

decay in her, of return to the grave’: 
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Her shadowy eyes have gazed upon the fainter colouring of the under-world, and the 

tranquillity, born of it, has “passed into her face”.xxxii 

   The beauty of the second animated body of Dionysus in Pater’s prose, then, is also the beauty and 

tranquillity of inanimate things, and evokes the underworld – of the gifts bestowed in death – of the lost 

female.xxxiii Lucy and Persephone inhabit states in between oblivion and a strange form of resurrection; 

they bear within themselves the secrets of decay. ‘[Dionysus] is twofold’, Pater wrote; ‘a Doppelgänger; 

like Persephone, he belongs to two worlds, and has much in common with her’.xxxiv The passages in 

both essays recall the description of the ‘Mona Lisa’ in Pater’s chapter on Leonardo, another figure who 

has ‘learned the secrets of the grave’, a revenant in whose face was concentrated the forces and 

associations of a thousand years and ten thousand experiences. Another Lady of the Lake even – rising 

among the rocks beside Northern Italian lakes or sea-inlets, ‘hollow places full of the green shadow of 

bituminous rocks’ whose ‘exact antitype is in our own western seas’.xxxv She, too, had absorbed the 

murmuring sounds, the ‘lyres and flutes’, which had ‘moulded the changing lineaments, and tinged the 

eyelids and the hands’ with a beautiful ‘delicacy’. And she, too, was a projected ideal in painting, a 

reanimated body:  

What was the relationship of a living Florentine to this creature of his thought? By what strange 

affinities the dream and the person grown thus apart, yet so closely together?xxxvi 

   Demeter, the Virgin Mary, Persephone, Lucy, Lisa: feminine presences cling to the spiritual form of 

Dionysus recalling F.G. Welcker’s idea of the ‘“Dionysos mannweiblich (man-womanly)”’ from his 

study of Greek religion, Griechische Götterlehere (1857-1862), one of Pater’s sources for the essay; 

recalling, too, Leonardo’s image of the god, who shares the smile, the ‘glancing of the eyes’, with Lady 

Lisa, and with John the Baptist. Pater wrote of ‘St John’s strange likeness to Bacchus … which set 

Gautier thinking of Heine’s notion of decayed gods’ – those gods who had also in a sense been left 

behind, but who would return in time from exile.xxxvii 

   Pater’s vision of Dionysus works with a super-condensation of material. He calls it a ‘trick of 

memory’, analogous to the ‘idea of Dionysus, as he appears, entirely fashioned at last by central Greek 
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poetry and art’. The memory-trick has something in common with the simple mnemonic device of 

associating places with persons; it is one in which the human outline of a person takes visible shape, 

and in doing so represents a concentration of disparate forces (and persons) in a single 

apprehension.xxxviii The apprehension is also like a recollection in the Platonic sense that all knowledge 

is the recovery of what had once been known (anamnēsis), a kind of déjà-vu (also a memory trick). And 

yet it is held in a purely conditional sense. At once an invitation to imagine such a complex and 

multifaceted investment, at the same time the passage in some sense seeks to produce the effect in 

necromantic prose and points to its concrete realisation in artworks ancient and modern.xxxix  

   Perhaps nowhere else in nineteenth-century writing about Greek mythology are so many elements 

combined and fused, or such a daring ‘kaleidoscopic’ thought-experiment about personification 

ventured.xl In contrast to Arnold’s implicit devaluation of the religious experience of the personal god 

to a primitive poetic trope, Pater seems to have attempted to take personification as far as he could; to 

– as it were – reanimate animism. In Tylor’s lengthy exploration of the phenomenon he had spoken of 

the ‘apparitional-soul’ or ‘ghost-soul’ with which the ‘ancient savage philosophers’ sought to 

understand the differences between the living and the dead encountered in dream or memory.xli Pater 

seems to have imagined that ‘ghost-soul’ with particular intensity and to have linked it up directly to 

the god himself, demonstrating the connection between animism and polytheistic deification, which 

Tylor’s study had theorised. In a technical sense ‘Spiritual Form’ (the phrase Pater had borrowed from 

Blake) denoted clear outline or lineament, the very quality Arnold had thought lost in modern poetry. 

Moreover, in contrast to Ruskin’s account of the infidelity of modern poetic animism, Pater’s prose 

superimposes Wordsworth’s imagination upon an original mythopoeism as if the one may pass naturally 

into the other. In the essay on Wordsworth, as we have seen, he had made the direct link, writing of the 

‘strange aftergrowth’ of the mood ‘in which the old Greek gods were first begotten’. Pater’s prose 

passage is another aftergrowth and one that it asks its reader not to find a measure of antique religion 

in the mirror of her own faith (as Ruskin had), but to imagine an effect that would be an entirely new 

one for the nineteenth-century.  



11 
 

 

   As Carolyn Williams has observed, this mode of writing about myth marks a watershed moment, 

occurring at the time of early anthropological endeavours to collect and record myths, but ‘before 

structuralists systematize the study of myth in general and before literary high modernists make of myth 

recollection the dominant literary method.’xlii That ‘method’ is certainly adumbrated here (as elsewhere) 

in Pater’s prose, but the high modernist future also begs the question the essay implicitly poses, which 

is what it means to understand religious experience under the terms of a ‘literary method’ or poesis? 

Would this be to reduce religious experience to literary method; to raise literary method to religious 

experience?xliii The close of the essay ‘Demeter and Persephone’ asked whether such acts of imagination 

may have ‘a solemnising power even for the modern mind’, so that they may be ‘a pledge to us of the 

place in our culture, at once legitimate and possible, of the associations, the conceptions, the imagery, 

of Greek religious poetry, of the poetry of all religions.’xliv The ‘pledge’ is an important word for Pater, 

both promise and conditional trust, but that final chiasmus, ‘religious poetry’/ ‘poetry of religion’, 

leaves the question open. 

 

   In the writings of the following decades – particularly in Marius the Epicurean (1885) and in Plato 

and Platonism (1893), Pater would test the limits of personification in relation to the intuition of a 

personal God, and to Platonic Universals. He would think about the affinity between poetry and religion, 

and poetry and philosophy, as kinds of inspiration or enthusiasm in which persons may in fact be lost 

or left behind for ever, rather than recovered or reanimated. In Marius the Epicurean the aim for Pater 

would be to try to show a continuity between the impulse of animism, which discovers personality in 

natural phenomena, and a Christian experience of God, grounded in reciprocal personal relations with 

the divine. The personifications of the old Roman religion in its broadest senses are therefore connected 

to the companionable spirit and ethical sentiment of Christianity during its own ‘primitive’ moment of 

the second century AD (the Second Sophistic). Pater attempts to demonstrate how a single sensibility 

may have an experience both of animistic polytheism and the intuition of a single divine companion, 

by moving through several interconnected stages of development. He does so, first, by linking the 

experience of animistic presence to the workings of conscience (a specific commentary upon and 
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adjustment of Arnold).xlv The ‘sacred presences’ of the old Roman religion with which the novel opens 

are grounded in  

a sense of conscious powers external to ourselves, pleased or displeased by the right or wrong 

conduct of every circumstance of daily life – that conscience, of which the old Roman religion 

was a formal, habitual recognition.xlvi  

   Marius pays dutiful respect to these ‘presences’ because they have the firm outline of a shape external 

to the self. But he is also sensitive to the darker, wave-like, chthonic energies in the ancient religions. 

On the rural approach to Rome he is able to step out of time for a moment to feel ‘like those old, early, 

unconscious poets, who created the famous Greek myths of Dionysus, and the Great Mother, out of the 

imagery of the wine-press and the ploughshare’.xlvii He alights upon nineteenth-century speculation 

about the origin of myth in natural phenomena, experiencing the import of Pater’s essays of the 1870s 

– the kind of anachronism the novel consciously produces. Religious experience will indeed be like an 

‘unconscious’ poetry. The combination of an animistic view of natural phenomena attuned to the 

suffering deities of Demeter and Dionysus, and an externalised conscience, provides a darker 

undercurrent for Marius – ‘the sense of some unexplored evil, ever dogging his footsteps’; ‘some 

shadowy adversary in the dark’.xlviii Such an adversary stands in counterpoint to the idea of a companion, 

the latter coming into focus in the second volume of the novel in the person of the philosopher Emperor, 

Marcus Aurelius (the subject of an 1863 essay by Arnold).  

   The most significant part of Aurelius’s philosophy for Marius rests in its strong sense of the reality of 

the logos (‘the reasonable spark, in man’, which is ‘common to him with the gods’). This is the 

philosophical and ethical logos rather than the mystical ‘Word’ of John’s gospel, and as such is 

grounded in a human idea of rational communion or conversation (with the self and others), but at the 

same time it has a supernatural dimension. There could be no ‘inward conversation with one’s self […] 

unless there were indeed some one else, aware of our actual thoughts and feelings, pleased or displeased 

at one’s disposition of one’s self’. Aurelius’s writings are ‘the record of his communion with that eternal 

reason, which was also his own proper self, with the divine companion, whose tabernacle was in the 

intelligence of men’.xlix This ‘hypothesis’ of a divine immanence, of an ‘eternal friend to man... ready 
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perhaps even now to break through’, haunts Marius for the remainder of the novel, pointing of course 

to Christ and to the witness of the early Christian community of Rome.l The specific contrast is with 

Arnold’s well-known formulation that ‘the God of the Bible and of Christianity is, we say: The Eternal, 

not ourselves, that makes for righteousness’; an impersonal external force or tendency not conceived in 

terms of persons at all.li For Marius, however, the break through to the ‘eternal friend of man’ is never 

really complete. The reasons for this have been much debated in the critical reception of the novel, but 

the most significant factor seems to be the notion that communion with the logos can never be secure, 

whether in a philosophical or a theological sense, precisely because it is locked into the logic of 

anthropomorphism.lii If prosopopoeia consists (in De Man’s words) of the ‘fiction of an apostrophe’ to 

a ‘voiceless entity, which posits the possibility of the latter’s reply and confers upon it the power of 

speech’, then it is the uncertainty of this responsive power that the novel explores. For Aurelius, we are 

told that ‘even in the most intimate of those conversations, [the logos] has never yet spoken with any 

quite irresistible assertion of its presence’.liii A similar hesitation occurs in the extract from Marius’s 

journal in the chapter ‘Sunt Lacrimae Rerum’:  

“If a particular tutelary or genius according to old belief, walks through life beside each one of 

us, mine is very certainly a capricious creature. He fills one with wayward, unaccountable, yet 

quite irresistible humours”.liv  

   An element of caprice, of factitiousness, is inherent to relationships with persons, and because this is 

so the attempt to conceptualise a relation to the divine within such a frame (either as logos or as tutelary 

genius) is unreliable. For Arnold the eternal enemy of caprice could be overcome by pursuing the 

‘certain line […] the certain necessary orbit’ of the impersonal force of ‘righteousness’. For Pater, too, 

there is a sense in which it is exactly the degree to which the divine is approached from the perspective 

of human persons, or conceived of as a person by analogy – precisely this insistence on an 

anthropomorphic model of conversation, controversy, companionship – that is flawed; but for him this 

is also a process upon which all religious experience depends. There is no clear delineation, no orbit, 

that is not ourselves.lv In terms of conceiving a personal god the contrast with Pater’s Greek essays is 

striking. When artworks representing Greek gods attain to the force and presence of ‘the being of an 
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actual person’ – when the unconscious poetry of religion works to suggest powerful presence – Pater 

seems able to imagine what the religious experience of pagan antiquity may have been like. But when 

God is conceived in terms of a person with whom one enters into a dialogue, there is a hesitation.  

 

   Pater’s work is structured almost obsessively around the idea of persons and analogues of persons at 

every level – aesthetically, philosophically, religiously.lvi The last major work he published during his 

lifetime would identify a limitation to approaching the divine through analogy with persons in the work 

of Plato, the philosopher he most admired and whose thought he had argued was ‘systemised’ in 

nineteenth-century Romantic prosopopoeia. While the essay on Wordsworth had made a distinction 

between the animism of ancient Greece as the symptom of ‘crude intelligence’ and Wordsworth’s own 

‘exceptional susceptibility’ to this power of ‘seeing life, this perception of a soul, in inanimate things’, 

which was really a ‘kind of sensuousness’, by the time Pater came to organise his Oxford lectures into 

Plato and Platonism for publication in 1893 this distinction of greater and lesser degrees had 

disappeared entirely.lvii The Plato who emerges from Pater’s study is very much a poet of ‘sensuousness’ 

– and therefore best understood through the matrix of Romantic poetry.   

  The ‘idiosyncratic’ nature of this idea of Plato has often been noted, and not always sympathetically, 

but at the heart of Pater’s reading is this statement from the chapter titled ‘The Genius of Plato’:lviii     

If in the later development of [Plato’s] philosophy the highest sort of knowledge seems to come 

like the knowledge of a person, the relation of the reason to truth like the commerce of one 

person with another, the peculiarities of personal relationship thus moulding his conception of 

the properly invisible world of ideas, this is partly because, for a lover, the entire visible world, 

its hues and outline, its attractiveness, its power and bloom, must have associated themselves 

pre-eminently with the power and bloom of visible living persons. With these, as they made 

themselves known by word and glance and touch, through the medium of the senses, lay the 

forces, which, in that inexplicable tyranny of one person over another, shaped the soul.lix 
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This is the central premise: knowledge is gained and received sensuously, and therefore analogously to 

the way in which we come to know other persons, or at least to the knowledge of persons with whom 

we are in love. Pater is principally thinking of Diotima’s reported speech celebrating the union of love 

in the final section of the Symposium, and of Socrates’ partial adjustment and development of these 

ideas in the Phaedrus. The notion returns us to a set of philosophical ideas and a single Greek phrase, 

first used in the early essay ‘Diaphaneitè’ (delivered as a paper to The Old Mortality Society in Oxford 

in July 1864 and then recycled in the ‘Winckelmann’ essay of 1867, a revised version of which would 

later become a chapter of The Renaissance), which are often held to be the key to Pater’s work. 

Describing the ‘magnificent intellectual force’ that is ‘latent’ within the particular character or type to 

which he was giving the label ‘Diaphaneitè’, Pater had written: 

It is like the reminiscence of a forgotten culture that once adorned the mind; as if the mind of 

one φιλοσοφήσας ποτὲ μέτ᾽ ἔρωτος, fallen into a new cycle, were beginning its spiritual 

progress over again, but with a certain power of anticipating its stages.lx 

   In the third edition of The Renaissance where the passage appeared with slight changes, Pater offered 

his own translation of the Greek (‘philosophein met’ erōtos’) as ‘lover and philosopher at once’.lxi The 

phrase is worth dwelling on since it has several resonances depending upon the context in which it is 

placed, and because it points towards a central tension in Plato and Platonism. Matthew Beaumont’s 

edition of the original text of Studies in the History of the Renaissance offers two separate and slightly 

different translations in his notes: ‘seeking knowledge alongside love’; and ‘having once philosophized 

with love’.lxii Michael F. Davis translates it thus: ‘“philosophizing with, by way of, or under the 

influence of, Eros,” where Eros’, Davis says, ‘is always and already marked as love or desire between 

men, and in which there is no distinction, no separation, between intellection and erotic desire.’lxiii 

Richard Dellamora offers the translation: ‘one “who studied [or learned] philosophy with love,” i.e., 

“as well as love” or “with affection” or “under the tutelage of Love”’.lxiv Like Davis and Dellamora, 

Linda Dowling, Stefano Evangelista and Leslie Higgins have all made the connection with ‘the ancient 

Greek culture of Plato and paiderastia’: ‘[A] model of love – by which an older man, moved to love by 

the visible beauty of a younger man, and desirous of winning immortality through that love, undertakes 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pote%5C&la=greek&can=pote%5C0&prior=prw/hn
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the younger man’s education in virtue and wisdom’.lxv Pater’s ‘lover’ is noticeably more personal and 

explicit than the glosses offered by Pater’s commentators, who render love as an abstract noun; more 

personal, too, than the companion and tutelary god, and as such it might be argued that Pater is being 

even bolder than they have allowed. At the same time, the Greek seems to be a shorthand phrase of 

Pater’s own, a précis rather than a direct quotation from Plato. (Plato and Platonism offers a translation 

of an actual phrase from The Republic: ‘“philosophers are lovers of truth and of that which is – 

impassioned lovers”’.)lxvi The trouble with simply confining the phrase to the institution of paiderastia 

is that elsewhere in Pater’s writing he connects philosophy and Eros in much more general terms with 

Dante, with Neo-Platonism, with Giordano Bruno; and here in some sense with Wordsworth.lxvii As the 

various glosses in fact suggest, the coded phrase not only eludes exact translation but its 

untranslatability means that it works as a denotation of itself.lxviii It is a statement both perfectly explicit, 

and sideways or oblique. 

  In Plato and Platonism the connection between Eros and knowledge refers both to the practice of 

paiderastia and to the poetic sensuousness of (Wordsworthian) prosopopoeia, and there is a tension 

between the two: the one is a habit of poetic imagination, the other a particular cultural institution from 

antiquity (with significant resonances in nineteenth-century Oxford).lxix It is a tension, to put it simply, 

between poetic figure and literal practice, which reappears at important moments in his study. Pater 

may be over-emphasising the place of the sensuous in this dimension of Plato’s thought, or at least 

underplaying the shift in these texts from sensuality to the realm of the intellect in the Greater Mysteries. 

Nevertheless, the key idea in his reading is this concept of the Lover: a concentration of the most intense 

relations of person-to-person. Plato himself ‘had not always been a mere Platonic lover’, Pater 

repeatedly insists. On the contrary, he had been particularly susceptible to the physical beauty of 

persons.lxx His assimilation of philosophy and Eros, therefore, did not constitute a move out of or away 

from the material or visible world into the realm of cold abstraction. ‘The sensuous lover becomes a 

lover of the invisible, but still a lover, after his earlier pattern, carrying into the world of intellectual 

vision … all the associations of the actual world of sight’. In the world of intellectual vision then – the 

world of abstract forms – the ‘invisible realities’ are seen, as it were, ‘with the bodily eye’.lxxi  
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   At this point in Pater’s reading of Plato, something crucial happens. He begins to elide the difference 

between seeing Ideas as if they were persons and encountering them directly as persons. So, for 

example, he argues that ‘the absolute Temperance’ is seen ‘in the person of the youthful Charmides; 

the absolute Righteousness, in the person of the dying Socrates’. ‘Yes, truly!’, Pater says, ‘all true 

knowledge will be like the knowledge of a person, of living persons, and truth, for Plato, in spite of his 

Socratic asceticism, to the last, something to look at .’lxxii Whether living persons are primarily to be 

looked at or beheld may seem doubtful, but more importantly, the difference between like and as 

persons is a rather important one, and will return in a more problematic form at the end of the book. At 

this stage Pater is more concerned to emphasise that the privileging of vision or the visible in this sense 

means that the Platonic ‘Universals’ 

are become, first, things in themselves – the real things; and secondly, persons, to be known as 

persons must be; and to be loved, for the perfections, the visible perfections, we might say – 

intellectually visible – of their being.lxxiii 

‘To speak, to think, to feel, about abstract ideas as if they were living persons’, is, according to Pater, 

the key to understanding Plato. Abstract ideas (Justice, Temperance) ‘became animated, living persons, 

almost corporeal, as if with hands and eyes’.lxxiv (Again, the almost and the as if are more significant 

than Pater acknowledges.) 

   One way of framing Pater’s reading of Plato, then, would be in terms of how the personification of 

abstract concepts functions; where exactly does its figuration pass into a lived reality? Is there a version 

of the ‘pathetic fallacy’ at work in Plato’s thought, and if there is, is this a virtue or a flaw? Plato is 

being read through the lens of nineteenth-century poetics, but the rationale for this is that such a basis 

has been adduced as the grounds of ancient philosophy and religion in contemporary studies of myth. 

Drawing once again upon nineteenth-century comparative mythography, and particularly upon the 

modern anthropology of Tylor, Pater makes the link between this notion of animated Ideas and the more 

‘primitive’ habit of animism: 
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[Plato’s realm of ideas] was like a recrudescence of polytheism in the abstract world; a return 

of the many gods of Homer, veiled now as abstract notions, Love, Fear, Confidence, and the 

like; and as such, the modern anthropologist, our student of the natural history of man, would 

rank the Platonic theory as but a form of what he calls “animism.” Animism, that tendency to 

locate the movements of a soul like our own in every object, almost in every circumstance, 

which impresses one with a sense of power, is a condition of mind, of which the simplest 

illustration is primitive man adorning, as a divine being endowed with will, the meteoric stone 

that came rushing from the sky. 

This condition ‘“survives”’ in examples of less-developed cultures today, Pater argues, but it also 

survives, in a subtler form, ‘in the culture of Wordsworth and Shelley, for whom clouds and peaks are 

kindred spirits; and in the pantheism of Goethe; and in Schelling, who formulates that pantheism as a 

philosophic, a Platonic theory.’ This ‘“animistic” instinct’ was also ‘a natural element in Plato’s mental 

constitution,’ Pater argues, ‘the instinctive effort to find anima, the conditions of personality, in 

whatever preoccupied his mind’.lxxv Platonic animism – a recrudescence of Homeric polytheism – is in 

turn reanimated in nineteenth-century Romantic poetry. What holds this chain together, in fact, is a 

particularly elastic notion of poesis. 

   However, as Plato passes through the ‘successive stages’ of sensuous knowledge to the transcendental 

‘Universals’, we discover ‘what to many minds has seemed a fantastic and unintelligible habit of 

thought’. The unintelligibility lies in the very fact that ‘those abstractions’ have ‘become for him not 

merely substantial things-in-themselves, but little short of living persons, to be known as persons are 

made known to each other’. These ‘persons’ seem in fact to have constituted for Plato ‘a sort of divine 

family or hierarchy, with which the mind of the individual, so far as it is reasonable, or really knows, is 

in communion or correspondence’. Ideas have become in some very real and tangible sense Persons. 

And for Pater the chief difficulty in a theory in which the difficulties ‘are many’ arises out of the point 

he emphasised from the beginning – in the very connection between philosophy and Eros under these 

conditions.lxxvi The corollary of philosophising under the sign of love was that  
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the idea of Beauty becomes for Plato the central idea; the permanently typical instance of what 

an idea means; of its relation to particular things, and to the action of our thoughts upon 

them.lxxvii 

   Beauty comes nearest of all things to its eternal form or ‘prototype’. Moreover, ‘the eternal idea of 

Beauty had left visible copies of itself, shadows, antitypes, out of all proportion, in their truthfulness 

and adequacy, to any copy, left here with us, of Justice, for instance, or Equality, or the Perfect 

State’.lxxviii If Beauty, then, stood as the ‘typical instance of an abstract idea’, but also the most eminent, 

filling the mind with all the ‘colour and circumstance of the relationship of person to person’, this would 

carry the danger and instability also inherent to the loving-erotic relationships between persons. What 

Pater calls a ‘certain measure of caprice, of capricious preference or repulsion’ would then accompany 

‘the commerce of men’s minds with what really is, with the world in which things really are’.lxxix The 

unscheduled speech of Alcibiades at the close of the Symposium, with its drunken account of infatuation 

and love-madness, expresses this very same anxiety. In including this speech Plato seems to have 

acknowledged a powerful counterargument in the structure of his work. But for Pater the 

counterargument really does count. The same suspicion of capriciousness had dogged Aurelius’s sense 

of communion with the eternal logos within himself, and had been Marius’s anxiety, too, in relation to 

the reliability of his divine companion. Here also, a limit or failure to the positive experience of the 

knowledge of persons – even to the love of persons – is discovered at the culmination of Plato’s theory.  

   The full measure of this failure and of the complete re-evaluation of the Phaedrus in Pater’s thinking 

may be felt if we recall the passage from the chapter on Winckelmann from Studies in the History of 

the Renaissance published twenty years earlier: 

Enthusiasm – that, in the broad Platonic sense of the “Phaedrus,” was the secret of his 

[Winckelmann’s] divinatory power over the Hellenic world. This enthusiasm, dependent as it 

is to a degree on bodily temperament, gathering into itself the stress of the nerves and the heat 

of the blood, has a power of reinforcing the purer motions of the intellect with an almost 

physical excitement. That his affinity with Hellenism was not merely intellectual, that the 
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subtler threads of temperament were inwoven in it, is proved by his romantic, fervid, friendships 

with young men.lxxx 

Homoeroticism, paiderastia and the Platonic enthusiasm had combined with the threads of 

Winckelmann’s temperament or personality with wholly positive results. Plato and Platonism balks at 

precisely the same conjunction. 

   Whatever the merits or accuracy of Pater’s reading of Plato in Plato and Platonism, the notion that 

the pre-eminence given to the idea of Beauty and its pattern or copy in the world somehow contaminates 

or undermines Plato’s general theory of Ideas, might come as a surprise. But the general argument’s 

volte-face is a deeply illuminating one. If Beauty is the pre-eminent form from the realm of Ideas this 

makes the lover a kind of philosopher, the philosopher a lover. But if ‘impassioned love’ and philosophy 

are synonymous, the risks attendant on passion threaten to destabilise the philosophising and poeticising 

mind: 

[The philosopher-lover] is in truth, in the power, in the hands, of another, of another will – this 

lover of the Ideas – attracted, corrected, guided, rewarded, satiated, in a long discipline, that 

“ascent of the soul into the intelligible world,” of which the ways of earthly love (τὰ ἐρωτικά) 

are a true parallel. His enthusiasm of knowledge is literally an enthusiasm: has about it that 

character of possession of one person by another, by which those “animistic” old Greeks 

explained natural madness. That philosophic enthusiasm, that impassioned desire for true 

knowledge, is a kind of madness (μανία) the madness to which some have declared great wit, 

all great gifts, to be always allied – the fourth species of mania, as Plato himself explains in the 

Phaedrus. To natural madness, to poetry and the other gifts allied to it, to prophecy like that of 

the Delphic pythoness, he has to add, fourthly, the “enthusiasm of the ideas”.lxxxi 

For Socrates, Eros had been the most productive ‘collaborator’ in the effort to contemplate the ultimate 

realm of the Universals. The Greek word for collaborator, synergon, can also be translated as ‘assistant’, 

the word Pater uses along with ‘companion’ throughout Marius the Epicurean to denote the sense of 

the logos dwelling within the ‘tabernacle’ of human intelligence.lxxxii But collaborators and assistants 
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ultimately fail us in Pater’s vision – particularly those into whose possession we fall through love-

madness. Although Pater is clearly profoundly drawn to the idea of knowledge being received in a way 

analogous to our knowledge of persons, and even to the idea of abstract notions being personified, he 

has difficulty following Plato to his conclusion in the theory of Ideas just where it seems that Ideas 

cease to be analogous with persons and in some literal sense become ‘little short of living persons’. 

Another way of putting it would be that the poetic device of personification has ceased to be a poetic 

device at all, because it has lost its essentially figurative nature (like has become as) and has begun to 

function (in Pater’s reading at least) as a mechanism for producing Person-Ideas. As he traces the 

various stages of Plato’s theory of Ideas and the sequence of connections between beauty, love and 

philosophy, Pater therefore ends in a position of self-loss: being ‘in the hands of another’, ‘that character 

of possession of one person by another’. At this point the vocabulary of ‘madness’, ‘mania’ and 

‘enthusiasm’, takes over. Poetic enthusiasm, like philosophy at its limits, like love, is a form of self-

surrender.  

   This point of surrender could of course be construed in a positive rather than in a negative way (as 

Socrates himself attempts to do). It is a form of inspiration, of participation with the divine reality. In 

the vocabulary of our own times, it would be a genuine encounter with the Other, and therefore a 

salutary thing for any ethical philosophy – indeed, arguably where ethics begins.lxxxiii Pater has followed 

Plato to a threshold in which the person is discovered in the fullest sense of her value and sovereignty. 

For Pater, however, it seems at this ultimate point not to be a matter of acknowledging a reality, but of 

confessing a doubt. What he is not doubting is the reality of these Person-Ideas to Plato himself. Rather, 

because the process of personification has arrived at this conclusion, because the Universal is 

encountered not in figurative terms but in some sense as a family or hierarchy of real persons, the 

grounds of this relationship are inevitably insecure, exposed to caprice, to ‘capricious preference or 

repulsion’, what Pater calls elsewhere ‘our capricious […] subjectivity’.lxxxiv In the unfinished novel of 

Gaston de Latour he called it a ‘likely insecurity in oneself’.lxxxv  
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   A familiar protest may rise within us at this point. That the notion of the way to a communion with 

the logos, to knowledge of the ‘eternal friend’ to man, or to the ascent to union with the Platonic 

Universal of Beauty, are all blocked by mere caprice – indeed for human subjectivity to be defined in 

the end by such a term – seems in one sense to be a small and unserious position to take, a spiritual 

failure of nerve. In Pater’s case it would be tempting to find a psychological explanation for this, to 

portray it as a psychosexual failure, a fundamental fear of Eros in the light perhaps of homosexuality, 

of criminalised ‘preferences’, and a retreat behind the thick walls of selfhood. ‘“I find it hard to get rid 

of a sense that I, for one, have failed in love”’, Marius confides to his journal; ‘“I would that a stronger 

love might arise in my heart!”’lxxxvi Framed in those terms the failure is at least understandable. Very 

often this supposed retreat has been explicitly linked to the kind of aestheticism that is finally afraid of 

persons and so is unable to distinguish (in the words of Raymond Williams) between a ‘made thing’ 

and the ‘condition of any life’.lxxxvii  

    And yet, not only is this to conform to the too simple and conventional narrative arc of Pater’s 

development, but it is to dodge the central issue.lxxxviii It is the very weakness of the word ‘caprice’ – its 

hopelessly unphilosophical lightness and hollowness, its brazen claim to undo Plato (as it had undone 

Aurelius), and to make Marius pause on the brink of Christian conversion, that is most typical and 

daring of Pater. It is a word in which the full scepticism of his philosophical vision is weighed. Another 

word for it would be ‘undulancy’, that coinage he took from Montaigne: moving ground or wavering 

outline.lxxxix It would therefore be a crux in any final reckoning with Pater’s thinking, an unserious word 

to be taken seriously. ‘Caprice’ stands for the shiftiness of human subjectivity: ‘a sudden change or turn 

of mind without apparent or adequate motive; a desire or opinion arbitrarily or fantastically formed; a 

freak, whim, mere fancy’ [OED]. The definition itself seems fantastical: does ‘apparent or adequate’ 

apply to the mind’s own sense of itself as it changes, or from a perspective outside the mind? Is a desire 

or opinion ever formed ‘arbitrarily’? Caprice seems to turn in upon itself, to suggest the category of the 

unconscious, but only as a shallow, unstructured dimension. Nevertheless, the capriciousness in human 

affection, the wayward and unaccountable dimension to our relations, is a dissolvent force in the world. 

This waywardness or errancy is not the same thing as Arnold’s ‘eternal enemy’ because it insists on 
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being a permanently unassimilated condition, not to be put aside or overcome. It points towards but 

lacks the theological weight of ‘original sin’ and falls short of being a positive Evil (a problem with 

which Pater’s late writing also wrestles, though perhaps less rigorously). It is, rather, a small but 

destructive ‘insecurity’ at the heart of life – smallness or small-scale-ness itself, we might even say. As 

with so much of Pater’s thinking it returns us to the body, to temperament and sensibility, but at the 

same time marks the point where a temperament may cease to be itself, where it is able to change 

without apparent motive. It is sunk into the nature of things, a kind of counterpart to the ‘tears in things 

themselves’ (Virgil’s sunt lacrimae rerum), which Pater also recognises everywhere. In the soon-to-be 

pathologized studies of homosexuality caprice serves as an obvious denotation of ‘perverse’ bodily 

desire: fanciful, wayward and curious preferences.xc With its subversive littleness the word passes into 

the vocabulary of Decadence at just this time, 1893 being the year in which Theodore Wratislaw 

published his collection of poems, Caprices. These are mere fancies and freaks and whims.xci ‘The only 

difference between a caprice and a life-long passion’, Oscar Wilde’s Lord Henry says, ‘is that the 

caprice lasts a little longer.’xcii  For Pater the word seems to have this specific possibility of transgressive 

or even revolutionary force, as well as denoting an absolute general limitation. Although his earlier 

writings occasionally concede the notion of what he calls here the ‘inexplicable tyranny’ one person 

may exercise over another, in this chapter of Plato and Platonism this tyranny is thought through to a 

conclusion. To be tyrannised by another person is to be exposed to the undulancy or caprice in human 

relations. And there is a fundamental link with poetry. Caprice as an element of human nature is 

inevitably reproduced at the limits of the process of personification; in the fallacy or ‘mania’ of poesis. 

Any pathway to the transcendent or the divine pursued that way, and Pater believes that there is no other 

way, must be unreliable. 

  In the posthumously published, unfinished essay ‘Pascal’, Pater drew attention to the ‘under-texture’ 

of Montaigne’s writings in Pascal’s Pensées; in particular, to the shared assertion of the ‘paradoxical 

character of man and his experience’.xciii There was, however, an important difference between 

Montaigne and Pascal in their reactions to this sense of human failure: 
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The paradoxical condition of the world, the natural inconsistency of man, his strange blending 

of meanness with ancient greatness, the caprices of his status here, of his power and attainments, 

in the issue of his existence – that is what the study of Montaigne had enforced on Pascal as the 

sincere compte rendu of experience. But then he passes at a tangent from the circle of the great 

sceptic’s apprehension. That prospect of man and the world, undulant, capricious, inconsistent, 

contemptible, lâche, full of contradiction, with a soul of evil in things good, irreducible to law, 

upon which, after all, Montaigne looks out with a complacency so entire, fills Pascal with terror. 

It is the world on the morrow of a great catastrophe, the casual forces of which have by no 

means spent themselves. Yes! this world we see, of which we are a part, with its thousand 

dislocations, is precisely what we might expect as resultant from the Fall of Man, with 

consequences in full working still. It presents the appropriate aspect of a lost world, though 

with beams of redeeming grace about it, those, too, distributed somewhat capriciously to chosen 

people and elect souls, who, after all, can have but an ill time of it here. Under the tragic éclairs 

of divine wrath essentially implacable, the gentle, pleasantly undulating, sunny, earthly 

prospect of poor loveable humanity which opens out for one in Montaigne’s “Essays,” becomes 

for Pascal a scene of harsh precipices, of threatening heights and depths – the depths of his own 

nothingness.xciv 

A profound distinction is made here, a choice even: to apprehend the capriciousness of human nature – 

‘the spectacle of man’s eternal bêtise’ – with ‘a complacency so entire’, as Montaigne had. Or to be 

filled with terror, like Pascal.xcv Each position is perfectly consistent in itself, a compte rendu of 

experience; but both deny the other. The implicit question is whether there is a holding ground between 

the two, a space to occupy somewhere between complacency and terror. Pater is closer to Montaigne 

perhaps than to Pascal, but he was also able to see both ‘circle’ and ‘tangent’ at once.  
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ii CPWMA, I, p.8. The ‘Preface’ to the second edition of 1854 had argued that ‘It is impossible to read 

carefully the great ancients, without losing something of our caprice and eccentricity’. CPWMA, I, p.16. 

‘On the Modern Element in Literature’ (1857) had extolled a critical spirit that judged by ‘the rule of 

reason, not by the impulse of prejudice or caprice’ (p.24).  The translator of the Classics was warned in 

On Translating Homer (1861) not to trust his own judgment of his work since he may be ‘misled by 

individual caprices’ (p.99). In ‘The Literary Influence of Academies’ (1864) Arnold cites examples of 

Edmund Burke’s prose to illustrate his notion of ‘provinciality’: ‘prose too much suffered to indulge its 

caprices’. CPWMA, III, p.247. 

iii In J. A. Froude’s Nemesis of Faith (1849) Markham Sutherland confesses that he is unable to 

‘unfeignedly believe’ in the canonical writings of the Old Testament because the personality of God is 

presented therein as ‘jealous, passionate, capricious, revengeful, punishing children for their father’s 
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sins, tempting men, or at least permitting them to be tempted into blindness and folly, and then 

destroying them.’ Nemesis of Faith (London: John Chapman, 1849), p.11. 

iv Arnold’s phrase, from the tenth chapter of Literature and Dogma (1873), caused a certain amount of 

offense and was removed when he prepared the popular edition of 1883. See Matthew Arnold, 

Literature and Dogma, CPWMA, VI, Dissent and Dogma, pp.459-60. ‘A system of theological notions 

about personality, essence, existence, consubstantiality, is artificial religion, and is the proper opposite 

to revealed’. Literature and Dogma, CPWMA, p.195. 

v In the ‘Preface’ to the first edition of Literature and Dogma (1873) he had developed the theme: ‘Now, 

the assumption with which all churches and sects set out, that there is “a Great Personal First Cause, 

the moral and intelligent Governor of the universe,” and that from him the Bible derives its authority, 

cannot at present, at any rate, be verified’. CPWMA, pp.149-50. The quotation is from the Introduction 

to Joseph Butler’s The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of 

Nature (1736). See CPWMA, p.475. 

vi CPWMA, p.184. The quotation is from Goethe’s ‘Maximen und Reflexionen’, recorded in Arnold’s 

diary in July 1870. See CPWMA, p.472. 

vii Literature and Dogma, CPWMA, p.189. ‘How little we know of it besides, how impenetrable is the 

course of its ways with us, how we are baffled in our attempts to name and describe it, how, when we 

personify it and call it “the moral and intelligent Governor of the universe,” we presently find it not to 

be a person as man conceives of person, nor moral as man conceives of moral, nor intelligent as man 

perceives of intelligent, nor a governor as man conceives of governors, – all this, which scientific 

theology loses sight of, Israel, who had but poetry and eloquence, and no system, and who did not mind 

contradicting himself, knew’ (p.188). 

viii ‘But the thinking and loving Apollo of the Greeks, and every other example of the like except one, 

this natural working of the human spirit is supposed to explain; only the thinking and loving Jehovah 

of the Hebrews shall not be explained by this working, but a person who thinks and loves he really is!’ 

God and the Bible, CPWMA, p.193. ‘Instead of proclaiming what the Bishop of Gloucester calls “the 

blessed truth that the God of the universe is a PERSON,” Jesus uttered a warning for all time against 

this unprofitable jargon, when he said: “God is an influence, and those who would serve him must serve 
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him not by any form of words or rites, but by inward motion and in reality!”’ Literature and Dogma, 

CPWMA, p.290. 

ix Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p.48.  

x What is a person? What is a thing? Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language (London: 

J.F and C. Rivington, 6th edition, 1785). For a study of the general subject see James J. Paxson, The 

Poetics of Personification (Cambridge: CUP, 1994). For recent critical rehabilitations of the mode, see 

B. Machosky (ed.), Thinking Allegory Otherwise (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005); B. 

Machosky, Structures of Appearing: Allegory and the Work of Literature (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2013). See also Walter S. Melion and Bart Ramakers (eds.), Personification: 

Embodying Meaning and Emotion (Brill: Leiden and Boston, 2016).  

xi The Greek prosopopoeia is formed by prosopon and poein, meaning to give something a face; but the 

face may also be construed as a mask, a persona, something that conceals or performs identity. See 

John Frow’s discussion in his chapter ‘Face’, in Character & Person (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014), pp.226-263. De Man defines prosopopoeia as: ‘the fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, 

deceased or voiceless entity, which posits the possibility of the latter’s reply and confers upon it the 

power of speech’. Paul De Man, ‘Autobiography as De-Facement’, Modern Language Notes, 94:5 

(1979), 919-30 (926).  

xii John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice II, WJR, X p.377.  

xiii William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Lyrical Ballads, ed. Fiona Stafford (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2013), p.100. 

xiv ‘On Wordsworth’, Fortnightly Review, 15: 88 (April 1874), 455-465 (458). A revised version of the 

essay appeared in Appreciations, With an Essay on Style (1889).      

xv ‘On Wordsworth’, 459.  

xvi E.B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, 

Art, and Custom (London: John Murray, 1871) 2 vols, I, p.285. Pater would habitually place the word 

in quotation marks as if to signal its newly-minted nature in the 1870s. 
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xvii The possibility of a process whereby things were changed to persons suggested equally the 

possibility of its reversal, which is often perceived as morally dangerous because it would amount to 

the breaking of what Coleridge described as ‘the sacred distinction between things and persons’. 

Biographia Literaria, Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge ed. James Engell and W. Jackson 

Bate (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), VII:1, p.205. Many eighteenth-century writers on 

prosopopoeia debate the threat to personhood and the moral implications of the reversibility of the 

process. And yet, when Wordsworth imagines the dead Lucy, ‘Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course / 

With rocks and stones and trees’, he is in part imagining the beauty of the reverse process, the strange 

transfiguration of becoming interblended with things. (I will return to Wordsworth and Lucy later in 

this chapter). See Samuel R. Levin’s ‘Allegorical Language’ in Morton W. Bloomfield (ed.), Allegory, 

Myth, and Symbol (Cambridge MA.; Harvard University Press, 1981), pp. 23-38, for the idea of 

‘dispersonification’ (pp.29-30). See also, Steven Knapp, Personification and the Sublime from Milton 

to Coleridge (Cambridge MA.: Harvard University Press, 1985). Our contemporary anxieties around 

corporate personifications and their legal responsibilities, artificial intelligence technologies, 

personification-based methods for brand identity in advertising, debates about personifying the State in 

International Theory, all derive from this essential ambiguity. 

xviii CWJR, V, pp.224-5.  

xix CWJR, V, p.231. 

xx John Ruskin, The Queen of the Air: Being A Study of the Greek Myths of Cloud and Storm (1869), in 

CWJR, XIX, pp.300-301. George Grote – whom Pater had read – had emphasised the necessity of 

imaginatively entering the mythopoeic mind of the ancients, of identifying ourselves with that habit of 

thought through ‘vivacity of imagination and by personifying sympathy’. George Grote, A History of 

Greece, a New Edition (London: John Murray, 1869), I, viii, p.428. 

xxi CWJR, XIX, p.303. 

xxii CWJR, XIX, p.302. (See Psalms xix, 5, 6 Prayer Book version.) 
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xxiii Pater’s influences and borrowings from nineteenth-century studies in comparative mythography, 

anthropology and archaeology are many, sometimes openly acknowledged, more often silently 

absorbed. The main influences and sources were found in the work of Ludwig Preller, K. O. Müller, 

George Grote, Friedrich Max Müller, K. F. Hermann, Ernst Curtius, E.B. Tylor, Eduard Zeller, Ernest 

Renan, Friedrich Gottlieb Welcker. See Billie A. Inman’s Walter Pater and His Reading 1874-1877, 

With a Bibliography of His Library Borrowings, 1878-1894 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1990); 

William S. Shuter, ‘History as Palingenesis in Pater and Hegel’, PMLA, 86:3 (May, 1971), pp.411-421; 

Frank M. Turner, The Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain (New Haven and London: Yale University 

Press, 1981); Linda Dowling, ‘Walter Pater and Archaeology: The Reconciliation with Earth’, Victorian 

Studies 31:2 (Winter, 1988), pp.209-23; Robert Ackermann, The Myth and Ritual School: J. G. Frazer 

and the Cambridge Ritualists (New York: 1991); Robert Crawford, ‘Andrew Lang, and 

Anthropological Romanticism’, ELH 53:4 (Winter, 1986), pp. 849-879. 

xxiv Man ‘makes wilful Gods in his own image’, Pater had insisted. Studies, p.99. 

xxv ‘The Myth of Demeter and Persephone’ was originally given as a two-part lecture at the Birmingham 

and Midland Institute, then published in The Fortnightly Review, xxv (1876), 82-95, 260-76. ‘A Study 

of Dionysus: The Spiritual Form of Fire and Dew’ appeared in The Fortnightly Review, xxv (1876), 

752-72. See also, Steven Connor, ‘Conclusion: Myth and Meta-Myth in Max Müller and Walter Pater’, 

in J.B. Bullen (ed.), The Sun is God: Painting, Literature and Mythology in the Nineteenth Century 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), pp.199-222; Steven Connor, ‘Myth as Multiplicity in Walter Pater’s 

Greek Studies and “Denys L’Auxerrois”’, The Review of English Studies, 34:133 (Feb., 1983), pp.28-

42; Margot Kathleen Louis, ‘Gods and Mysteries: The Revival of Paganism and the Remaking of 

Mythography through the Nineteenth Century’, Victorian Studies, 47:3 (Spring, 2005), pp.329-361; 

Janet Burstein, ‘Mythography and the Progress of the Intellect’, Victorian Studies, 18:3 (Mar., 1975), 

pp.309-324; Stefano Evangelista, ‘“Outward Nature and the Moods of Men”: Romantic Mythology in 

Pater’s Essays on Dionysus and Demeter’, in Walter Pater: Transparencies of Desire, ed. Laurel Brake, 

Lesley Higgins, and Carolyn Williams (Greensboro: ELT, 2002), pp.107-18. To provide a full account 

of the background to Pater’s studies in Greek myth, one would also have to note the positivist critique 
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of religion in the work of writers such as Feuerbach and Comte, and the evolutionary theory of Darwin, 

Spencer and Huxley. Here I have confined myself to nineteenth-century mythography, ethnography and 

anthropology.  

xxvi ‘A Study of Dionysus’, Greek Studies, WWP, VII, p.35.  

xxvii WWP, VII, pp.20;29. 

xxviii WWP, VII, pp.36-8. In the Descriptive Catalogue to the 1809 exhibition in which Blake exhibited 

‘The spiritual form of Nelson, guiding Leviathan’ and ‘The spiritual form of Pitt, guiding Behemoth’, 

the poet had expressed his inability to believe that ‘either Homer’s Mythology, or Ovid’s, were the 

production of Greece, or of Latium’, arguing instead that Greek sculpture had consisted of copies from 

‘greater works of the Asiatic Patriarchs’. Blake had ‘endeavoured to emulate the grandeur’ of the 

originals seen in a vision on a smaller scale in his treatment of the modern ‘Heroes’ Pitt and Nelson, 

the chief pictorial elements of which had been ‘firm and determinate lineaments unbroken by shadows’. 

William Blake’s Writings ed. G.E. Bentley, Jnr., 2 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), A Descriptive 

Catalogue, II, pp.829-30. Pater differs from Blake in that he applies the phrase not to historical persons 

but to personified natural phenomena and the related associations grouped under a name, perfectly 

realised in artistic representation. Billie A. Inman points out the similarity with Renan’s idea of the 

résumé in his essay ‘Les Religions de l’antiquité’, Walter Pater and His Reading 1874-77, p.244.   

xxix Finally, unspoken but surely not unsignified, in a passage about divine rebirth, is the second 

animated body of the resurrected Christ, or the Pauline spiritual body.  

xxx WWP, VII, p.113 

xxxi Wordsworth ‘Three Years She Grew in Sun and Shower’, Wordsworth and Coleridge: Lyrical 

Ballads, ed. Fiona Stafford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p.258. 

xxxii WWP, VII, pp.148-9. There is a further allusion to Wordsworth’s elegy in the essay on ‘Demeter 

and Persephone’ in Pater’s description of the sculptural figure of the goddess discovered at Cnidus: 

‘The sorrows of her long wanderings seem to have passed into the marble.’ WWP, VII, p.145. In the 

essay ‘On Wordsworth’ Pater writes: ‘[Wordsworth] conceives of noble sound as even moulding the 



31 
 

 

 
human countenance to nobler types’. (‘On Wordsworth’, 457.) ‘Tranquillity’ also has an obvious 

Wordsworthian resonance. 

xxxiii Michelangelo, too, had lived on as a revenant, ‘a ghost out of another age’, Pater suggested in The 

Renaissance, p.71.  

xxxiv ‘A Study of Dionysus’, WWP, VII, p.44. 

xxxv The Renaissance, p.87 

xxxvi The Renaissance, p.98. 

xxxvii The Renaissance, p.93. For Welcker’s Griechische Götterlehere (1857-1862), see Billie A. Inman, 

Walter Pater and His Reading 1874-1877, p.238. ‘Bacchus’ is now thought to be by a follower of 

Leonardo and from a study of St. John.  

xxxviii See Robert Fowler, ‘Pater and Greek Religion’, in Charles Martindale, Stefano Evangelista and 

Elizabeth Prettejohn (eds.), Pater the Classicist: Classical Scholarship, Reception and Aestheticism 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp.241-258. ‘Walter Pater attempted more seriously than anyone 

before him in England to understand the Greek gods as gods, not as long-dead divinities but as living 

spirits.’ (p.241). 

xxxix Pater’s allusion to ‘a Bacchus by a young Hebrew painter, in the exhibition of the Royal Academy 

of 1868’, is to Simeon Solomon’s 1867 picture of the god. WWP, VII, p.42. 

xl ‘Kaleidoscopic’ is Carolyn Williams’ word for the passage on Dionysus. See Transfigured World: 

Walter Pater’s Aesthetic Historicism (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1989), p.255. 

xli E. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, I, p.387: ‘It seems as though thinking men, as yet at a low level of 

culture, were deeply impressed by two groups of biological problems. In the first place, what is it that 

makes the difference between a living body and a dead one; what causes waking, sleep, trance, disease, 

death? In the second place, what are those human shapes which appear in dreams and visions? Looking 

at these two groups of phenomena, the ancient savage philosophers practically made each help to 

account for the other, by combining both in a conception which we may call an apparitional-soul, a 

ghost-soul’.  
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xlii Transfigured World, p.12. In her reading of the ‘Mona Lisa’ passage, Williams makes the point that 

Pater’s writing is ‘a vision of the immense powers of interpretation’. (p.123.) 

xliii Whether we could reverse the implied values in this question is part of the question. 

xliv ‘Demeter and Persephone’, WWP, VII, p.151. 

xlv In contrast too, perhaps, with the arguments of the ethnographers like Tylor who had noted the lack 

of an ‘ethical element’ in what he called the ‘lower animism’: ‘The lower animism is not immoral, it is 

unmoral.’ (Primitive Culture, II, p.326.) 

xlvi Marius the Epicurean, I, WWP, II, pp.21;9. 

xlvii WWP, II, p.168. 

xlviii WWP, II, p.27; 

xlix WWP, III, pp.49;50; 

l WWP, III, p.65. 

li God and the Bible, CPWMA, VII, p.156. Pursuing the etymological root of the Greek word for 

‘righteousness’ Arnold had written that it signified ‘going straight, going the way we are meant to go 

[…] the Greek word for justice and righteousness has for its foundation, some say, the idea of describing 

a certain line, following a certain necessary orbit. St. Paul and Protestantism, CPWMA, VI, p.30 

lii The chapter of volume two of Marius, ‘The Will as Vision’, explores the feeling of ‘some other 

companion, an unfailing companion, ever at his side throughout... he passed from that mere fantasy of 

a self not himself, beside him in his coming and going, to those divinations of a living and 

companionable spirit at work in all things’, (WWP, III, p. 69). All of Marius’s speculations lead towards 

an intuition of ‘that divine companion… the unfailing “assistant”’, (p.72); the sense ‘of companionship, 

of a person beside him, evoked the faculty of conscience’ (p.73). 

liii WWP, III, p.51. 

liv WWP, III, p.173. 

lv For a fuller discussion of the many ways in which Pater rewrites Arnold, see David DeLaura, Hebrew 

and Hellene in Victorian England: Newman, Arnold, and Pater (Austin & London: University of Texas 

Press, 1969). DeLaura draws attention to Pater’s reworking of Newman’s ‘economy’ of faith – the 
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notion of the personal or subjective assent to belief, in the following passage from the chapter ‘The 

Doctrine of Plato’ of Plato and Platonism: ‘[Truth], precisely because it resembles some high kind of 

relationship of persons to persons, depends a good deal on the receiver; and must be, in that degree, 

elusive, provisional, contingent, a matter of various approximation, and of an “economy,” as is said; 

that it is partly a subjective attitude of mind:- that philosophic truth consists in the philosophic temper’. 

Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.187. 

lvi See Stephen Cheeke, ‘Walter Pater: Personality and Persons’, Victoriographies 5:3 (2015), 234-250. 

lvii ‘On Wordsworth’, 458. 

lviii See especially Lee Behlman and Kurt Lampe, ‘Animism and Metaphysics in Pater’s Platonism’, in 

Pater the Classicist, pp.275-292 (276). Behlman’s and Lampe’s reading is generally sympathetic, 

though it does acknowledge the novelty of some of Pater’s interpretations: ‘On our reading, the core of 

Pater’s novelty is his introduction of not only sensuality, which has often been noted, but also 

“animistic” spirituality into Platonic idealism. This has far-reaching consequences for the rest of his 

version of the Platonic system, including the place within it of cooperative enquiry and spiritual 

communion. / Pater’s peculiar claim that Platonic Ideas are like persons, whom we know through 

feelings (sensations and emotions), is the focal point for his idiosyncratic reading of Platonism’ (p.276). 

lix Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, pp.134-5. 

lx ‘Diaphaneitè’, appendix to Studies in the History of the Renaissance, ed. Matthew Beaumont (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2010), p.138. 

 
lxi The Renaissance, p.155. 

lxii Studies, pp.168;182. 

lxiii Michael F. Davis, ‘Walter Pater’s “Latent Intelligence” and the Conception of Queer Theory’, Laurel 

Brake, Lesley Higgins, Carolyn Williams (eds), Walter Pater: Transparencies of Desire (Greensboro, 

NC: ELT Press, 2002), pp.261-285; (p.273.) 

lxiv Richard Dellamora, Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1990), p.67. 
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lxv Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (Ithaca and London: Cornell 

University Press, 1994), p.83. ‘This model of love […] could be recaptured within the existing structures 

of Oxford homosociality: the intense friendship, the tutorial, the essay society’ (p.81). ‘“Philosophein 

met’ erōtos,” Wilde writes in his commonplace book [as Oxford undergraduate], using the phrase so 

central to Pater. “Philosophein met’ erōtos!” exclaims the narrator of Wilde’s Portrait of Mr. W.H., 

“How that phrase had stirred me in my Oxford days!”’ (p.121.) Billie A. Inman’s essay, ‘John “Dorian” 

Gray and the theme of subservient love in Walter Pater’s works of the 1890s’, suggests that Pater’s 

notion of paiderastia has a negative counterpart in the type of male-male love that is subservient and 

self-damaging, rather than being under the inspiration of Eros – an anxiety visible in Plato and 

Platonism. See Walter Pater and the Culture of the Fin de Siècle ed. E.S. Shaffer, Comparative 

Literature 17 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp.85-107. See also, Stefano 

Evangelista ‘“Lovers and Philosophers at Once”: Aesthetic Platonism in the Victorian fin de siècle’, 

Yearbook of English Studies, 36:2 (2006), 230-44. Thank you to my colleagues Ian Calvert and Pantelis 

Michelis for help with the Greek, and for Pantelis’s translation: ‘having philosophized at some point 

with Eros’. 

lxvi Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.171. 

lxvii Pater quotes Bruno: ‘A filosofia è necessario amore’. Gaston de Latour, WWP, IV, p.307. 

lxviii Michael Davis says that ‘Pater has to go not only to Greek culture but also to the Greek language 

to articulate what in English culture and in the English language is essentially inarticulable, which is 

this idea, to venture a translation of an untranslatable phrase, of “philosophizing with, by way of, or 

under the influence of, eros,”’. (‘Walter Pater’s “Latent Intelligence”’, p.273.) 

lxix Leslie Higgins has shown how Pater ‘negotiated new meanings for Plato’s texts within an emerging 

homoerotic sexual-aesthetic discourse’ in a context in which Benjamin Jowett’s translations of the 

Platonic canon had ‘encoded the texts to conform to then-contemporary heterosexist tenets’. Lesley 

Higgins, ‘Jowett and Pater: Trafficking in Platonic Wares’, Victorian Studies 37:1 (Fall 1993), pp.43-

72. (p.44). 

lxx Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.134.  Behlman and Lampe comment that this is ‘odd’, since 

Platonic love is usually assumed to be for Ideas, while persons are ‘imperfect reminders of Beauty, 
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Justice, and so on’; Pater’s argument that Platonists love Ideas as persons is ‘a fascinating shift in 

perspective’. (p.277). 

lxxi Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.146. 

lxxii Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.146. 

lxxiii Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.166. 

lxxiv Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.170. 

lxxv Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.168. 

lxxvi Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.152. 

lxxvii Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.170 

lxxviii Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.171. 

lxxix Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.171. 

lxxx Studies, pp.93-4 

lxxxi Plato and Platonism, WWP, VI, p.172. 

lxxxiiFor the Greek, see G.R.F. Ferrari, ‘Platonic Love’, in The Cambridge Companion to Plato 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p.261. 

lxxxiii ‘Far from naively projecting her own intelligence onto nature where it becomes a norm to impose 

on others, the Platonist’s pursuit of Ideas brings her face to face with both her own subjectivity and the 

“elusive” subjectivity of others. Here the otherness of personified Ideas blends into the otherness of 

interlocutors’. (Behlman and Lampe, Pater the Classicist, p.281). 

lxxxiv Houghton Manuscript, ‘Moral Philosophy’, MP, p.13v. 

lxxxv Gaston de Latour, WWP, IV, p.249. 

lxxxvi Marius the Epicurean, II, WWP, III, p.178. The essay on Charles Lamb had spoken of Lamb’s 

renunciation of the ‘“feverish, romantic tie of love”’. ‘Charles Lamb’, Appreciations, WWP, V, p.108. 

lxxxvii Raymond Williams, Culture and Society 1780-1950 (London: Chatto & Windus, 1958), p.168. 

lxxxviii First summed up by Vernon Lee in Renaissance Fancies and Studies (1895), that he ‘began as an 

aesthete and ended as a moralist’, summarised later in the title of an article by Philip Toynbee: ‘Rebel 
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into Pussycat’. Vernon Lee, Renaissance Fancies and Studies (1895), p.181. Philip Toynbee, ‘Rebel 

into Pussycat’, review of the Letters, in the Observer, 16th August 1970, p.21. 

lxxxviii Marius the Epicurean, II, WWP, III, p.178. The essay on Charles Lamb had spoken of Lamb’s 

renunciation of the ‘“feverish, romantic tie of love”’. ‘Charles Lamb’, Appreciations, WWP, V, p.108. 

lxxxix ‘Certes c'est un subject merveilleusement vain, divers, et ondoyant, que l'homme: il est malaisé 

d'y fonder jugement constant et uniforme.’ Michel de Montaigne, Les Essais ed. Jean Balsamo, Michel 

Magnien et Catherine Magnien-Simonin (Paris : Gallimard, 2007), p.33. 

xc It will be a kind of codeword within sexually transgressive literature over the following decades, 

Ronald Firbank taking it as the title of his Sapphic novel of 1917. As an historical accident – almost a 

caprice or sportive fancy in itself – the island of Capri (the derivation of the name probably comes either 

from the Greek for wild boar or the Latin for goats) came to be associated with sexual transgression, a 

reputation established in the era of Tiberius. See, for example, Norman Douglas’s novel South Wind 

published in the same year as Firbank’s Caprice (1917). 

xci Its musical connotation (a light and free composition) recommends it to the fin-de siècle sensibility 

that similarly drew on ‘nocturne’ or ‘symphony’ to express new aesthetic forms. Goya’s horrifying 

etchings and aquatints, Los Caprichos – full of dark irrational fantasies – were published in 1799. Jules 

Barbey D’Aurevilly’s 1845 treatise Of Dandyism and of George Brummell (Du Dandysme et de George 

Brummell), translated into English in 1897, had personified the spirit of Dandyism as a socially 

subversive and dissolvent force under the word ‘Caprice’: ‘Though there doubtless exist certain 

principles and traditions of Dandyism, the whole is controlled by Caprice, and Caprice is only permitted 

to those whom she suits, and with whom manner atones for matter.’ ‘Dandies represent Caprice in a 

classified and symmetrical society’. Dandyism, translated by Douglas Ainslie (New York: PAJ 

Publications, 1988), pp.45; 56. 

xcii Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde ed. Joseph Bristow 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), III, p.27. 

xciii WWP, VIII, p.84. 

xciv WWP, VIII, p.85-6 
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xcv ‘[The] spectacle of man’s eternal bêtise’ (stupidity) comes from the essay ‘Prosper Mérimée’ (1890) 

(WWP, VIII, p.17). Very often in Pater the right word – the morsel word – is French. Even for Pascal, 

there had been ‘nothing that corresponded as a matter of clear personal intercourse of the very senses 

to the greatness of his surrender’. (WWP, VIII, p.82). 


