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Walter Pater’s Museological Gaze

In his 1868 review of William Morris’s poetry, Walter Pater writes:
The composite experience of all the ages is part of each one of us; to deduct from that
experience, to obliterate any part of it, to come face to face with the people of a past age,
as if the middle age, the Renaissance, the eighteenth century had not been, is as
impossible as to become a little child, or enter again into the womb and be born.!
Pater rejects the idea that we can ever know the past as it was; instead, we can only say what the
past means to us now, a meaning that is inflected by everything that has come between then and
now.

In this essay, I consider Pater’s engagement with the historical past—which, in the above
quotation, he tells us must always be a mediated experience—and the ‘composite experience’
that he presents to us in his only novel, Marius the Epicurean (1885). Scholars have long noted
the unusual temporality of Marius, which moves between the late nineteenth century, from
which the narrator speaks, and second-century Rome, where the action takes place, but also
incorporates all times and places in between. Readers are never at home in Marius’s Rome, but
are constantly reminded of their temporal distance from the events of the novel and are explicitly
invited to compare Rome to the present day, and also to the centuries that stretch between. I
suggest that this unusual temporality is best understood within the context of the Victorian
universal museum, which offers Pater an imaginative framework, in which distinct historical eras
can be placed in close proximity, revealing points of similarity while simultaneously reminding

readers that contact with the past is always a mediated experience.
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For example, in the first chapter, set in the second century during the reign of the
Antonines, the reader is confronted with William Wordsworth:

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, was become in him a powerful

current of feeling and observance. The old-fashioned, partly puritanic awe, the power of

which Wordsworth noted and valued so highly in a northern peasantry, had its

counterpart in the feeling of the Roman lad.>
According to Pater, the way a reader of 1885 is to understand the religion that Marius practices
in the second century, which is itself an outdated holdover from a much earlier age, is through
comparison with Wordsworth’s poetry, which at the time Pater published the novel was nearly a
century old. Thus, along with anyone who reads the novel after its year of publication in 1885,
we learn about the ‘religion of Numa’ (the title of this chapter) through three points of mediation:
Pater in the 1880s; Wordsworth at the end of the eighteenth century; and Marius, in the second
century. Charles Martindale calls this technique ‘layered transhistoricism’,® while James 1. Porter
dubs it ‘temporal estrangement’,* and William Shuter calls it a form of literary ‘palingenesis’ or
rebirth.’ Carolyn Williams compares it to a sculptural relief, in which different epochs form the
foreground and background, brought into close juxtaposition.®

I suggest that this juxtaposition, layering, or overwriting is best understood in the light of
the construction, and reconstruction, of history in the nineteenth-century museum, which, after
the mid-century, began displaying their collections serially, reorganizing history into a

progressive continuum which not only invited but also demanded comparison between epochs. I
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have thus dubbed Pater’s technique, which encompasses multiple points in history for the
express purpose of comparison, the museological gaze. The novel constructs history as the
‘series of elevated points’ of the ‘supreme artistic productions of each generation’ that Pater
describes in Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873).” Each point of comparison
throughout Marius is a work of art or philosophy — Wordsworth, Goethe, Gautier, Dante,
Montaigne, Shakespeare, Giotto, Raffaelle, Tennyson, and Rousseau — and while the
presentation of time in the novel is unusual, it is chronological. Pater therefore textually recreates
the experience of visiting a museum, and seeing different ages placed before one in a sequence.
The physical space of the museum creates a sense of temporal distance — looking back over long
stretches of time, which was considered necessary in the nineteenth century for reflection and
appropriate judgment — and also allows comparisons to be drawn between different time periods,
set side by side. And within the serial display of the museum, meaning inheres not in the single
object by itself, but rather in the juxtaposition of two or more objects. Similarly, within the
museological gaze, significance is found in the comparison between several moments in history.
In the Wordsworth example above, Pater juxtaposes four distinct temporal moments, generating
significance through both similarity and estrangement; meaning is thus developed through the
reflection allowed by temporal distance combined with the points of similarity that such
reflection enables reader and author to identify.

That it is the museum specifically that structures Pater’s historical imagination is evident
in several moments of temporal slippage in Marius, such as the depiction of a religious
procession early in the novel:

The old sculptors of the great procession on the frieze of the Parthenon of Athens, have

delineated the placid heads of the victims led in it to sacrifice, with a perfect feeling for
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animals in forcible contrast with any indifference as to their sufferings. It was this

contrast that distracted Marius now in the blessing of his fields, and qualified his devout

absorption upon the scrupulous fulfilment of all the details of the ceremonial, as the

procession approached the altars.®
As in the earlier example, this sentence contains multiple temporal moments: the fifth century
BCE, when the Parthenon marbles were carved; the second century AD, when the novel is set; the
nineteenth century, from which the narrator speaks; and the present moment of the reader, who
may have seen the frieze either in person at the museum or in a reproduction. This structure
serves several purposes. The comparison of living animals to a museum object familiarizes, as it
helps readers to visualize the scene by referencing a well-known work of art. Yet, it
simultaneously estranges, since it also reminds readers of the vast stretch of time between these
living animals and the fragmentary stone on display in the modern museum. Rather than making
the scene present, as in much historical fiction, Pater renders it as the past, transforming flesh
and blood into ancient stone. Similarly, when the councillor to the emperor meets Aurelius’s
children and is struck by the likeness of the children to their father, that likeness is presented to
the reader through the spectre of the museum: ‘Like the modern visitor to the Capitoline and
some other museums, Fronto had been struck, pleasantly struck, by the family likeness among
the Antonines’.” The living children in the narrative transform into stately, colourless busts in the
museum, their chiselled features reflecting their familial line.

In these museal moments, Pater reminds readers that the past is past and thus creates the
detachment that was deemed essential for the interpretation of history in the nineteenth century.

Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth argues that the historical perspective of nineteenth-century fiction, as in
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novels by George Eliot or Charles Dickens set in the recent past, demonstrates a fundamental
change in people’s way of thinking about history:
The characteristic historical shift in perspective moves from an inclusive ‘future’ position
relative to the events narrated, backwards to a series of more limited perspectives which
it incorporates into a larger sequence and, implicitly, into a structure of interpretation and
significance that exceeds any particular moment and that is visible only in hindsight. This
hindsight is an immense new power in narrative. '’
Hindsight is thus an interpretative tool, which reveals significance only through distance or
detachment. The reflection allowed by hindsight is one of the key functions of anachronism in
Marius. People of a ‘poetic temper’, Pater argues, live in memory:
Amid his eager grasping at the sensation, the consciousness, of the present, he had come
to see that, after all, the main point of economy in the conduct of the present, was the
question:—How will it look to me, at what shall I value it, this day next year?—that in a
given day or month one’s main concern was its impression for the memory.'!
This assertion comes at the height of Marius’s hedonism, and yet does not look like hedonism as
we would traditionally think of it. For Marius, living for the moment is living for the memory of
the moment, which is why careful observation is so crucial. As Kate Hext argues: ‘There is not
one form of Paterian “moment” but at least two: the distinct moment experienced as an isolated
experience of intense, unreflective sensation, and the moment of aesthetic contemplation in
which time is experienced as a fusion of past, present, and future moments, all inherent in the
now’.1?

Importantly, Pater does not suggest that reflection allows for strict objectivity; memory is

subjective and the ‘value’ of the moment changes over time, is in fact a product of the passage of
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time, of the juxtaposition of now and then. The ‘moment’ that is a fusion of past, present, and
future underpins the depiction of time and history in Marius, as in Marius’s description of his
turn to Epicureanism following the death of his friend Flavian:
And so the abstract apprehension that the little point of this present moment alone really
is, between a past which has just ceased to be and a future which may never come,
became practical with Marius, under the form of a resolve, as far as possible to exclude
regret and desire, and yield himself to the improvement of the present with an absolutely
disengaged mind. America is here and now:—here, or nowhere: as Wilhelm Meister
finds out one day, just not too late, after so long looking vaguely across the ocean for the
opportunity of the development of his capacities.'
At the very moment Marius declares that the past is gone and the future may never come, Pater
reminds us of the very long stretch of time that is Marius’s future and our past, with reference to
America (which during the timeline of the novel is still 1600 years away from coming into
being) and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1796). In Porter’s
view, ‘as Marius is leaning forward into the future, we—Pater’s contemporaries and posthumous
readers—are leaning into the past, straining to get hold of that era in all its fragile presence’.'*
would argue that Pater deliberately makes it impossible for readers to ‘get hold of” the ‘presence’
of the past. The present may be all we have, but in Pater’s writing each moment of the present is
alive with what came before and what will come after it.
Thomas Carlyle famously argued: ‘History, then, before it can become Universal History,
needs of all things to be compressed’.!> While history as it happens is ‘an ever-living, ever-
working Chaos’, it can only be understood when presented as a ‘series’ of ‘successive’ events. '

Within a series or sequence each individual moment is a fragment of a larger whole, and thus all
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moments are mutually relevant to each other. It is only through this mutual relevance that
different moments in history can be compared. Moments ‘in’ historical time, Ermarth maintains,
operate within ‘a single system of historical and social explanation’. !7 In Marius, Pater compares
seemingly very different time periods in order to identify that ‘single system of explanation’ or
what is “universal’ in history. As Williams notes, ‘The historical form of [Marius the Epicurean]
figuratively places the different “spirits” of two different ages side by side, but in the end these
turn out to be merely different phases of the same, overarching spirit’.!® It is this revelation that
explains how, for Pater, Romanticism can appear in second-century Rome, or the Renaissance be
traced in twelfth-century France. The spirit of these movements is something eternal in human
nature; it is never new, but merely reappears in new forms throughout the ages.

Pater’s wider project, throughout all of his oeuvre, is to find these points of stability
within a seemingly ever-changing, chaotic world—he tries to find fixity within the flux. He
seeks, as he says in his ‘History of Philosophy’, ‘knowledge transcending mere temporal
experience’!°—that which remains fixed throughout time and change, just as the goal of all
philosophy, he argues in Plato and Platonism, is to ‘realise unity in variety’.>° The long span of
history offered to Pater by classical studies provides the scope to find the “unity’ which
transcends time. Thus, in The Renaissance, he distinguishes between the ‘conditions of time and
place’ which mark a work of art as belonging to a certain historical period — he calls these the
‘element of change in art’—and the ‘the element of permanence’ that is independent of ‘time and
place’, which he calls ‘genius’.?! It is only through comparison and reflection that one can
distinguish the elements of change from the element of permanence. For Pater, the ‘element of
permanence’ is an answer to decadence and the terrifying whirl of impressions that makes up the

flux, ‘that continual vanishing away, that strange, perpetual weaving and unweaving of
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ourselves’ that he describes in the Conclusion to The Renaissance.?* Pater describes this
‘unweaving’ through the image of the physical particles that make up the human frame;
crucially, these particles combine and dissipate again and again, but are never lost. It is not
through science, however, but through art that Pater suggests we can find stability within the
flux. As Williams argues, in the Conclusion ‘temporal flux may be stabilized in a spatialization,
a figure within which fleeting experience may be fixed, secured, contained (and thus objectified
as “content”), conserved, and comprehended—but only after time passes’.>* Although Williams
does not picture this ‘spatialization’ specifically as a museum, I contend that Pater imaginatively
constructs history as a museum; it is the museological gaze that allows him to look over those
series of elevated points, laid out before him like works of art in a museum, to identify what is
permanent.

In the quotation with which this essay began, Pater asserts that it is ‘impossible’ to ‘come
face to face with the people of a past age’. * This observation might initially suggest that it is
equally ‘impossible’ to identify the ‘elements of permanence’ within history. It is, however,
through the composite experience of history—that is, history as a series—that Pater identifies
what is permanent. The temporal estrangement and juxtaposition of multiple data points offered
by the museological gaze are necessary to identify similarities across time, and thus it is within
the composite experience that the chaos of history can be stabilized. Pater’s construction of
history as teleological and progressive is directly borrowed from the Victorian museum. As
Donald Presiozi notes, the ‘spatio-temporal dramaturgy of the modern historical museum’, which
renders time in space ‘as sequence and succession’, creates a ‘syntactical relation between
“present” and the “past” connected in a causal relationship of incompletion and fulfilment’.*

This presentation suggests that the ‘past’ of an artefact is an ‘incomplete manifestation or a
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prologue to what has now come to pass’.?® Thus, ‘every artifact is ... the relic of an absence — of
an absent past, which at the same time pre-figures our present, which in turn fulfils, completes,
or “proves” what the past imagines as its future’.?’ Serial display encourages teleological
thinking, as each singular object or moment within the progressive continuum of history is both
inflected by what came before it and also prefigures what comes after. It is this idea, of a single
moment that is both the fulfilment of its own past and a prophecy of its future, which structures
the temporality of Marius.

Pater’s historical imagination has been described by both Lene Ostermark-Johansen and
Stefano Evangelista as a ‘palimpsest’, ‘a constantly rewritten, layered organism, where traces of
the past and premonitions of the future accumulate and blur into each other’.?® For @stermark-
Johansen, the palimpsest is ‘at once shallow and deep, a blank and a receptacle of layers of
history, with the surface as the unifying membrane keeping both past and present in place’. >
Pater himself uses the analogy of the palimpsest in Plato and Platonism to describe the
philosophy of Plato: it is ‘a palimpsest, a tapestry of which the actual threads have served before,
or like the animal frame itself, every particle of which has already lived and died many times
over’.3® The palimpsest is an image that Pater borrows from Carlyle, who, in ‘On History’,
invokes it in his acknowledgement that the historian can only offer ‘a poor approximation’ of the
actual past: ‘For though the whole meaning lies far beyond our ken; yet in that complex
Manuscript, covered over with formless, inextricably entangled, unknown characters,—nay,
which is a Palimpsest, and had once prophetic writing, still dimly legible there,—some letters,
some words, may be deciphered.”*! Carlyle’s image of the palimpsest—writing layered upon
writing—makes material the passage of time; the past is physically overwritten by intervening

years and thus is only ‘dimly legible’. This vision of history is less archaeological than we might
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initially assume. Rather than digging down through layers of history to find the truth of the past,
history is built up over time. Crucially, the intervening years are framed as an addition to
knowledge, not a subtraction; the new layers of writing add to the palimpsestic manuscript,
affecting our understanding of the whole.

A similar construction of history is evident in a letter to the editor of the The Times in
1852, which argued against the cleaning of paintings in the National Gallery. The cleaning was
done in an effort to restore paintings to their original state, something that the letter writer (like
Pater after him) deems impossible: ‘It is as idle to talk of restoring a picture to what it was, as to
try to push back the iron hand of Time. No, we must make up our minds to put up with a certain
amount of dirt, and study the works of departed genius through the warm haze of time... What is
history but a vague picture with dirt on?’3? The past is always mediated by ‘the warm haze of
time’, which here is again material. The dirt on a picture both takes away—it obscures details—
and adds—the dirt itself is synonymous with ‘history’. It is this doubleness that defines Pater’s
museological gaze, which (a) is predicated on temporal distance and the reflection it affords; (b)
creates meaning out of the juxtaposition of at least two distinct temporal moments; and (c)
acknowledges the ‘composite’ nature of history, but frames it as an addition to or renewal of the
past.

Pater’s own definition of the palimpsest, offered in Plato and Platonism, provides the
best explanation of how history work in Marius. In full, Pater argues:

[I]n Plato, in spite of his wonderful savour of literary freshness, there is nothing

absolutely new: or rather, as in many other very original products of human genius, the

seemingly new is old also, a palimpsest, a tapestry of which the actual threads have

served before, or like the animal frame itself, every particle of which has already lived
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and died many times over. Nothing but the life-giving principle of cohesion is new; the

new perspective, the resultant complexion, the expressiveness which familiar thoughts

attain by novel juxtaposition.>?
Here, we see Pater’s belief in that which is universal and unchanging, the elements of
permanence, elements that are like the “particles’ which make up all living things. The particles
are both elements of permanence (they are themselves eternal) and elements of change (they are
forever reconfigured into new forms). This is how Pater understands history. The present subject,
the critic or historian, reconfigures the past into something new through his own subjective
reception of it. This reconfiguration is how the present subject undergoes a ‘composite
experience’.

In both the examples of the Parthenon frieze and the Capitoline busts, quoted above,
Pater uses the museological gaze to identify the eternal within the flux of transient time and to
revive the historical through the repetition of that eternal element. Thus, fleeting moments and
impressions of the past are fixed in stone, like the Parthenon frieze and the Capitoline busts, but
the feelings they capture—sympathy for the animals led to sacrifice, satisfaction at a family
likeness—are created afresh with each new viewer. It is here that Pater locates fixity without the
dogma he condemns and subjectivity without the solipsism he fears in the Conclusion to The
Renaissance.

One of the central images of Marius is that of Cecilia’s house, the home of nascent
Christianity. The house is a kind of museum, in which ‘the remains of older art’ have been
‘arranged and harmonised’ to give them ‘a new and singular expressiveness’:

All around, in those well-ordered precincts were the quiet signs of wealth, and of a noble

taste—a taste indeed chiefly evidenced in the selection and juxtaposition of the material it
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had to deal with, consisting almost exclusively of the remains of older art, here arranged
and harmonised, with effects, both as regards colour and form, so delicate as to seem
really derivative from some finer intelligence in these matters than lay within the
resources of the ancient world. It was the old way of true Renaissance—being indeed the
way of nature with her roses, the divine way with the body of man, perhaps with his
soul—conceiving the new organism by no sudden and abrupt creation, but rather by the
action of a new principle upon elements all of which had in truth already lived and died
many times. The fragments of older architecture, the mosaics, the spiral columns, the
precious corner-stones of immemorial building, had put on, by such juxtaposition, a new
and singular expressiveness, an air of grave thought, of an intellectual purpose, in itself
aesthetically very seductive. **
Here, Pater returns to the image of the eternal particles or elements of life that he first offered in
the Conclusion to the Renaissance, when he wrote of the ‘elements, phosphorous and lime and
delicate fibres’ that link the human frame to iron and corn,*’ and to which he returns in Plato and
Platonism, when he points to the palimpsest of particles which live and die many times over.
‘True Renaissance’, real rebirth, is embodied in the scientific particles that make up everything
on earth, forming and reforming into ‘new organism[s]’. Porter has pointed to this passage as
symptomatic of Decadence, in which everything that is new ‘is itself already decrepit and
antique, a foregone conclusion; it is old before it can be new.’® Yet, I argue that the opposite is
also true, and more pressing, to Pater—everything old is simultaneously new again. Because
everything is a composite experience, constantly changed by a new generation looking back,

mediated by what comes after it, everything, though old, is also ‘fresh’—a word that Pater uses a
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staggering number of times in the novel (sixty-one), far more than the descriptors of Decadence
that we might expect to encounter, like ruin (fifteen), fragment (seven), or broken (fifteen).
Evangelista notes that Pater describes Rome itself as a ‘museum’, a ‘vast intellectual
museum’ in which the ‘various work of many ages fell here harmoniously together’.?’
Evangelista argues that ‘Pater’s choice of the image of the “museum” to describe what should be
a thriving modern city again projects the reader forwards to the Romantic taste for Rome as a
city of ruins, and to a specifically Romantic poetics of melancholia that assails Marius on his
first day in the city’.?® It seems to me that Evangelista somewhat misses the mark here, by
associating the museum only with ‘death and morbidity’.** As Sandra Dudley notes, ‘it is a
commonplace to think of museum objects as not only decontextualized—because of their
removal from their original contexts—but also “dead”’.*° Yet, as Dudley argues, museum objects
‘have been re- rather than de-contextualized—and they are still “alive” in the sense of being
experienced and engaged with by human subjects’.*' Through juxtaposition, and within the
critical subject, museum objects are constantly remade into something new. Pater sets the novel
in a period of decadence—the end of Rome—but also of nascence—the beginning of
Christianity. And, importantly, he traces the spirit of the early Christian church through the
‘religion of Numa’ that Marius practices and all the way back to Ancient Greece, demonstrating
that while nothing is ever new, equally nothing is ever old, nothing comes to a true end. The
‘eternal’ spirit is constantly remade. Thus, Pater insists: ‘“What Marius then saw was in many
respects, after all deduction of difference, more like the modern Rome than the enumeration of
particular losses might lead us to suppose’.*? Stripped of the ‘elements of change’, Rome reveals
the ‘elements of permanence’ that allow it to be freshly experienced by each new visitor—just as

an object in a museum is both de-contextualized and then re-contextualized for a new audience.
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The description of Cecilia’s house makes it clear that Pater’s thinking about reception is
explicitly inflected by the museum, and also in the ways in which museums fundamentally
change the objects they display through the very act of displaying them, as museum studies
scholars commonly note. Brought into the museum, an object is stripped of its original cultural
meaning and now refers ‘only to itself—"“itself” indicating both is material essence and the self-
enclosed history of the medium’, as Douglas Crimp writes.** This is a process that Philip Fisher
calls ‘resocialization’, one that has the power, as Fisher says, ‘to declare new wholes’.**
Although many museum studies scholars decry the decontextualization of the museum object,
rightly noting that it can be a ‘successor to exploitative colonialism’,* Pater sees the museum as
a place where the ‘conditions of time and place’, the historical and social contexts of an object,
fall away, leaving only that which is permanent and eternal behind.

Pater’s various writings on philosophy have often been deemed inconsistent by scholars,
as he seems to move between materialism and idealism. I suggest, however, that the majority of
his writing is united by an adherence to subjective idealism. He wishes to maintain the ideal of
Platonism—something absolute, eternal, and stable—but to incorporate the importance of
subjective impressions. Thus, in Plato and Platonism he insists that his own stance is
‘somewhere between the realist and the conceptualist’.*® He achieves this middle ground, in part,
by recasting art—or the ‘spirit of genius’, the ‘element of permanence’—not as a second-order
imitation, as Plato would have it, a mere imitation of reality, but as the ideal itself. In
‘Winckelmann’ Pater writes: ‘take a work of Greek art, the Venus of Melos. That is in no sense a
symbol, a suggestion of anything beyond its own victorious fairness. The mind begins and ends
with the finite image, yet loses no part of the spiritual motive’.*’ In a classically Platonic

approach to the museum, the object would be real and representative of an invisible abstract
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ideal. In contrast, Pater reconstructs the museum object, like the Venus, as the ideal itself. The
spiritual motive is contained within it, rather than beyond it. He accomplishes this reconstruction
because of the way the museum both de- and re-contextualies its holdings. As Fisher argues:
‘The museums swamps, particulates, and reassembles the artifactual, instrumental, and symbolic
object realms of the past and in the process it silences or effaces, or, as we might say, ‘forgets’
large areas of meaning and use’.* For Pater, this means that the ‘conditions of time and place’
are stripped back to leave only the eternal ideal of art, embodied in the aesthetic object. This
ideal, detached as it is from metaphysical ideas of absolute truth, can be interpreted subjectively
by the viewer—and, in fact, must be, as it is only through new interpretation that art can be kept
forever ‘fresh’. Change, paradoxically, guarantees permanence, while the act of interpretation, of
reflection and comparison, reveals that which is eternal. In this way, Pater marries idealism with
subjectivity, and finds stability within the flux.

I therefore suggest that the Victorian museum, with its serial arrangement, is key to
Pater’s historical imagination, allowing him to intermingle the objective and subjective in his
treatment of history. Objectivity is found through the detachment offered by temporal distance;
yet that very distance renders every historical work an interpretation. His presentation of the past
in Marius is an interpretation that acknowledges that it is interpretative, yet never slips into
subjectivism. Thus, the narrator reminds us, ‘[t]here was, meantime, all this:—on one side, the
old pagan culture, for us but a fragment, for [Marius] an accomplished yet present fact, still a
living, united, organic whole’.* Truth is like a ‘united, organic whole’, of which we can only
access a ‘fragment’; yet, this does not mean the whole does not exist. Through his temporal
slippages, Pater reveals that while truth is difficult to access in a single historical moment,

through the museological gaze, which allows for juxtaposition and comparison across time, it is
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possible to identify that ‘living, united, organic whole’ of the element of permanence, which is
both eternal and eternally new, through each new subjective reception of it.
Strathclyde University
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