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Maria Luisa De Rinaldis

‘Landscape for its own sake’: Walter Pater’s Ecology in “Sebastian van Storck”

Questo saggio si propone di analizzare la rappresentazione in Walter Pater 
delle modalità di percepire la natura, il paesaggio e la loro interrelazione con 
l’umano, alla luce della teoria eco-critica e dell’estetica materialista. Il suo ri-
tratto immaginario ´Sebastian Yan StorcNµ oͿre lo spXnto per indagare come 
in Pater il testuale sia in continuità con la vita, mettendo in discussione no-
zioni di dXalitj e diͿerenza tra sistemi in conÁitto. 3i� di altri protagonisti 
pateriani, Sebastian sperimenta una simbiosi con il suo ambiente. Il presente 
saggio si concentrerà in particolare sul suo rapporto con la terra nell’Olanda 
del ;9II secolo� al fine di mettere in lXce la radicale poetica ecologica iscritta 
nel ritratto di Pater.

This paper aims at analysing Walter Pater’s representation of modes of percei-
ving nature, landscape and their interrelation with the human, from the point 
of view of ecocritical theory and materialist aesthetics.  His imaginary portrait 
´Sebastian Yan StorcNµ oͿers scope Ior inYestigating KoZ in 3ater te[tXalit\ is 
in continXit\ ZitK liIe� TXestioning notions oI dXalit\ and diͿerence betZeen 
conÁicting s\stems. 0ore tKan otKer 3aterian protagonists� Sebastian e[pe-
riences s\mbiosis ZitK Kis enYironment. 7Kis paper Zill specificall\ IocXs on 
his relation with the land in seventeenth-century Holland in order to unearth 
the radical poetics of ecology that Pater’s portrait embeds. 

Keywords: Walter Pater, imaginary portrait, Holland, landscape, ecology.

1. Introduction
The traditional critical approach to Walter Pater’s imaginary portrait, “Sebastian van Storck”, 
has analysed it in terms of a dichotomy between form and dissolution, art and the matter 
of life. The intention of this essay is to probe the interspace between these assumed binaries 
and XneartK tKe radical poetics oI ecolog\ tKat it embeds. In tKis ZorN 3ater reÁects on tKe 
golden age of Dutch art, the period in which the narrative is set. The Dutch, according to 
Pater, were beginning to realise the pictorial beauty of their country aided by their painters, 
¶tKe first trXe masters oI landscape Ior its oZn saNe’1. They valued their landscape as much 

1  “Sebastian van Storck”. 1910 [1886]. Imaginary Portraits. London� 0ac0illan and &o.� ��-���� ��. $ll TXota-
tions are from this edition. The present essay originates in a discussion at the University of Roma Tre on 
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tKroXgK aestKetic as tKroXgK direct e[perience. 7Kis landscape� Ze are reminded� Kas been 
created b\ Ieats oI engineering� b\ a figKt ZitK tKe sea no less Keroic tKan tKe figKt against 
the Spanish for Dutch independence. Holland’s fragile water ecology frames the story and 
sets in relief the alienation of the protagonist as he distances himself from its environment, 
led b\ a desire Ior selI-eͿacement and anniKilation. +e belieYes in Spinoza’s doctrine oI 
the one absolute being, sharing the “infectious mania” that Pater discusses in Plato and Pla-
tonism� and is Xnable to liYe tKe finiteness oI tKe pKenomenal Zorld2. In his devotion to 
permanence, Sebastian feels the deadly appeal of the primeval, of a time when Holland’s in-
Kabitants Zere liYing ´a KXmble e[istenceµ ZitK no desire to cKange� sXrroXnded b\ ´great 
breadtKs oI calm ligKt aboYe and aroXndµ MXst ´inÁXenced b\� and in a sense� liYing Xpon 
tKemµ �3ater ����� ��-���. 

2. Primeval Landscape
In the 16th chapter of his Natural History� 3lin\� TXoted tZice in 3ater’s te[t� Kad described 
tKe tZo primitiYe tribes oI tKe &KaXci� sitXated in nortK-Zest German\� MXstiI\ing Kis digres-
sion from an ongoing discussion of fruitful trees with the urgency to reveal the surprise “felt 
on finding b\ actXal e[perience ZKat is tKe liIe oI mortals ZKen tKe\ inKabit a coXntr\ tKat 
is without either tree or shrub”3. 2bYioXsl\ tKere is no mention oI tKe LoZ &oXntries bXt tKe 
geography Pliny describes is that typical of the area:

I have already stated that in the East many nations that dwell on the shores of the 
ocean are placed in this necessitous state; and I myself have personally witnessed the 
condition oI tKe &KaXci� botK tKe Greater and tKe Lesser� sitXate >sic@ in tKe regions oI 
the far North. In those climates a vast tract of land, invaded twice each day and night 
b\ tKe oYerÁoZing ZaYes oI tKe ocean� opens a TXestion tKat is eternall\ proposed to 
us by Nature, whether these regions are to be looked upon as belonging to the land, 
or whether as forming a portion of the sea?
Here a wretched race is found, inhabiting either the more elevated spots of land, or 
else eminences artificiall\ constrXcted� and oI a KeigKt to ZKicK tKe\ NnoZ b\ e[pe-
rience that the highest tides will never reach. Here they pitch their cabins; and when 
the waves cover the surrounding country far and wide, like so many mariners on 
board ship are they: when, again, the tide recedes, their condition is that of so many 
sKipZrecNed men� and aroXnd tKeir cottages tKe\ pXrsXe tKe fisKes as tKe\ maNe 
their escape with the receding tide. It is not their lot, like the adjoining nations, to 

0aria 'el Sapio’s seminal essa\ ´3ater� Sebastian e l’assolXtoµ� re-edited b\ 0addalena 3ennaccKia� Simona 
&orso and 0aria 3aola GXardXcci in Eretiche ed Esteti ������. 1apoli� Edizioni ScientiIicKe Italiane� ���-��� ��� 
0a\ �����. 3aola &olaiacomo’s comments on 3ater KaYe been inYalXable. I am bXilding on tKe important 
scholarship of Lene Østermark-Johansen, bringing together a wider body of material and a longer history to 
chart a trajectory of ideas hitherto perhaps not fully addressed. Perhaps the most significant discussion of the 
theme developed in this article is to be found in Denis Denisoff’s volume Decadent Ecology in British Literature 
and Art, 1860-1910: Decay, Desire, and the Pagan Revival ������. See also GioYanni Bassi ������.
2  3ater ���� >����@� ��. 3ater’s reYision oI metapK\sics and Kis materialist aestKetic are discXssed in 0organ 
������.
3  3lin\ tKe Elder ���� >$' ��-��@� BooN ;9I� �. 
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Neep an\ ÁocNs Ior sXstenance b\ tKeir milN� nor eYen to maintain a ZarIare ZitK Zild 
beasts, every shrub, even, being banished afar. With the sedge and the rushes of the 
marsh they make cords, and with these they weave the nets employed in the capture 
oI tKe fisK� tKe\ IasKion tKe mXd� too� ZitK tKeir Kands� and dr\ing it b\ tKe Kelp oI 
the winds more than of the sun, cook their food by its aid, and so warm their entrails, 
frozen as they are by the northern blasts; their only drink, too, is rainwater, which 
they collect in holes dug at the entrance of their abodes: and yet these nations, if this 
Yer\ da\ tKe\ Zere YanTXisKed b\ tKe 5oman people� ZoXld e[claim against being 
redXced to slaYer\� Be it so� tKen ² FortXne is most Nind to man\� MXst ZKen sKe means 
to pXnisK tKem �3lin\ ����� BooN ;9I.I�.

In an informed geography, where borders between land and water remain unstable, 
Xnfi[ed� it is tKe cKaos oI tKe ocean tKat predominates. 3lin\ defines tKese primitiYe inKabit-
ants as a “wretched race”, compelled to inhabit elevated spots of land, although when they 
sXͿer Áooding tKe\ become mariners e[posed to tKe dangers oI sea Zater� or sKipZrecNed 
men who have lost all their possessions. Unlike other nations they cannot settle anywhere, 
nor become Iarmers� nor raise tKeir oZn cattle� bXt Ieed onl\ on fisK and drinN rainZater.

In otKer classical KistoriograpKic soXrces� tKe &KaXci mainl\ appear as tKe ́ most noble 
nation among tKe Germansµ� as 7acitXs Zrites� bXt also bellicose and resisting 5oman do-
minion4 �0XrpK\ ����� ����. 3lin\’s Yersion� KoZeYer� empKasises not tKeir YalXe bXt tKeir 
inIeriorit\ ZitK respect to 5ome. GiYen tKeir ZretcKedness� it ZoXld be a blessing Ior tKem 
to be enslaYed and spared a miserable condition. 7reYor 0XrpK\ ������ Kas tKoroXgKl\ 
commented on KoZ 3lin\ cKannels tKe an[ieties oI tKe empire� proYiding an image oI pe-
riphery that reminds one of the risk of reverting to primeval confusion. The Romans would 
KaYe giYen tKe &KaXci fi[ed territories and ZoXld KaYe made tKeir coXntr\ less YXlnerable 
ZitK a netZorN oI d\Nes and roads� e[porting a model oI acTXisition� since in 3lin\’s 5ome� 
´¶liYing’ means ¶KaYing’� iI not ¶getting’µ �0XrpK\ ����� ����. GXided b\ tKe ocean� Iar aZa\ 
from that balance between sea and land that for the Latin writer is peculiar to Italy, the life of 
tKe &KaXci testifies to tKe instabilit\ oI possessing and oI possessions� since tKe\ are not col-
onists bXt castaZa\s and e[iles �0XrpK\ ����� ���-����. II tKe\ can be seen as constitXting a 
Nind oI anti-5ome� 3lin\’s m\tK oI 5oman dominion cKanging tKe &aXci’s IortXne is oYertl\ 
destabilised in Pater. Sebastian van Storck, the bird-like protagonist of Pater’s portrait, looks 
in fact at the living conditions of primeval forefathers “but without Pliny’s contempt for 
tKemµ �3ater ����� ����

$ clo\ed 5oman migKt despise tKeir KXmble e[istence� fi[ed b\ necessit\ Irom age 
to age� and ZitK no desire to cKange� as ´tKe ocean poXred in its Áood tZice a da\� 
making it uncertain whether the country was a part of the continent or of the sea”. 
BXt Ior Kis part Sebastian IoXnd sometKing oI poetr\ in all tKat� as Ke conceiYed ZKat 
tKoXgKts tKe old +ollander migKt KaYe Kad at Kis fisKing� ZitK nets tKemselYes Zo-
ven of seaweed, waiting carefully for his drink on the heavy rains, and taking refuge, 

4  Tacitus (Germania� is TXoted in 7reYor 0XrpK\ ������. For a discXssion oI 3lin\ and tKe margins oI tKe 
empire see 0XrpK\ ������ ���-����.
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as tKe Áood rose� on tKe sand-Kills� in a little KXt constrXcted bXt airil\ on tall staNes� 
conformable to the elevation of the highest tides, like a navigator, thought the learned 
Zriter� ZKen tKe sea Zas risen� liNe a sKipZrecNed mariner ZKen it Zas retired. For 
the fancy of Sebastian he lived with great breadths of calm light above and around 
Kim� inÁXenced b\� and� in a sense� liYing Xpon tKem� and sXrel\ migKt Zell com-
plain� tKoXgK to 3lin\’s so infinite sXrprise� on being made a 5oman citizen �3ater 
����� ��-���.

We could ask whether Sebastian is providing a predictably romanticised version of 
primitive life or whether he shows greater awareness of how many tales of shipwreck and 
disaster are implied in colonial ventures, how many stories of erasure of indigenous life, 
tKXs Xndermining an ´action-Kero Yersion oI Kistor\µ�3arN ����� ��. 7Ke poetical looN oI 
Sebastian here seems to coincide with that of the author and reduce the tension between the 
viewpoints of the character and of the author. 

3.1. A Politics of the Environment
Pater uses the genre of imaginary portraiture to present a historical and cultural climate, a 
set oI ideas ratKer tKan a stor\. In sending Kis first portrait to tKe editor oI Macmillan’s Mag-
azine, he writes:

I send \oX >«@ a 0.S. entitled The House and the Child. It is not, as you may perhaps 
Ianc\� tKe first part oI a ZorN oI fiction� bXt is meant to be complete in itselI >«@. I call 
tKe 0.S. a portrait� and mean readers� as tKe\ migKt do on seeing a portrait� to begin 
specXlating ² ZKat came oI Kim" �3arN ����� ��.

In “Sebastian van Storck” Pater uses character to elaborate a politics of the environ-
ment, while questioning the boundaries of subjectivity: “The Paterian body as a viewing 
body, a travelling body, perceptive of space and landscape, needs further addressing, and 
the geographies of his imaginary portraits invite us to do just that” (Østermark-Johansen 
����� ��. 1ot onl\ does tKe te[t decentre tKe IoXndation oI EXropean cXltXre Irom tKe estab-
lisKed settings oI France and Ital\ b\ reIocXsing on tKe 1ortK ��stermarN--oKansen ����� 
����� bXt also� to borroZ tKe Zords tKat $mitaY GKosK ������ Xses in anotKer conte[t� it 
looNs ́ first� and most Xrgentl\� Ior traces and portents oI >an@ altered Zorldµ �Bassi 	 0ason 
����� ���. 

The acquisitive code of Rome interferes with the way the Dutch are represented al-
tKoXgK tKe latter embod\ a diͿerent conception oI land dominion� one tKat is not political 
but ecological. Pater remarks that “[s]o genially attempered, so warm, was life become, in 

�  2n ecocritical imagination and discoXrse see also Bate ������� 0atKeXs ������� BXell ������� 0entz ������ 
�����. $s tKeorised b\ .erridge 	 Sammels ´1eYer beIore Kas so mXcK scientiIic argXment been assembled 
to sXpport tKe perception oI a global ecos\stem >«@� tKe contemporar\ moYement� Irom 5acKel &arson on-
Zards� e[presses a neZ perception oI tKe relationsKip betZeen KXman practices and tKe material Zorld. $n 
ecological perspective strives to see how all things are inter-dependent, even those apparently most separate” 
������ ��.
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tKe land oI ZKicK 3lin\ Kad spoNen as scarcel\ dr\ land at all’ �3ater ����� ���. B\ tKe seY-
enteenth century the Dutch had managed to greatly improve their strategies to reclaim land 
Irom tKe sea. 3olders �reclaimed land protected b\ d\Nes� and K\drological innoYations 
Zere crXcial in enKancing tKe coXntr\’s Zellbeing and e[pansion. '\Nes� Zindmills and 
military engineering as well were reshaping and permanently altering Holland’s unique 
geograpK\. :et and dr\ ditcKes Zere designed to create comple[� la\ered deIences sXited 
to tKe enYironment. Flooding Zas controlled in specific areas to impede enem\ moYement. 
Dykes controlled water levels, since people lived in fear of them being fragile, eventually 
leading to disaster and sinking. Water shaped national identity, producing a strong empha-
sis on planning and cooperation ZKile tKe figKt against Zater Zas assimilated ´to tKe figKt 
against KXman enemiesµ �0ostert ����� ����.

Sebastian rejects both human and artistic reshaping of the watery landscape. In his 
searcK Ior tKe eͿectiYe eTXiYalence betZeen Kis ´line oI beingµ and Kis ´line oI tKoXgKtµ 
�3ater ����� ���� Ke ZoXld erase an\ pertXrbation oI tKe essence� oI tKe absolXte being� and 
escape to a pre-modern landscape oI Xnreclaimed land. $ first sign oI Kis tension ZitK tKe 
environment is his alignment with winter immobility:

Sebastian van Storck, confessedly the most graceful performer in all that skating mul-
titude, moving in endless maze over the vast surface of the frozen water-meadow, 
liNed best tKis season oI tKe \ear Ior its e[pression oI perIect impassiYit\� or at least 
of a perfect repose. The earth was, or seemed to be, at rest, with a breathlessness of 
slXmber ZKicK sXited tKe \oXng man’s pecXliar temper �3ater ����� ���.

7Ke immobilit\ oI natXre is a topos ZKicK implies tKe idea tKat tKere is no figKt going 
on� tKe stillness oI tKe $rctic Sea� in particXlar� Kas proYided an image oI tKe paral\sis oI 
1atXre� its IailXre to maintain control oI tKe tides’ regXlar rK\tKms �0XrpK\ ����� ���-����. 
Inseparable from his environment, the phlegmatic Sebastian, for whom the “one abstract 
being Zas as tKe pallid $rctic sXn� disclosing itselI oYer tKe dead leYel oI a glacial� a barren 
and absolXtel\ lonel\ seaµ �3ater ����� ����� e[periences tKe ´Ireezing inÁXenceµ ����� oI 
his philosophy of emptiness, of tabula rasa. However, he is also led sometimes to assert his 
oZn selI and mar tKe ´calmµ oI ´tKat one� XnrX΁ed conscioXsnessµ �����. Sea-related met-
aphors are used to describe abstract entities, again opening up conceptual bridges between 
the author’s implied stances and those of the character. If, as Pater writes, Sebastian can 
always tolerate the sea both in art and in life, the sea he loves is unconstrained, an invading, 
pervasive power, breaking all boundaries:

Invading all places, stealing under one’s feet, insinuating itself everywhere along 
an endless network of canals (by no means such formal channels as we understand 
by the name, but picturesque rivers, with sedgy banks and haunted by innumerable 
birds� its incidents present tKemselYes oddl\ eYen in one’s parN or Zoodland ZalNs� 
the ship in full sail appearing suddenly among the great trees or above the garden 
Zall� ZKere Ze Kad no sXspicion oI tKe presence oI Zater �3ater ����� ��-���.
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���� ´)orced and $rtificial 3rodXctionµ
Similarly Sebastian does not appreciate the artistic rendering of the Dutch landscape framed 
or commodified b\ tKe artists attending Kis Iamil\ KoXse. 7KanNs to tKe ́ tribeµ oI sXcK ́ crea-
tXres oI leisXreµ �3ater ����� ��� ���� ´7Ke 'XtcK Kad MXst begXn to see ZKat a pictXre tKeir 
coXntr\ Zas ² its canals� and boompjis, and endless, broadly-lighted meadows, and thousands 
oI miles oI TXaint Zater-side >«@µ ����. 2n tKe one Kand tKe\ appreciate art tKroXgK tKe land-
scape, while art in turn encourages them to see pristine, original, beauty: “in the achievement 
of a type of beauty so national and vernacular, the votaries of purely Dutch art might well 
Ieel tKat tKe Italianisers >«@ Zent so Iar afield in Yainµ ����. $rteIacts� to Xse a notion dis-
cXssed b\ 7erence &aYe� ´participate ¶enactiYel\’ in tKe KXman enYironmentµ and ´belong 
to an ecological continXXm� ZitKoXt priorit\ oI cognitionµ �&aYe ����� ���. 'XtcK artists Yal-
idate the qualities of the environment revealing all the “wealth of colour” of a land that was 
sXpposed to be sad ���� and bringing conscioXsness oI tKe YalXes tKe 'XtcK Kad IoXgKt Ior 
both politically and geographically, perceiving the drama of a nation always “ready at any 
moment to figKt aneZ� against man or tKe seaµ ����. IndiͿerent to tKe ´tKriYing geniXsµ6 of 
tKe 'XtcK� ´maNing and maintaining dr\ land ZKere natXre Kad Zilled tKe seaµ ����� Sebas-
tian repudiates the vitality and sensuous warmth of domestic comforts, of life and seasonal 
change. He refuses to become the prisoner of “this picturesque and sensuous world of Dutch 
art� its genial ZarmtK� its strXggle Ior liIe� its selfisK and craIt\ loYeµ �����. +is disliNe Ior 
“the warm sandbanks of Wynants” or the “eerie relics of the ancient Dutch woodland which 
sXrYiYe in +obbena and 5X\sdaelµ ���� can be Xnderstood in terms oI tKe Za\ tKe\ preYent 
Áooding� anniKilation� ´:K\ add� b\ a Iorced and artificial prodXction� to tKe monotonoXs 
tide oI competing� Áeeting e[istence"µ ����. 7Ke te[t Iorges continXit\ betZeen art and liIe� 
and Sebastian has got his own artistic ideal. He privileges views from a distance, “map-like” 
��stermarN--oKansen ����� ����� tKe Nind oI YieZ Ke can enMo\ Irom a room at tKe top oI Kis 
KoXse� a reIXge Ior sea-birds ² tKe onl\ birds tKat can be seen Irom Kis ZindoZs� ZKose men-
tion provokes an allusion to the ‘ingenious contrivances’ to attract birds in the windows of 
cottages represented in tKe scener\ oI -an Steen among otKers ����� 

His preference in the matter of art was, therefore, for those prospects à vol a’oiseau Я oI 
tKe caged bird on tKe Zing at last ЯoI ZKicK 5Xbens Kad tKe secret� and still more 3Kil-
ip de .onincN� IoXr oI ZKose cKoicest ZorNs occXpied tKe IoXr Zalls oI Kis cKamber� 
visionary escapes, north, south, east, and west, into a wide-open though, it must be 
conIessed� a someZKat sXllen land ����.

Sebastian’s rejection of art starts from his rejection of the comfort of the house and its 
many ornaments, worlds and dimensions. In fact, this life is in complete contrast “to all 

6  3ater TXotes tZice 7Komas BroZne� altKoXgK ZitKoXt an\ attribXtion to Kim Я ¶7Ke sXccess oI tKat pett\ 
3roYince oI +olland �oI ZKicK tKe Grand SeignoXr proXdl\ said� iI tKe\ sKoXld troXble Kim as tKe\ did tKe 
Spaniard� Ke ZoXld send Kis men ZitK sKoYels and picN-a[es� and tKroZ it into tKe Sea�` I cannot altogetKer 
ascribe to tKe ingenXit\ and indXstr\ oI tKe people� bXt tKe merc\ oI G2'� tKat KatK disposed tKem to sXcK a 
tKriYing GeniXs’ �Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici ZitK an IntrodXction b\ 3roI. &. +. +erIord� ����� �-��� ���. 
+is essa\ ´Sir 7Komas BroZneµ Zas Iirst pXblisKed in 0a\ ���� �Macmillan’s Magazine ���.
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tKat is abstract or cold in artµ ����. SXrroXnded b\ art as iI b\ a natXral element� Ke needs to 
adapt� ´finding so mXcK art actXall\ aboXt Kim� Ke Zas compelled >«@ to adMXst KimselI to 
it; to ascertain and accept that in it which should least collide with […] his own characteristic 
tendenciesµ ����. $ 'arZinian process oI adaptation is necessar\ to aYoid potential collision 
between opposing forces and preserve individuality. Pater’s response to Darwin was in 
Iact ´comple[ and inconsistentµ �+e[t ����� ���. Sebastian’s driYe is toZards emptiness� to-
wards the simplicity of the equation “zero equals zero”, sharing Spinoza’s philosophy of the 
e[istence oI one absolXte being. +e retires to a personal space progressiYel\ remoYed Irom 
the heart of the building, alienated from what is contained and constructed there, from what 
is there achieved, away from “the busy and busy-looking house, crowded with the furniture 
and tKe prett\ little to\s oI man\ generationsµ ����. 7Ke geograpK\ oI Kis personal KoXse is 
not linear, but labyrinthine, since he has to go through a long passage “up a winding stair-
case� and �again at tKe end oI a long passage� Ke IoXnd KimselI as iI sKXt oͿ Irom tKe ZKole 
talkative Dutch world, and in the embrace of that wonderful quiet which is also possible in 
+olland at its KeigKt all aroXnd itµ����.

What is interesting is that the land is a similarly layered place, where relics emerge 
revealing a subterranean world. In particular those of a man’s waggon, caught in an inun-
dation perhaps while returning with merchandise from the shore, become intermittently 
visible. The waggon is artistically wrought and the “throne, set upon it, seemed to dis-
tinguish it as a chariot of state”. Yet Sebastian with his morbid cast of mind thinks of it 
as sepulchral, a “grand burial […] of a king or hero, whose very tomb was wasted away” 
����� annXlling an\ sense oI political KierarcK\. 7Ke eartK itselI is imagined as transIormed 
and transforming: “cooling down for ever from its old cosmic heat”, taking colours out of 
things, with the sea washing away “the long sand-bank […], which had been the rampart 
oI a toZnµ ���-���.  

4. “Scarcely dry land at all”
´+eroic indXstr\µ� tKe progressiYe eͿort to modiI\ tKe land� is a ´IeYerisK� XnZortK\ agita-
tionµ ����� tKe 'XtcK’s figKt against tKe sea is not part oI Sebastian’s conscioXsness. Indeed� 
Kis strange indiͿerence to artistic and natXral landscape� Kis ÁigKt Irom tKe finiteness oI Kis 
surroundings, is seen literally as a threat to the security of the land. If his intellectual com-
mitment is for some people precious, for others he could be “a plotter” against the Dutch 
5epXblic� ´$ single traitor migKt cXt tKe d\Nes in an KoXr� in tKe interest oI tKe EnglisK or 
tKe FrencKµ �����. In Iact Ke does not YalXe tKe d\Nes� and praises times ZKen tKe land Zas 
at tKe merc\ oI Áoods�

In his passion for Schwindsucht Я Ze KaYen’t tKe Zord Я Ke IoXnd it pleasant to tKinN 
of the resistless element which left one hardly a foot-space amidst the yielding sand; 
of the old beds of lost rivers, surviving now only as deeper channels in the sea; of 
the remains of a certain ancient town, which within men’s memory had lost its few 
remaining inhabitants and, with its already empty tombs, dissolved and disappeared 
in tKe Áood ����.
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II Sebastian’s ´intellectXal consXmptionµ ����� is tied to a searcK Ior tKe absolXte tKat� 
as Ior 0arcXs $XreliXs in 0ariXs tKe EpicXrean� is a d\stopian ideal leading to selI-de-
strXction and ´disasterµ �'el Sapio ����� ����� Kis Kistorical imagination IXels aZareness 
oI progressiYe improYements and problematises tKe idea oI ecological disaster. Going bacN 
imaginatively, he helps reconstruct an archeology of the land, perhaps hinting at human re-
sponsibilit\. Sebastian tKereIore defies Keroism. +e admires practical action ZKen it is asso-
ciated ZitK personal aͿection� as in tKe reported episode oI +Xgo GrotiXs’s ZiIe� sacrificing 
KerselI to saYe Ker KXsband. GrotiXs Zas able to escape Irom political captiYit\ b\ Kiding in 
tKe bo[ regXlarl\ sent Kim IXll oI booNs. 

$s tKe narratiYe deYelops� Sebastian’s desire Ior selI-erasXre is reÁected in Kis MoXrne\ 
to a desolate sea-scape tKat is at one ZitK Kis state oI mind. 5epelled b\ social e[pectations 
and b\ tKe innocent pK\sical attentions oI 0ademoiselle Yan :estrKeene� ZKose rXdd\ 
beaXt\ Kas tKe KeaYiness oI Kis rXdd\ KoXse ������ Ke taNes ÁigKt. Sebastian’s ZisK Ior an-
niKilation is reÁected in tKe appeal Ior Kim oI tKe Xn-reclaimed landscape. +e sXrrenders 
to the sea. His death by drowning is consonant with his nihilism. Sea imagery encapsulates 
Sebastian’s sense of non-being, it is the epitome of his longing to erase himself from life and 
re-establisK ´tKe calm sXrIace oI tKe absolXte� XntroXbled mindµ ������

Detachment. To hasten hence: to fold up one’s whole self, as a vesture put aside: to 
anticipate� b\ sXcK indiYidXal Iorce as Ke coXld find in Kim� tKe sloZ disintegration 
by which nature herself is levelling the eternal hills: here would be the secret of peace, 
of such dignity and truth as there could be in a world which after all was essentially 
an illXsion �����.

7o discard tKe artificial YestXre oI sXbMectiYit\ and be leYelled b\ natXre liNe a Kill is 
Kis final goal. 7Ke last part oI tKe portrait presents a darNer Yision oI Sebastian’s niKilism� 
associated with ideas of man as a mere reduction of the absolute being. His black melan-
cKol\� ´XnNindl\µ ����� to indiYidXals and societ\� is perKaps prodXced botK b\ pK\sical 
disease and culture. Sebastian’s consumption, which would have caused anyway an early 
deatK� reÁects fin de siqcle spleen� in deriYing Irom oYer-delicateness dXe to modern lX[Xr\� 
a disease� moreoYer� ¶begotten b\ tKe Iogs oI tKat coXntr\ ² Zaters� Ke obserYed� not in tKeir 
place� ´aboYe tKe firmamentµ ������. 

Sebastian is constitXted as a palimpsest� la\ered b\ diͿerent Kistorical� material condi-
tions. His melancholy is connected with modern capitalistic ways of life and environmental 
disorder and crisis. In the abandoned house full of family memories, surrounded by water 
and seen as the perfect garden of Holland, the inundation is presented as man-made: “[…] 
people migKt KaYe Iancied tKat an enem\ Kad indeed cXt tKe d\Nes someZKere Я a pin-Kole 
enoXgK to ZrecN tKe sKip oI +ollandµ �����. Sebastian’s anniKilation and sacrifice is antic-
ipated in tKe reIerence to tKe stor\ oI GrotiXs’s escape Irom captiYit\. 7Kis episode oI ¶real 
life’ appeals greatly to Sebastian and is at one with his saving of a child as the sea breaks its 

7  Pater conveys a critique of solipsism and intimist writing, possibly inspired by the publication, in 1882 and
����� oI +enri-Frpderic $miels’s -oXrnal. For a discXssion� also in relation to ´consXmptiYesµ liNe Spinoza and 
otKer sensitiYe 3aterian Keroes� see �stermarN--oKansen ������ ���-����.
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man-made barriers. The aqueous language is richly allusive, the landscape looks natural but 
is not, since industry has created it. Living by his own theorems, he is bound fatalistically to 
his journey towards death. In the end Sebastian is claimed by the sea, a sea that the Dutch 
have fought to produce a new landscape. 

5. Conclusion
Pater’s imaginary portrait of Sebastian van Storck has been read against the Dutch landscape 
as imagined and created by seventeenth-century artists and engineers. The landscape is as 
germane to the narrative as its morbid protagonist. The hardly won warmth and vitality of 
Holland militate against the sensibility of a person intent on dying to self. The ecology of a 
landscape sKaped oXt oI Zater b\ Keroic e[ertion pXts into relieI tKe tKreat to liIe oI a Ianati-
cal devotion to a life lived in the renunciation of materiality and the human enterprise. Pater 
produces a network of images linking the vegetal, the animal, the human with space, time 
and arcKitectXre� e[empliI\ing tKat trans-species intimac\ 'enis 'enisoͿ Kas sKoZn to be 
cKaracteristic oI tKe decadent ecologies oI 3ater as Zell as oI Simeon Solomon and 0icKael 
Field� among otKers ������. Landscape and art are intertZined and seen in s\mpatK\ ZitK 
national character, yet hostile to the unique sensibility of the protagonist and the ecology 
oI lands. $t tKe same time� tKe images constitXte a barrier to tKe eYolYing sensibilit\ oI tKe 
cKaracter. :Kile tKe narratiYe oͿers no crXde binar\� tKere remains a sense tKat detacKment 
Irom all KXman acKieYement is destrXctiYe not onl\ to tKe selI bXt also to tKe land. $ long-
ing to recoYer a primeYal landscape indiͿerent to ecological cKange is realised onl\ tKroXgK 
denial oI tKe Iorces oI liIe. $t tKe same time tKis primeYal image proMects IXtXre scenarios 
Pater had already envisaged in Plato and Platonism: 

Increasing indeed for a while in radius and depth, under the force of mechanic law, 
the world of motion and life is however destined, by force of its own friction, to be 
restored sooner or later to equilibrium; nay, is already gone back some noticeable 
degrees �KoZ desirabl\�� to tKe primeYal indiͿerence� as ma\ be Xnderstood b\ tKose 
who can reckon the time it will take for our worn-out planet, surviving all the fret of 
tKe KXmanit\ it KoXsed Ior a ZKile� to be draZn into tKe sXn �3ater ����� ���. 

The world of motion and life Pater conceives, presented in its strongest form in the 
conclusion to Studies in the History of the Renaissance ������� transcends� tKroXgKoXt Kis ZorN� 
tKe idea oI isolated sXbMectiYities tKroXgK ZKat 'enisoͿ describes as tKe sentiment oI an 
´ecological� panps\cKic Kistor\µ �'enisoͿ ����� ���.

Ideas of cosmic disaster abound in current literature and criticism, focusing often on 
representations oI ecological doom. 3ater’s te[t proYides a sXrprising ecological perspectiYe 
in that it does not subscribe to such common ecological topoi. Representing human interven-
tion in tKe Zorld oI natXre as ´a contribXtion to a protean designµ �ibid� ���� it recalibrates 
our view and makes us think of the validity or the possibility of ecological reparation. Its 
macro-ecological and cultural scales help articulate, as in Marius the Epicurean and in general 
in 3aterian te[tXalit\8, a process of transformation and renewal, while asserting nevertheless 

8  See Denisoff’s discussion oI tKe inIlXence oI paganism on tKe decadent ecolog\ oI 3ater� also e[plored in 
relation to 9ictorian science ������.
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tKe poZerIXl aXtonom\ oI natXre. :e can Neep asNing ZKetKer it oͿers onl\ a Iantas\ oI land 
improYement� or ZKetKer it Xses tKe resoXrces oI a specific minor genre to create a cKaracter 
that works as a dynamic interface for a radical poetics of symbiosis with a larger environment, 
creating seeds for bridging opposites and challenging our received critical parameters.
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