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Aestheticism and Nihilism:
Later Nineteenth-Century Criticism

Harold Bloom

1

Omcm AND pURrposk, for the sake of life, must be kept apart; that fierce
admonition is central to Nietzsche. Can they be kept apart, for very long, in an
individual psychology? Nietzsche’s true strength was as a psychologist, but he
finally asked of us what no psychologist rightfully can expect, since the cyclic
return of aim or purpose to origin is not to be evaded, a dark lesson taught by
poets and speculators throughout recorded time. Beginnings have more than
prestige; they foster the perpetual illusion of freedom, even though to invade
that illusion generally results in dying. ]

Nietzsche’s deepest teaching, as I read it, is that authentic meaning is
painful, and that the pain itself is the meaning. Between pain and meaning
comes memory, a memory of pain that then becomes a memorable meaning;:

“How can one create a memory for the human animal? How can one
impress something upon this partly obtuse, partly flighty mind,
attuned only to the passing moment, in such a way that it will stay
there?”

One can well believe that the answers and methods for solving this
primeval problem were not precisely gentle; perhaps indeed there was
nothing more fearful and uncanny in the whole prehistory of man than
his mnemotechnics. “If something is to stay in the memory it must be
burned in: only that which never ceases to hurt stays in the mem-
ory”’—this is a main clause of the oldest (unhappily also the most
enduring) psychology on earth. One might even say that wherever on
earth solemnity, seriousness, mystery, and gloomy coloring still dis-
tinguish the life of man and a people, something of the terror that
formerly attended all promises, pledges, and vows on earth is still
effective: the past, the longest, deepest and sternest past, breathes
upon us and rises up in us whenever we become “serious.” Man could
never do without blood, torture, and sacrifices when he felt the need to
create a memory for himself; the most dreadful sacrifices and pledges
(sacrifices of the first-born among them), the most repulsive mutila-
tions (castration, for example), the cruelest rites of all the religious
cults (and all religions are at the deepest level systems of cruelties)—
all this has its origin in the instinct that realized that pain is the most
powerful aid to mnemonics.
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I hesitate to.name this as Nietzsche’s most fundamental insight, but 1
myself always remember it first when I think of Nietzsche. That the hurt itself
should be the logos, the link of meaning that connects character and feeling,
is the implicit teaching of all religions, which indeed are “systems of cruelties”
as Nietzsche calls them, and I am certain he would have placed Marxism and
psychoanalysis among them. But I fear that Nietzsche’s insight is darker and
more comprehensive than that. It embraces all literature as well, since what
On the Genealogy of Morals goes on to call “the ascetic spirit” might as well be
called “the aesthetic spirit” also, or the ascetic/aesthetic ideal:

That this ideal acquired such power and ruled over men as imperi-
ously as we find it in history, especially wherever the civilization and
taming of man has been carried through, expresses a great fact: the
sickliness of the type of man we have had hitherto, or at least of the
tamed man, and the physiological struggle of man against death (more
precisely: against disgust with life, against exhaustion, against the
desire for the “end”). The ascetic priest is the incarnate desire to be
different, to be in a different place, and indeed this desire at its greatest
extreme, its distinctive fervor and passion; but precisely this power of
his desire is the chain that holds him captive so that he becomes a tool
for the creation of more favorable conditions for being here and being
man—it is precisely this power that enables him to persuade to
existence the whole herd of the ill-constituted, disgruntled, underpriv-
ileged, unfortunate, and all who suffer of themselves, by instinctively
going before them as their shepherd. You will see my point: this
ascetic priest, this apparent enemy of life, this denier—precisely he is
among the greatest conserving and yes-creating forces of life.

With singular contempt, Nietzsche keeps repeating that, in the case of an
artist, ascetic ideals mean nothing whatever, or so many things as to amount
to nothing whatever. This is part of his polemic against his once-idealized
Wagner, but it is also the defense of a failed poet who could not acknowledge
his failure, as Zarathustra dreadfully demonstrates. The desire to be different,
to be elsewhere, is the one motive for metaphor in Nietzsche, and perhaps in
everyone else as well. If it leads to a Moses, then it leads to a Goethe also. The
antithetical spirit in Nietzsche, his own version of the ascetic and the aesthetic,
drives him towards what I venture to call a poetics of pain, which has to be
read antithetically, as meaning nearly the reverse of what it appears to say:

(Art—to say it in advance, for I shall some day return to this subject
at greater length—art, in which precisely the lie is sanctified and the
will to deception has a good conscience, is much more fundamentally
opposed to the ascetic ideal than is science: this was instinctively
sensed by Plato, the greatest enemy of art Europe has yet produced.
Plato versus Homer: that is the complete, the genuine antagonism—
there the sincerest advocate of the “beyond,” the great slanderer of life;
here the instinctive deifier, the golden nature. To place himself in the
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service of the ascetic ideal is therefore the most distinctive corruption
of an artist that is at all possible; unhappily, also one of the most
common forms of corruption, for nothing is more easily corrupted than
an artist.)

The agon between Plato and Homer here is misread, creatively or strongly,
as a struggle between the ascetic and the aesthetic, rather than as the struggle
for aesthetic supremacy Nietzsche elsewhere declared it to be. But Nietzsche’s
superb irony makes my attempt to “correct” him a redundancy; what artists
have not shown such corruption in which they place themselves in the service
of the ascetic ideal? Indeed, what other option have they, or we, according to
Nietzsche? Which is to say: how are we to read the final section of the
Genealogy?

Apart from the ascetic ideal, man, the human animal, had no
meaning so far. His existence on earth contained no goal; “why man
at all?”—was a question without an answer, the will for man and earth
was lacking; behind every great human destiny there sounded as a
refrain a yet greater “in vain!” This is precisely what the ascetic ideal
means: that something was lacking, that man was surrounded by a
fearful void—he did not know how to justify, to account for, to affirm
himself; he suffered from the problem of his meaning. He also suffered
otherwise, he was in the main a sickly animal: but his problem was not
suffering itself, but that there was no answer to the crying question,
“why do I suffer?”

Man, the bravest of animals and the one most accustomed to
suffering, does not repudiate suffering as such; he desires it, he even
seeks it out, provided he is shown a meaning for it, a purpose of
suffering. The meaninglessness of suffering, not suffering itself, was
the curse that lay over mankind so far—and the ascetic ideal offered
man meaning! It was the only meaning offered so far; any meaning is
better than none at all; the ascetic ideal was in every sense the “faute
de mieux” par excellence so far. In it, suffering was interpreted; the
tremendous void seemed to have been filled; the door was closed to any
kind of suicidal nihilism. This interpretation—there is no doubt of it—
brought fresh suffering with it, deeper, more inward, more poisonous,
more life-destructive suffering: it placed all suffering under the
perspective of guilt.

But all this notwithstanding—man was saved thereby, he possessed
a meaning, he was henceforth no longer like a leaf in the wind, a
plaything of nonsense—the “sense-less”-—he could now will some-
thing; no matter at first to what end, why, with what he willed: the will
itself was saved.

We can no longer conceal from ourselves what is expressed by all
that willing which has taken its direction from the ascetic ideal: this
hatred of the human, and even more of the animal, and more still of
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the material, this horror of the senses, of reason itself, this fear of
happiness and beauty, this longing to get away from all appearance,
change, becoming, death, wishing, from longing itself—all this
means—let us dare to grasp it—a will to nothingness, an aversion to
life, a rebellion against the most fundamental presuppositions of life;
but it is and remains a will! . . . And, to repeat in conclusion what I said
at the beginning: man would rather will nothingness than not witl. —

To give suffering a meaning is not so much to relieve suffering as it is to
enable meaning to get started, rather than merely repeated. What Nietzsche
shares most deeply with the Hebrew Bible and with Freud is the drive to find
sense in everything, to interpret everything, but here Nietzsche is at his most
dialectical, since he knows (and cannot accept) the consequences of every-
thing having a meaning. There could never be anything new, since everything
would have happened already. That is the Hebrew Bible’s loyalty to Yahweh,
its trust in the Covenant, and finally that is Freud’s faith in the efficacy of
interpretation. And that is also Nietzsche’s most profound argument with the
Hebrew Bible.

“Man . . . suffered from the problem of his meaning” and then yielded to
the ascetic ideal, which made the suffering itself into the meaning, and so
opened the perspective of guilt. Rather than be void of meaning, man took the
void as meaning, a taking that saved the will, at a fearful cost. Nietzsche has
no alternative but to accuse the poets of nihilism, an accusation in which he
himself did not altogether believe. But his association of memory, pain, and
meaning is unforgettable and productive, suggesting as it does an antithetical
poetics not yet fully formulated, yet lurking in his forbodings of an uncannier
nihilism than any yet known.

“We possess art lest we should perish of the truth.” If a single
apothegm could sum up Nietzsche on the aesthetic, it would be that.
Poetry tells lies, but the truth, being the reality principle, reduces to death,
our death. To love truth would be to love death. This hardly seems to me,
as it does to Gilles Deleuze, a tragic conception of art. The world is rich in
meaning because it is rich in error, strong in suffering, when seen from an
aesthetic perspective. Sanctifying a lie, and deceiving with a good con-
science, is the necessary labor of art, because error about life is necessary
for life, since the truth about life merely hastens death. The will to deceive
is not a tragic will, and indeed is the only source for an imaginative drive
that can counter the ascetic drive against life. But these antithetical drives,
as in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle, form the figure of a chiasmus.
Nietzsche is scarcely distinguishable from the Pater of Marius the Epicu-
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rean, who also so mingles the ascetic and the aesthetic that we cannot
undo their mutual contaminations, at least in the strong poet.

Richard Rorty makes the crucial observation that only the strong poet,
in Nietzsche, is able to appreciate his own contingency, and thus to
appropriate it:

The line between weakness and strength is thus the line between
using language which is familiar and universal and producing lan-
guage which, though initially unfamiliar and idiosyncratic, somehow
makes tangible the blind impress all one’s behavings bear.

Rorty goes on to say that Nietzsche does not avoid an “inverted Platon-
ism—his suggestion that a life of self-creation can be as complete and as
autonomous as Plato thought a life of contemplation might be.” In some
terrible sense, Nietzsche did live his life as though it were a poem, and found
a value in the idea of his own suffering, a value not unrelated to his adversary,
the ascetic ideal. In his own terms, Nietzsche was one of the corrupted strong
poets, but such corruption is indistinguishable from strength, even as the
ascetic and the aesthetic spirits do blend together. More even than Pater,
Nietzsche is an aesthete, giving everything to perception, and finding valid
perception only in the arts. Yet Nietzsche, unlike Pater, has his own kind of
uneasy conscience at his own aestheticism.

Does Nietzsche offer any mode of understanding reality that does not
depend upon literary culture? Clearly not, and that seems to me his difference
from all previous psychologists and philosophers. Though he insisted that he
was wiser than the poets, he never presented us with that wisdom. If you are
going to be the poet of your own life, then you are going to share, at best, the
wisdom of the strong poets, and not of the philosophers, theologians, psychol-
ogists, or politicians. I think that Nietzsche’s true strength, his originality, was
that he did realize the cognitive implications of poetic wisdom. To call our
cosmos the primordial poem of mankind, something that we have composed
ourselves, sounds like Shelley, but is Nietzsche:

1. We want to hold fast to our senses and to our faith in them—and
think their consequences through to the end! The nonsensuality of
philosophy hitherto as the greatest nonsensicality of man.

2. The existing world, upon which all earthly living things have
worked so that it appears as it does (durable and changing slowly), we
want to go on building—and not criticize it away as false!

3. Our valuations are a part of this building; they emphasize and
underline. Of what significance is it if entire religions say: “all is bad
and false and evil”! This condemnation of the entire process can only
be a judgment of the ill-constituted!

4. To be sure, the ill-constituted can be the greatest sufferers and
the most subtle? The contented could be of little value?

5. One must understand the artistic basic phenomenon that is called
“life"—the building spirit that builds under the most unfavorable
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conditions: in the slowest manner——A demonstration of all its
combinations must first be produced afresh: it preserves itself.

Walter Pater would have had no difficulty in endorsing this; his own
emphasis upon sensation and perception as constitutive of his kind of reality
would be wholly consonant with Nietzsche, except that Pater is overtly and
candidly solipsistic. Nietzsche, rebellious student of Schopenhauer, might not
have agreed with his mentor (or with Wittgenstein) that what the solipsist
means is right.

What the poet means is hurtful, Nietzsche tells us, nor can we tell the hurt
from the meaning. What are the pragmatic consequences for criticism of
Nietzsche's poetics of pain? To ask that is to ask also what I am convinced is
the determining question of the canonical: what makes one poem more
memorable than another? The Nietzschean answer must be that the memo-
rable poem, the poem that has more meaning, or starts more meaning going,
is the poem that gives (or commemorates) more pain. Like Freud’s ghastly
Primal History Scene (in Totem and Taboo), the strong poem repeats and
commemorates a primordial pain. Or to be more Nietzschean (and more
Paterian), the strong poem constitutes pain, brings pain into being, and so
creates meaning.

The pain is the meaning. 1 find this formulation peculiarly and personally
disturbing because, ever since I was a small boy, I have judged poems on the
basis of just how memorable they immediately seemed. It is distressing to
reflect that what seemed inevitable phrasing to me (and still does), was the
result of inescapable pain, rather than of what it seemed to be, bewildering
pleasure. But then the Nietzschean Sublime, like the Longinian and the
Shelleyan, depends upon our surrendering easier pleasures in order to
experience more difficult pleasures. Strong poetry is difficult, and its memo-
rability is the consequence of a difficult pleasure, and a difficult enough
pleasure is a kind of pain.

Rorty is right, I think, in associating Nietzsche’s poetics with the
acceptance of contingency, to which I would add only that it is very painful to
accept contingency, to be the contained rather than the container. The uneasy
fusion of the aesthetic and ascetic spirits (I would prefer to call them stances)
figures again in Nietzsche’s ability to compound with facticity. Stevens’s
Nietzschean “The Poems of our Climate” ends with a return to the primordial
poem of mankind, to what had been so long composed, and so ends with the
Nietzschean exaltation of the aesthetic lie, lest we perish of the truth:

Note that, in this bitterness, delight,
Since the imperfect is so hot in us,
Lies in flawed words and stubborn sounds.

3

... What is this song or picture, this engaging personality presented
in life or in a book, to me? What effect does it really produce on
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me? Does it give me pleasure? and if so, what sort of degree of
pleasure? How is my nature modified by its presence, and under its
influence?

—PATER, Preface to The Renaissance

. . . Why should a poem not change in sense when there is a
fluctuation of the whole of appearance? Or why should it not change
when we realize that the indifferent experience of life is the unique
experience, the item of ecstasy which we have been isolating and
reserving for another time and place, loftier and more secluded.

—STEVENS, “Two or Three Ideas”

“Aesthetic” Criticism

Pater is a great critic of a kind common enough in the nineteenth
century—Coleridge, Lamb, Hazlitt, De Quincey, above all Ruskin—but
scarcely to be found in the twentieth. Difficult to define, this sort of critic
possesses one salient characteristic. His value inheres neither in his accuracy
at the direct interpretation of meaning in texts nor in his judgments of relative
eminence of works and authors. Rather, he gives us a vision of art through his
own unique sensibility, and so his own writings obscure the supposed
distinction between criticism and creation. “Supposed,” because who can
convince us of that distinction? To adapt Shelley’s idea of the relation between
poetry and the universe, let us say that criticism creates the poem anew, after
the poem has been annihilated in our minds by the recurrence of impressions
blunted by reiteration. Ruskin’s or Pater’s criticism tends to create anew not
so much a particular work of art but rather the precisely appropriate
consciousness of the perceptive reader or viewer. This does not mean that
these great critics are monuments to the Affective Fallacy, or that literary
historians with Formalist tendencies are justified in naming Ruskin and Pater
as critical Impressionists. Oscar Wilde, who brilliantly vulgarized both his
prime precursors, insisted that their work treated “the work of art simply as a
starting-point for a new creation.” Matthew Arnold had asserted that the “aim
of criticism is to see the object as in itself it really is.” A few years later,
implicitly invoking Ruskin against Arnold, Pater slyly added that “the first
step towards seeing one’s object as it really is, is to know one’s impression as
it really is, to discriminate it, to realise it distinctly.” Wilde, attempting to
complete his master, charmingly amended this to the grand statement that
“the primary aim of the critic is to see the object as in itself it really is not.”
Between Arnold’s self-deception and Wilde’s wit comes Pater’s hesitant and
skeptical emphasis upon a peculiar kind of vision, with which he identifies all
aesthetic experience.

We owe to Pater our characteristic modern use of “aesthetic,” for he
emancipated the word from its bondage to philosophy, both when he spoke of
the “aesthetic critic” in his “Preface” to The Renaissance, and when he named
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the work of Morris and Rossetti as the “aesthetic poetry” in Appreciations.
Vulgarized again by his ebullient disciple Wilde, and by the paredies of Wilde
as Bunthorne in Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience, and of Pater himself as Mr.
Rose in W. H. Mallock’'s The New Republic, Pater had to endure the
debasement of “aesthete” as a term, and we endure it still. Pater meant us
always to remember what mostly we have forgotten, that “aesthete” is from the
Greek aisthetes, “one who perceives.” So the “aesthetic critic” is simply the
perceptive critic, or literary critic proper, and “aesthetic poetry” is precisely
the contemporary poetry that is most perceptive, that is, in one’s judgment
most truly poetry.

Pater’s key terms as a critic are “perception” and “sensation,” which is
response to perception. “Vision” for Pater, as for Blake, is a synonym for
Coleridge’s or Wordsworth’s “Imagination,” and Pater further emulated Blake
by questing after the “spiritual form” of phenomena as against “corporeal
form.” This is the “form” that: “Every moment . . . grows perfect in hand or
face,” according to the almost preternaturally eloquent “Conclusion” to The
Renaissance. In the marvelous “Postscript” (on “Romanticism™) to Apprecia-
tions, Pater traces the genesis of form:

. . . there are the born romanticists, who start with an original,
untried matter, still in fusion; who conceive this vividly, and hold by it
as the essence of their work; who, by the very vividness and heat of
their conception, purge away, sooner or later, all that is not organically
appropriate to it, till the whole effect adjusts itself in clear, orderly,
proportionate form; which form, after a very little time, becomes
classical in its turn.

Vividness and heat purge away from the Romantic idea all that is not form,
and form is the reward of the aesthete or perceptive man, if he has the strength
to persist in his purgation. “In the end, the aesthetic is completely crushed and
destroyed by the inability of the observer who has himself been crushed to have
any feeling for it left.” That dark observation is by Wallace Stevens, an heir
(unwilling) of Pater’s aestheticism. A more accurate observation of the
aesthete’s defeat comes from as great an heir, more conscious and willing, who
attributed to Pater’s influence his poetic generation’s doomed attempt “to walk
upon a rope, tightly stretched through serene air.” Yeats nevertheless got
across to the other side of the Nineties, and carried Pater alive into our century
in Per Amica Silentia Lunae (1917) and A Vision (1925, 1937). Pater's vision
of form culminates in Yeats’s Phase 15: “Now contemplation and desire,
united into one, inhabit a world where every beloved image has bodily form,
and every bodily form is loved.” Pater, for whom the attained form demanded
purgation, an askesis (to which I shall return), hesitantly held back from this
Yeatsian version of a High Romantic Absolute.

To know Pater, and to apprehend his influence not only on Stevens and
Yeats, but on Joyce, Eliot, Pound, and many other writers of our century, we
need to place Pater in his Oedipal context in the cultural situation of his own
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time. The pleasures of reading Pater are intense, to me, but the importance of
Pater transcends those pleasures, and finally is quite out of proportion to
Pater’s literary achievement, fairly large as that was. Pater is the heir of a
tradition already too wealthy to have required much extension or variation
when it reached him. He revised that tradition, turning the Victorian contin-
uation of High Romanticism into the Late Romanticism or “Decadence” that
prolonged itself as what variously might be called Modernism, Post-
Romanticism or, self-deceivingly, Anti-Romanticism, the art of Pound’s Vortex.
Though Pater compares oddly, perhaps not wholly adequately, with the great
Victorian prose prophets, he did what Carlyle, Ruskin, Newman, Arnold could
not do: he fathered the future. Himself wistful and elaborately reserved,
renouncing even his own strength, he became the most widely diffused
(though more and more hidden) literary influence of the later nineteenth upon
the twentieth century. In its diffusion, particularly in America, the Paterian
influence was assimilated to strikingly similar elements in Nietzsche and
Emerson, a process as indubitable as it is still largely unstudied. When Yeats
proclaimed the “profane perfection of mankind” or Pound or Stevens their
images of the poet as a crystal man, they combined Pater with Nietzsche and
Emerson (both of whom he seems to have neglected). “Just take one step
farther,” Nietzsche urged, and “love yourself through Grace; then you are no
longer in need of your God, and the whole drama of fall and redemption is acted
out in yourself.” “In the highest moments, we are a vision,” is the antinomian
counsel of Emerson. Pater’s first essay, “Diaphaneite,” read to an Oxford
literary group in 1864, presented the artist as a transparent or crystal image of
more-than-human perfection, an Apollonian here. How often, in Modern
poetry, we have heard these strains mingled, until by now our latest poets
alternately intoxicate and eradicate themselves in the inhuman effort that
might sustain a vision so exalted. Pater, though a theorist of the Dionysian,
evaded the heroic vitalism of a Nietzsche or the quasi-divine self-reliance of an
Emerson, declining to present himself either as prophet or as orator. Yet his
baroque meditations upon art, hieratic and subdued, touch as firmly upon the
ruinous strength of our major Modern poets as any other precursor of our
sensibility does.

Privileged Moments

Pater’s context begins with his only begetter, Ruskin, whose eftect can be
read, frequently through negation, throughout Pater’s work. Believing, as he
says in “Style,” that imaginative prose largely took the place of poetry in the
modern world, Pater necessarily assumed, consciously I think, the character-
istic malady of Post-Enlightenment poetry, the new creator’s anxiety-of-
influence in regard to his precursor’s priority, which becomes a menacing
spiritual authority, in a direct transference from the natural to the imaginative
world. Ruskin, despite his irrelevant mania for ferocious moralizing, is the
major “aesthetic critic,” in Pater’s sense, of the nineteenth century. Stylisti-
cally, Pater owed more to Swinburne, but stance rather than style is the crucial
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indebtedness of a poet or imaginative prose writer. This is Swinburne; sounds
like Pater, yet menaces him not at all:

All mysteries of good and evil, all wonders of life and death, lie in
their hands or at their feet. They have known the causes of things, and
are not too happy. The fatal labour of the world, the clamour and
hunger of the open-mouthed all-summoning grave, all fears and hopes
of ephemeral men, are indeed made subject to them, and trodden by
them underfoot; but the sorrow and strangeness of things are not
lessened because to one or two their secret springs have been laid bare
and the courses of their tides made known; refluent evil and good,
alternate grief and joy, life inextricable from death, change inevitable
and insuperable fate.

Swinburne is speaking of Michelangelo, Aeschylus, Shakespeare; masters
of the Sublime, whose mastery does not lessen “sorrow and strangeness.” The
accent here becomes Pater’s (Cecil Lang surmises that Gautier’s prose is
behind Swinburne’s, and Gautier also affected the early Pater), but the
attitude, superficially akin to Pater’s, is profoundly alien to the Epicurean
visionary. Swinburne broods on knowledge and powerlessness, but Pater cared
only about perception, about seeing again what Michelangelo, Aeschylus,
Shakespeare saw. Ruskin’s Biblical style was no burden to the Hellenizing
Pater, but Ruskin’s critical stance was at once initial release yet ultimate
burden to his disciple. For this is Pater’s Gospel, but it is Ruskin’s manifesto:
“ . . the greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see
something, and tell what it saw in a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for
one who can think, but thousands can think for one who can see. To see clearly
is poetry, prophecy and religion all in one.” Pater was not concerned to tell
what he saw in a plain way, but he was kindled by this exaltation of seeing.

Ruskin himself, though uniquely intense as a prophet of the eye, belonged
to the Spirit of the Age in his emphasis, as Pater well knew. The primal source
of later Romantic seeing in England was Wordsworth, who feared the tyranny
of the eye, yet who handed on to his disciples not his fear of the visual, nor
(until much later) his Sublime visionary sense, but his program for renovation
through renewed encounters with visible nature. Carlyle, a necessary link
between Wordsworth and Ruskin, equated the heroism of the poet with “the
seeing eye.” But a trouble, already always present in Wordsworth and
Coleridge, developed fully in Ruskin’s broodings upon vision. Modern Painters
111 (1856) distinguishes “the difference between the ordinary, proper, and true
appearances of things to us; and the extraordinary, or false appearances, when
we are under the influence of emotion, or contemplative fancy; false appear-
ances, | say, as being entirely unconnected with any real power or character in
the object, and only imputed to it by us.” This imputation of life to the
object-world Ruskin called the “pathetic fallacy” and judged as “a falseness in
all our impressions of external things.” The greatest order of poets, the
“Creative” (Shakespeare, Homer, Dante), Ruskin declared free of the pathetic
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fallacy, finding it endemic in the second order of poets, the “Reflective or
Perceptive” (Wordsworth, Keats, Tennyson). Himself a thorough Wordsworth-
ian, Ruskin did not mean to deprecate his Reflective (or Romantic) grouping,
but rather to indicate its necessary limitation. Like Pater after him, Ruskin was
haunted throughout his life and writings by Wordsworth’s “Intimations” Ode,
which objectified for both critics their terrible sense of bereavement, of
estrangement from the imaginative powers they possessed (or believed them-
selves to have possessed) as children. Both Ruskin and Pater began as
Wordsworthian poets, and turned to imaginative prose partly because of the
anxiety-of-influence induced in them by Wordsworth.

Ruskin’s formulation of the pathetic fallacy protests the human loss
involved in Wordsworth’s compensatory imagination. As such, Ruskin’s cri-
tique prophesies the winter vision of Wallace Stevens, from “The Snow Man”
through to “The Course of a Particular.” When Stevens reduces to what he
calls the First Idea, he returns to “the ordinary, proper, and true appearances
of things to us,” but then finds it dehumanizing to live only with these
appearances. So the later Ruskin found also, in his own elaborate mythicizings
in Sesame and Lilies and related books, and in the Wordsworthian autobiog-
raphy, Praeterita, that closed his work. What Wordsworth called “spots of
time,” periods of particular splendor or privileged moments testifying to the
mind’s power over the eye, Ruskin had turned from earlier, as being dubious
triumphs of the pathetic fallacy. Pater, who subverted Ruskin by going back to
their common ancestor Wordsworth, may be said to have founded his criticism
upon privileged moments of vision, or “epiphanies” as Joyce's Stephen,
another Paterian disciple, was to term them.

The “epiphany,” for us, has been much reduced, yet still prevails as our
poets’ starting-point for moving from sensation to mastery, or at least to
self-acceptance:

Perhaps there are times of inherent excellence,

Perhaps there are moments of awakening,
Extreme, fortuitous, personal, in which

We more than awaken. . . .

But Stevens’s good moments, as here in Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,
have receded even from the modified Wordsworthianism that Pater offered as
privileged moments, or pathetic fallacies raised to triumphs of perception. For
Ruskin’s “Perceptive” poets are Pater’s “Aesthetic” poets, not a second order
but the only poets possible in the universe of death, the Romantic world we
have come to inhabit. Joyce's Stephen, recording epiphanies as “the most
delicate and evanescent of moments,” is recollecting Pater’s difficult ecstasy
that flares forth “for that moment only.” The neo-orthodox, from Hopkins
through Eliot to Auden, vainly attempted to restore Pater’s “moments” to the
religious sphere, yet gave us only what Eliot insisted his poetry would not give,

-instances of “the intense moment / Isolated, with no before and after,” the
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actual art (such as it is) of Four Quartets even as it was of The Waste Land.
Pater remains the most honest recorder of epiphanies, by asking so little of
them, as here in the essay on the poet Joachim Du Bellay in The Renaissance:

A sudden light transfigures a trivial thing, a weathervane, a wind-
mill, a winnowing flail, the dust in the barn door; a moment—and the
thing has vanished, because it was pure effect; but it leaves a relish
behind it, a longing that the accident may happen again.

“He had studied the nostalgias,” like his descendant in Stevens’s more
qualified vision, and he did not pretend we could be renovated by happy
accidents. Yet he offered a program more genuinely purgative than High
Romanticism had ventured:

. . . painting and poetry . . . can accomplish their function in the
choice and development of some special situation, which lifts or
glorifies a character, in itself not poetical. To realise this situation, to
define, in a chill and empty atmosphere, the focus where rays, in
themselves pale and impotent, unite and begin to burn . . .

This, from the early essay on “Winckelmann,” presents the embryo of a
Paterian epiphany. Here is such an epiphany at its most central, in the crucial
chapter “The Will as Vision” of Marius the Epicurean:

Through some accident to the trappings of his horse at the inn
where he rested, Marius had an unexpected delay. He sat down in an
olive garden, and, all around him and within still turning to reverie. . . .
A bird came and sang among the wattled hedgeroses: an animal
feeding crept nearer: the child who kept it was gazing quietly: and the
scene and the hours still conspiring, 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. . . .

In this peculiar and privileged hour, his bodily frame, as he could
recognize, although just then, in the whole sum of its capacities, so
entirely possessed by him—Nay! actually his very self—was yet
determined by a far-reaching system of material forces external to
it. . . . And might not the intellectual frame also, still more intimately
himself as in truth it was, after the analogy of the bodily life, be a
moment only, an impulse or series of impulses, a single process . . . ?
How often had the thought of their brevity spoiled for him the most
natural pleasures of life. . . . —To-day at least, in the peculiar clearness
of one privileged hour, he seemed to have apprehended . . . an abiding
place. . . .

Himself—his sensations and ideas—never fell again precisely into
focus as on that day, yet he was the richer by its experience. . . . It gave
him a definitely ascertained measure of his moral or intellectual need,
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of the demand his soul must make upon the powers, whatsoever they
might be, which had brought him, as he was, into the world at all. . . .

All of Pater is in this passage. Wordsworth lamented the loss of an earlier
glory, ultimately because such glory was equal to an actual sense of immor-
tality. He celebrated “spots of time,” not because they restored that saving
sense, but in the hope they testified to his spirit’s strength over a phenomenal
world of decay, and so modestly hinted at some mode of survival. Ruskin, until
he weakened (on his own terms), insisted on the Homeric strength of gazing
upon ocean, and seeing no emblem of continuity but only pure physical
nature: “Black or clear, monstrous or violet-coloured, cold salt water it is
always, and nothing but that.” Pater’s Marius has been found by a skeptical but
comforting compromise between the natural visions of Wordsworth and
Ruskin. “Peculiar and privileged,” or “extreme, fortuitous, personal” as
Stevens was to call it, the time of reverie abides in Ruskin’s “pure physical
nature,” yet holds together in continuity not only past and present but what
was only potential in the past to a sublimity still possible in the future. The self
still knows that it reduces to “sensations and ideas” (the subtitle of Marius the
Epicurean), still knows the brevity of its expectation, knows even more
strongly it is joined to no immortal soul, yet now believes also that its own
integrity can be at one with the system of forces outside it. Pater’s strange
achievement is to have assimilated Wordsworth to Lucretius, to have com-
pounded an idealistic naturalism with a corrective materialism. By de-
idealizing the epiphany, he makes it available to the coming age, when the
mind will know neither itself nor the object but only the dumbfoundering
abyss that comes between.

Historicisms:
Renaissance and Romanticism

Pater began to read Ruskin in 1858, when he was just nineteen, eight
years before he wrote his first important essay, “Winckelmann.” From then
until the posthumously published writings, Pater suffered under Ruskin’s
influence, though from the start he maintained a revisionary stance in regard
to his precursor. In place of Ruskin’s full, prophetic, even overwhelming
rhetoric, Pater evolved a partial, hesitant, insinuating rhetoric, yet the result is
a style quite as elaborate as his master’s. The overt influence, Pater buried
deep. He mentioned Ruskin just once in his letters, and then to claim priority
over Ruskin by two years as the English discoverer of Botticelli (as late as 1883,
Ruskin still insisted otherwise, but wrongly). Ruskin is ignored, by name, in
the books and essays, yet he hovers everywhere in them, and nowhere more
strongly than in The Renaissance (1873), for Pater’s first book is primarily an
answer to The Stones of Venice (1851, 1853) and to the five volumes of Modern
Painters (1843—1860). Where Ruskin had deplored the Renaissance (and
located it in Italy between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries), elevating
instead the High Middle Ages, Pater emulated the main movement of English
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Romanticism by exalting the Renaissance (and then anticipated later studies
by locating its origins in twelfth-century France). Yet the polemic against
Ruskin, here as elsewhere, remains implicit. One of Pater’s friends reported
that once, when talking of Ruskin’s strength of perception, Pater burst out: “I
cannot believe that Ruskin saw more in the church of St. Mark than I do.”
Pater’s ultimate bitterness, in this area, came in 1885, when Ruskin resigned
as Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford. Pater offered himself for the
professorship, but it went to one Hubert Von Herkomer, and not to the author
of the notorious book on the Renaissance, whose largest departure from
Ruskin was in opposing a darker and hedonistic humanism to the overtly moral
humanism of his aesthetic precursor.

The vision of Pater’s Renaissance centers upon the hope of what Yeats
was to call Unity of Being. Drawing his epigraph from the Book of Psalms,
Pater hints at the aesthetic man’s salvation from the potsherds of English
Christianity in the 1860’s: “Though ye have lain among the pots, yet shall ye
be as the wings of a dove covered with silver, and her feathers with yellow
gold” (Psalms 68:13). The aesthetic man, surrounded by the decaying
absolutes inherited from Coleridge-as-theologian, accepts the truths of solip-
sism and isolation, of mortality and the flux of sensations, and glories in the
singularity of his own peculiar kind of contemplative temperament. Pater
would teach this man self-reconcilement and self-acceptance, and so Unity of
Being. In the great figures of the Renaissance—particularly Botticelli,
Michelangelo, Leonardo—Pater presents images of this Unity of aesthetic
contemplation. Ruskin, a greater critic than Pater, did not over-idealize the
possibilities of aesthetic contemplation, not even in books as phantasmagoric
as The Queen of the Air. Pater’s desperation, both to go beyond Ruskin and to
receive more from art, is at once his defining weakness in comparison to
Ruskin, and his greater importance for what was to come, not just in the
1880’s and 1890’s, but throughout our century.

In his vision of the Renaissance, Pater inherits the particular historicism
of English Romanticism, which had found its own origins in the English
Renaissance, and believed itself a renaissance of that Renaissance. Between
the High Romantics and Pater many losses were felt, and of these Darwin
compelled the largest. The Renaissance is already a Darwinian book, rather in
the same way that The Stones of Venice was still a Coleridgean book. Pater’s
moral tentativeness necessarily reflected his own profound repressions, in-
cluding his aversion to heterosexuality, and the very clear strain of sadomas-
ochism in his psyche. But the intellectual sanction of Pater’s skeptical
Epicureanism was provided by the prevalent skepticism even of religious
apologias in the age of Newman and the Oxford Movement. Evolution,
whether as presented by Christian historicisms or by Darwin himself, gave the
self-divided Pater a justification for projecting his temperament into a general
vision of his age’s dilemmas. His later work, considered further on in this
Introduction, found a governing dialectic for his skepticism in the Pre-
Socratics and Plato, but in The Renaissance the personal projection is more
direct, and proved more immediately influential.



