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[Dear Readers: The following—“Reading from a Distance: Walter Pater, Codedness, and the Moment of Identification”—is an excerpt from the first rough draft of the third chapter of my dissertation, The Gay Hermeneutic: Victorian Genealogies of Homosexuality and the Practice of Reading.  For the sake of intelligibility, I footnoted material from previous chapters in a few places.  (I apologize in advance, though, for those moments that would require a wider familiarity with the first two chapters.)  Please do not cite any of the following without permission.  Thank you!]


As I hope to have demonstrated by now, the figure of the “gay reader” attained increasing representational prominence in gay writing during the latter half of the nineteenth century.  In the previous chapter, in my discussion of John Addington Symonds’s campaign for a Whitmanian programme of gay reading, I drew upon the affective “ideologemes” of gay hermeneutics through the paradigm of “feeling historical”—i.e., an interpretive strategy appropriated by Symonds and Wilde to reanimate (primarily Greek) forms of same sex desire.
  In Jameson’s terms, “[affective ideologemes are] historically determinate conceptual or semic complex[es] which can project [themselves] in the form of a ‘value system.’”
  More simply, as Sianne Ngai suggests, they can be understood, “as concepts that become the site and stake of various kinds of symbolic struggle.”
  I addressed one of these sites of struggle in my analysis of Symonds’s epistolary scuffle with Whitman over Leaves of Grass.  There, for example, I considered what I regard as the raison d’etre of Symonds’s own phenomenological model of gay hermeneutics: namely, his insistence that gay reading is a experiential practice, eliciting “real” (Symonds’s word) interpretive and identificatory responses from gay readers.  More specifically, I suggested that Symonds theorizes a gay hermeneutic model in which feelings of desire emerge during moments of literary identification.  

Yet, as I have also shown, even in those moments when Symonds explicitly argues for the efficacy of gay reading—that is, by focusing on the interpretive experience of the reader (rather than the text that elicits his response)—we ineluctably find ourselves, once again, in the tropological field of the “book that makes one gay”—of the book, that is, which prevails as the figurative source of homosexual meaning, the source of an almost uncanny yet nonetheless totalizing form of homosexual interpellation.
  Rather than shuffling between the two poles of “gay reader” and “gay text” (or focusing on related questions of symbolic origin or determinacy), I am interested in suspending this division so as to take a closer look at what seems to be the continual erasure and emergence of the gay reader during identificatory moments of reading.  Before we delve more deeply into the symbolics of gay reading, however, I’d like to pause and consider the ostensible relationship between, on the one hand, the figured, textual gay reader of Wilde and Symonds, and—on the other—his corresponding mimetic double: i.e., the real Victorian gay reader, the reader whom both writers literally acknowledged as the self-styled practitioner of a particular form of reading.  

With the latter representational difference in mind, I’d like to begin by returning to Wilde’s “The Portrait of Mr. W.H.”
  As I read it, “W.H.” is best understood as a parody of a style of gay writing that had become immortalized by Symonds and others throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century.  In the previous chapter, I traced the development of this latter style back to the discursive field of genealogy building.
  Like Wilde, I noted, Proust was also prone to lampoon the reading tactics of “inverts” like Symonds, who “seek out (as a doctor seeks out cases of appendicitis) cases of inversion in history, taking pleasure in recalling that Socrates was one of themselves, as the Jews claim that Jesus was one of them.”
  For Proust, then, gay reading denotes a cultural practice organized around a type of “pleasure” that issues from the reflective sameness of—to put it literally—seeing one’s own “self” in literature.  With his own Oxonian days of gay reading most likely in mind, Wilde wrote “W.H.” in response to what had thus become an increasingly general trend among gay readers.  As all three of the gay readers in “W.H.” eventually learn, the project of gay reading is shot through with a dizzying representational burden: namely, the challenge of representing Victorian homosexual desire and feeling through historical (i.e., primarily Renaissance) forms of homosexual representation.  In my reading of Wilde’s novella, Wilde isn’t writing “gay reading” and all of it semiotic complexities into existence; rather, he is critiquing an already extant cultural practice.  

Like Symonds’s letters to Whitman, “W.H.” poses striking evidence for the “affective ideologeme” I theorized in the previous chapter as the feeling of self-awareness.  As a feeling that isn’t as theoretically overdetermined as the “identity” it often implies, “self-awareness” provides us with a more direct way of going about the difficult question of what may be so obvious about identity as to make it seem negligible: i.e., its “sameness.”  Indeed, as Jonathan Goldberg and Madhavi Menon point out, sameness seems lately to have morphed into the absent principle of contemporary historicity itself:  

[W]e need to question the premise of a historicism that privileges difference over similarity, recognizing that it is the peculiarity of our current historical moment that such a privileging takes place at all.  Why has it come to pass that we apprehend the past in the mode of difference?  How has “history” come to equal “alterity”?  And what effect does the privileging of the hetero have on studies of sexuality?

In reminding us about the extreme relevance of “sameness” to the intelligibility of homosexuality—i.e., any homosexuality—Goldberg and Menon also expose the degree to which contemporary models of historical thinking have become “inadequate to housing the project of queering [history].”
   In light of their new methodology, I propose to read self-awareness in relation to the various other historical gay feelings that frame this dissertation.  In doing so, I will focus less on the figurative endpoint of “identity” that the dynamics of sameness inevitably imply, and more on the historical forces of sameness that would allow such an identity to become even recognizable as such.  Like the alterity model of history, however, the sameness model (for lack of a better term) has generated its own trademark conceptual difficulties, particularly around the pitfalls of essentialism.  Following Goldberg and Menon, I would argue that a viable model of gay historicity organized the question of sameness would need to avoid viewing identity as—in a word—self-evident.  To put it differently, it would need to test what they describe as the limits of “knowable identities”:  

Thus, if the absolute alterity of the past needs to be jettisoned in favor of queering historicist methodology, then the principle of sameness also needs to be upheld as an idea without an essence.  In its championing of homohistory, then, unhistoricism would not only reject the emphasis on heteros but would also challenge the search for protoidentities.  For if some time now queer studies has pursued the alterist model separating a before and an after of homosexuality, lately the focus has shifted to attempts to discover in the past the lineaments of modern queer identity…Even as chronological alterity is seemingly abjured in favor of conceptual narratives, then, the stories of similarity continue to be tethered to the knowable identities.


Unlike an “alterist” readings, which would seek to chart the differences between homosexual “protoidentities,” my readings focus on the forces of sameness that are integral to historical forms of gay self-knowledge.  Thus, I understand feeling historical as what it means to feel the sameness of history, as opposed to its difference—or, more accurately, to feel the sameness instead of the difference of history.   

In the context of literature, feeling historical has enabled us to view feelings as the “site and stake” of gay reading.  Like feeling historical, “gay reading” denotes a complex interpretive strategy that privileges the form of historical feeling over its content.  For the moment, let’s return to the matter of self-awareness in “W.H.,” where these terms come to bear on my reading of the story.  If we were to think about parody spatially, we might represent the production of meaning in parody as taking place in the rhetorical expanse between imitation and referent—between, that is to say, the gay reading practice(s) of Wilde’s characters, on the one hand, and the programme of gay reading undertaken by Symonds, on the other.  I regard the interstice between these two rhetorical poles as the symbolic playing field of parody in “W.H.”   In turn, we could consider this field as the site of a performative distance—the home of what we might want to call the parody effect.  In “W.H.,” parody’s rhetorical expanse (also a space of formal distance) would seem to be strikingly homologous to what, for lack of a better phrase, we might want to call the representations of “internal distance” in Wilde’s fictional gay readers.
  By “internal distance,” however, I do not mean (as its name might suggest) the stereotypical “internal difference” of gay male subjectivity that Wilde exploited in The Picture of Dorian Gray; nor do I mean the dual geography of Bunburying, an erotic practice that allows Algernon Moncrieff in “The Importance of Being Earnest” to be two people—more precisely, two different people—at the same time.  Instead, I interpret this distance as the self-“depth” that results—as Proust would had it—from seeing “oneself” in literature.  Self-distance, self-depth, self-awareness: however we choose to describe it, the sameness of self-awareness in “W.H.” formally emerges from the imitative forces of parody.  To imitate the feeling of “seeing oneself in literature,” then, is to imitate the feeling of self-awareness itself.

 As I read it, then, “W.H.” troubles the boundaries of the gay self through a parody of an increasingly familiar gay hermeneutic.  In more conceptual terms, as I’ve just shown, Wilde’s novella redeploys the representational antics of the affective ideologeme of self-awareness.  That gay reading undergoes its own performative deconstruction at the end of the century suggests, on a most basic level, that it had evolved into a dense representational field conscious of its own historical strategies.  I say historical here not only to point up the historical tenor of “W.H.”’s hermeneutic project—i.e., the Renaissance of Shakespeare’s sonnets—but also to suggest that Wilde re-visited a mode of gay reading that had become altogether dated following its representational apex at Oxford.  

In spite of Wilde’s parodic vision, we should remember that Symonds’s programme of gay reading was articulated in a radically different context.  While I want to avoid associating Symonds with politics and Wilde with rhetoric, a distinction between these two entities seems to provide the clearest way of distinguishing Symonds’s gay reader from Wilde’s.  As Symonds envisioned it, gay reading is, at base, a potentially political response to social forces of sexual repression.  After reading Whitman, Symonds began to theorize an unmediated correlation between the “the comrade” (the most enduring social type of Leaves of Grass) and the social reality of his nonfictional double—i.e., the “real” gay reader, whose very interpretive practices Symonds marshaled to argue for the coherence of gay writing.  Of course, talking about the “real” gay reader as a subject in the way that I am always raises numerous questions concerning the limits of representation in gay historiography.  Broadly speaking, to whatever degree our contemporary understanding of Symonds’s gay reader matches up to the self-knowledge of actual gay readers of his day (as exemplified, perhaps, in the Bolton Whitmanites), we should nonetheless suspend the tempting, mimetic impulses of any identarian thinking that would presume a facile correspondence between them.  Avoiding such a slippage might require, however, more than what, in a by now familiar tug of war between formalist and historicist critical thinking, has been routinized as the necessary pre-condition to any viable argument involving Victorian homosexuality: i.e., studied resistance to the Pandora’s box of anachronism.  While the critical animus against anachronism admittedly impels us to pay more careful attention to the forces of context, its excessively rigorous drive for historical specificity also seems to obfuscate the historical role of anachronism itself in the field of Victorian gay writing.  Harnessing these moments of what Gayatri Spivak might call “strategic” anachronism requires, in turn, a reappraisal of historicist methodology.  This latter project, ostensibly initiated by Goldberg and Menon, organizes itself around the “suspended” logic of what they cleverly refer to as “unhistoricism”:

In opposition to a historicism that proposes to know the definitive difference between the past and the present, we venture that queering requires what we might term “unhistoricism.”  Far from being ahistorical—or somehow outside history—unhistoricism would acknowledge that history as it is hegemonically understood today is inadequate to housing the project of queering.  In opposition to a history based on hetero difference, we propose homohistory.  Instead of being the history of homos, this history would be invested in suspending determinate sexual and chronological differences while expanding the possibilities of the nonhetero, with all of its connotations of sameness, similarity, proximity, and anachronism.

Following up Goldberg and Menon’s claim, I situate the gay reader in a particular historical moment when the difference between past and present—between, more precisely, Greek and Victorian moments of homosexual experience—becomes the symbolic aegis of gay reading.  Given the conceptual difficulty of talking about reading—any form of reading—as if it were automatically distinguishable from the writing that occasions it, I nonetheless wish to prevent their conflation given the prevalence, in both Wilde and Symonds, of a dialogic correspondence between writer and reader.  A conflation similar to the one I just outlined seems to be the undesignated culprit behind the current impasse in Victorian sexuality over the figure of the gay reader.  As a way of substantiating this claim, I’d like to consider the role this conflation appears to play in the two most commonly cited texts on the subject of gay reading: Linda Dowling’s Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (1994), and Richard Dellamora’s Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism (1990).  In a recent re-reading of both texts, I noticed a shared (but perhaps unwitting) tendency in both writers to subsume the exigencies of gay reading under those of gay writing, rather than distinguishing them.  This uneven merger occurs, for instance, when Dowling and Dellamora employ the limited and elusive logic of “the code” to analyze the production of meaning in gay writing.  In his discussion of Walter Pater’s essay “Diaphaneitè,” for example, Dellamora contends that the essay is “discreetly coded so as to ‘miss’ some of Pater’s listeners while reaching men sympathetic to expressions of desire between men.”
  In a markedly similar moment, Linda Dowling argues that Pater “conduct[s]” his campaign for a radical version of Victorian liberalism “not by posing any open challenge to liberal assumptions as such but by devising a ‘coded’ version of liberalism in which its more radical implications became visible to anyone who knew how to read.”
  A closer look at Dellamora’s and Dowling’s language reveals a reading subject on the verge of a subjectivity that, by all appearances, issues from without to within.  By way of the code, in other words, homosexual meaning “reaches” its intended gay audience; or—perhaps less mystically, but more abstractly—the code “becomes visible” to “anyone who [knows] how to read.”  Notwithstanding its immediate structural affinity with the rhetorical irony of the “love that dare not speak its name,”
 the code in Dowling and Dellamora fails to account for the wide representational scope of gay reading in the literary imagination of Wilde, Symonds, and numerous other gay Victorian writers.  Moreover, as we saw in the citations above, the code effaces particularity by passing over crucial points of affiliation between the barely legible gay reader, his attendant hermeneutic practice, and the book that—by all appearances—incites his identificatory desires.  In the moment of decoding, language is “interpreted” only insofar as it becomes “transparent” (Dellamora’s word) and conducts meaning to “anyone who [knows] how to read.”  While I may seem like I’m dramatically trying to rescue the reader here, in a more general sense I am suggesting that a formal analysis of the affective dynamics of gay reading is long overdue in the field of Victorian sexuality.  If, in the prevailing model of gay reading, the text, and not the interpretive subject, seems to hold a certain representational privilege as the provenance of “the code,” then how can we account for the forms of knowledge and experience that would seem indispensable for an intelligible reading of the code?  The code—at least as Dellamora and Dowling theorize it—seems to invoke the presence of a reading subject while at the same time conceptually occluding him.  

For the moment, let’s consider, in more detail, the larger, theoretical implications of codedness.  Despite its various abstractions, codedness remains predicated on a relatively oversimplified distinction between the language of the code and the “real” language it implies.  As Jesse Matz notes, this distinction renders gay writing a sort of stranger unto itself:

The “code” theory that [Dellamora and Dowling] share limits our ability to discover the concurrent development of the [Paterian] impressionist aesthetic and a certain version of homosexuality: their sense that there can be some homosexuality apart from its “coding” seems wrong, especially given Dowling’s plan to avoid the “repressive hypothesis” in assessing the nature of homosexual desire at Oxford.



As Matz reasons, Dowling’s stated commitment to Foucault conflicts with the codedness inscribed in her model of gay reading.  In rendering language otherwise to the forces of cultural interdiction, codedness routinely deracinates the subject it supposedly represents, placing him both inside and outside of the very language in which he symbolically finds himself.  As I have already shown in my discussion of Symonds’s letters to Whitman, it is precisely the declared absence of an interpretive code that enables Symonds to argue for a less mediated model of gay hermeneutics.  

For Walter Pater, whose work will be the major focus of this chapter, the gay reader inhabits a decidedly more subtle and complicated subjective position.  Concerted efforts to rehabilitate the reader in Pater are evident in a recent collection of critical essays, Walter Pater: Transparencies of Desire (2002).  Matthew Kaiser’s essay—to cite just one example—redresses the often-unanalyzed pervasiveness of reading in Pater’s novel Marius the Epicurean.  As I read him, Kaiser wishes to flesh out a reading subject whose “textual presence” emanates from the crossroads of reading and sexuality: 

Pater materializes his reader, endows him with corporeality, with discriminating yet expansive eyes…This male reader has weight, bulk, a textual presence.  His eye is no mere synechdoche for readerliness, but a susceptible surface, pedagogical entrance…For Pater, the act of reading is creative, procreative, and thus necessitates a seductive relationship between reader and author.



Before I begin my own inquiries into Marius, I’d like to explore the erotic reading subject borne out of the passage above, but with a focus geared more towards the reader’s role in the “materializing,” “endowing,” and “discriminating” processes that enable him.  Like Jesse Matz, I trace Pater’s promotion of an affective (read: “seductive”) relationship with his reader back to this same reader’s (in many respects erotic) impressionability:

Because the impression occupies the site of that conjunction [of epistemology and sexuality], a fresh interpretation of it can explain why Pater’s turn away from false objectivity meant a turn toward a kind of homosexuality.  The Paterian impression has a necessarily homoerotic structure because it entails mediation of mind and body figured as a collaboration between an authorial connoisseur and his idealized object of masculine vitality.



In the spirit of Matz’s “fresh interpretation,” I’d like to extend his own remarkable reading of the impression as a sexually charged “epistemological category.”  Specifically, I’d like to focus on the practice of reading that is implied, but not stated, in Matz’s provocative structural reading.  My own pet interest in gay reading originally led me to Pater because, like Matz and Kaiser, I understand the impression as a site of not only symbolic desire, but also of feeling and affect more generally.  Put differently, the impression in Pater is figured as a representative moment of “experience” (Pater’s frequent word) achieved in what Maurice Blanchot might call the “space” of reading.
  As I will argue below, we achieve impressions in Pater through the cultivation of “interpretive” feelings—a form of affect not that far off from Symonds’s application of Whitmanian cohesiveness to an “interpretive” model of homosexuality.  All of this is to say—quite simply—that in Pater, we read in order to feel.  Whatever we call this particular type of reading—I am tempted, once again, to align it with the performative close reading of “W.H.”—it is the activating principle of Pater’s phenomenological model of homosexuality.  

In the “Preface” to The Renaissance, Pater famously establishes the impression as the unit of experience best suited for the perception of art, if not life; and perhaps best suited, as well, to answer the following set of questions: “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 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?”
  In Pater’s seemingly empiricist formula, impressionistic pleasure is—at base—a type of interpretive pleasure that achieves expression through the dialectical activity of an “inward world of thought and feeling.”
  The compressed temporal structure of the impression, much like the flash and flux of the Paterian “moment,” may lead us forget what Jacques Khalip aptly identifies as the active and expanding forces of the reader’s mind: i.e., “a constant testing and reflection rather than of prescription and ultimate judgment”
 in the space of the impression.  These active and—by all appearances—interpretive forces would seem to complicate a shared moment in both Matz’s and Kaiser’s essays, when the impression becomes attenuated to a position of receptive “openness” on the part of the reader.  More precisely, as I see it, Pater’s radical impressionist philosophy yokes the continual interpretive work of the reader’s “inward world of thought and feeling.”  In one sense, then, we could say that the reader in Pater is busy maintaining the interpretive energy required to accommodate the temporal indeterminacy of the impression.  Impressionistic reading, rather than—say—educative reading, serves in turn as the fulcrum point of Pater’s portrait of the reader as a young man: “Our education becomes complete in proportion as our susceptibility to these impressions increases in depth and variety.”
  Absent but utterly present in Pater’s claim, reading begs to be known here as the space which allows impressions to happen in the first place—and, ideally, to keep happening.  

In his thoughts about education above, Pater draws a subtle yet important distinction between “susceptibility” and “impression.”  My understanding of susceptibility makes for a less easy fit between its own receptive connotations and the “openness” that Matz and Kaiser regard as central to the receptivity of the gay reader in Pater.  Instead, I follow a model of reading more attuned to the spatial and temporal dimensions of the impression.  Unlike the exhaustive, narrative-bound reading programme of “W.H.”’s gay readers, the “moment” of reading in Pater, like the “moment” of the impression with which it coincides, finds its closest cognate in the notion of Romantic lingering Pater inherited from Wordsworth.  By “lingering,” I mean—to be exact—a quasi-Wordsworthian occupation of textual spaces under the primary aegis of feeling, rather than cognition.  I write “quasi-” on account of Carolyn Williams’s lucid reminder in Transfigured World: Walter Pater’s Aesthetic Historicism that “the moment” in Pater, unlike “the moment” in Wordsworth, is always and already filtered through the passage of time taking place both within and without individual consciousness.  Following Williams, then, I would argue that an accurate understanding of Paterian lingering requires a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between history and the Paterian “moment”:

Pater’s model of consciousness as relief, the fluid passage of time marked by moments of fixated, “high” intensity, may be seen as a later version of Wordsworth’s spots of time against the background of a general depression…[But] [w]hat Wordsworth felt was an unconscious power “rising from the mind’s abyss” Pater has transformed into a model of consciousness in control of time’s passages.  The spots of time lived on as renovating forces in Wordsworth’s memory, but in Pater retrospection is the aesthetic precondition of these moments, which are purchased at the price of their own disappearance into the past.  The flux can be stilled only momentarily, and only by looking back upon it.  In Pater’s aesthetic, the unconscious forces rising from the mind’s abyss are forces from the collective, not from the individual past; his personal consciousness is renovated by spots of time stored within the general cultural memory, which is the “spirit” of the ages.



Building upon Williams, we could say that the impression unfolds within a temporal schema of lingering that suspends particular moments “purchased at the price of their own disappearance into the past.”  Williams’s “unconscious forces” from the “collective past” are, implicitly, forces of historical feeling.  For Pater, then, feeling historical is not only an affective response to an ever-receding past; it is, more pressingly, the affective basis of the impression itself.  

To talk about aesthetics in Pater obliges us, of course, to revisit Pater’s famous dictum regarding the relationship between object and observer in the “Preface” to The Renaissance.  In a two-pronged critique of Kantian universalism and Arnoldian erotophobia, Pater makes the provocative proposal that, “in aesthetic criticism[,] 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.”
  For Pater, Arnold’s earlier prescriptive for “true” criticism—“to see the object as in itself it really is”—had become baldly inadequate to the task of accommodating his own erotic revision of self-culture, a notion he had extrapolated from Goethe, including Goethe’s dialectical vision of “the Romantic spirit, in its adventure, its variety, its profound subjectivity of soul, with Hellenism, in its transparency, its rationality, its desire of beauty.”
  As critics have thoroughly documented, Pater’s reading of the Greeks both dovetails with and departs from Arnold’s rehabilitation of the chthonic capacities of “sweetness and light.”  Kenneth Daley, for example, points out that “Pater’s emphasis on the darker, anti-Apollonian side of Greek religion stands as an immediate corrective to Arnold’s conception of Greece as ‘sweetness and light,’ and is instead closer in spirit to the work of Victorian anthropologists like Edward Tylor or Andrew Lang, or to James Frazer and Friedrich Nietzsche.”
  Perhaps as a rejoinder to Arnold’s attempt to bleach Hellenism of all other forms of “sweetness,” Pater traces a certain homosexual sweetness throughout the sonnets of Michelangelo (many of which, as we learn from Symonds’s 1893 translation of the sonnets, were written to Tommaso Cavalieri and other young men).  In doing so, Pater expands the affective borders of sweetness to include feelings of same-sex desire.  As he writes in “The Poetry of Michelangelo,”

Beneath the Platonic calm of the sonnets there is latent a deep delight in carnal form and colour….He who spoke so decisively of the supremacy in the imaginative world of the unveiled human form had not been always, we may think, a mere Platonic lover.  Vague and wayward his loves may have been; but they partook of the strength of his nature….[H]is genius is in harmony with itself; and just as in the products of his art we find resources of sweetness within their exceeding strength, so in his own story also, bitter as the ordinary sense of it may be, there are select pages shut in among the rest—pages one might easily turn over too lightly, but which yet sweeten the whole volume.  The interest of Michelangelo’s poems is that they make us spectators of this struggle; this struggle of a strong nature to adorn and attune itself; the struggle of a desolating passion, which yearns to be resigned and sweet and pensive, as Dante’s was.  It is a consequence of the occasional and informal character of his poetry, that it brings us nearer to himself, his own mind and temper, than any work done only to support a literary reputation could possibly do….[The sonnets] were written down at odd moments, sometimes on the margins of his sketches, themselves often unfinished sketches, arresting some salient feeling or unpremeditated idea as it passed.

Through a characteristic application of a rhetorical screen, Pater ensconces his portrait of Michelangelo within the experience of reading him.  As impressionable “spectators of [Michelangelo’s] struggle,” “we” too presumably join Pater in allowing—perhaps even urging—Michelangelo’s sonnets to “[bring] us nearer to himself.”  In one sense, then, “our reading” of the sonnets—at least as it is figured in the passage above—would amount to our being guided by a set of seemingly deterministic textual forces: i.e., it is the sonnets, Pater claims, that “make us spectators” and “[bring] us nearer” to Michelangelo’s “mind and temper.”  

At the same time, however, we become aware of a set of active readerly forces in the hermeneutic recesses of the portrait itself, specifically in relation to what Pater subtly limns above as Micehlangelo’s homosexual “temperament.”  These “readerly forces” are—it would seem—enmeshed with the forms of affect I have identified elsewhere in this chapter as vital components of gay reading: i.e., feeling historical, interpretive feeling, impressionistic reading, etc.  However we choose to denote these readerly forces, they appear to perform a similar role in the practice of gay reading.  To substantiate these claims, I’d like to focus on Michelangelo’s “sweetness” in the passage above, where sweetness performs an affective type of labor in the domain of Michelangelo’s “genius”: “[H]is genius is in harmony with itself; and just as in the products of his art we find resources of sweetness within their exceeding strength, so in his own story also, bitter as the ordinary sense of it may be, there are select pages shut in among the rest—pages one might easily turn over too lightly, but which yet sweeten the whole volume.”  The marginal page, “shut in among the rest,” opens itself as a metonymic figure for Michelangelo’s homosexual sweetness.  Given the ease with which homosexuality falls into representational schemas of the “margin” as a site of repression, it seems important here to elaborate on the forces of expression embedded in Pater’s marginal page.  As I read it, the marginal page in Pater does not translate into a “coded” site of textual repression; rather, it signifies in a more pervasive and connective way, by “sweeten[ing] the whole volume.”  In order to appreciate Michelangelo’s writing, Pater suggests, we must not only embrace this sweetness but also integrate our own reading with the “occasional and informal character of his poetry.”  Drawing all of these suggestions together, I would argue that Pater urges a type of textual intimacy with the marginal page based on the possibilities form (more so than content).  That is, in our quest for locating textual sweetness (content), we must first embrace the ephemeral conditions of the poet’s “occasional” and “informal” writing—i.e., an abstract type of form in and of itself, which extracts its representational faculties from “odd moments,” or during the “passing” of “feeling[s]” and “unpremeditated idea[s].”  In Pater’s model of reading, then, our own impressionable reading tactics should integrate with Michelangelo’s “fleeting” form.  In this case, we might choose to linger—instead of turn—over, “select pages shut in among the rest;” or, in addition, we might turn them over less “lightly,” and thus engage in them more heavily.  In other words, if we are to find our way into these “marginal” textual spaces, where feeling and thought (read: “idea”) hover on the bounds of representation, then we must—according to Pater—engage in an altogether different type of reading.  

The model of lingering I proposed earlier offers a way to envision such a marginal form of reading insofar as it also permits an understanding of the impression as the site of—to use Pater’s language—a doubled moment of “making”: of our own interpretive meaning-“making,” on the one hand, and our experience of being “made” by these same interpretations, on the other.  While Michelangelo’s sonnets may not read so sweetly as to “make us gay ” (as Pater’s Renaissance ironically did, however, when Wilde referred to it as his “golden book”), they nonetheless enable us to “modify” (Pater’s word) ourselves during moments of self-suspension and lingering.  Let’s recall, from earlier, Pater’s claim that the best criticism is capable of answering the following questions: “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 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?”
  What interests me the most about Pater’s set of questions is his suggestion, in the final question, that certain forms of reading allow us to be “modified”—i.e., “made”—by literature.  A closer look at the final line—in particular the repeated word “its”—requires that we return to the first line, to “its” distant antecedent: i.e., the “engaging personality presented in…a book.”  Re-reading the final sentence with its antecedent in mind places the “modifying” powers of literature in the hands, so to speak, of an “engaging personality.”  I draw out these details to call attention to the points of resonance between Pater’s portrait of an “engaging personality” and the historical portraits that Symonds and other gay Victorian genealogists wrote under the aegis of feeling historical.   As Christopher Nealon describes it, genealogical writing provided a “strategy for describing queer historical presence.”
  Like Symonds, Pater focuses on the “presence” of the gay historical figure—i.e., the “engaging personality”—in the space of reading.  This historical presence is not, however, always reducible to its internal, historical difference.  For Pater, especially, historical presence is “engaged” or “discovered” on account of its momentary sameness to the reader who reads it to feel the “queer historical presence” of himself. 

An analysis of reading in “The Poetry of Michelangelo” would be incomplete, of course, without going beyond “our” own readerly involvement in the assembly of Pater’s model of sweetness to a more subtle moment of reading “latent” (Pater’s word) within the essay itself.   Let’s return to the first line of the long passage above: “Beneath the Platonic calm of the sonnets there is latent a deep delight in carnal form and colour.”  Beneath the manifest surface of Michelangelo’s sonnets, in other words, we encounter an interpretive feeling—i.e., “delight”—that issues from a latent reader’s impressionistic reading of “form” and “colour.”  This “latent” reading figure is, of course, not only Michelangelo; he is also the same reader who can be traced throughout Pater’s writing since his first major essay, “Diaphaneitè.”  

Before I turn to “Diaphaneitè,” I’d like to call attention to what is—arguably—Pater’s most explicit encounter with gay reading in the “Conclusion” to The Renaissance.  A copious amount of critical writing has been undertaken on the subject of the scandal that erupted following the publication of the first edition of The Renaissance.  Particular attention has been paid to the “Conclusion”’s final lines, which—in the condensed verdict of John Wordsworth, the grandnephew of William Wordsworth and a colleague and former student of Pater’s—“[asserted]…that the only thing worth living for is momentary enjoyment.”
  Without rehearsing the thoroughly documented history of the “Conclusion”’s publication and reception, I’d like to focus on Pater’s stated reason, in the third edition of The Renaissance, for previously suppressing the “Conclusion” in the book’s second edition: “This brief ‘Conclusion’ was omitted in the second edition of this book, as I conceived it might possibly mislead young men into whose hands it might fall.  On the whole, I have dealt more fully in Marius the Epicurean with the thoughts suggested by it.”
  One patent source of influence behind Pater’s vague and yet utterly provocative apology was Wordsworth’s letter to Pater regarding the “Conclusion.”  As Wordsworth writes,

I should be faithless to myself and to the beliefs which I hold, if in the position in which I find myself as tutor next in standing to yourself I were to let your book pass without a word.  My object in writing is not to attempt argument on the conclusions, nor simply to let you know the pain they have caused me and I know also many others.  Could you indeed have known the dangers into which you were likely to lead minds weaker than your own, you would, I believe, have paused.
  

As the final sentence suggests, Wordsworth denounces the seductive powers of the “Conclusion” on the grounds of the impressionability that Pater had installed as foundational to his aesthetic programme.  More specifically, Paterian impressionability undergoes a radical condensation in Wordsworth’s reading of the “Conclusion,” phobically morphing—within the space of a sentence—into the feared, “receptive” vulnerability of the “young man” in pederasty.  Unlike Queensbury’s homo-grammaphobia,
 which focuses on the form of writing itself, Wordsworth’s pederastic worries focus in on the “mind” of the youthful reader.  

The gay reader of the “Conclusion” has its own youthful version in Pater’s 1864 essay, “Diaphaneitè.”  Pater presented the essay to the Old Mortality Society at Oxford with the intention, he writes, of delineating a new “type of character”:

There are some unworldly types of character which the world is able to estimate.  It recognizes certain moral types, or categories, and regards whatever falls within them as having a right to exist.  The saint, the artist, even the speculative thinker, out of the world’s order as they are, yet work, so far as they work at all, in and by means of the main current of the world’s energy.  Often it gives them late, or scanty, or mistaken acknowledgement; still it has room for them in its scheme of life, a place made ready for them in its affections…To constitute one of these categories, or types, a breadth or generality of character is required.  There is another type of character, which is not broad and general, rare, precious above all to the artist…It does not take the eye by breadth of colour; rather it is that fine edge of light, where the elements of our moral nature refine themselves to the burning point.  It crosses rather than follows the main current of the world’s life.  The world has no sense fine enough for those evanescent shades, which fill up the blanks between contrasted types of character…For this nature there is no place ready in its [life’s] affections.  This colourless, unclassified purity of life it can neither use for its service, nor contemplate as an ideal.

In this early essay, Pater takes up the same moral imperative behind “categorization” that he would later dismiss, in the “Conclusion,” through an oblique jab at Arnoldian absolutism: “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.”
  In the general historical sweep of “Diaphaneitè,” Pater’s “characters” becomes potential subjects according to the proximity or distance of their “place” relative to the “world’s order.”  Halfway through the above passage, we encounter “another type of character,” whose own subjective constitution entails a more synchronic model of historical representation (i.e., he “crosses rather than follows the main current of the world’s life”).  As a result, this subject falls outside of any established or “ready” subject position (“For this nature, there is no ready place in its [life’s] affections.”).  As Michael Davis points out, Pater’s “type of character” would eventually re-surface, twenty-five years later, in Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, when the narrator observes that there were men, “especially among the very young men, who saw or fancied that they saw, in Dorian Gray the true realization of a type which they had often dreamed of in Eton or Oxford days.”
  Davis’s genealogy is incomplete, however, without the addition of Symonds analysis of “the type” in his Memoirs.  As Symonds explains there, this “type of character” (also Pater’s exact words) had become the raison d’etre of his own autobiographical project:  

It was my primary object when I began these autobiographical notes to describe as accurately and candidly as I was able a type of character, which I do not at all believe to be exceptional, but which for various intelligible reasons has never yet been properly analysed.  I wanted to supply material for the ethical psychologist and the student of mental pathology, by portraying a man of no mean talents, of no abnormal depravity, whose life has been perplexed from first to last by passion—natural, instinctive, healthy in his own particular case—but morbid and abominable from the point of view of the society in which he lives—persistent passion for the male sex.

Despite its classificatory rigor (a sign, most likely, of Symonds’s later foray into the field of sexology), Symonds’s declaration brings us back by several different points of affiliation to the representation of feeling historical in “Diaphaneitè.”

Like all the higher forms of inward life this character is a subtle blending and interpretation of intellectual, moral and spiritual elements….A magnificent intellectual force is latent within it.  It is like the reminiscence of a forgotten culture that once adorned the mind; as if the mind of one ΦιλοσοΦήσας ποτε μετ έρωτος, fallen into a new cycle, were beginning its spiritual progress over again, but with a certain power of anticipating its stages. 
Like Lord Alfred Douglas’s “new culture” (a term that carried explicit homosexual connotations in the underworld of the Victorian gay periodical), culture for Pater is not an “inert past society, circumscribed in history;”
 instead, culture becomes capable of reanimation, just like the regenerative “latent intelligence” of the “type” itself.
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