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It seems to me that whenever I glory to think that for once I have discovered an ancient painting that is 
beautiful and worthy of all praise, the pleasure it gives me is an infallible proof that it is not a beautiful 
picture and not in any wise worthy of commendation. This very thing has occurred more times than I can 
mention, in Venice. In every single instance the guide has crushed out my swelling enthusiasm with the 
remark:
“It is nothing—it is of the Renaissance.”
I did not know what in the mischief the Renaissance was, and so always I had to simply say,

“Ah! so it is—I had not observed it before.”

. . . But it occurred too often for even my self-complacency, did that exasperating “It is nothing—it is of the 
Renaissance.” I said at last:

“Who is this Renaissance? Where did he come from? Who gave him permission to cram the Republic with 
his execrable daubs?”

We learned, then, that Renaissance was not a man; that renaissance was a term used to signify what was 
at best but an imperfect rejuvenation of art. The guide said that after Titian’s time and the time of the 
other great names we had grown so familiar with, high art declined; then it partially rose again—an 
inferior sort of painters sprang up, and these shabby pictures were the work of their hands. Then I said, in 
my heat, that I “wished to goodness high art had declined five hundred years sooner.”



A counted number of pulses only is given to us of a variegated, dramatic life. How 

may we see in them all that is to seen in them by the finest senses? How shall we 

pass most swiftly from point to point, and be present always at the focus where 

the greatest number of vital forces unite in their purest energy?

To burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is 

success in life. In a sense it might even be said that our failure is to form habits: 

for, after all, habit is relative to a stereotyped world, and meantime it is only the 

roughness of the eye that makes any two persons, things, situations, seem alike. 

While all melts under our feet, we may well grasp at any exquisite passion, or any 

contribution to knowledge that seems by a lifted horizon to set the spirit free for a 

moment, or any stirring of the senses, strange dyes, strange colours, and curious 

odours, or work of the artist's hands, or the face of one's friend. Not to 

discriminate every moment some passionate attitude in those about us, and 

in the very brilliancy of their gifts some tragic dividing of forces on their 
ways, is, on this short day of frost and sun, to sleep before evening.

Walter Pater (1839-1894)    “Conclusion” to The Renaissance, 1868:



For our one chance lies in expanding that interval, in getting as many pulsations as 

possible into the given time. Great passions may give us this quickened sense of life, 

ecstasy and sorrow of love, the various forms of enthusiastic activity, disinterested or 

otherwise, which come naturally to many of us. Only be sure it is passion — that it 

does yield you this fruit of a quickened, multiplied consciousness. Of such wisdom, the 
poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of art for its own sake, has most. For art 

comes to you proposing frankly to give nothing but the highest quality to your 

moments as they pass, and simply for those moments' sake.

Pater's Note: This brief "Conclusion" was omitted in the second edition of this book, 

as I conceived it might possibly mislead some of those young men into whose 
hands it might fall.





Oscar and his entourage at Oxford









Chicago



Lawrence, 
Kansas





D
E
C
A
T
U
R

I
L
L
I
N
O
I
S









From Salt Lake City one travels over the great plains of Colorado and up the Rocky 

Mountains, on the top of which is Leadville, the richest city in the world. It has also 

got the reputation of being the roughest, and every man carries a revolver. I was 

told that if I went there they would be sure to shoot me or my travelling manager. I 

wrote and told them that nothing that they could do to my travelling manager would 

intimidate me. They are miners—men working in metals, so I lectured to them on 

the Ethics of Art. I read them passages from the autobiography of Benvenuto 

Cellini and they seemed much delighted. I was reproved by my hearers for not 

having brought him with me. I explained that he had been dead for some little time 

which elicited the enquiry “Who shot him”? They afterwards took me to a dancing 

saloon where I saw the only rational method of art criticism I have ever come 

across. Over the piano was printed a notice:—



PLEASE DO NOT SHOOT THE PIANIST.

HE IS DOING HIS BEST.



The mortality among pianists in that place is marvellous.

Then they asked me to supper, and having accepted, I had to

descend a mine in a rickety bucket in which it was impossible

to be graceful. Having got into the heart of the mountain I

had supper, the first course being whisky, the second whisky

and the third whisky.



Your machinery is beautiful. Your society people have apologized to me for the envious 
ridicule with which your newspapers have referred to me. Your newspapers are comic 
but never amusing. Your Water Tower is a castellated monstrosity with pepperboxes 
stuck all over it. I am amazed that any people could so abuse Gothic art and make a 
structure not like a water tower but like a tower of a medieval castle. It should be torn 
down. It is a shame to spend so much money on buildings with such an unsatisfactory 
result. Your city looks positively dreary.





I was disappointed with Niagara—most people must be disappointed with 

Niagara. Every American bride is taken there, and the sight of the 

stupendous waterfall must be one of the earliest, if not the keenest, 

disappointments in American married life.… To appreciate it really one has 

to see it from underneath the fall, and to do that it is necessary to be dressed in 

a yellow oil-skin, which is as ugly as a mackintosh—and I hope none of you 

ever wears one. It is a consolation to know, however, that such an artist as 

Madame Bernhardt has not only worn that yellow, ugly dress, but has been 

photographed in it.





To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance.

I have nothing to declare but my genius.

I can resist everything except temptation.

Everything in moderation.  Including moderation.

Consistency is the last refuge of the unimaginative.

I am so clever that sometimes I don’t understand a single word that I am saying.

I always pass on good advice.  It is the only thing to do with it.   It is never of any 
use to oneself.

Work is the curse of the drinking classes.

Life far too important a thing ever to talk seriously about.

It is absurd to divide people into the good and the bad.   People are either 
charming or tedious.

Frivolous?



Youth is wasted on the young.                                 [Not so frivolous?]

What is a cynic?  A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.

Beauty is the only thing that time cannot harm.  Philosophies fall away like sand, creeds follow 
one another, but what is beautiful is a joy for all seasons, a possession for all eternity.

Most people are other people.  Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their lives a 
mimicry, their passions a quotation.

America is the only country that went from barbarism to decadence without civilization in 
between.

Mr. Bernard Shaw has no enemies but is intensely disliked by all his friends.

Be yourself.  Everyone else is already taken.

There are only two tragedies in life: one is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting 
it.



Things are because we see them, and what we see, and how we see it, 
depends on the Arts that have influenced us. To look at a thing is very 
different from seeing a thing. One does not see anything until one 
sees its beauty. Then, and only then, does it come into existence. At 
present people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but because 
poets and painters have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such 
effects. There may have been fogs for centuries in London. I dare say 
there were. But no one saw them, and so we do not know anything 
about them. They did not exist until Art invented them. Now, it must 
be admitted, fogs are carried to excess. They have become the mere 
mannerism of a clique, and the exaggerated realism of their method 
give dull people bronchitis. Where the cultured catch an effect, the 
uncultured catch a cold.

The Decay of Lying,   1891



In the matter of histrionics, see, for instance, what that furious world-boiler Marx had done, 

insisting that revolutions were made in historical costume, the Cromwellians as Old 

Testament prophets, the French in 1789 dressed in Roman outfits. But the proletariat, he said, 

he declared, he affirmed, would make the first non-imitative revolution. It would not need the 

drug of historical recollection. From sheer ignorance, knowing no models, it would simply do 

the thing pure. . . . It would be free from Art. 

Oh, no. No, no, not so, thought Sammler. Instead, Art increased, and a sort of chaos. More 

possibility, more actors, apes, copycats, more invention, more fiction, illusion, more fantasy, 

more despair. Life looting Art of Its wealth, destroying Art as well by its desire to become the 

thing itself. Pressing Itself into pictures. Reality forcing itself Into all these shapes. Just look 

(Sammler looked) at this imitative anarchy of the streets: these Chinese revolutionary tunics, 

these babes in unisex toyland, these surrealist warchiefs, Western stagecoach drivers --

Ph.D.s in philosophy, some of them (Sammler had met such, talked matters over with them). 

They sought originality. They were obviously derivative. And of what-of Paiutes, of Fidel 
Castro? No, of Hollywood extras. Acting mythic.

Saul Bellow, Mr. Sammler’s Planet (1970)







Salome [written in French], 1891 









The 9th Marquess of QueensburyOscar and Lord Alfred Douglas, 1894



The Albemarle Club (Oscar’s Club), 
and the fatal message
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(Wilde)

Carson for the defense
Queensbury
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