
!
!
!

“Genius Loci”  

!
To certain among us, undeniably, places, localities (I can 

find no reverent and tender enough expression for them in 

our practical, personal language) become objects of intense 

and most intimate feeling. Quiete irrespective of their 



inhabitants, and virtually of their written history, they can 

touch us like living creatures; and one can have with them 

friendship of the deepest and most satisfying sort. 

To say this  may seem nonsense if we think of friendship as 

what it largely is, a mere practical and in the main 

accidental relations, wherein exchange of ideas and good 

offices, fetching and carrying for one another and tolling 

and moiling in company, plays the principal part. But there 

are other possibilities, surely, in friendship, its very best 

portion; and such may exist in our relations with places. 

Indeed, when I try to define the greatest good which human 

creatures can do us, good far transcending any practical 

help or intellectual guidance, it seems to express itself quite 

naturally in vague metaphors borrowed from those other 

friends who are not human beings: for it is the good of 

charming us, of raising our spirits, of subduing our feelings 

into serenity and happiness; of singing in our memory like 

melodies; and bringing out, even as melodies do when we 

hear or remember them, whatever small twitter of music 

there may be in our soul. These are the highest gifts of our 

human affection; and surely we receive them equally, nay, 



sometimes even better, from the impersonal reality whom I 

call, for want of a better name, and, from a lurking wish to 

bring some thanksgiving, the Genius Loci. 

Genius Loci. A divinity, certainly, great or small as the case 

may be, and deserving of some silent worship. 

 […] The Genius Loci, like all worthy divinities, is of the  

substance of our heart and mind, a spiritual reality.  

And as for visible embodiment, why that is the place itself, 

or the country; and the features and speech are the lie of the 

land, pitch of the streets, sound of bells or of weirs […] 

And this reminds me that, although what I call the Genius 

Loci can never be personified, we may yet feel him nearer 

and more potent, in some individual monument or feature 

of the landscape. 

He is immanent very often, and subduing our hearts most 

deeply, at a given turn of the road; or a path cut in terraces 

in a hillside, with whew of great distant mountains; or, 

again,in a church like Classe, near Ravenna; most of all, 

perhaps, in the meeting-place of streams, or the mouth of a 

river, both of which draw our feet and thoughts time after 



time, we know not why or wherefore. The genius of places 

lurks there; or, more strictly, he is it.  

I have compared the feelings we can have for places with 

the feelings awakened in us by certain of our friends; 

feelings of love and gratitude, but not of prosaic familiarity 

or wish for community or commonplace. But as there are, 

or at least may be, some human relationships which 

constitute the bulk of life, and yet remain its poetry, so there 

are one or two places for every individual, where he may 

live habitually, yet never lose the sense of delight, wonder, 

and gratitude. 

!
Vernon Lee, Genius Loci (1899) 
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