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    This collection brings together the complete set of Walter Pater’s Imaginary Portraits, first published as a volume in 1887. Conceived as a coordinated sequence rather than a miscellany, these four studies explore how temperament, culture, and historical circumstance shape a life. Pater presents not a comprehensive survey of his writing but a concentrated experiment in the art of characterization: an inquiry into personality as an aesthetic and ethical phenomenon. Each portrait offers a distinct vantage on Europe’s past while pursuing a common purpose—to test ideas about beauty, belief, and conduct by locating them within the pressure and texture of lived experience.

The texts are prose fictions of novella or tale-length—historical narratives that incorporate the reflective poise of the essay. They are neither biographies nor conventional novels, but carefully crafted “portraits” that blend narrative incident with character analysis and art-historical observation. Readers will encounter the resources of criticism—description, comparison, nuanced judgment—put to imaginative use within stories. There are no poems, plays, or letters here; the unity of the collection rests on a single mode: the meditative short fiction that shades at times into allegory and at times into a quietly dramatized case study of sensibility.

Despite their varied settings, the pieces are unified by themes central to Pater’s thought: the tension between the ascetic and the sensuous; the rivalry of pagan impulse and Christian discipline; the allure of pure intellect set against claims of fellowship and duty; the dream of aesthetic self-fashioning measured by its human costs. Again and again, Pater examines the ethics of taste—how the pursuit of beauty and clarity might refine, distort, or endanger a life. Underneath the polished surfaces lies an inquiry into value: what is worth choosing, and what one must lose to secure the chosen form of existence.

Stylistically, these portraits display Pater’s distinctive, cadence-rich prose—measured, lucid, and exacting in its attention to tone and texture. His sentences move by delicate qualifications and resonant images, creating an atmosphere where argument unfolds as mood and motif. Description functions as analysis; ekphrasis shades into psychology. The narrators keep close to their subjects’ inner weather, while the historical frame remains present yet tactful. Pater’s hallmark restraint—never insisting, always suggesting—invites readers to collaborate in judgment. The result is prose that is at once critical and creative, a sustained demonstration of how style can become a mode of thinking.

The collection ranges across early modern and Enlightenment Europe, inhabiting painterly salons, civic squares, and reflective interiors. One portrait traces an artist’s world under the ancien régime; another imagines a myth-haunted visitation in a provincial town; a third follows a Dutch rationalist temperament; a fourth considers the demands of rule and culture in a German court. These settings are less historical panoramas than charged environments in which sensibilities are tested. Pater’s scholarship surfaces in textures and allusions rather than argument, furnishing a credible stage on which his figures confront choices about art, pleasure, belief, and the obligations of their stations.

Within Pater’s oeuvre, Imaginary Portraits stands as a concise companion to his criticism and to his longer fiction, refining themes developed elsewhere with heightened concentration. Its significance lies not only in the subtlety of its character studies but in its pioneering fusion of aesthetic criticism with narrative art—a mode that would resonate with later writers associated with English aestheticism. The book offers a disciplined alternative to both moralizing fiction and escapist romance, proposing instead a strenuous, reflective hedonism. Its endurance owes much to this poise: an insistence that style and scruple, beauty and judgment, belong in the same conversation.

Readers approaching these portraits may profit by lingering with their tempo. The pieces reward an attentive ear for cadence and an eye for the slight turn that reveals a character’s governing idea. Pater offers beginnings and predicaments more than closed morals, inviting reflection rather than verdict. Without foreclosing outcomes, he lets tone and setting do ethical work, so that history feels like a medium of choice rather than mere backdrop. Taken together, the portraits form a quietly audacious proposal: that careful seeing and tactful speech can disclose the drama of a life, and that our responses to beauty are never merely private.
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    Walter Horatio Pater (1839–1894) spent most of his career at Oxford. He studied at The Queen’s College from 1858 and was elected a fellow of Brasenose College in 1864. His Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873) made his name and provoked controversy for its hedonistic Conclusion, omitted in 1877 and restored, revised, in 1888. Marius the Epicurean appeared in 1885, Imaginary Portraits in 1887, Appreciations in 1889, and Plato and Platonism in 1893. Across these books, Pater refined a historical imagination attentive to sensibility, style, and the ethical possibilities of aesthetic experience.

Pater wrote within and helped shape the Aesthetic Movement in Britain, allied to the Pre-Raphaelite circle and French doctrines of art for art’s sake. He adapted Théophile Gautier’s maxim and opposed John Ruskin’s moral didacticism, while admiring James McNeill Whistler’s painterly autonomy during the 1877 Ruskin trial. His impressionistic criticism—'to burn always with this hard, gem-like flame'—encouraged Oscar Wilde at Magdalen College (1874–1878) and later writers of Decadence and Symbolism. In the 1880s fin-de-siècle climate, questions of refined sensation, self-fashioning, and the autonomy of art framed his portraits of French, Dutch, German, and medieval milieus.

As a form, the imaginary portrait let Pater fuse essay, fiction, and art history. The four pieces collected by Macmillan in London in 1887 were first issued in the periodical press between 1885 and 1887, part of a transnational magazine culture that also included Macmillan’s Magazine (founded 1859) and the Fortnightly Review (1865). Ranging across France, the Netherlands, Germany, and Burgundy, he staged episodes where temperament meets historical pressure. He returned to the mode in later tales such as Emerald Uthwart (1892) and Apollo in Picardy (1893). This flexible genre underwrites his sustained inquiry into the education of the senses.

The collection draws on emblematic early modern settings that Victorian readers knew well. Régence France under Philippe d'Orléans (1715–1723) provided a framework for rococo elegance and theatre. The Dutch Republic, flourishing in the seventeenth century, supplied models of mercantile prosperity, domestic interiority, and rigorous thought shaped by Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677) in Amsterdam and The Hague. Eighteenth-century Germany, before the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, evoked small principalities reshaped by Weimar classicism under Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805). These environments allowed Pater to test aesthetic ideals against civic and philosophical demands.

A Hellenizing current, central to Pater’s criticism since his essay on Johann Joachim Winckelmann (first published 1867; reprinted in The Renaissance, 1873), informs the portraits. German neoclassicism and Goethe’s Italian journey (1786–1788) exemplified how antiquity could reform modern taste. Elsewhere, survivals of Greek religion, notably Dionysian ritual, fed nineteenth-century debates about the pagan in Christian Europe, framed also by Jacob Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860) and the wider philhellenism of the age. Pater’s refined classicism becomes a comparative instrument, reading France, the Low Countries, and German courts through the alternating claims of Apollonian discipline and festive ecstasy. Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1872) gave currency to the opposition of the Apollonian and the Dionysian that shadows Pater’s contrasts.

Religious controversy and secular scholarship provide another matrix. Pater’s Oxford years overlapped with the legacy of the Oxford Movement (from 1833), John Henry Newman’s conversion to Rome in 1845, and the spread of German Higher Criticism. Ernest Renan’s Vie de Jésus (1863) and Max Müller’s comparative mythology at Oxford (from 1856) encouraged historical readings of scripture and myth. In that climate, the Middle Ages could be reinterpreted as a zone of syncretism, where saints, relics, and seasonal rites veiled older Dionysiac energies, while early modern Holland offered a stage for rationalist ethics. Such debates animate the religious and ethical poise of these tales.

Nineteenth-century connoisseurship and museum culture also shaped Pater’s gaze. The National Gallery in London (founded 1824) and the South Kensington Museum, later the Victoria and Albert Museum (opened 1857), exemplified new publics for art. In France, the Goncourt brothers’ L’Art du XVIIIe siècle (1859–1875) and the Gazette des Beaux-Arts (from 1859) revalued rococo grace, while a revived interest in Dutch masters and genre painting reframed northern sensibility. Pater’s notion that each art aspires to the condition of music, proposed in The School of Giorgione (1877), sharpened his attention to tone, surface, and mood across French fêtes, Dutch interiors, and German courtly scenes.

Finally, the portraits are illuminated by broader political and media histories. Post-1815 Europe preserved memories of Ancien Régime refinement, Dutch republican commerce, and the kaleidoscope of German duchies that predated unification in 1871. The burgeoning periodical press, with editors such as John Morley at the Fortnightly Review, enabled subtle historical reveries to reach a wide readership. Pater’s revisions across editions, from the 1873 Conclusion to its 1888 restoration, display a disciplined responsiveness to public debate. From Oxford lecture rooms to Macmillan’s lists, his late-1880s work meditates on how fragile aesthetic ideals endure, and sometimes fail, under the pressure of institutions and time.
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    CHAPTER I. A PRINCE OF COURT PAINTERS
Told as the journal of a young apprentice in the orbit of a celebrated court painter, this portrait observes atelier rituals, the whims of patronage, and the crafting of polished images that define a brilliant courtly age. It follows the master’s refined ideal and waning health as fashion shifts and time closes in.
CHAPTER II. DENYS L'AUXERROIS
A charismatic stranger—seeming the return of an ancient revel-god—stirs a medieval town with wine, music, and festival, enthralling youth and alarming the clergy. Mounting fervor clashes with civic-religious order, driving the tale toward an unavoidable reckoning.
CHAPTER III. SEBASTIAN VAN STORCK
In the Dutch Golden Age, a severe young thinker pursues absolute detachment and pure reason, turning from love, art, and action in fidelity to a stark philosophy. His chosen isolation is tested by an urgent human claim that challenges his convictions.
CHAPTER IV. DUKE CARL OF ROSENMOLD
An aesthetically minded German duke tries to shape his small principality into a harmonious court of taste, spectacle, and enlightened reform. The portrait traces his cultivated hesitations against the demands of governance and the limits of beauty as a rule for life.
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EXTRACTS FROM AN OLD FRENCH JOURNAL

Valenciennes, September 1701.

They have been renovating my father's large workroom. That delightful, tumble-down old place has lost its moss-grown tiles and the green weather-stains we have known all our lives on the high whitewashed wall, opposite which we sit, in the little sculptor's yard, for the coolness, in summertime. Among old Watteau's workpeople came his son, "the genius," my father's godson and namesake, a dark-haired youth, whose large, unquiet eyes seemed perpetually wandering to the various drawings which lie exposed here. My father will have it that he is a genius indeed, and a painter born. We have had our September Fair in the Grande Place, a wonderful stir of sound and colour in the wide, open space beneath our windows. And just where the crowd was busiest young Antony was found, hoisted into one of those empty niches of the old Hotel de Ville, sketching the scene to the life, but with a kind of grace—a marvellous tact of omission[1q], as my father pointed out to us, in dealing with the vulgar reality seen from one's own window—which has made trite old Harlequin, Clown, and Columbine, seem like people in some fairyland; or like infinitely clever tragic actors, who, for the humour of the thing, have put on motley for once, and are able to throw a world of serious innuendo into their burlesque looks, with a sort of comedy which shall be but tragedy seen from the other side. He brought his sketch to our house to-day, and I was present when my father questioned him and commended his work. But the lad seemed not greatly pleased, and left untasted the glass of old Malaga which was offered to him. His father will hear nothing of educating him as a painter. Yet he is not ill-to-do, and has lately built himself a new stone house, big and grey and cold. Their old plastered house with the black timbers, in the Rue des Cardinaux, was prettier; dating from the time of the Spaniards, and one of the oldest in Valenciennes.


October 1701.

Chiefly through the solicitations of my father, old Watteau has consented to place Antony with a teacher of painting here. I meet him betimes on the way to his lessons, as I return from Mass; for he still works with the masons, but making the most of late and early hours, of every moment of liberty. And then he has the feast-days, of which there are so many in this old-fashioned place. Ah! such gifts as his, surely, may once in a way make much industry seem worth while. He makes a wonderful progress. And yet, far from being set-up, and too easily pleased with what, after all, comes to him so easily, he has, my father thinks, too little self-approval for ultimate success. He is apt, in truth, to fall out too hastily with himself and what he produces. Yet here also there is the "golden mean." Yes! I could fancy myself offended by a sort of irony which sometimes crosses the half-melancholy sweetness of manner habitual with him; only that as I can see, he treats himself to the same quality.


October 1701.

Antony Watteau comes here often now. It is the instinct of a natural fineness in him, to escape when he can from that blank stone house, with so little to interest, and that homely old man and woman. The rudeness of his home has turned his feeling for even the simpler graces of life into a physical want, like hunger or thirst, which might come to greed; and methinks he perhaps overvalues these things. Still, made as he is, his hard fate in that rude place must needs touch one. And then, he profits by the experience of my father, who has much knowledge in matters of art beyond his own art of sculpture; and Antony is not unwelcome to him. In these last rainy weeks especially, when he can't sketch out of doors, when the wind only half dries the pavement before another torrent comes, and people stay at home, and the only sound from without is the creaking of a restless shutter on its hinges, or the march across the Place of those weary soldiers, coming and going so interminably, one hardly knows whether to or from battle with the English and the Austrians, from victory or defeat:—Well! he has become like one of our family. "He will go far![4q]" my father declares. He would go far, in the literal sense, if he might—to Paris, to Rome. It must be admitted that our Valenciennes is a quiet, nay! a sleepy place; sleepier than ever since it became French, and ceased to be so near the frontier. The grass is growing deep on our old ramparts[2q], and it is pleasant to walk there—to walk there and muse; pleasant for a tame, unambitious soul such as mine.


December 1792.

Antony Watteau left us for Paris this morning. It came upon us quite suddenly. They amuse themselves in Paris. A scene-painter we have here, well known in Flanders, has been engaged to work in one of the Parisian play-houses; and young Watteau, of whom he had some slight knowledge, has departed in his company. He doesn't know it was I who persuaded the scene-painter to take him; that he would find the lad useful. We offered him our little presents—fine thread-lace of our own making for his ruffles, and the like; for one must make a figure in Paris, and he is slim and well-formed. For myself, I presented him with a silken purse I had long ago embroidered for another. Well! we shall follow his fortunes (of which I for one feel quite sure) at a distance. Old Watteau didn't know of his departure, and has been here in great anger.


December 1703.

Twelve months to-day since Antony went to Paris! The first struggle must be a sharp one for an unknown lad in that vast, overcrowded place, even if he be as clever as young Antony Watteau. We may think, however, that he is on the way to his chosen end, for he returns not home; though, in truth, he tells those poor old people very little of himself. The apprentices of the M. Metayer for whom he works, labour all day long, each at a single part only,—coiffure, or robe, or hand,—of the cheap pictures of religion or fantasy he exposes for sale at a low price along the footways of the Pont Notre-Dame. Antony is already the most skilful of them, and seems to have been promoted of late to work on church pictures. I like the thought of that. He receives three livres a week for his pains, and his soup daily.


May 1705.

Antony Watteau has parted from the dealer in pictures a bon marche and works now with a painter of furniture pieces (those headpieces for doors and the like, now in fashion) who is also concierge of the Palace of the Luxembourg. Antony is actually lodged somewhere in that grand place, which contains the king's collection of the Italian pictures he would so willingly copy. Its gardens also are magnificent, with something, as we understand from him, altogether of a novel kind in their disposition and embellishment. Ah! how I delight myself, in fancy at least, in those beautiful gardens, freer and trimmed less stiffly than those of other royal houses. Methinks I see him there, when his long summer-day's work is over, enjoying the cool shade of the stately, broad-foliaged trees, each of which is a great courtier, though it has its way almost as if it belonged to that open and unbuilt country beyond, over which the sun is sinking.

His thoughts, however, in the midst of all this, are not wholly away from home, if I may judge by the subject of a picture he hopes to sell for as much as sixty livres—Un Depart de Troupes, Soldiers Departing—one of those scenes of military life one can study so well here at Valenciennes.


June 1705.

Young Watteau has returned home—proof, with a character so independent as his, that things have gone well with him; and (it is agreed!) stays with us, instead of in the stone-mason's house. The old people suppose he comes to us for the sake of my father's instruction. French people as we are become, we are still old Flemish, if not at heart, yet on the surface. Even in French Flanders, at Douai and Saint Omer, as I understand, in the churches and in people's houses, as may be seen from the very streets, there is noticeable a minute and scrupulous air of care-taking and neatness. Antony Watteau remarks this more than ever on returning to Valenciennes, and savours greatly, after his lodging in Paris, our Flemish cleanliness, lover as he is of distinction and elegance. Those worldly graces he seemed when a young lad to hunger and thirst for, as though truly the mere adornments of life were its necessaries, he already takes as if he had been always used to them. And there is something noble—shall I say?—in his half-disdainful way of serving himself with what he still, as I think, secretly values over-much. There is an air of seemly thought—le bel serieux—about him, which makes me think of one of those grave old Dutch statesmen in their youth, such as that famous William the Silent. And yet the effect of this first success of his (of more importance than its mere money value, as insuring for the future the full play of his natural powers) I can trace like the bloom of a flower upon him; and he has, now and then, the gaieties which from time to time, surely, must refresh all true artists, however hard-working and "painful."


July 1705.

The charm of all this—his physiognomy and manner of being—has touched even my young brother, Jean-Baptiste. He is greatly taken with Antony, clings to him almost too attentively, and will be nothing but a painter, though my father would have trained him to follow his own profession. It may do the child good. He needs the expansion of some generous sympathy or sentiment in that close little soul of his, as I have thought, watching sometimes how his small face and hands are moved in sleep. A child of ten who cares only to save and possess, to hoard his tiny
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