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The landscape is in vogue. People in the arts as well as other disciplines are increasingly  

interested in the experience and perception of the landscape, the role that art and media  

play in this regard and the increasing impact of human beings on our natural environment.  

We are proud to present the exhibition and the accompanying book ‘Nature as Artifice’,  

which provides critical reflection on this current wave of interest.

The landscape of the Netherlands boasts a rich historical tradition in painting as well as  

contemporary fame as the most manufacturable and artificial land in the world. These  

different forms of fame are highlighted in the different presentation contexts of the travelling  

exhibition.

In the Netherlands, ‘Nature as Artifice’ is being presented at the Kröller-Müller Museum  

in Otterlo, as part of a new Apeldoorn Triennale on culture, gardens and landscape. Here, it  

serves as a contemporary counterpoint to the exhibition ‘The Discovery of the Netherlands’:  

a historical retrospective of Dutch landscape painting from the sixteenth century to the mid-

twentieth century. The launch of this triennale underscores the topical relevance of the  

landscape theme.

In Germany, the Pinakothek der Moderne is showing ‘Nature as Artifice’ in the Neue  

Pinakothek in Munich as a counterpoint to the exhibition ‘Der Weite Blick’ on nineteenth-

century Dutch landscape painting of the Hague School.

In the USA, at George Eastman House in Rochester, New York, the exhibition is the  

counterpoint to the reconstructed photography exhibition ‘New Topographics’, originally held  

at George Eastman House in 1975, on the ‘man-altered landscape’. In itself, this reconstruc-

tion proves the ongoing significance of this now legendary historical exhibition. Combining it  

with ‘Nature as Artifice’ demonstrates the continuation of a tradition as well as its evolution  

and new developments. George Eastman House has undertaken to coordinate the rest of the  

travelling exhibition’s itinerary in North America.

First of all we wish to thank the photographers and artists for the beautiful work of out-

standing quality they have produced, often involving years of hard work as well as a dis-

cerning eye and a great deal of knowledge, expertise and perseverance. In addition our  

thanks go out to curator Maartje van den Heuvel of the ALIA Foundation for Lens-Based Art  

Projects in Amsterdam, who with great expertise has assembled the works into a cohesive  

collection. Finally, we would like to thank Tracy Metz who edited this book and wrote one of  

the essays.

Four centuries after the new genre of landscape painting set out from the Netherlands to  

conquer the world, ‘Nature as Artifice’ makes a new and powerful visual statement from this  

low-lying land: this time about the contemporary landscape, portrayed in contemporary  

media and using contemporary perspectives and styles.
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Around the world, the term ‘Dutch landscape’ still conjures up an image that is strongly  

influenced by painting. In the Renaissance, Dutch painters like Pieter Brueghel the Elder and  

Jacob van Ruisdael took the new genre of landscape painting to great heights. They garnered  

international acclaim and created a popular image of the Dutch landscape as an idyllic place  

of rivers, heath, meadows and dunes where people lived in pastoral harmony with nature.

Mills were the monuments in this landscape and dramatic cloud-strewn skies completed the  

scenic picture. But is this image still accurate? The photography and video art in the  

exhibition ‘Nature as Artifice’ tells a very different story. The Netherlands, like other  

countries, has been profoundly changed by globalization and the restructuring of the  

economy. For the first time, ‘Nature as Artifice’ brings together the work of 18 artists who  

over the past 20 years have presented a new and confrontational image of the Dutch  

landscape in their photography and video art. The Netherlands is the world’s most artificial  

country. This new image of the Netherlands as an urbanized landscape, created and  

controlled by humans, may show us what the future holds for countries around the world.1

Dutch Landscape: The Rural Idyll
In many ways, the Netherlands has a special relationship with landscape – both the abstract  

concept and the actual rural environment. The Dutch word landscap, originally borrowed  

from German, passed into English in the sixteenth century (in the archaic form ‘landskip’).

This Dutch word was a legal term for a tract of land, a topographic unit to be governed and  

regulated.2 The term is administrative in character and refers to an area controlled by  

humans. This stands in stark contrast to the present-day associations of the word ‘landscape’  

for most people. In our collective consciousness, ‘landscape’ represents something natural  

and untouched.

This association was established by painters and their works, and artists from the Low  

Countries played a special role in the process. In the sixteenth century, just as the  

administrative term landscap was gaining wide currency, the Netherlandic genre of  

landscape painting won an international reputation.3 After the pioneering work of Pieter  

Bruegel the Elder, Hans Bol and Esaias van der Velde in the late sixteenth and early  

seventeenth centuries, painters such as Jan van Goyen, Salomon van Ruysdael and Philips  

Koninck took the new genre to great heights in the later seventeenth century. Landscapes  

were no longer merely backdrops for religious or historic scenes, as they had previously  

been, and they no longer had allegorical meanings. In these new Dutch landscapes, the  

creation of an aesthetically pleasing tableau representing a particular place, real or fictional,  

was an objective in its own right.

The artists working in this new genre were partial to panoramic views of archetypal Dutch  

landscapes. Because many of them lived in Amsterdam or Haarlem, they often depicted the  

Kennemerland, an area southwest of Amsterdam along the North Sea with a huge variety of  

fields, ponds, marshy meadows, villages, farms, windmills, waterways, dunes and views of  

the sea. In this setting, people played a modest role, subordinate to nature, as herdsmen,  

sheep or cattle farmers, fishermen, ramblers or horseback riders. The tremendously prolific  

landscape painters in this region, whose paintings were widely distributed, conducted a kind  

of massive public relations campaign for the Dutch landscape.4

These paintings seemed novel and exciting to their many international viewers, because  

the landscape was no longer a backdrop but the main subject. At the same time, they  

presented a rural, idyllic image of the typical Dutch landscape. InLandscapeandMemory,  

the historian and art historian Simon Schama describes how archetypal myths about

Maartjevan denHeuvel

1
Jacob I. van Ruisdael, TheWindmillatWijkbijDuurstede,1668-1670,  

oil on canvas, 83 x 101 cm, collection of the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.
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landscapes – in text and image, in literature and art – can shape our perceptions of those  

landscapes for centuries. In the case of the Netherlands, the rural idyll is the myth that  

determines the meaning of the Dutch landscape in our collective memory. Renaissance  

landscape art consolidated this archetypal image.5 Paintings from this period now hang not  

just in the Rijksmuseum and other Dutch galleries, but in popular museums all over the  

world, from the Louvre in Paris to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, and from  

London’s National Gallery to Munich’s Alte Pinakothek. When people try to imagine the  

Netherlands, it is their memory of these paintings that predominates. [plate 1]

In the nineteenth century, the painters of the Hague School articulated this image of the  

agrarian Dutch landscape even more emphatically.6 Although the industrial revolution was in  

progress, these artists averted their gaze and concentrated on the dwindling areas of  

farmland. What is more, they showed an even stronger tendency than their sixteenth- and  

seventeenth-century predecessors to depict the Dutch landscape as a wilderness.

Their pastures resemble swamps, where cows wade through the muck like wild beasts.  

[plate 2] Despite their revolutionary artistic styles, even Vincent van Gogh and the modernist  

painter Piet Mondrian perpetuated the image of the unspoilt, rustic Dutch landscape.

[plate 3]

The Rural Idyll as a Stereotype
This age-old image of the Dutch landscape has proved very resilient, and we see it reinforced  

time and again in the mass media and the tourist industry. Tourists in the Netherlands,  

whether they come from abroad or from other parts of the country, also reconfirm this image.  

On the website www.VirtualTourist.com, people from all over the world exchange travel  

stories and vacation photos from every corner of the globe. Selecting ‘the Netherlands’ yields  

69,000 photos, and if the search is restricted to landscapes, a full 3,500 remain. They cover  

the whole range of ‘typical’ Dutch landscapes, full of cows, windmills, waterways, pastures,  

dunes and farmhouses. [plate 04] The images of images are especially striking; alongside  

their own snapshots, tourists put postcards of the Netherlands on the website and even  

reproductions of old master paintings. Traditional Dutch landscape paintings inspire  

imitation after imitation. The rural idyll has degenerated from an archetype into a stereotype.

It is easy to observe just how artificial it is to cling to this outdated image. On the southern  

fringe of Amsterdam, next to a windmill that is now a monument, there is a statue of  

Rembrandt van Rijn in the act of drawing. This is said to be the spot where, 400 years ago, the  

painter made the sketches that he later turned into paintings in his studio. On their way there  

from the centre of Amsterdam, motor coaches full of tourists pass a suburb with an outlying  

subway and railway station, a motorway junction and a twentieth-century bridge across the  

river Amstel on the city’s ring road. But they zoom past these sights on their way to that one  

spot with the statue of Rembrandt, where they get out of the coach, take photos of their loved  

ones in front of the winding Amstel, the statue of Rembrandt and the windmill, board the  

coach again and travel on to their following destination.

The tourists rarely point their cameras in a different direction, towards the concrete  

bridge, the highway or the office buildings of southeastern Amsterdam, which are also visible  

from that spot. These sights simply do not match their stereotype of the Dutch landscape. The  

windmill and the statue of Rembrandt, one of the makers of the traditional landscape, do fit  

the stereotype, and they turn up in countless photos. In 2003 the Alterra Institute, which is  

affiliated with Wageningen University, studied the level of appreciation among the Dutch  

public for various types of landscape – for landscapes composed of different elements, that

2
Willem Roelofs, In ‘tGeinnearAbcoude, 1877, oil on canvas, 00 x 00 cm,  

collection of the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.

3
Piet Mondriaan, Windmill insunlight,1908, oil on canvas, 114 x 87 cm.  

collection of the Gemeentemuseum Den Haag/©2008 Mondrian/  

Holtzman Trust c/o HCR International, Warrenton VA,USA.
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Dutch landscape according to tourists on VirtualTourist.com.
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Of course, it is not the case that this man-made, urbanized face of the Netherlands has  

never been photographed. In the book Dutch Eyes, published in 2007, Tineke de Ruiter and  

Frits Gierstberg sketch the photographic tradition of the man-made Dutch landscape. In that  

same book, Anneke van Veen chronicles the image of urbanism in photographs of the city of  

Amsterdam.13 Phenomena such as VirtualTourist.com suggest, however, that these visual  

traditions have as yet made little impact on the collective consciousness of the public. The PR  

machine of the painterly tradition did its job, and it still seems to be working remarkably well.

The Netherlands: Artificial Nature
Nature altered by human intervention – it is not a popular image, as the Wasserbombe  

dispute between Germany and the Netherlands illustrates. In the early 1990s, the Dutch  

media caught wind of complaints in Germany that tomatoes from Dutch greenhouses were  

pale and flavourless. But beyond the colour and flavour of the tomatoes, this criticism also  

related to Dutch horticultural methods, which are highly artificial and manipulative. Though  

the dispute has now been settled, and the Netherlands is selling tomatoes to Germany once  

again, this example shows that excessive human influence on nature is not well received.

This variety of distrust has been a recurring theme over the past decades. The negative  

impact of unrestrained human intervention in the landscape and the environment has been  

under-scored many times: in the influential report by the Club of Rome in the 1970s, in  

successful PR efforts in the mass media by environmental groups and in the current media  

campaign surrounding the film AnInconvenientTruthby the former American vice-president  

Al Gore.

At the root of all this is the assumption that there is a distinction between nature and the  

cultural landscape. Nature is pure, healthy and good, whereas culture, however attractive it  

may be, is fundamentally unhealthy and pollutes nature and the landscape. For some time,  

landscape theorists and urban planners have been calling for the abolition of this dichotomy  

between natural and cultural landscapes.14 The Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research  

(RPB) has issued a warning that the stubborn persistence of outdated images of the  

Netherlands stands in the way of open-minded debate about high-quality landscape  

development.15 Accepting a new image of the landscape, one based on culture rather than  

unspoilt nature, is probably a crucial step.

A new image of the landscape involves a shift on two levels. The first is the level of the  

visible, where the shift is from farming in a largely unspoilt natural setting to urbanization  

and mobility. The second, deeper level is that of the meaningand symbolismof this changing  

image of the landscape, which also affects the identity of the locals. The Dutch are no longer  

living in an agrarian society, close to pristine nature, but in a globalized service economy, in a  

country that is man-made and entirely under human control. A ‘typical Dutchman’ is not a  

farmer ploughing his fields, but a service provider surfing the Internet on his mobile phone as  

he drives to his office.

But how is it possible to change the image of a country? Art can play a role, as it did in the  

seventeenth century. In the mass media of today’s visual culture, photography and video have  

more or less taken over the role that painting once played. The artists represented in ‘Nature  

as Artifice’ are the contemporary counterparts of seventeenth-century landscape painters.

Photography and the Appreciation of Urbanized Landscapes
One example of fine art photography that has encouraged the appreciation of landscapes  

previously held in low esteem is the work of Bernd and Hilla Becher. Showing great

is. They based this study on photos taken in a uniform way by a single photographer.7 The  

highest-rated photos included a canal with reed beds and farm-related elements, and the  

lowest-rated ones showed a cultivated pasture with an electricity pylon. [plate 5, 6]

The bridge, suburb, subway and railway station, motorway and business parks near the  

Amstel, like the electricity pylons in the Alterra Institute study, are exactly the sorts of  

features that are included in the photographs in ‘Nature as Artifice’.

The Most Artificial Country in the World
It is rather peculiar that the collective image of the Netherlands is still so tightly linked to the  

painterly image of an unspoilt, ‘natural’ setting. Even the popularizers of the word ‘landscape’  

and of paintings that portray the landscape as an idyllic, rustic environment were already  

living in the world’s most artificial landscape. ‘God created the world, but the Dutch created  

the Netherlands’ is a saying that came into being not in the Netherlands, but outside the  

country.

The most important feature of the Dutch landscape is that it is a delta formed by several  

rivers. It naturally tends to be muddy and marshy, as Julius Caesar wrote in DeBello Gallico.  

In the first century BC, he complained about vast expanses of marshland that were difficult to  

cross, where one never knew for certain what was land and what was water and the  

unfortunate locals lived on top of earthen mounds to stay dry.8 For centuries, the Dutch have  

been locked in a battle with the water, and as early as the sixteenth century they created  

washlands along their rivers to combat flooding. In that same period, they were already  

creating new tracts of land called polders by enclosing areas with dikes and using windmills  

to drain them. Since then, civil engineers have made tremendous advances in land  

reclamation. These advances are sometimes prompted by economic demand; for instance,  

Dutch engineers have created artificial islands of the coast of Dubai for recreational  

purposes. Yet sometimes they are a necessity. Climate change and rising sea levels are  

impelling Dutch engineers to design new islands in the North Sea and even floating cities.9  

[plate 7]

Since the nineteenth century, under the influence of urbanization, suburbanization, land  

consolidation, the globalization of the economy and a sharp increase in mobility, the  

Netherlands has not only been shaped and reshaped by humans, but also urbanized and  

industrialized. If you drive around the Netherlands, going wherever the road takes you – as  

Hans Aarsman did in DutchScenes (Hollandse taferelen) and Hans Werlemann in 16,500,000  

Colleagues (6,500,000 collega’s) – you will see something very different than a rustic,  

pastoral idyll. The Netherlands is one of the most densely populated countries in the world,  

and urbanization is proceeding faster there than anywhere else in Europe.10 The road network  

is growing increasingly dense, but the problem of tailbacks is growing even faster. Thanks to  

increases in scale, there is no longer anything remotely idyllic about the agricultural activity  

that remains.

Human domination of the landscape is no longer limited to the land and the water. The  

Dutch have become well known for their high-tech methods of farming and cattle breeding.  

Using new technologies such as hormone preparations, genetic manipulation and computer-

controlled greenhouses, they now hold sway over plants, animals, the cycle of day and night,  

the climate and, yes, the environment as a whole.11 It has been a long time since there was  

any wilderness in the Netherlands. The experience of nature is cultivated in dunes, woods,  

heathlands and moors created by humans and designated as monuments, and in recreational  

areas andparks.12

5
From the Alterra research: the most appreciated landscape.  

6

From the Alterra research: the least appreciated landscape.
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7
Virtual image from the paper ‘Floating City IJmeer – Accelerator for  

Delta Technology’,a plan developed by the team ‘DeltaSync’ of graduate  

and phd students of Delft Technical University for the 2006  

‘Deltacompetition’ on solutions for specific problems of living in river  

deltas, (c)DeltaSync.

8
Pieter Oosterhuis, Koegras (Den Helder), Railway Bridge across the  

NoordhollandschKanaal, 1865, albumen print, 20,5 x 26 cm, App V-2,  

collection of the Railway Museum Utrecht.



Photography in the Netherlands: What Preceded ‘Nature as Artifice’
In the post-war years, from the late 1940s to the 1970s, the landscape genre was taboo for  

Dutch photographers. It took a long while before landscape photography was recognized as  

artistically valid. In the decades that followed the Second World War, human interest and  

social documentary were the leading genres of Dutch photography.22 The conventional  

wisdom was that good photos had people in them and that a good photographer had to be

a politically engaged ‘leftist’. The photographer turned his lens towards humanity,  

particularly the oppressed in their struggle against the established order. The Amsterdam  

photographers’ association GKf played an important part in spreading this view. The main  

forums for bringing photos to the attention of the public were news magazines, such as  

Panorama and Vrij Nederland. The Amsterdam photographers Ed van der Elsken, Koen  

Wessing and Willem Diepraam are counted among the masters of Dutch social documentary  

photography.

Few landscape photographers, from the Netherlands or elsewhere, had their work  

exhibited in the Netherlands in this period. Young Dutch photographers saw work by Evans,  

Shore and Adams in other countries, or through books of photographs and foreign photo-

graphy magazines that circulated among them.23 Not until the 1970s were there signs of  

renewed appreciation for landscape photography.

In 1976 the documentary photographer Willem Diepraam agreed to take the photos for the  

book Het Nederlandse landschap (The Dutch Landscape).24 The fact that such a respected  

photographer was taking an interest in the Dutch countryside made it easier for others to  

present their own work in this genre. Diepraam’s landscape photography clearly harked back  

to stylistic conventions from the painterly tradition. The work of Cary Markerink had more in  

common with the conceptual approach taken by non-Dutch photographers such as Lewis  

Baltz. In the 1970s Markerink took photos in and around Amsterdam, which he called urban  

still lifes. [plate 11] Around the same time, Wout Berger was photographing the landscape  

around Amsterdam from aerial platforms with a view camera.25

Other signs of new appreciation for landscape photography came from Rotterdam, where  

a number of photographers, such as Jannes Linders, were fascinated by the vast industrial  

landscapes in the port of Rotterdam, which was then still the world’s largest port.26 Because  

Rotterdam’s entire city centre had been destroyed by German bombardment during the  

Second World War, the city was rebuilt in the decades after the war and there were many  

practical debates about urban planning and architecture. The role of artists and photog-

raphers was not simply to create images of the new buildings. The city authorities also  

consulted with them about new urban design projects on a regular basis. Hans Werlemann,  

for instance, was one of several artists involved in Rotterdam 80, a project for the develop-

ment and promotion of Rotterdam as a port city. The artists took part in brainstorming about  

this project, contributing their own images and ideas about technology, the city, the river and  

the sea, as well as quotes from El Lissitsky and the futurist F.T.Marinetti.27 In this dynamic  

climate of city planning and visual culture, a number of exciting initiatives in landscape  

photography also took shape.28

‘Nature as Artifice’:The Beginning
‘Nature as Artifice’ begins its story with the exhibition of the photos from Dutch Scenes  

(Hollandse taferelen) by Hans Aarsman. The presentation of this project in the cultural hub of  

Amsterdam, at the leading museum of modern art, the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam,  

heralded the return of landscape photography to the heart of the Dutch cultural scene.29

perseverance, they systematically photographed large numbers of industrial architecture and  

landscapes in Europe and America, a project that consumed their entire working lives. Their  

monumental oeuvre, which taken as a whole constitutes an ode to functional architecture,  

opened many people’s eyes to the beauty of their subject matter.16 [plate 9] Their photog-

raphy raised public awareness of the importance and beauty of industrial heritage in a post-

industrial age, when we tend to see industrial areas as a form of pollution and demolish  

them.

Bernd and Hilla Becher expressed their appreciation of this type of landscape, shaped by  

human activity, simply by observing it and making it the subject of a large oeuvre that  

expressed a consistent vision. Their work was shown in 1975, along with that of like-minded  

artists, at the exhibition ‘New Topographics’ in the city of Rochester, New York. This exhibition  

can be seen as a turning point for the image of human-altered landscapes in the work of  

photographers andartists.17

The ‘New Topographics’ artists took photos of the suburbs that were spreading like  

wildfire across America’s wide open spaces (Robert Adams, Stephen Shore, Joe Deal),  

modernist and prefab buildings in industrial parks (Lewis Baltz), industrial structures (Bernd  

and Hilla Becher), urban landscapes (Gohlke, Nixon), nondescript areas and wastelands  

(Gohlke) and new types of building, such as the motels along Route 66 (John Schott).18

The ‘New Topographics’ press release makes it clear that the mid-1970s exhibition  

expressed a contrarian aesthetic.19 Its curator called the subjects of the photos ‘the most  

vulgar aspects of our society’. The participating photographers were experimenting with a  

variety of alternatives to the landscape tradition of sublime natural scenes. The same press  

release describes a ‘topographic approach’ that ‘neutralizes’ the vulgarity of the subjects:  

‘The viewpoint [of the photographers, MvdH] is anthropological rather than critical, scientific  

rather than artistic.’ Instead of traditional compositions, architectural orders and painterly  

stylistic devices, they were looking for other ways of creating an image. ‘New Topographics’,  

the exhibition title, was a deliberate allusion to nineteenth-century topographical photog-

raphy, such as the work of American geographic expeditions, which had the same open-

minded, observational quality.

All the ‘New Topographics’ photographers, except for Stephen Shore, worked in black and  

white. The prints of their photos that they exhibited were in small formats by contemporary  

exhibition standards – Nicholas Nixon, Stephen Shore and John Schott even used contact  

prints of their negatives in 4 x 5 inch (Nixon) and 8 x 10 inch (Shore and Schott) formats.

Thanks to the international acclaim that the ‘New Topographics’ photographers garnered for

their work, their ideas began to influence other artists. The Dutch photographers included in

‘Nature as Artifice’ credit Lewis Baltz, Robert Adams and Stephen Shore – along with Walker

Evans, who did not take part in ‘New Topographics’ – as models or sources of inspiration.20

Since the 1970s, photographers in a number of Western countries have displayed growing  

interest in urbanized, man-made landscapes. They include Luigi Ghirri and Olivo Barbieri in  

Italy, John Davies and Dan Holdsworth in England and the well-known students of Bernd and  

Hilla Becher in Germany, such as Andreas Gursky, Thomas Struth and Axel Hütte. While in  

the 1970s and ’80s photos in this tradition were often black-and-white, and neutral or even  

critical in tone, over the decades landscape photography from these countries has shown  

growing appreciation for the urban environment as humanity’s new natural habitat. Photog-

raphers and other artists look to this landscape for new forms of visual appeal and beauty.21  

[plate 10]

9
Bernd and Hilla Becher, Hochofen, Siegen, Westfalen, 1961, gelatine  

silver print, 40 x 30 cm, collection of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.  

10

Andreas Gursky,Copan, 2002, chromogenic color print, 206 x 262 cm,  

edition of 6, courtesy of Lia Rumma Naples/Milan.

11
Cary Markerink, Tweede Kostverlorenkade, from the series Stads-

stillevens (‘urban still lives’), commissioned by the Amsterdams Fonds  

voor de Kunst, 1978, gelatine silver print, 23 x 14,5 cm, collection of the  

Stadsarchief Amsterdam (Amsterdam municipal archive).
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landscapes and human intervention in the landscape. They deliberately revealed the land-

scape as it is, made or at least altered by human activity.

The contributors to ‘Nature as Artifice’ focused on a variety of Dutch settings: urban  

landscapes (Henze Boekhout, Frank van der Salm, Gert Jan Kocken), suburbs (Theo Baart,  

Edwin Zwakman), industrial parks (Theo Baart, Jannes Linders), rural cultural landscapes  

(Hans Aarsman, Jannes Linders Gerco de Ruijter), new, man-made nature areas in polders  

and parks (Marnix Goossens, Driessens/Verstappen) and wastelands and nondescript areas  

(Jannes Linders, Wout Berger, Henze Boekhout).

What ties together the photographers and artists in ‘New Topographics’ and ‘Nature as  

Artifice’ is their new appreciation for particular subjects. They have chosen to concentrate on  

precisely the elements of the landscape that were previously considered unworthy of being  

photographed, because they were seen as incursions into the landscape or as forms of  

pollution – for example, highways (Theo Baart/Cary Markerink, Edwin Zwakman, Hans  

Werlemann), electricity pylons (Edwin Zwakman, Jannes Linders), organized recreation  

(Hans van der Meer, Bas Princen), new windmills (Arnoud Holleman) and greenhouses  

(Gábor Ösz, Xavier Ribas, Wout Berger).

Another parallel between the ‘New Topographics’ photographers and the artists included  

in ‘Nature as Artifice’ is that they no longer portray these modern human additions to the  

landscape critically or negatively, with threatening, cloud-filled skies or other stylistic  

devices. All of them show open-minded interest in the current make-up of the landscape and  

the way in which people have organized, used and experienced it.

‘Nature as Artifice’:Differences from Its Predecessors
A comparison between ‘New Topographics’ and ‘Nature as Artifice’ also reveals many  

differences, however. These differences are closely tied to broader developments in land-

scape photography, which are also visible in other countries – for instance, in the work of the  

above-mentioned British, German and Italian photographers. They begin at the formal level.  

The ‘New Topographics’ photographers depicted cultural landscapes in a dry, observational  

style, as the exhibition title suggests. The photos in the exhibition were largely black-and-

white and the format was fairly small; the largest were only about half a metre in height or  

width. The artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ had a similarly detached, observational style at first,  

in the late 1980s and early 1990s, though most of them worked in colour.

In the course of the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century, however, these  

Dutch artists began to produce larger works in a more baroque style. They began to place  

more emphasis on the experience of the new, man-made landscape. Photographers  

investigated what visual phenomena and impressions the urbanized landscape could provide.  

Cary Markering and Theo Baart depicted the highway as a fascinating environmentwhere you  

could have all sorts of spectacular experiences. Gerco de Ruijter showed what kinds of visual  

effects and patterns the cultural landscape can produce when viewed from a distance, as an  

abstraction. Like Andreas Gursky, Frank van der Salm depicted metropolitan life as a  

positive, almost delirious experience. Rem Koolhaas knew what he was doing when he had  

Van der Salm photograph his new embassy in Berlin; the image of this glass structure, as

Van der Salm presented it, is in harmony with the ideas about the urban environment that  

Koolhaas’s partnership OMA has been espousing since the 1970s.30

Some of the photographers in ‘Nature as Artifice’ are also interested in the decorative  

aspect of nature. Their photos of man-made nature areas evoke associations with decorative  

designs in such fields as interior and urban architecture. This is a recurring feature of the

We can best understand the impact of DutchScenes if we see it as a reaction against the  

conceptions of quality in photography that had been dominant in the Netherlands. Its subject  

matter was not social evils and the photographer’s political opinions, expressed with a great  

deal of visual bombast, but ‘trivial’ everyday events and places which in the preceding years  

had been dismissed as uninteresting. The book contained not grainy black-and-white photos  

taken with a handheld 35-millimetre camera, but detailed colour photos taken with a  

stationary view camera that required a great deal of patience and tended to produce more  

serene images. Furthermore, Aarsman avoided dark, menacing skies, bright sunlight that  

would enhance contrast, and dramatic, ‘typically Dutch’ cloudscapes. Around 1990, the term  

‘Aarsman weather’ could be heard among Dutch photographers. It referred to weather that  

was unspectacular, with a dull sky, and sometimes a bit hazy, resulting in diffuse light and  

low-contrast photos. Aarsman also avoided darkroom techniques such as dodging and  

burning, which draw attention to the main subject by increasing its relative brightness.

Unlike many photographers who preceded him, he did not try to guide the gaze of the viewer  

or express an opinion. His photos were open-ended and gave viewers the freedom to explore.

Aarsman’s use of the view camera, his theme of cultural landscape, his open-ended  

compositions and the absence of human beings and social events in his works linked Dutch  

Scenes to Wout Berger’s PoisonedLandscape (Giflandschap ) and Jannes Linders’ Landscape  

in theNetherlands (Landschap inNederland ). Soon after the presentation of DutchScenes,  

these other two series of photos were also presented to the public. ‘Nature as Artifice’ brings  

together 18 of the many series and projects relating to the Dutch landscape that have been  

produced sincethen.

Today, there are hundreds of Dutch photographers working in the landscape genre. The  

selection of series and projects for ‘Nature as Artifice’ was based on the following criteria:

– the photographs take an overtly cultivated landscape and present it as such;

– the photographer addresses in depth how humans have used or shaped the landscape;

– the photographer is sensitive to the artificial character of the Dutch rural environment;
–the photographer or artist took the initiative for the project or showed a high degree of  

autonomy in carrying it out;

– the work can be seen as radically altering our perspective on the Dutch landscape;
–the work explores new forms of landscape aesthetics that abandon aesthetic standards  

derived from painting; and

–the work displays a powerful combination of a clear concept and appropriate formal,  

stylistic and technical choices.

‘Nature as Artifice’: Building on Its Predecessors
The work of the photographers and video artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ shows a number of  

parallels to that of the American ‘New Topographics’ photographers of the 1970s. What the  

two groups have in common is that they respond to an established tradition by creating a new  

image. The American photographers presented an alternative to the sublime, majestic  

landscape represented and revered in the celebrated photography of Ansel Adams. In the  

Netherlands, the target was the painterly tradition of the idyllic rural landscape. In other  

countries, too, contemporary landscape photographers have distanced themselves from  

outdated images; the German photographers of the Düsseldorfer Schule, for example, broke  

with the sublime landscape of German Romantic painting.

The photographers and artists in both ‘New Topographics’ and ‘Nature as Artifice’ were  

not attempting to capture an image of unspoilt nature. Instead, they sought out urbanized
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landscape (both exterior and interior, both urban and rural) surrounding the photographer,  

who lives in the town of Haarlem.

In the video installations by Driessens/Verstappen and Xavier Ribas, motion and the  

duration of the videos also play a role in our experience of the landscape shown to us. In the  

Driessens/Verstappen installation, the slow tempo in which each image of nature in an  

Amsterdam park is replaced by the next has a soothing, contemplative effect. Ribas makes  

the viewer keenly aware of the immensity of the greenhouse complex that we see in his work,  

with a long take along the seemingly endless outer wall of one greenhouse. Arnoud  

Holleman’s website offers visitors an opportunity for interactivity and non-linear exploration  

of all sorts of issues raised by a change in the landscape: the construction of two brand new  

windmills.

The Netherlands: An Artificial Country
But the most important criterion distinguishing the projects in ‘Nature as Artifice’ from the  

work of the ‘New Topographics’ photographers, and from contemporary landscape  

photography in other Western countries, is the nature of the landscape itself. As the first half  

of this essay suggests and Auke van der Woud’s article explains in depth, the Netherlands is  

highly urbanized and subject to a high degree of human manipulation. The country is in the  

throes of a continual process of spatial planning, organization and reorganization. The  

radically artificial nature of things like greenhouses, waterworks, polders with gleaming new  

designer cities and geometrically patterned nature areas that were designed just yesterday  

often imbue the Dutch landscape with a distinctive visual appeal.

When we consider all artistic projects in ‘Nature as Artifice’ collectively, the central idea  

that emerges is on a deeper level of meaning. In the same way that the work of Bernd and  

Hilla Becher changed our perspective on the industrial landscape, the photography and video  

art in ‘Nature as Artifice’ make us look at the artificial landscape of the Netherlands in a new  

way. A process of acceptance is under way here. The artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ no longer  

reject or criticize the idea that people make, shape and control this country. Instead, they take  

it as a given or even embrace it.

For centuries, there has been no ‘wilderness’ in the Netherlands. The photographers and  

other artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ emphasize this artificial aspect of the Dutch landscape  

and Dutch nature in the images that they present to us. They have no interest in the symbolic,  

painterly tradition of portraying the Netherlands as a wilderness or a rural idyll. With an open  

mind, these contemporary landscape artists observe what is going on in their man-made,  

urbanized environment, analyse these observations and mine them for new forms of beauty.  

Their work teaches us how to look at the current Dutch landscape more deeply and insight-

fully. It helps us adapt our thinking about natural beauty to the present day and the changes  

that have occurred in our landscape.

Given that landscape is bound up with identity, this new image of the landscape implies a  

change in the identity of the people who inhabit it. This is what dawns on you once the rural  

image of the landscape is no longer enough. The awareness of artifice reconnects the image  

of the landscape to the original, administrative meaning of the Dutch word landschap. The  

landscape is not a natural or wild place, but one controlled by humans. Now that the whole  

world is opening its eyes to the growing influence of human activity on nature and the land-

scape, the perspectives of the artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ on their radically artificial country,  

the Netherlands, are an inspiration with relevance far beyond the Dutch border. <

work of Marnix Goossens, for instance. In his Flevotuin series, the flowers in the recently  

constructed Flevopolder fill the picture plane like floral wallpaper.

Compared to the ‘New Topographics’ photographers, the artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’  

devote more attention to mobility. These days we often see landscapes from a fast-moving  

vehicle like a car or train. The video by Hans Werlemann, made from a moving car, alludes to  

this situation. In 2007, in response to this same fact, the Netherlands Institute for Spatial  

Research (RPB) produced a report on ‘highway panoramas’, which showed that the amount of  

open space visible from highways was rapidly decreasing.31 This is because barriers are being  

erected throughout the country to protect the landscape along the highways from increasing  

traffic noise. Toa growing extent, motorists feel as though they are driving through pneumatic  

tubes that prevent them from experiencing the landscape, and they are beginning to protest.  

The publication of the report has led to an odd debate about what ‘right’ motorists have to an  

unimpeded view and how much noise pollution such a view is worth.

Another difference from ‘New Topographics’ is the humour in the photographs and video  

art made in the Netherlands, which stems from the sorts of amusing and unexpected juxta-

positions that are inevitable in a man-made setting. This is strongly in evidence in Hans  

Aarsman’s Hollandse taferelen and Jannes Linders’ Landschap in Nederland. Hans Aarsman  

and Hans van der Meer are strikingly attentive to human actions and poses; Aarsman  

concentrates on everyday scenes and encounters, while Van der Meer examines mass  

recreation in the form of amateur football. They take their photos from a distance to reduce  

the apparent size of their subjects relative to the surroundings and thereby turn them into  

minor figures within the landscape. We see a very similar sense of humour in the work of  

some British photographers, such as Martin Parr, in his photographs of international mass  

tourism, or Jonathan Olley, with his sharp eye for strange combinations of contrasting  

structures in the British landscape.

The artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ also show great interest in exploring the multifarious  

meanings of landscape and the role of specific information and memories. InGiflandschap,  

Wout Berger plays with the perception of landscape by accompanying a landscape photog-

raphed in a neutral style with information that changes our perspective entirely. His captions  

reveal that his landscapes, which at first seem attractive in a nondescript way, are in fact the  

most polluted places in the Netherlands. Gert Jan Kocken presents re-photographed views  

of Enschede, a city still recovering from a massive explosion at a fireworks factory in 2000  

that had catastrophic effects on the surrounding neighbourhoods. Instead of focusing on the  

raw devastation, Kocken explores how people, in all their imperfection, try to cover up the  

memory in the landscape with a heart-wrenching veneer of normality.

The work of the Dutch artists also displays a wide range of photographic techniques.
Evidently, the flat Dutch terrain inspires the highly creative use of observation techniques.  

For instance, we see aerial photos from a camera attached to a kite (De Ruijter), a caravan  

converted into a camera obscura (Ösz), near-macro photography of little flowers on the side  

of the road (Berger), and films involving long takes from a car (Werlemann) or a moving cart  

(Ribas).

The projects in ‘Nature as Artifice’ are diverse not only in their observation techniques but  

also in their modes of presentation. It is interesting to note that a number of the series were  

originally published as separate books, namely those by Wout Berger, Hans Aarsman, Theo  

Baart, Cary Markerink and Henze Boekhout.32 The narrative structure of the photo book  

makes Snelweg> Highways in theNetherlands a kaleidoscopic, almost filmic experience of  

the highway environment. SecondsFirst by Henze Boekhout is visual poetry about the



Hans Aarsman
DutchScenes

The work of Hans Aarsman (b. 1951, Amsterdam) is  

marked by a constant attempt to avoid intentionality.  
When he started out as a photographer for magazines  

and newspapers, Dutch photography was dominated by  

socially conscious documentary photography. The  

notion of ‘the decisive moment’, made famous by  

French photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson with the  
title of his 1952 book, implied that a good photographer  

had to be able to ‘capture’ that one decisive moment in  

events in which particular elements come together and  

ultimately express and give significance to a certain  

event, situation or fact.
Even more than in Cartier-Bresson’s street photog-

raphy, photography in the Netherlands was dominated  

by the idea that a good photographer also had to  

communicate a political viewpoint and wage a kind of  

activism through his pictures. Aarsman grew weary of  
these conceptions of photography, of the division of the  

world into good and evil camps he experienced among  

editors and of the controversial events and conflicts  

that continually had to be sought out by photographers.

His first attempt to escape this prescriptive concept  

was to let coincidence play a role in taking photog-

raphs. He took pictures by pointing his miniature  

camera almost at random, without looking through the  

viewfinder. In the mid-1980s, the book Uncommon  
Places by Stephen Shore set Aarsman on the way to an  

entirely different approach. He was also familiar with  

the work of Wout Berger, who photographed the land-

scape with a field camera from atop cherry pickers  

during the1980s.
In 1988 Hans Aarsman bought a camper van and  

a field camera and spent a year travelling around the  

Netherlands. He photographed the country from the  

roof of his camper van, or from other elevated pos-

itions. (In some of the photographs the blue camper  
van itself is visible.) Aarsman had no predetermined  

plan for how he intended to portray the Netherlands.

He let himself be led by coincidence and turned left or  

right as the occasion presented itself.

He photographed the irony of a landscape made by  
humans, and the hardly grandiose, ordinary way in  

which people use the landscape. He opted for anti-

monumentality in settings, subjects, events and even
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the weather: in Aarsman’s work we see none of the  

famed ‘typically Dutch’, dramatic cloud-laden skies so  
well-known from paintings as well as early forms of  

photography. His preference was for the weather  

conditions the Dutch people experience as far more  

typical: an anonymous, slightly overcast sky. In addition  

to removing the drama, this choice meant that the  
contrasts in the photographed subjects were reduced  

and that a far more nuanced colour progression  

emerged. The fact that he used a field camera meant  

that he started to take more distant, more neutral  

photographs. The viewer’s gaze is not directed to a  
particular point; the viewer is free to look around at will.

The book Dutch Scenes (Hollandse taferelen),  

featuring photographs and notes of his travels, and the  

exhibition in 1989 of large-format prints from the  

series at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, created  
a sensation in Dutch photography circles, which were  

dominated at the time by quite different ideas about the  

use of images. From that moment on, the landscape  

was once more on the cultural map as a potential  

theme forphotography.
Hans Aarsman always tried, as he puts it himself, to  

take the author out of his photographs. When he found  

that he was not able to achieve this even with the  

remote photographs he took with the field camera, the  
realization even led him to give up taking photographs  

altogether. Among other things, he began writing  

columns about sport and stage plays. In various ways,  

however, he continued to make noteworthy statements  

about photography as an author, artist or picture  
editor. He started working with ‘vernacular photog-

raphy’ and founded the journal Useful Photography  

with Claudie de Cleen, Hans van der Meer, Erik Kessels  

and British photographer Julian Germain.

In 2006 Hollandse taferelen was again in the news.  
Hans Aarsman had decided that the photographs from  

this project and the later project Aarmans Amsterdam  

could be downloaded in high resolution in A3 format for  

free from the website of the Nederlands Fotomuseum.  

In this, Aarsman was making a statement against the  
workings of the art trade, which in his view limit the  

distribution of photographs and inflate prices in an  

unjustified and artificial way.
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In the late 1970s, Wout Berger (b. 1941, Ridderkerk)  

was given Joel Meyerowitz’s Cape Light, and the book  
completely altered his view of the world. This form of  

photography was a revelation to him, and he bought his  

first field camera in 1980. Stephen Shore’s 1982 book,  

Uncommon Places, also made a great impression on  

him. Since then, he has almost always worked out-
doors. Wout Berger has a purely photographic  

fascination for the limits of seeing. He explores  

photographic techniques that expand our normal  

vision, such as aerial photography and macrophotog-

raphy.
Berger lives in Uitdam, in the idyllic rural area north  

of Amsterdam, not far from two rubbish dump sites.

In the late 1980s he became fascinated by the fact that  

the most polluted areas produced the most beautiful  

flora and fauna. This contrast inspired him to produce  
the project Poisoned Landscape[Giflandschap].

Partly as a result of social unrest and media  

controversy about Lekkerkerk, a village that was found  

to have been built over an illegal dump site for  

hazardous chemical waste, the ‘Interim Act on Soil  

Decontamination’ (IBS) was implemented in the  

Netherlands in 1983. The IBS codes in the titles of  

Berger’s photographs allude to this. The most polluted  

areas in the Netherlands were assigned these codes,  
which resulted in compulsory soil decontamination.

From 1988 to 1990 Wout Berger visited about 1,200
IBS-coded sites and photographed 170 of them. In 1992  

he published these photographs in a book and  

exhibited them at the Photo Biennale in Rotterdam.

Poisoned Landscape was related to a social  
injustice, something that was still very in vogue in  

Dutch photography in the 1980s. Tohis own relief, to  

hear Berger tell it, such social engagement gradually  

vanished from his later work. He preferred to focus on  

mechanisms of seeing and the aesthetics of his  
pictures.

His attention to details in the landscape reflects his  

attitude towards photography. He shows what stands  

out when you look carefully at what lies within reach,  

and he presents this in a meticulous photographic

record. In that it pictures things in sharper focus than  

the eye can perceive, this photography deals with  
perception. Well-known, but not included in Nature as  

Artifice, are the photographs Berger took for the  

Ruigoord series. Ruigoord was an abandoned village  

and wasteland that was taken over by squatters and  

turned into a culturally fertile sanctuary. Around  
Ruigoord, sections of land had been decontaminated  

and newly covered with sand. Berger photographed the  

pageantry of young flowers and plants that sprouted  

here, in close-up pictures that resemble paintings.

For the harena aqua palus (‘sand water peat’)  
commission, through which the administration of  

South Holland aimed to promote the culture  

experience and recreation in the province, Berger  

focused on the artificial side of the experience of  

nature in this area. South Holland is home to sprawling  
greenhouse complexes well known around the world  

for their highly efficient, largely automated hot-house  

agriculture and the highly advanced biotechnology that  

produces new fruits, vegetables and flowers. Here  

Berger took now-famous photographs of greenhouse  
interiors, in which the claustrophobic atmosphere of  

the interiors is at odds with the abundance of the  

plants flourishing there and the beauty of the resulting  

photograph as a whole.
The last photograph included comes from Berger’s  

Roadside Flowers series. This series documents a new  

example of the Dutch compulsion to control nature,  

something Berger feels can nonetheless produce  

beautiful results. The concept of ‘road shoulder  
management’ has been introduced in the Netherlands.  

Local authorities are being encouraged to sow their  

road shoulders with a combination of flower and plant  

seeds that produce an ecologically sound, natural-

looking, variegated floral display. The last pieces of  
wild nature, the strips along the roadside that until  

recently were abandoned to neglect, are thus subjected  

to government policy as well. Berger photographed  

these road shoulders in close-up, looking for the  

contrast between ordinary sight and the sensation of  
macrophotography.
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Amsterdam, Diemerzeedijk IBS-code025-007June1986A former incineration site, until 1971  

processing chemical waste from all over Europe.

Volcanoes
Arguably the most polluted soil in the whole country. Poisonous chemicals to be found here
in quantities include dioxin, PCBs, benzene, xylene and many others. In fact, the ground is  

actually a complex toxic cocktail prone to unexpected chemical reactions. In the summer  

of 1990, part of the tar pit started to bubble and boil like a volcano on the verge of eruption.  

None of the usual methods of decontamination are up to dealing with this. Scientists are  

planning vitrification, using high-voltage electric current. This would cause some of the

chemicals to be decomposed into harmless waste, while others would be safely sealed up in a  

sort of artificial lava. This supposedly ‘cheap’ treatment would still cost 190 to 270 million  

guilders (ca. 86,2 to 123 million euro). Following the clean-up, the plans are for Diemerzeedijk  

to become a public park.
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Amsterdam, Diemerzeedijk IBS-code 025-007 June 1986 A former  

incineration site, until 1971 processing chemical waste from all over  

Europe.
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Volcanoes
Arguably the most polluted soil in the whole country. Poisonous  

chemicals to be found here in quantities include dioxin, PCBs, benzene,  

xylene and many others. In fact, the ground is actually a complex toxic  

cocktail prone to unexpected chemical reactions. In the summer of  

1990, part of the tar pit started to bubble and boil like a volcano on the  

verge oferuption.

None of the usual methods of decontamination is up to dealing with  

this. Scientists are planning vitrification, using high-voltage electric

current. This would cause some of the chemicals to be decomposed into  

harmless waste, while others would be safely sealed up in a sort of  

artificial lava. This supposedly ‘cheap’ treatment would still cost 190 to  

270 million guilders (ca. 862 to 123 million euro). Following the clean-

up, plans are for Diemerzeedijk to become a public park.

Alphen aan de Rijn, Coupépolder IBS-code 020-007April 1989A former  

municipal refuse tip, now covered by the greens and holes of the  

Zegersloot golfclub.

Golf links
When scientists dug a rather more sizeable hole, however, they  

‘detected a pungent smell’, their way of saying that under that very  

respectable turf there is still an almighty stench.

Chemical waste was dumped here illegally right up until the site was  

closed at the end of 1984. Local residents and the Rijnland polder  

authorities had been complaining for years, but to no avail. The soil is  

seriously contaminated, particularly with heavy metals. Measures to  

contain the pollutants will cost at least 7 million guilders (ca. 3,18  

million euro).

The Coupépolder affair smells of corruption: amongst inspectors, the  

local council and the provincial authorities. A single prosecution has  

resulted in the conviction of waste carrier Simon Kemp.

Brabant Kempen November1989The Kempen, cinder-roads. More than  

800 kilometres of road suface in 55 districts of Noord Brabant and  

Limburg are paved with cinders, waste from zinc refineries in the region  

(in Budel and across the border in Belgium).

Cinders
The most dangerous pollutant present in these cinders is probably  

cadmium. Severe cadmium poisoning causes serious kidney and bone  

disorders (such as the disease the Japanese call itai-itai ‘ouch ouch’).  

However,most of the cadmium in the Kempen soil is the result of air  

pollution – the cinder roads just make matters worse. The cadmium in  

the cinders is soluble in water (rain, for instance), and may continue to  

wash out into the surrounding soil for centuries yet. Near Budel-

Dorpsplein, scientists are testing a way to counteract this leaching of  

the cinder-roads.

Experts agree that cleaning of the Kempen area (and that involves more  

than just the cinder-roads) will cost billions of guilders – they are still  

debating howmany…

Haarlem, Waarderpolder, Rids site IBS-code 130-003February 1989Site

of the now defunct Rids company. Serious pollution here due to frequent

chemical spills and leakages at various small companies.

Spillsand leakages
Principal toxic contaminants: heavy metals and pesticides. So far  

(to1992), investigation has cost 370,000 guilders (ca. 167,900 euro).  

Cleaning-up operations scheduled for 1993 are budgeted at around  

15 million guilders (6,8 million euro).

Culemborg, Kabelbranderijen IBS-code 085-01 November 1989  

Culemborg, Parallelweg. Nearby cable incineration firms have been  

spreading toxic substances through the air and via drainage ditches.

Fresh from the garden
(Which shows that recycling metals is not always as environment-

friendly as its sounds – scrapyards are another case in point). The soil in  

this area is very severely contaminated with metals such as lead, copper  

and antimony. Indeed, nearby allotments turned out to be so polluted  

that people had to be warned off eating their own home-grown  

vegetables…

The provincial authorities have been investigating the problem for  

years. They are still trying to establish exactly which contaminants are  

being dispersed through the ditchwater, for instance. But the offending  

companies have now been served with closure orders. Not for polluting  

the soil but for polluting the air – the legislation is tougher.

Hemrik Poasen IBS-code 106-048 September 1989 Hemrik  

(Opsterland), Poasen section. A former clay-pigeon shooting range.

Clay pigeons
Contamination here and in the fields around from the lead shot used.  

The lead penetratedno further than the shallow layer of top-soil – toxic  

fodder within easy reach of the grazing cattle.

The top layer of the fields has been removed, but the site of the range  

itself has not yet been tackled. The Friesland provincial authorities  

estimate that decontamination will cost 2,275 million guilders

(ca. 1,03 million euro).

Groningen, Aagrunol IBS-code 070-01May1990Groningen, Aagrunol  

site. This is where the Aagrunol company produced their herbicides –

what the chemical industry nowadays prefers to call ‘crop protection  

agents’.

Crop protection
Aagrunol was not a firm to do things by halves when it came to polluting  

the environment. In fact, it would hardly be an exaggeration to say there  

is a chemical time-bomb ticking away here beside the waters of the  

Winschoterdiep. The contamination even extends right down to the deep  

groundwater, sixty to a hundred metres below the surface. Besides a  

whole range of herbicides, toxic chemicals present include mercury and  

arsenic.

By 1988, there had been so many research reports on Aagrunol that  

a special report was needed to report on the reports. Now, however,

experts have come to the conclusion that no amount of technology can  

reverse the effects of the pollution here. The 240,000 tons of  

contaminated earth will just have to be excavated and carted off to a  

new dumping ground in Delfzijl. And that still leaves the groundwater  

to be dealt with…

The government prosecutor is holding Aagrunol liable for environ-

mental damage to the tune of 80 million guilders (ca. 36 million euro).

Kerkrade, De Hopel estate in Eygelshoven IBS-code 210-04-30 March  

1990 Housing estate (started in 1979) built on the site of the former  

‘Laura’ coalmine.

Pitch store
It now turns out that the soil is polluted with the carcinogenic remains  

of coal-tar chemicals. The pollution is worst in the northwestern part  

of the estate where the pitch store used to be. And the silt of the nearby  

Streythager brook is also highly toxic.

The provincial authorities have plans for a ‘quick clean-up’, replacing
a thin upper layer of the contaminated soil in private and public gardens  

and going slightly deeper at the pitch-store area. Cost: 32 million  

guilders (14,5 million euro). Thorough treatment (i.e., removingall the  

pollution) would mean excavating to a depth of thirteen metres – only  

possible if all the houses are pulled down. But that, says the provincial  

government, would be far too expensive (465 million guilders/211  

million euro).

Brabant, Kampina June 1990 Kampina, site belonging to Natuur-

monumenten, the Dutch society for the protection of nature reserves,  

located in rural districts of Boxtel, Oisterwijk and Oirschot. More than  

four thousand hectares of heath and woods with wetland, and part of the  

tiny River Beerze which has not been canalized.

Grasslands
Handboek Natuurmonumenten, a guide to Dutch Nature reserves,  

paints an attractive picture: ‘In this river valley we find tall poplars,  

alders with hops and bittersweet, wet heath with bog-myrtle and gorse  

and tracts of bluegrass of many different varieties.’

But even on this wild and uncultivated ground, environmental pollution  

has taken its toll, as the signs placed along the nature trails announce  

grimly. The soil, for example, is contaminated (albeit not seriously) with  

heavy metals spread via the air from the zinc refinery not far away at  

Budel. And nitrogen oxide compounds, blown across from over-

fertilized farmland nearby, cause acid rain and turn the heath into  

grassland.

It is sometimes claimed that the turf in Kampina is pure chemical  

waste, but it is not as bad as that yet, say Natuurmonumenten. But  

that does not mean the heath is unpolluted – which is why the turves  

cannot be removed. Grazing is therefore being suggested as a way of  

‘managing’ theproblem.



Haarlemmerdijk, Vijfhuizerdijk IBS-code140-06February1989Formerly Vijfhuizerdijk caravan  

site-cum-refuse tip. Polluted mainly with aromatic hydrocarbons and polycyclic aromatic  

hydrocarbons.

Caravan camp
So far, only a preliminary study costing 12,000guilders (5,445 euro) has been carried out.

The province has no plans to clean up the area in the foreseeable future (i.e. before 1996).
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Maastricht, Zinkwit IBS-code 245-23 March 1990 Maastricht-Limmel,  

Borgharenweg. Former site of Zinkwit Nederland BV (currently located  

in Eijsden).
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Zinc white
The elevation here was raised using some 220,000 m3 of waste from the  

productionof zinc (Chinese) white. The provincial authorities report that  

in some parts the soil and groundwater are ‘severely polluted’ with  

arsenic, cadmium and zinc. The site is adjacent to the Borgharen/  

Itterengroundswater conservation zone.

Olst, Hengforderwaarden IBS-code 150-014, September 1989 Nature  

reserve belonging to the Dutch Forestry Commission. Handboek  

Natuurmonumenten, a guide to Dutch nature reserves, describes this  

102-hectare reserve as follows: ‘River forelands with brick pits, dead  

riverbeds and the site of a brick factory.

River forelands
A colony of cormorants and grey herons. Important stop-over and  

hibernation site for waterbirds and waders’.

River forelands have often been used as dumping grounds for waste.
A ‘preliminary’ study (15,000guilders/6800 euro) confirmed suspicions  

of pollution. Despite this, in their long-range plans, the Overijssel  

provincial authorities classify this area with others which ‘will not be  

subject to further investigation for the time being’ – back-burner  

projects, in other words. The same goes for eight other nature reserves  

in thisprovince.

Rotterdam, Verolmedok TOP October-89 Rotterdam, the former Verolme

dock and slipway. This site was later used as a ‘temporary depository for

polluted earth’ (commonly referred to by its Dutch acronym, TOP).

Shoe box
Tens of thousands of cubic metres of uncleanable earth are stored here.  

Half comes from Rotterdam itself and half from the rest of the province  

of Zuid Holland. Experts describe the Verolme dock as an enormous  

shoe box. The polluted earth inside it is hermetically sealed off from the  

outside world by metres-thick concrete walls along two sides, lock-

gates at the ends and, on top, a layer of asphalt. Part of the site is  

currently used as a container storage depot.

Rotterdam Westvarkenoordsepark IBS-code 496-303 August 1989 Area

adjacent to railway shunting-yards belonging to the Dutch railways, the

Nederlandse Spoorwegen. Oil polllution here probably due to spills and

leakages from a petrol pump.

Public gardens
The toxic soil has been excavatedand the groundwater beneath pumped  

out and cleaned. A new layer of clean soil has beenput down and a sign  

saying ‘public gardens’ put up. A local authority spokesperson admitted  

that the use of the term ‘park’ in the name was laying it on a bit thick.

‘s Graveland, Loodijk refuse dump IBS-code 125-005March 1989

Site owned by Bussum town council. Some pollution with heavy metals,  

cyanide, toluene. No plans for further investigation or cleaning.

Schijndel, Vlagheide IBS-code 495-005May1990Van Swaay site.  

Wood preservationfirm.

Woodpreservation
Large site in a rural area which became polluted with silt deposits –

a problem which the authorities say has now been solved – and with

seepage from the treated wood. Tar-like substances – polycyclic

aromatic hydrocarbons – are the main chemicals to have penetrated the  

ground. At the provincial authorities’ insistence, the company has now  

commissioned a study to determine the nature and extent of the soil  

pollution.

Tilburg, Pater Geurtjensweg IBS-code 545-043-30 February1990A  

former caravansite.

Scrapyards
The soil here has been contaminated by a number of various  

scrapyards. In fact, the site ranks quite high on the list of areas in the  

province of Noord Brabant which need to be cleaned up.

The soil is polluted to a depth of fifty centimetres with mineral oils  

(petrol, diesel and motor oil from the old vehicles) and metals (lead  

and copper). Environmental investigations here have already cost  

almost 190,000 guilders (ca. 86,200 euro).

The caravans have now beenmoved to other sites as part of a policy  

of ‘decentralization’. The scrapyards are being cleaned up and the  

provincial authorities have commissioned a general plan for decon-

taminating thearea.

Utrecht, Griftpark IBS-code 190-01June1989 This area was very badly

polluted, in part due to a discharge of waste by Lumax printing works –

30,000 litres of toluene, a printing-ink solvent.

Printer
Sections of the park were closed to the public for years. Dating from the

early 1980s, this was one of the earliest soil decontamination projects in

the country. The cost: almost 13 million guilders (ca. 5,9 million euro).

Terneuzen, Sluiskil IBS-code 110-06 March 1990 Terneuzen, around  

Oostkade in Sluiskil Oost. Tar pollution, probably from the Sluiskil coke  

factory.

Stream
In several places near a stream that has been filled with waste, the soil  

and groundwater are heavily polluted with cyanide and with carcino-

genic polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons. Though not in such lethal  

concentrations, arsenic has also been found.

The pollution starts fifty centimeters below the surface. During drilling,  

scientists could clearly smell tar. The polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons  

are spreading further through run-off into the ditches. The provincial  

authorities also report that ‘the groundwater near the allotments is  

severely polluted with cyanide’.
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Jannes Linders
Landscape in theNetherlands

The work of Jannes Linders (b. 1955, Dordrecht) is  

marked by great versatility. His sizable portfolio of  
commissioned work includes portraits, museum  

interiors, stage photography and monumental photog-

raphic works as permanent decoration for buildings.  

His photographs of architecture and landscapes have  

won him the most fame, and they also represent the  
majority of his oeuvre. His work is characterized by  

attention to composition and to the painstaking  

arrangement of sculptural forms in space. Jannes  

Linders has always greatly admired American photog-

raphers Walker Evans and Stephen Shore. This can be  
seen in a certain kinship in their approach to settings.  

In this structuring of the image, what stands out in  

Linders’ work, is that he sets aside the hierarchy  

among the different objects in his picture. Monumental  

elements are portrayed on an equal footing with
un-intentional, accidental elements. In his cityscapes  

of Amsterdam, overhead tram wires can be as  

important to the composition as a church edifice. In his  

compositions of museum interiors, the sculptures in  

the photographed exhibitions might be given no more  

emphasis than the heating ducts. When Linders  

started out he worked mainly in black-and-white; from  

1990 onward this was steadily replaced by colour.

Linders worked as an architecture photographer on  
several large-scale infrastructure and architecture  

projects in the Netherlands. His photographs were vital  

to the image of those projects. He photographed the  

expansion of Schiphol Airport as the regular photo-

grapher for Benthem Crouwel Architects, who put  
together the master plan of this extensive project.

Jannes Linders’ home base is Rotterdam. He has  

regularly worked with its municipal authorities in  

documenting the new urban organization of the city  

centre in the wake of its bombardment in the Second  
World War. In the 1990s he was commissioned to make  

an extensive photographic record of the building of the  

new Netherlands Architecture Institute. Recently he  

did the same for the radical conversion of the port  

ware-house ‘Las Palmas’ into new premises for,  
among other things, the Nederlands Fotomuseum.

His approach and style were made famous by two  

photography commissions in which he was able to  

exercise great artistic freedom. One was a 1983  

documentary photography commission entitled Stads-
gezichten (Cityscapes), in which he photographed  

scenes of the cityscape and views of the docks for  

Amsterdam’s municipal government. In a period in

which socially conscious documentary photography  

was in its heyday, this series was remarkable for its  
highly personal choice of subject matter and for the  

fact that there were no people in his city scenes. The  

presentation and publication of the commissioned  

work was a significant moment in the recent history of  

Dutch photography for the recognition of the urban  
landscape genre by museums.

He produced the commissioned work on the Dutch  

landscape included in ‘Nature as Artifice’ for the  

Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. With these commissions,  

which have been issued since 1975, the museum aimed  
to document the history of photography as an artistic  

medium as well as aspects of the contemporary history  

of the Netherlands. The commissions were based on a  

detailed proposal by the photographer. Once selected,  

the photographer enjoyed great artistic free-dom in  
fulfilling theassignment.

With his commission, Jannes Linders mainly aimed  

to show the man-made character of the Dutch land-

scape and the urbanization of the Netherlands.

He was fascinated by the way planning has turned  

the Netherlands into a highly manufacturable mass  

during the last century, one that can be shaped on the  

drawing board. In Linders’ view, the Netherlands is  

often discussed on the basis of assumptions, while  
insufficient attention is paid to what the country  

actually looks like. This was also the case with the  

Rijksmuseum commission. The assumption in the  

preliminary discussion for the commission was that  

the Netherlands was very full, and that where areas  
with differing functions touched, they conflicted in

the landscape. As he set about taking photographs,  

Linders was instead struck by how empty the  

Netherlands is, how neatly arranged, how well-attuned  

divergent functions in the landscape actually are and  
how over-regulated the landscape looks. Just as in his  

earlier photographs of the docks of Rotterdam and his  

urban landscapes in Amsterdam, he went looking, in  

the Dutch landscape, for urbanized or industrial areas  

and wastelands: areas that had escaped the notice of  
the planners or that were in a transition phase. In  

Linders’ photographs, the stony coastlines, road  

shoulders, highways and car parks of the Netherlands  

exude a balanced beauty that is new to this kind of  

subject. In that sense, this series by Jannes Linders is  
highly akin to the work presented in the ‘New Topo-

graphics’ exhibition at George Eastman House in  

Rochester, New York, in 1975.
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The Maasvlakte

p. 51
The Zwartewaaldam near  

Spijkenisse, with the Hartel  

Canal on the right

p. 52
The Oeler Bridge over the  

Twenthe Canal,Hengelo

p. 53
The De Mars industrial estate  

near Zutphen

p. 55

On the A13 at the Delft-Zuid exit

p. 56
On the Brouwersdam north of  

Schouwen
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On the A16 near the
VanBrienenoord Bridge,  

Rotterdam

p. 58
The Waterberg intersection,  

Arnhem

p. 59
TheMarkerwaarddijk near  

Lelystad

p. 60
IJsselmonde near the  

VanBrienenoord Bridge,  

Rotterdam

p. 61
The petroleum dock on the  

Maasvlakte

All gelatin silver prints  

Image size 37 x 46 cm

Total size 40 x 50 cm

Commissioned by the  

Rijksmuseum Amsterdam

Collection of the artist

Photoseries  

1988-1990

Commissioned by the  

Rijksmuseum Amsterdam
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Henze Boekhout
SecondsFirst

Henze Boekhout (b. 1947, Haarlem) photographs his  

immediate environment and its monumental as well as  
its ordinary elements. His approach is marked by a  

complete denial of the existence of a hierarchy among  

the various objects, buildings and settings pictured.

Boekhout considers the church in his hometown of  

Haarlem equally worth photographing as the industry  
in a port, a bread roll on a table, clouds through his  

skylight or a face on a television screen.

Henze Boekhout is self-taught and has always  

worked out of interest for the visual arts. His sources of  

inspiration are very diverse: from the painter Magritte  
to the photographer Leonard Freed, from the British  

sculpture he saw in Mary Jacob and Graham Beal’s  

1987 publication, AQuietRevolution,British Sculpture  

Since 1965, to the drawings of Belgian artist Léon  

Spilliaert. The photographs Brancusi took of his own  
studio interested him because they represented a  

private world, a link they shared with the way Boekhout  

portrays his own immediate environment. Boekhout  

holds the view that the space defines his photographs,  

not the other way round. As a photographer he pri-

marily concentrates on how to record in a picture the  

things the environment presents to him. In the late  

1970s he built his own camera for taking 30 x 40 cm  

pictures, in order to get down to the fundamental  
mechanisms of photography. He visited the hometown  

of one of photography’s inventors, William Henri Fox  

Talbot. He wanted to see what the setting looked like  

that had produced some of the earliest images in the  

history of photography. In Boekhout’s view, the unique  
aspect of art lies not in its creation, but beyond it,

in the combinations of things that everyday reality  

presents.

SecondsFirst, which is included in ‘Nature as Artifice’,  

is first and foremost a book. Henze Boekhout published  
it in 1993. In this book he assembles all types of  

photographs he took during the preceding 15 years:  

landscape photographs, architecture photographs,  

staged still-lifes, impressionistic snapshots assembled  

into collages, double exposures, for example of a comb  
and a chair with clothes draped over it, an improperly  

transported 35-mm slide strip in which the overlapping  

exposures form a startling new image, stills of tele-

vision programmes. He took the photographs in his  

hometown of Haarlem and in the areas immediately  
surrounding it, but also during visits he made to other  

cities, such as Rotterdam and Middelburg, and some-

times abroad.

In Henze Boekhout’s work, the landscape becomes  

an all-encompassing stream of visual poetry and  
surrealistic coincidences that take place in the  

photographer’s immediate surroundings. Boekhout  

manages to transform ordinary settings into scenes  

filled with secret references, unfathomable to the  

viewer, like those we are used to in Magritte’s  

paintings. In the poetic stream he created with his  

pictures, there is a sequence of atmospheres and  

emotional ambiances: autumnally sombre, the cool-

ness of winter, spring-like and summery intensity.
SecondsFirst somewhat defies categorization into any  

school or movement, but it had an impact neverthe-

less. Recently, 15 years after its publication, a Dutch  

photographer named the book in an art programme on  

national radio as perhaps one of the most interesting  
photo books ever published in the Netherlands. And  

photography students still regularly cite this book by  

Henze Boekhout as a source of inspiration.

p. 64

Gedempte Zuiderdiep, Groningen

1989
Inkjetprint  

62 x 50 cm
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Fuji-San (Mister Fuji), Haarlem

1985
Inkjetprint  

62 x 50 cm
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Jet trail, West Knollendam

1981
Chromogenic color print,  

33 x 22 cm

p.67
From Bergen op Zoomto  

Middelburg, Zeeland  

1982

Inkjetprint  

45 x 30 cm
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Ice,wind, cold and space,  

Nieuwkoopse Plassen,  

1980

Inkjetprint  

36 x 24 cm
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Landscape near Waarde, Zeeland

1988
Chromogenic color print  

44 x 60 cm
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Window, Haarlem

1992
Chromogenic color print  

40 x 32 cm
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Empty cans,  

Harbour of IJmuiden  

1992

Chromogenic color print  

80,5 x100,5 cm
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A fine day,Houtmanpad,  

Haarlem-Overveen  

1990

Chromogenic color print  

80,5 x100,5 cm
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From the beach, Haarlem

1983
Chromogenic color print  

54 x 70 cm

p. 75
‘Hold it like that!' (A color study),  

Amsterdam

1990
Chromogenic color print  

86 x 100,5 cm

Collection of the artist

Photobook  

1993
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Cary Markerink & Theo Baart
Snelweg> Highways in theNetherlands

Cary Markerink (b. 1951, Medan, Indonesia) started  

out studying to be a painter before devoting himself to  
photography, first at the Rietveld Academie and then  

the Rijksakademie, two prestigious art schools in  

Amsterdam. From the very beginning, landscapes  

were his subject of choice.

Markerink works based on form and intuition.
In several collaborations with Theo Baart, including  

Snelweg, this proved exceptionally complementary to  

Baart’s more documentary method based on ideas.  

(For more information on Baart’s work, see the intro-

ductory text to Bouwlust in this publication.)

Quite early in his career, at a time when Dutch  
photography was still dominated by ‘human interest’,  

Cary Markerink was producing photographs that  

deviated from that norm. He drew inspiration from  

the work of foreign photographers he would see in  

perio-dicals like Aperture, Camera and Creative  
Camera.In the late 1970s he saw the work of Stephen  

Shore, and this confirmed the direction he was to  

follow in photography. Markerink was one of the few  

photographers in the Netherlands to have seen the  

compact version of the ‘New Topographics’ exhibition  
at the B2 Gallery in London in 1981, which featured  

work by Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz and Joe Deal.

Inspired in part by Baltz’s work, but also by the  

landscape photography of German photographer  
Albert Renger-Patzch and Czech photographer  

Josef Sudek, he produced photographs that were far  

more conceptual in nature than was the norm in

the Netherlands at the time. In the early 1980s, he  

attracted attention with the ‘urban stilllifes’ he shot  
in the city streets and urbanized suburbs of  

Amsterdam.

In his youth, Markerink spent several years in  

Indonesia and Germany. In the Netherlands, he was  

struck by how controlled and regulated the landscape  
was. Only when he worked on a photo project with  

Theo Baart about the newly designed village of Nagele  

in Flevoland, a new polder, was he able, he says, to  

fall in love with the almost meditative emptiness of

the exceptionally flat and symmetrically structured  

landscape of the Dutch polders.
Snelweg >  Highways in the Netherlands is of  

particular importance because it represents the  

highway as an environment that can be experienced  

positively. Highways had traditionally been seen as  

pollution. Or, as the photographers themselves argued,  
the highway was a forgotten landscape. Baart and  

Markerink wanted to show that the highway was not  

merely a connection between two places but rather a  

place in its own right. Snelweg generates a new  

appreciation of the highway in this respect.
As with Theo Baart’s Bouwlust, the original pub-

lication form of the book is crucial to the experience  

of this photo project. In the book Snelweg the two  

photographers mixed their photographs. All sorts of  

different types of photographs, black-and-white as  
well as colour, alternate: landscapes with highways,  

photographs of the highway from the front seat of a  

moving car, portraits of drivers and road workers,  

typological photographs of traffic junctions, close-ups  

of crashed cars and architecture photog-raphs of new  
building types such as petrol stations and viaducts. At  

several points, regular pages make way for fold-out  

pages, in order to enrich the experience of leafing  

through the book. The whole forms a kaleido-scopic  
visual experience of the highway with a filmic dynamic

reminiscent of videos. Compared to Bouwlust, Snelweg  

contains less text: three essays by journalist Tracy  

Metz, on the highway as a techno-logical pheno-

menon, a place for social interaction and as a presence  
in the landscape. The remarkable graphic design of  

this book by Typography and Other Serious Matters  

also includes the visual use of signs and texts which  

can be found in the environment of highways.

When the book was published in 1999,Snelwegwas  
also presented as an exhibition at the Kunsthal in  

Rotterdam. The kaleidoscopic quality of the book was  

translated to the museum walls by positioning the  

photographs, reproduced with various techniques and  

frames, above and beside one another, organically.

Book cover NatureasArtifice
Cary Markerink  

A4 Schiphol  

1996

Ilfochrome lambdaprint  

75 x 150cm

pp. 78-79
Cary Markerink  

A4Schipholtunnel  

1996

Ilfochrome lambdaprint  

75 x 150cm

pp. 80-81

Theo Baart

Crashed Car, Amsterdam

1996
Ilfochrome lambdaprint  

75 x 150cm

pp. 82-83
Theo Baart  

A2Zijderveld  

1996

Ilfochrome lambdaprint,

pp. 84-85

Cary Markerink

A4 Leidschendam, traffic jam

1996
Ilfochrome lambdaprint  

49 x 63cm

pp. 86-87

Cary Markerink

A10 Ringweg Amsterdam

1996
Gelatine silver print  

75 x 150cm

pp. 88-89

Theo Baart

A27

1996
Gelatine silver print  

100 x 150cm

Photobook  

1996
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The miller says: ‘Personally I think they’re both ugly as sin, but Ido realize that this form of  

energy could keep us from something much worse.’

The windmill manufacturer: ‘We’re 65 m up in the air as we speak. Below us is an in-

credibly long steel tubular mast that weighs something like 160 tonnes. We are up here in a  

machine house, which is about the size of a small bus. With these two turbines we provide  

enough energy for 2400 households each year.’

The local politician: ‘We in the town of Zoeterwoude are proponents of sustainable energy,  

but we also want to preserve the so-called Green Heart of the Netherlands, to give the people  

who live in all the big cities surrounding this area some peace and quiet and space. Putting  

two of these along the A4, in a place where there’s already an exit from the motorway, and  

where there are greenhouses – we felt that was justified. And in the process we were also  

thinking that maybe the contrast would be nice between a classic old windmill on the one  

hand and two newcomers on the other.’

Halfway between Amsterdam and Rotterdam, in the town of Zoeterwoude, stands a  

seventeenth-century windmill that once pumped water out of the reclaimed land. It has been  

renovated to picture-postcard perfection by the miller and his wife and is utterly picturesque.  

Since 2006 it stands cheek-by-jowl with two modern-day counterparts, which are no longer  

called windmills but rather wind turbines. The three of them are the subject of the project  

Newcomer by the Dutch artist Arnoud Holleman. (I can’t help but see in the name a thinly  

disguised reference to the political discussion raging in the Netherlands about immigrants,

a.k.a. newcomers). Holleman had tall cranes place two metals bands around the new  

turbines with the word ‘newcomer’ in green neon letters, and at www.nieuwkomer.nl you can  

look at images and listen to interviews with many of those involved: the politician, the  

technician, the historian, the millers past and present.

The politician was right. I have always been entranced by the erratic choreography of the

turning blades of wind turbines, and every time Idrive past this section of the highway Inow

look for new turbines. They are so tall that you can see them from afar. As you approach you

see the toy-like old mill huddling at their feet, both overwhelmed and protected.

Holleman’s Internet-based art project about the relationship between the newcomers and  

their predecessor is an eloquent example of how in the past 15 to 20 years a new generation  

of Dutch artists and photographers has discovered the landscape, that flat green spongy  

space out there, as a repository of new images, of new stories waiting to be told. And not just  

of stories, but of conflicts and controversies.

For centuries the landscape was the exclusive domain of painters. Even after the invention  

of photography, the landscape was simply a given: a backdrop. In the second half of the  

nineteenth century photographers did leave the studio and go outside, as the painters had  

done before them, but their fascination was the modernization of the country and the advance  

of technology. They focused mainly on achievements of engineering prowess such as bridges,  

trains andwaterworks.1

A century later, in the post-World War IIera of the 1950s and ’60s, photography’s agenda  

was yet again to show how the Netherlands was moving towards new and better times as it  

recovered from the war. The tireless photographer Cas Oorthuys, for example, captured the  

post-war pride in progress in his images of throbbing activity in the Rotterdam harbour and  

the strangely bare new apartment buildings arising on virgin land [plate 1]. They show the  

understated heroics of a small and modest nation rising above adversity and rapidly regaining  

prosperity – the growing numbers of cars, housing developments and roads were proof.

The numbers of cars, housing developments and roads are still growing, but our attitude

TracyMetz

1
Cas Oorthuys: new postwar housing in the Amsterdam suburb of Osdorp  

(© NederlandsFotomuseum)
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Beauty Is Not the Issue
SoWhat Is?
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towards them has changed. The work of the artists and photographers in ‘Nature as Artifice’  

shows those changes in the landscape and the changes in our attitude. Try and imagine that a  

book like this would be called TheBeautyofOurCountry, the title of the multivolume series  

that started appearing in the 1930s: it’s unthinkable. In its place have come wry observation,  

ironic commentary, the elevation of the banal to a subject in its own right. What to our parents  

and grandparents was progress, is to us expediency.

Beauty is no longer the issue. So what is?

The Dutch landscape is a recalcitrant bride. It does not give itself easily. There is none of the  

brash in-your-face spectacle of, say, the iconic landscapes of America’s national parks.

Growing up in the USA, the parks were automatically my frame of reference. As the American  

writer Rebecca Solnit points out,2 humans are remarkably absent in the spectacular images  

in National Geographic magazines and Sierra Club calendars, maybe with the exception of a  

lone fisherman to give scale to these wild places. This is noble and autonomous wilderness,  

untouched by man, unsullied by highways and suburbs and garbage dumps and big-box  

retail. Landscape up there is high culture, God-made; the manmade places we have created  

for ourselves down here are low culture.

How different the Netherlands, where everything is man-made, designed and purpose-

built, where there is of necessity a centuries-long tradition of manipulating the physical  

surroundings to serve man’s needs and protect him from the elements. Look at the pictures  

in this book by Marnix Goossens: not a human being in sight, but nevertheless they are all  

about humans, the places they have created and the traces they have left, be it a picnic  

blanket among the trees or the nebulous border between water and new land. In this man-

made country you don’t even have to go outside to see the Dutch landscape: you can see it all  

inside Schiphol airport [plate 2]. Some of the toilet doors are decorated with larger-than-life-

size tulips, a pillar is disguised as a red and white striped lighthouse, complete with a piped-

in soundtrack of breaking surf, and beady-eyed seagulls sweep and soar over the walls of the  

endless hallways.

As a newcomer Ihad to learn to ‘read’ all over again. The Dutch landscape is subtle and  

the signs are well hidden, both by the flatness of the country and by the many layers of human  

intervention over time. You have to keep your wits about you: every bump and fold, any  

indentation or small rise, no matter how insignificant it may seem, is a sign of change. This  

reading requires what writer Rebecca Solnit so poignantly calls ‘slow seeing’. ‘How long does  

it take to see something? I’ve wondered about that for a long time, watching people stroll  

through art museums, or stand on the rim of the Grand Canyon for a few minutes or so, then  

turn around to whatever’s next… One could think of the mind as akin to photographic paper…  

It takes a long exposure, generally, for something to make an impression.’3

Photographers have to be good at slow seeing – how much time did Jannes Linders spend  

waiting for the shadows of the sheep on the dike to lengthen? – but also at fast reacting. See  

the patience with which Gert Jan Kocken follows the process of rebuilding a neighbourhood in  

Enschede after the explosion of a fireworks factory. See the persistence with which Theo  

Baart over a period of 20 years chronicled the urbanization of the Haarlemmermeerpolder  

into the environs of Schiphol airport. But see also the superb timing of Hans van der Meer,  

who has been hanging around at a soccer field waiting for the split second when (in the spirit  

of Cartier Bresson) the keeper flips over backwards like an acrobat in a vain attempt to stop  

the ball.

When Stephen Shore, one of the photographers of the New Topographics, went on his long  

journeys across the USA, he wore a safari jacket, he writes in his book UncommonPlaces:

‘I remember, now, thinking that I felt I should dress the part of a person exploring.’4 And  

indeed he was an explorer, not only of places but also of a mindset – and therefore of a  

Zeitgeist. Many of his pictures are fragments of totally ordinary objects and places: the TV  

against the wall in his motel room, an intersection, the parking lot of a tire dealer. By the  

simple act of photographing something Shore draws our attention to it, making this object or  

that place somehow worthy of notice. The simple act of making a photograph puts a frame  

around the subject, thereby setting it apart. As Shore so acutely observed: ‘A photograph has  

edges, the world does not.’5 Waxing poetic, one might say that the photographer-explorer is  

even a kind of God, recalling these mundane objects from the edge of oblivion into our  

awareness with the kiss of his camera.

Today’s contemporary landscape photographers and artists in the Netherlands go further  

down that path, more researchers than explorers, investigating our surroundings as portraits  

of ourselves and our society and confronting us with the results. The landscape is not only a  

physical place, but also the result of a social process. This becomes very clear from what  

Arnoud Holleman says about his Newcomer project: ‘Why are things the way they are? The  

polder [where the new wind turbines were placed] is an arena of contradicting interests,  

economic and ecological, of forward-looking innovation and awareness of history, of wind-

mills and the slow grind of bureaucracy.’

Indeed, it is striking how much of contemporary Dutch landscape photography is about the  

obsessive need of the Dutch to organize their surroundings. True, there is a very real need:  

without continual upkeep the western half of the country would disappear underwater. This  

is, therefore, a high-maintenance landscape. But that urge to order and control has crept into  

the nation’s genes, and has become a subject for fond self-mockery. Some of these images  

are absolutely hilarious, for example Hans Aarsman’s picture of the intersection of the N359  

and the A50, in the northeast of the country, which is totally devoid of cars but is packed with  

light poles, red-and-white striped warning strips and traffic signs. There is an underlying  

pragmatism to much of this landscape, as is evidenced by his picture of flatbed trailers piled  

high with bales of hay and parked under a highway overpass. Rural meets high-speed  

modern, in a convenient spot out of the rain. Aarsman also comments on the national  

yearning for orderliness by taking pictures of what goes wrong: flooded roads and evacuation  

vehicles, a truck that has ploughed into the side of the road, a dead cow draped with  

surprising grace over a wheelbarrow, a greenhouse that has slowly but irreparably caved in  

on itself. Amid all those landscapes shaped by rules and regulations these pictures are  

actually ratherrefreshing.

How odd, then, that within or around these self-conscious, functional spaces there is still  

apparently so much leftover space. The more regimented the country, the more striking the  

contrast with the ploaps, the places left overafter planning. The spot along the highway with  

a couple lost cars and some temporarily stored lengths of guard rail (Jannes Linders). An  

empty parking lot with containers and cranes at a distribution centre (Hans Aarsman). And  

what about the totally pointless road leading only to an circular dead-end (Jannes Linders)?  

Perhaps in some indeterminate future the road will lead somewhere, but for now all it is, is an  

institutionalized U-turn.

If beauty and progress are no longer the issues for landscape photographers, what is?

Today’s generation of landscape photographers is looking for change. For places where

2
Youdon't even have to go outside for the Dutch landscape: the halls of  

Schiphol airport are decorated with it. (Photo Tracy Metz)
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you see transformation. Most of that change is in the built rather than the natural environ-

ment, and in the places where the one is in the process of becoming the other. Bas Princen,  

for example, made a wonderfully ethereal photograph called Former Air Base, a surreal  

‘mountain’ landscape of sand hills. Theo Baart photographed a mountain of sand on a field;  

the straw glistens in the sun, but the houses marching forward relentlessly in the background  

tell us that this will soon be the umpteenth identical housing development. Edwin Zwakman  

recreates typical Dutch urban environments from memory as models in his atelier. He lets his  

surroundings percolate down through his memory, informing the models and the photog-

raphs he makes of them. We immediately recognize the lifelike but slightly skewed Dutch  

post-war terraced house, the view across the street, the canal, the pylon. These are the  

prototypes of which a large portion of the country is now made.

There is something emphatically non-heroic about these landscape images. Nor do they  

buy into the wave of nostalgia sweeping over the country and which is so present in current  

architecture with its thatched roofs and 1930s-style brick. These photographers are trying to  

free themselves from being ‘stuck in conventions and subjected to one-dimensional inter-

pretations’.6

The banal, the artificial, the generic have replaced the beautiful, the natural, the unique as  

artistic themes and as subjects worthy of artistic notice. These photographs are not pro-

nouncements on ‘beautiful’ or ‘ugly’, they are about acknowledging change. By confronting  

banality head-on, by celebrating it even, these photographers and artists allow us, or even  

force us, to see how we have changed our surroundings. By looking outwards we are looking  

inwards. Lookat theseplaceswehavemade.This can be an uncomfortable confrontation.

Is that reallyus?
Yes, photography can be a reality check, it can reveal our surroundings to us in such a way  

that we see them with fresh eyes. The question is, however, whether we really want to. The  

sublime, the grand, the well-known and the old are generally more popular than the new.

A picture of a cutting-edge wind turbine does not evoke in many viewers the same warm  

feelings as one of an old windmill. According to Michael Newman, writer and teacher at the  

School of the Art Institute of Chicago, ‘the anxiety about landscape and authenticity, of  

returning to a natural state, has to do with our contemporary consciousness, and with a  

sense of loss. We can never go back.’ 7

The German landscape architect Christian Werthmann, who teaches at Harvard, was  

curious about how long it takes for us to start appreciating new elements in the landscape.  

He and his students drew up a chart showing the time span involved for various landscape  

elements, varying from wind turbines to the beach and suburbia [plate 3]. ‘Interestingly,  

windmills were accepted early on in the Netherlands, since they were a sign of progress.

However, modern big wind turbines vary in acceptance ranging from visual landscape  

destruction in recreational landscapes like Cape Cod to landscape enhancement in desert  

landscapes of Texas. In Texas they are also a sign of progress, modernity and prosperity,  

replacing the oil tower and pump.’ Another example of changing appreciation is highways.  

‘In the 1930s Hitler’s highways were seen as progress, and were much admired as works of  

civil engineering and landscape enhancement. This changed with the proliferation of high-

ways and the environmental movement in the 1970s, when they were seen as destructive, and  

that continues up to today.’

Werthmann believes that the engineering aesthetic is making a comeback as something  

scenic. ‘Maybe we are in the middle of a shift. Landscape appreciation changes constantly,  

because landscape exists only in our heads. It is a mental construct, it does not exist per se.
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trolled byman.
The goal seems to be to open our eyes to a new reality through an objective confrontation  

with the landscape as we have shaped it, warts and all. The tone is one of ironic, amused  

commentary, seemingly objective and characterized by the absence of a judgmental attitude.  

But sometimes I can’t help but wonder whether this ‘objectivity’ is not a trap. Has photog-

raphy freed itself from one agenda, or ideology if you prefer, (the beauty/progress school of  

thought) only to fall into the arms of the next (the glorious banality of it all)? Maybe, deep  

down, this way of looking at the landscape is a wake-up call, perhaps even a call to arms – but  

without coming straight out and saying so.

Whether or not this approach is really as non-prescriptive as it seems, there is one re-

freshing thing about it; the viewer is challenged to form his own opinion. That, by the way, is  

not easy. As viewers, we often long to know where the artist stands – that helps us determine  

where we ourselves stand. Now we are left to our own devices to figure out how to interpret  

these transformations in all their banality and artificiality. Is that really us? It would be so  

much easier if there were some of that cosy rural stuff that the painters of the Golden Age  

were so fond of, or some of the man-against-the-elements heroics of the waterworks and the  

flower fields. Sorry. None of that. And if the photographers have answers of their own, they’re  

not telling us. <

Landscape architects are the most perverse masters of virtuality because they build with real  

material something that gets transformed in our minds to the mental construct called  

‘landscape’. Most landscape architects do not know that.’8

Do we look at our landscapes differently because of the photographs we have seen of them?  

Have they mediatized our way of seeing? Yes, of course. They help us see, but they also steer  

our vision. We cannot help but look at our surroundings through the photographer’s eyes, his  

frame, his choice of what is meaningful. ‘The photographer frames a view,’ writes Anne  

Whiston Spirn, writer and professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and herself  

an avid photographer. ‘Through this act of framing, one creates a doorway for others to enter  

mentally.’ That makes photography and design ‘powerful means of divining what lies latent in  

landscape,’ shebelieves.9

Remember what Stephen Shore said? That a photograph has edges and the world does  

not? How true – but less so today than then. When you stop and think about it, more and more  

of what we see of the world has edges. Most of our – or at least: my – perception of the  

landscape is framed. Not only via the frame of the photograph, but also in our own direct  

experience of the landscape as seen from the train window, or from behind the windshield of  

the car, or scrolling through vacation pictures on our computer screen. Perhaps that is why I  

really like the picture that Henze Boekhout took of his hand, holding a cigarette, with a  

fragment of some industrial landscape passing in a blur outside the train window. The subject  

is not just what the photographer sees outside the window; the subject is he himself, in the  

act ofseeing.

‘Landscape is a work of the mind,’ writes Simon Schama in his epic Landscape and  

Memory.10 ‘Its scenery is built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock.’  

There is more memory in the work in this book than you might think at first sight. After all, if  

the subject is transformation, the viewer must have some intimation of what went before. Bas  

Princen gave some of the photographs in this book titles that open a window to both past and  

future: FormerAirbase, for example, and Future Harbour. But the situation in between – the  

present – seems to be quite diffuse.

That applies to a lot of these landscapes. They are no longer what they used to be, but they  

have yet to crystallize into something else. These are places in transition; the photograph is  

not so much about an actual place as about that transition itself. J.B. Jackson would have  

loved these photographs. Jackson – Harvard professor and incisive advocate of the  

vernacular – had a broad definition of ‘landscape’ and saw it as being in a permanent state of  

flux. Landscape for him was ‘an environment modified by the permanent presence of a group  

(-)No group sets out to create a landscape, of course. What it sets out to do is to create a  

community, and the landscape as its visible manifestation is simply the by-product of people  

working and living… The ideal landscape is defined not as a static utopia (-) but as an  

environment where permanence and change have struck a balance.’11

Beauty is no longer the issue. Some of these photographs can be characterized as beautiful,  

but this beauty is at best a by-product, and it often has a sharp edge. Wout Berger’s poison  

dumps look absolutely bucolic – until you realize what they really are. Gabor Osz’s dreamlike  

collages of glowing greenhouses are absolutely beautiful – but we are no longer able to look  

at them without a small voice in the back of our minds piping up about their environmental  

and visual impact. Driessens & Verstappen took beautiful pictures of layers of greenery at the  

municipal nursery at Frankendael – but we know this is a nursery, where ‘nature’ is con-
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Photoseries  

1995-1998
Though it is ostensibly about football, Hans van der  

Meer’s DutchFields (Hollandse velden) is at least as  
much about the landscape of the Netherlands.

Experiencing landscape as a backdrop, as the scenery  

for everyday life, Van der Meer (b. 1955, Leimuiden)  

feels, is the most natural experience of landscape.

He came to this conclusion in the course of a  
commission he carried out in the late 1980s. In 1990,  

he produced a publication, in partner-ship with writer  

Rudy Kousbroek and publisher Fred Schmidt for the  

Amsterdam bookseller and publishing house De  

Verbeelding on Amsterdam’s Paleis voor Volksvlijt, or  
Palace of Industry. This was a nineteenth-century glass  

edifice modelled on London’s Crystal Palace that was  

ravaged by fire in 1929 and demolished in 1960.

Reflecting on what the Palace meant to the people of  

Amsterdam, Van der Meer specifically did not collect  
photographs in which the building was given centre  

stage as a monument. Instead, he collected, from  

various sources (including the Amsterdam Municipal  

Archives), photographs in which the edifice was visible  

as a background, because in his view this is how city  

dwellers experience this kind of monumental building.

He was also able to apply this conception of fore-

and background to the landscape of the Netherlands  

when he started working on DutchFields in 1995. In  
order to show the landscape as a background he  

combined this interest with another predilection:  

amateur football. People experience the landscape at  

perhaps its most essential level while taking part in  

this people’s sport par excellence: as a natural  
backdrop for their favourite pastime, as the  

background to the situation and the activity in which  

they feel happiest.

In 1994, Van der Meer had adopted the 6 x 9-inch  

Fuji camera with which Hans Aarsman had photog-
raphed Hollandse tafeleren (‘Dutch Scenes’); Aarsman  

himself had just decided to give up taking photographs.  

In the selection of places to photograph for Dutch  

Fields, Van der Meer mainly let himself be guided by
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the landscape. He went looking around all the  

country’s provinces for football pitches where a  
diversity of Dutch landscapes was visible in the  

background. Each time he looked for football pitches  

that had popped up in the landscape more or less  

spontaneously and where this primal people’s love for  

football is still so palpable. He had no interest in the  
sports fields laid out, from the 1960s onward, in  

standard plans as part of urban planning for suburbs.

The search for an appropriate spot took up much of  

his time. Once he had found a place he quickly selected  

a viewpoint from which the landscape was framed as  
well as possible. With camera in hand, occasionally on  

a ladder in order to get a better overview, he then  

waited for the right choreography of players to enter  

the frame. This almost theatrical approach to the  

landscape and the activity that unfolds within it reflects  
two fascinations Van der Meer had been cultivating  

since the beginning of his career. Firstly, the silent  

films of Buster Keaton, in which the world is also a  

static decor which life enters as a performance, have  

always intrigued him. Along with this we see again

the surrealism in which Van der Meer has always been  

interested, and its preoccupation with intriguing  

combinations of things, people or events that coin-

cidence can set into motion.
From these photos taken between 1995 and 1998,  

Van der Meer compiled the book DutchFields. Former  

footballer Jan Mulder wrote an accompanying text.

The photographs, however, also exist as one-off  

pictures. After the popularity of Dutch Fields (there  
were two reprints and an English edition), he used the  

same archive to publish Keepers, in which the isolation  

of the goalkeeper places even greater emphasis on the  

landscape. The combination of landscape and football  

abroad would follow in several publications, such as  
European Fields and The Other Final. The latter is  

about the duels between Butan and Montserrat, the  

two bottom-ranked nations in the international FIFA  

football league.
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1999
Theo Baart (b. 1957, Amsterdam) has always been  

interested in the changes that take place in the built  
landscape and how changes in function in a country are  

also cultural changes. His work takes the form of

large-scale documentary projects he initiates and  

primarily presents as books. His method is character-

ized by thoroughness. For him, looking at and photog-
raphing a particular area is always linked to extensive  

study of what is going on in the area in question. From  

about 1984 to 1986, Theo Baart shared a darkroom with  

Hans Aarsman, who remains one of his friends. On the  

differences in their work that were revealed at the time,  
Baart says that Aarsman was primarily focused on  

looking at the landscape, while he was more interested  

in an analysis of what was happening in a place. Theo  

Baart feels primarily influenced by Dutch photographic  

tradition, but he was also interested in the typological  
photography of Karl Blossfeldt and August Sander and  

the documentary photography of Walker Evans, Lee  

Friedlander, Joe Deal, Robert Adams and Chris Killip.

Theo Baart often takes part in discussions among  

urban planners and policy makers about spatial and  

landscape developments in the Netherlands. On such  

occasions, Baart primarily represents the party that  

looks most thoroughly, on site, at the consequence of  

particular interventions in the landscape, both visually  
and in terms of the experience of its inhabitants.

In some instances, such as the previously published  

Wonen in na-oorlogse wijken (Post-War Housing in  

TheNetherlands, 1986) and Nagele (1988, the name of  

a post-war village that was newly designed for a  
polder), as well as Snelweg >  Highways in the  

Netherlands (1996), which is also included in ‘Nature  

as Artifice’, he has worked with photographer Cary  

Markerink. For this project, Bouwlust, he worked  

alone.
Bouwlust is highly autobiographical. When he was  

three, Theo Baart moved with his parents to  

Hoofddorp, which at the time was still a simple farming  

village in the Haarlemmermeerpolder, where his  

father became head of the Public Primary School. He  
grew up in this village, and after he moved on his own  

to Amsterdam to study photography, he would come
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back regularly, starting in 1977, to photograph the  

village. Hoofddorp is located close to the Dutch  
national airport, Schiphol. In the past several decades  

the area around Hoofddorp has undergone enormous  

change, as a result of the global expansion of mobility,  

a consequence of which has been the expansion of  

Schiphol itself. Not only did the airport itself expand,  
but it also attracted much new industry, including new  

office buildings, com-mercial estates and expansive  

suburbs to house the newly arrived residents.

In all of his projects, including Bouwlust, Theo Baart  

combines different types of photographs: panoramic  
landscapes alternate with street views, interior shots  

and portraits. The black-and-white photographs from  

the early days have a certain poetry to them and exude  

the atmosphere of old village life. We see farmers in  

clogs or boots working on sprawling farmland, women  
in old-fashioned dresses in old-fashioned interiors and  

a shopkeeper beaming with pride in his shop. These  

portraits, partly because they are in black-and-white,  

recall the work of August Sander, whom Theo Baart  

greatly admires. In black-and-white and colour Baart  

shows the new industry that subsequently makes its  

entrance, the new dwelling types and the new type of  

resident that follows in their wake. As viewers we  

immediately perceive the loss of local character and  
the advent of globalization in the pictures of  

McDonald’s restaurants and the new IKEA-style  

interiors now found in houses all over the world.

Theo Baart supplemented his own photographs and  

observational texts with several texts written by others:  
an inventory of the plans made for the  

Haarlemmermeerpolder, a reflection on the cultural  

and social changes that have taken place in the polder  

by a sociologist and journalist and a summary of the  

perceptions of those who were part of the area’s  
administration when the changes were taking place.

He added nine poems by Willem van Toorn about the  

changing landscape. Together, the photographs and  

texts in the book form a monumental documentary  

work about the transformation of the contemporary  
landscape, linked to the perception of the individual  

through the autobiographic pattern it follows.
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Photoworks  

1998-2007 Gerco deRuijter
variousworks

Gerco de Ruijter (b. 1961, Vianen) has been doing the  

same thing for 15 years. He attaches a camera to a kite  
and has this camera take a photograph of the land-

scape from a high altitude by remote control. He makes  

the camera find the point at which the distance makes  

the landscape starts to become abstract. The camera  

takes the picture virtually straight toward the ground  
and the horizon is almost always absent. The com-

positions of the photographs are formed by the shapes  

in the landscape itself. Our attention is entirely drawn  

to shapes, patterns and textures in the land, which

De Ruijter presents to us as if on a canvas.
After dropping out of a vocational school photog-

raphy programme because he was bored with taking  

pictures of milk cartons with a field camera, he started  

making abstract-expressionist paintings at the Willem  

de Kooning art academy in Rotterdam. Because he  

found the tension between abstraction and realism  
more exciting after all, he subsequently returned to  

photography. He read something about photography  

using a camera on a kite and tried it out for himself.

He was immediately pleased with the result.
The pictures he finds most exciting are those that  

look abstract but which, when looked at more closely,  
turn out to contain enough recognizable elements to  

make their scale comprehensible. He continues to  

seek out this tension to this day. De Ruijter photog-

raphes the countryside of South Holland, for no other  
reason than because that is where he lives. The Dutch  

countryside proves particularly suitable for his photog-

raphs. The highly structured character of the Dutch  

landscape, when photographed from the air, produces  

beautiful geometric patterns. Although Gerco de  
Ruijter takes photographs using a rectangular format  

negative, he crops almost all of his pictures to a square  

format. This removes the image from the prescriptive

landscape quality the rectangular format entails and  

allows the viewer to experience the image as even  
more of an abstraction on the flat surface. Only very  

occasionally does De Ruijter also make panoramas  

with a ratio of 1:2. At the same time, these are also  

about a perspectivist toppling that occurs inside the  

image.
Following a trip to Mexico, where he took pictures  

in the same way, he was better able to understand why  

he liked taking photographs in the Netherlands. The  

landscape he encountered in Mexico was static and  

very ancient. There, one photographs history. In the  
Netherlands, where the landscape is constantly sub-

jected to change and reorganization, one photographs  

a land shaped by humans: a top layer that is never  

more than 100 years old. In this top layer, one can still  

clearly see how humans try to come to grips with the  
landscape by making it geometric: boundaries, lines,  

railway tracks, furrows, roads, canals.

De Ruijter loves places where the geometric quality  

added by humans contrasts with the organic quality of  

nature. This occurs in places where humans carry out  
their first interventions in a virgin territory, such as the  

row of pylons in the shallow sea water, but also in  

places where human intervention has reached its topo-

graphic limit, such as pastures bordering a marshy  
area, a river, canal or lake. De Ruijter also seeks out  

places where nature is regaining its dominance over  

land that was cultivated long ago, so that organic forms  

break through the human structure once more.

The tension in Gerco de Ruijter’s pictures between  
abstraction and realism and between nature and  

culture is food for thought about the fascinating com-

pulsion of humans to dominate through structure and  

about the beauty of ordered whimsy and structured  

nature.
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Marnix Goossens
RegardingNature

Like many contemporary photographers, Marnix  

Goossens (b. 1967, Leeuwarden) navigates a fine line  
between autonomous and applied art. His visual idiom  

fits in the clear and colourful language and aesthetics  

of contemporary print media. Yet Goossens’s work is  

hardly light.

With his technical camera, he is able to represent  
still lifes, landscapes and portraits with ethereal beauty  

and technical perfection. At the same time, he imbues  

everything he does with added depth and with the dose  

of surrealism and alienation he manages to create – not  

least in his series of intriguing self-portraits in a suc-
cession of outfits and situations. The viewer is given no  

clue as to whether this is simply whimsical dressing up  

or a profound message about playing with identities.

Goossens is interested, among other things, in the  

way culture and nature flow into each other. He photog-
raphs the beauty of real flowers with the same attention  

he devotes to man-made decorative patterns in clothing  

or furniture. He is also interested in the artificiality of  

nature in the urban environment, which takes on the  

form of municipal parks, gardens and house plants, for  

instance.

The commission he obtained in 2000 to photograph  

Almere dovetailed nicely with his work. One might call  

Almere the epitome of artificiality. Even the land the city  
sits on is artificial. The South Flevoland polder was  

created as part of the Zuiderzee Works between 1959  

and 1968. Through drainage, this land was reclaimed  

from the largest lake in the Netherlands, the IJssel-

meer.
The city of Almere was designed from scratch on the  

drawing board in the early 1970s, with the aim of

138 139

providing room for the steadily growing population of  

Amsterdam. The first dwellings were completed in  
1976. The drive to establish and expand the city is great:  

from now until 2030 Almere is set to grow into a city of  

350,000 inhabitants. Insomething over half a century a  

city will have been designed and built that will become  

the fifth-largest in the Netherlands. Almere attracts  
urban design students and researchers from around  

the world, who come to see this feat of Dutch design  

and constructionprowess.

The artificial character of the young landscape and  

the new nature of Almere appealed to Marnix Goossens.  
Many of his photographs feature the association of this  

man-made nature with custom decoration. Like the  

pink flowers in a garden, which fill the image like  

wallpaper. The alienation and the surrealism in the  

young landscape recur in pieces like the picture entitled  
Cloud. Contemporary man’s increasing detachment  

from nature is further emphasized by the motorcycle  

rider whose helmet literally and completely insulates  

him from his green surroundings. This is a humorous  

footnote in the form of a self-portrait, about the pheno-
menon of the modern urban dweller as almost an alien  

intruder in the landscape, who mostly experiences the  

landscape at high speed from a vehicle.

Marnix Goossens lets this surrealism and these  
layers make themselves felt subtly. He presents the  

artificiality of new nature in Almere not with criticism,  

but with mild amusement.

RegardingNaturewas presented in Almere in 2000  

as an outdoor exhibition, and an eponymous book of  
the work was also published. The pieces, however,  

primarily exist as independent, one-off works of art.
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The ExtremeMakeover
TheDutch Landscape,Free Nature,  
and theLoss ofHistory

Passionate Love
‘Where the white tops of the dunes/glitter in the glow of the sun’ is the opening verse of an  

1870 Dutch folk song. ‘I love you, my Netherlands’ is the refrain. It is meant to be sung with  

resounding gusto. Such passion for the homeland was not a typical nineteenth-century  

sentiment. In September 2007, Milieudefensie, an organization that has traditionally  

campaigned for a cleaner environment, released a brochure. It asked Dutch citizens to answer  

several questions about the preservation of nature and landscape and mail in their answers.  

Milieudefensie hoped the results of this public survey would help it conduct its campaigns  

more effectively. The text appealed to an old emotion: ‘The Holland of world-famous endless  

vistas, the land in which you can happily relax, cycle, jog, camp – that Netherlands we all love  

so passionately – is vanishing.’1

In our time, passionate love for the Netherlands has long ceased to be connected to a  

nationalistic idea. Modern man no longer believes very much in the ‘big stories’ of the past.  

The focus is now on the individual and his experiences; we love the parts of the Netherlands in  

which we can hike and cycle. The similarity between 1870 and now is interesting, however, in  

that in both instances love of the homeland is celebrated via the landscape – because we find it  

beautiful. If this beauty is so important, it matters to find out what the Dutch mean by  

‘beautiful’. To people with a genuine interest in history, this is not an open-ended survey, for  

that Holland with its world-famous endless vistas is a cultivated landscape, created by people  

and often the product and representation of centuries of human endeavour. Milieudefensie  

warns that this corner of the Netherlands is vanishing because ‘municipalities, provinces and  

businesses [are allowed to] build wherever they want’.

The situation, however, is somewhat more complex. The historic agrarian landscape is also  

disappearing because propaganda is being waged in favour of a different, brand-new image of  

the landscape, one which we are being manipulated to consider beautiful. This new landscape  

type can count on solid and institutionalized promotion, on national and international  

regulatory schemes, on significant subsidies and on societal support, reinforced by the finest  

marketing methods. This is a landscape without endless vistas and without history: the  

modern fiction called ‘free nature’.

ThePicturesque Landscape: TheEnglish Garden

Aesthetic attitudes about the landscape are not timeless. Our present ideas originated to a  

significant extent in the eighteenth century, with the revolutionary concept of the English  

landscape park or English garden. It was revolutionary because it rejected everything that had  

been cultivated in the French baroque garden and created a beauty that was based on  

diametrically opposite premises. The French garden (such as the gardens of the Palace of  

Versailles, 1661-1685) has a strictly geometric architecture with a hierarchical composition,  

dominated by straight paths with long axes of sight. The English garden (such as Stourhead,  

Wiltshire, 1741-1780), on the other hand, brought in the picturesque, the beauty of the  

apparently unplanned, unordered (but in reality very precisely designed) landscape. The  

English garden has an irregular, whimsical form, meandering paths with unexpected views  

and highly varied perspectives. There are no long rows of uniform and carefully trimmed  

shrubbery; there is a great variety of trees and bushes, with many differences in height, shapes  

and colours. The English garden, in which nature was ostensibly given free rein, was conceived  

in opposition to the baroque concept, in which nature was empathatically subjugated to the  

idea of a rational, geometric space. The English garden, however, was as artificial an artefact  

as the French baroque garden. But the Romantic English garden conquered Europe because it

Auke vander Woud
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negated that artificiality so beautifully, because it looked ‘natural’. In the nineteenth century,  

this picturesque English garden became democratic, as cities were outfitted with public parks  

laid out according to these same whimsical, ‘natural’ design principles. The Park in Rotterdam  

(1852) and the Vondelpark in Amsterdam (1864), both designed and planted by the Haarlem  

firm of Zocher, are important early examples of this in the Netherlands.

In the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the advent of mass mobility and mass  

communications brought about mass tourism and the phenomenon of the day-tripper.2 Trains,  

trams and the bicycle brought city dwellers, more than ever before, into contact with the  

countryside – and there picturesque nature was discovered as well. Remarkably enough, it  

was found on the most barren, impoverished places in the country, places that had been  

avoided for centuries because of their inhospitality: the heathland, the sandy soils, the beach  

and the sea. There nature was not cultivated – there it was still natural and ‘free’. Itwould have  

been inconceivable to dedicate a national anthem to the white tops of the dunes in 1770, for at  

the time dunes were the epitome of poverty. A century later, as a result of mass tourism and  

mass recreation made possible by the new means of transport, the people – the city dwellers –

learned to appreciate the wasteland.

When the large-scale land reclamation programmes of the late nineteenth century  

swallowed up the wasteland in the vicinity of the cities, some city dwellers grew concerned.  

They founded the Society for the Preservation of Natural Landmarks in the Netherlands (the  

Vereeniging tot Behoud van Natuurmonumenten in Nederland, now commonly known as  

Natuurmonumenten) in 1905. Throughout the twentieth century, this society campaigned to  

preserve small chunks of free nature; ‘nature reserves’ popped up all over the country. Around  

1925, land consolidation began. In comparison to those of other European countries, Dutch  

fields and pastures were small, and land ownership had become highly fragmented in many  

areas, severely hampering modern farm operations. Under land consolidation, farmers traded  

land among themselves, which resulted in the formation of much larger, unbroken parcels.

The state organized these efforts and provided a new infrastructure: modern, straight roads  

and die-straight drainage ditches. New, modern farms were built, and all the old hedges and  

woods were cleared away. The modern agrarian landscape became flat and featureless; its  

character became rational and efficient. These large-scale projects came to an end around  

1985.3 If we add up all the land consolidations and land reclamations on the map of the  

Netherlands, we see that three-quarters of the national territory was transformed into a  

modern agrarian landscape in something like a century and a half. In the process, the old  

landscapes, with their hallmarks of centuries of agricultural and water-management history,  

were also erased en masse.

Nature Policy: The Overgrown,Prehistoric Garden
Undoubtedly,without land consolidation the Netherlands would not have been able to become  

the prosperous exporter of agricultural products it is today. About 45 per cent of the territory of  

the Netherlands is used for export products.4 The public, however, viewed the transformation  

of the countryside, as its scale increased and the economic agenda became predominant,

with dismay. The old landscapes, with their often whimsical forms and unexpected views,  

were replaced by modern, rational landscapes with strict geometric compositions and long,  

straight, axes of sight. As in the eighteenth century, a counter-movement emerged, intent on  

cultivating free nature, a movement that quickly grew in popularity and strength.

An interesting expression of the new zeitgeist is 1987’s Plan Ooievaar.Detoekomstvanhet  

rivierengebied(‘Stork Plan: The Future of the Rivers Region’). Itwas proposed by a team of

landscape architects, biologists and a hydraulic engineer.5 Their argument was that the great  

rivers of the Dutch delta had become rigid engineering spaces, far removed from the more  

flexible natural systems they had once been. Tomake them better suited to water storage and  

the development of nature assets, the authors called for dikes to be breached in certain places  

and for agricultural land to be given back to nature.

The idea of creating free nature was clearly circulating in Dutch government circles as early  

as 1990, when the ministries of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (VROM),  

Transport, Public Works and Water Management (V&W) and Agriculture, Nature and Food  

Quality (LNV) issued the NaturePolicyPlan. One of its most striking elements was the concept  

of the National Ecological Network (EHS), a national geographic, geophysical and biological  

network of landmark nature reserves connected by newly created nature areas that would put  

an end to the isolated situation of the nature reserves. The new nature areas would be created  

by taking agricultural land out of production on a large scale. Nature, in specific locations,  

would reclaim its ‘former rights’. By Dutch standards, this involved a lot of land. ‘We have to  

talk not in terms of tens of thousands, but of hundreds of thousands of hectares.’6 The  

Ecological Network marked the beginning of the liberation of nature and brought an end to  

about 75 years of land improvement through consolidation, to about 150 years of wasteland  

reclamation, and to a Dutch tradition of four centuries of land reclamation and drainage.

But the Netherlands would not be the Netherlands if farmland were simply handed over to  

nature just like that. From the start, it was unthinkable that a farmer would simply shut the  

gate to his land for the last time and Mother Nature would then be left to her own devices.

Giving back the land demanded much more, namely a thorough rearrangement of an existing  

site upon which was to emerge a ‘natural’ landscape planned down to the last detail. As in the  

late nineteenth century, the Netherlands saw the rekindling of a love for barren, inhospitable  

areas where man was merely a silent spectator: marshy expanses, woods full of rotting trees,  

sparse or instead boggy moors. The difference was that at the end of the twentieth century,  

these landscapes could be planned and created within a year, the desired level of barrenness  

included.

This new landscape architecture must evidently have become popular in a very short time,  

since the public finds these new landscapes ‘beautiful’. Perhaps this rapid rise in popularity  

can be attributed to a collective shock, and regret, about the violence to which Mother Nature  

had been subjected in this country, about the reconstruction of the landscape, as radical as it  

was efficient, that was carried out in the name of modernity. Perhaps the perception of the new  

nature has an uneasy ethical basis. It is also certainly clear that the new nature has a sig-

nificant aesthetic dimension. It creates the impression of possessing a prehistoric or early  

medieval antiquity – a landscape that existed before man started tinkering with it and en-

slaving nature. In this semi-open, ancient landscape with its alternating forests and grass-

lands, dry and wet areas, ‘wild’ horses and ‘prehistoric cattle’ run free. Brochures and infor-

mation boards tell of the rich biotope – if it is not yet visible in full, please be patient. The  

creators of these landscapes initially went as far as Siberia to learn about the characteristics  

of primordialnature.7

This postmodern artificial landscape, with its ancient evocations, shows remarkable  

similarities to the English garden. The island of Tiengemeten, covering a thousand hectares in  

the Haringvliet (a sea arm south of Rotterdam), was farmland when the Natuurmonumenten  

society bought it in 1997. It has recently been ‘reconstructed’: the farmers have left, the farms  

have disappeared, and with very precise planning and the use of powerful machines the island  

has been given the appearance of unspoiled nature. Brown, long-haired prehistoric cattle
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specially bred for the new landscapes wade through the painstakingly ruined and flooded  

fields. This is the new park for the southern section of the Randstad, the densely populated  

urban agglomeration comprising Rotterdam, The Hague, Amsterdam and Utrecht. As large  

numbers of visitors are indispensable to ensure strong public support and a solid financial  

foundation for such projects, the public can hike and enjoy the view in planned ‘natural’  

areas. The merchandising of this primitive, pristine nature requires properly administered  

‘experiences’.8 These are staged to provide spectators with pleasing images of yesteryear: a  

haystack, an old boundary marker, a quaint little field where a traditional crop grows. They  

serve the same function as the follies in the English garden.

ThePublic
Meanwhile, the feelings of the Dutch people about the landscape are being closely scrutinized.  

Milieudefensie is not the only organization that conducts public surveys to improve its  

performance effectiveness. The government uses powerful monitors to track the direction of  

the public’s passionate love for the landscape. The VROM minister charged the Netherlands  

Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP) with gauging landscape appreciation and  

perception among the public; the results were published in 2006.9 The Agency noted that  

appreciation rose in proportion to the increase in ‘naturalness’ and the ‘historic  

characteristics’ of a landscape. While both of these categories are evidently very significant for  

national government policy, the reports do not make clear exactly what ‘naturalness’ and  

‘historic characteristics’ entail. Definitions are lacking; there are merely a few vague allusions  

to windmills. We are passionate about our historic landscape and its world-famous endless  

vistas, but knowledge of its history is apparently of little importance anymore.

Policy makers are sure about one thing: the public wants its landscape to be beautiful. But  

what is beautiful? It is no simple task to define what aesthetic standards apply, yet we see that  

this issue receives significantly more attention than research into the historic qualities of the  

landscape. Current policy provides different answers, but two top the list. First, a beautiful  

landscape need not be empty (a startling conclusion, given our purported love for the world-

famous endless vistas). Second, a beautiful landscape shows that it has an interesting history.

The first point was officially established in 2006: ‘The people of the Netherlands particularly  

appreciate landscapes with a lot of natural greenery and with little urbanization and pollution  

of the horizon, such as the dunes, the woods and the closed landscapes of the upper  

Netherlands. They appreciate the open landscapes less.’10 This preference favours the creation  

of the semi-open landscapes with prehistoric cattle among fallen trees. Meanwhile, it is  

becoming increasingly clear that this landscape type, which supposedly dates from the  

prehistoric or early-medieval Netherlands, is a fiction. In the Middle Ages, and probably  

before, the Netherlands, along with large areas of Europe, was dominated by the landscape  

type known as ‘open fields’, open complexes of arable fields featuring small-scale parcel  

allotment and mixed land ownership, partly collective and partly individual in usage.11 Drenthe,  

which around 1900 was still a textbook example of this open landscape type with its open fields  

(essen)and heathland, has become largely covered in dense woodland over the last century.

Provincial policy remains focused on reinforcing this ‘typically Drenthe’ character with even  

more woodland, now by stimulating the establishment of ‘new country estates’, in order to  

achieve the objectives of the EHS.12

The creation of a beautiful Netherlands without historic endless vistas undoubtedly  

matches the tastes of the public, which appreciates closed landscapes with lots of trees more  

than the open landscape that was a trademark of the Netherlands for centuries. There is also

a significant natural science agenda behind the policy, however. It has to do with reducing the  

loss in biodiversity, a global problem the Netherlands has committed itself to solve in com-

pliance with strict national and international agreements. The government’s policy, however,  

is not trying to halt the decline in biodiversity by tempering our uncontrolled drive to consume  

(which is the cause of the problem); instead, it is concentrating virtually all its energy on  

developing a brand-new Netherlands that has to be not just beautiful but ‘sustainable’ as  

well.13 To achieve that idea of sustainability, a highly developed professional sector has  

emerged. It consists of nature and landscape conservancy organizations and consultancies  

and works closely with a new type of bureaucracy. The Natuurmonumenten society alone has  

more than 900,000members, which gives it political power: in 2007 it succeeded in nipping in  

the bud a serious plan for a new motorway near Amsterdam. This coalition is working hard to  

construct an idealized nature in the highly urbanized Netherlands, with wish lists for plants,  

animals and their habitat, which are labelled ‘target species’ and ‘target types’, and with a  

strong fixation on quantifiable results.14 There are (often laborious) projects for the  

‘reintroduction’ of animal species that are extinct in the Netherlands, such as otters and  

beavers, and some nature conservancy activists are already dreaming out loud in the media  

about the return of the wolf.

Beautiful Landscape
A beautiful landscape, the public surveys show, is not open and empty, and it should feature  

hallmarks of cultural history. What these hallmarks are is not always clear, but a solution was  

devised for this as well. During the last several years, the identification and reinforcement of  

elements of cultural history in the landscape was the objective of a national operation named  

‘Belvedere’, after the government report issued jointly by no less than four ministries in 1999.15  

Following the successful example of nature policy, Belvedere also championed sustainability,  

and the slogan ‘conservation through development’ was borrowed from the cultural heritage  

industry.16 It is a great accomplishment of the Belvedere philosophy that ‘cultural history’ (the  

usual term in this sector) was given a place in spatial planning policy. There is now a great deal  

of attention devoted to the usability of futilities of cultural history that are not important  

enough to warrant preservation as landmarks but that can be made interesting as follies in a  

new landscape, such as picturesque sale points for regional products, church paths, smug-

glers’ trails, old orchards, dovecotes or remnants of military fortifications. In the scope of

the great transformations to which the Dutch landscape is being subjected, however, the  

Belvedere projects are mere incidents. The quantity of wild nature is set to increase by  

hundreds of thousands of hectares over the next several decades, but the historical character-

istics of the Dutch agrarian landscape are being preserved on a very modest scale.

The causes of this modest preservation effort are familiar. The old historic landscape types  

are still obstacles to the development of an ever more efficient and more successful agro-

industry. The land consolidation that restructured the landscape may be a thing of the past, but  

European regulations, and especially subsidies, as well as international agricultural policy,  

have since led to a scale expansion and industrialization that is transforming farming areas in  

no less radical a fashion, as well as making the remnants of the old agrarian landscape in-

creasingly obsolete. Not just in the Netherlands, but all across Europe, life in the countryside  

and its related landscapes has been fundamentally altered in a short period of time.17 In the  

Netherlands, the number of farms fell from 80,000 in 1984 to 38,000 in 2004, and the decline is  

continuing. This means that the remaining farms are getting bigger and bigger, along with  

their agricultural parcels of land. The second factor affecting the historic agrarian landscape
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on a large scale is mass mobility and its colossal effects. In 2004, the statistical agency  

Statistics Netherlands (CBS) concluded, ‘A job down the street is a thing of the past’; 51 per  

cent of working people work outside their municipality of residence (in 1947 this figure was 14  

per cent).18 The effects can not only be seen in the expanding road network, but also in the  

facilities connected with mobility, such as car parks, commercial estates, home and furniture  

marts and recreation areas.19 The growth of transport infrastructure goes hand in hand with  

the fragmentation of the landscape. Everyone knows that roads and their peripheral facilities  

are never built at the cost of nature, because nature has been made sacrosanct.

The third factor contributing to the erosion and reduction of the historic agrarian landscape  

is closely related to mobility, namely urbanization. The government policy formulated in the  

Fourth Report on the Physical Development of the Netherlands (VINEX, 1990), plans for about  

500,000 new homes to be built by 2010. The newspapers are now pointing out the visible  

consequences of this policy. ‘Urban growth costs 31,000 hectares in agricultural land’ between  

1995 and 2000, de Volkskrant calculated; ‘that is the size of a city like Rotterdam.’20 And in  

2006: ‘The landscape of the Netherlands is taking on an increasingly urban appearance . . .

Over the last 15 years, the built-up area increased by just over 20 per cent, an area the size of  

the Noordoostpolder.’21

The fourth cause of the steady disappearance of the historic agrarian landscape is nature  

policy. The Nature Policy Plan in which the government launched the National Ecological  

Network in 1990 clearly allocates about 350,000hectares of farmland, using existing and new  

policy, for the development of nature areas.22 In practice this will affect mostly the small-scale,  

old parcels that are unsuitable for agro-industry.

New Nature
Mass mobility and urbanization have become virtually autonomous developments beyond  

anyone’s control. The modern development of nature areas has not yet reached that stage.

It may not be too late to pose critical questions that might bring about change. The most  

important questions are: Why are we accelerating and exacerbating the decline of the historic  

agrarian landscape through this nature policy? Why have the flora and fauna of the Dutch  

agrarian landscape circa 1900, for instance, which evolved in symbiosis with centuries of  

farming, become anathema in this day and age? Why are ecologists looking for reference  

points for our new nature in Siberia, and why are we designing fictitious primeval landscapes  

that look overgrown and in which artificially prehistoric cattle roam? Why are we not putting  

our energy and subsidies into the cultivation of the small-scale farm country that provided our  

world-famous endless vistas for centuries and featured a rich biodiversity? Throughout the  

Netherlands, the same choices are being made with little discussion. Existing small-scale

and not particularly productive farmland is being bought up by agro-industrial enterprises who  

use it to increase their fertilizer quota, and the land in question degenerates due to a lack of  

maintenance. Once it becomes unsuitable for agriculture, there are two possibilities: it  

becomes a construction site or it is converted into ‘free nature’.

How this process unfolds can be seen in the north of the Netherlands, in the vicinity of the  

city of Groningen, where the Westerbroekstermadepolder and the Kropswolderbuitenpolder  

are located. The two polders form an old land reclamation landscape featuring long, narrow  

parcels. Previously, in the winter and during extended periods of rain, the Zuidlaardermeer  

lake, which is situated alongside, would flood this land. The Topographic Map of 1850 shows  

this landscape as it looked for a very long time. A century and a half later, virtually nothing had  

changed. In 2007, however, these polders, now the property of the Groninger Landschap

foundation and with a subsidy from the Dutch National Postcode Lottery, were radically  

converted in a matter of months into a ‘wet nature’ area. This means that the area floods when  

the Zuidlaardermeer overflows its banks during an extended period of rain. This is exactly  

what used to happen in this area for centuries. The difference with the new situation is purely  

aesthetic; the designers have transformed the centuries-old, ‘boring’ green parcels into an  

exciting, ‘natural’ landscape. They have introduced variety and created favourable conditions  

for the officially designated ‘target species’ of flora and fauna. The biotope of the old agrarian  

landscape was apparently not natural or sustainable enough.

There are so many other examples. The country estate of De Braak, in Paterswolde, was  

laid out in 1827 according to the design of landscape architect Lucas Roodbaard; it is an early  

example of the English garden concept in this country. Its current owner, the national Natuur-

monumenten society, is letting the lawns and trees grow wild; the original deer park has  

become an expanse of brushwood. Yet the cultural value of this nearly 200-year-old park  

demands that it be treated as a work of art, that it be maintained by highly trained horti-

culturists as a historic landmark. But letting it grow wild is significantly cheaper and more in  

keeping with the image and the merchandising of its owner. Letting nature grow wild has  

become the norm for nature conservationists, even when it comes to an ancient phenomenon  

like the Norgerholt, a wood in the northern Dutch province of Drenthe. For centuries it was  

husbanded by the farmers of the area who harvested their timber here; the wood was their  

communal property. For the present owner, again Natuurmonumenten, the continuation of the  

centuries-old tradition of maintenance is irrelevant; since 1980 it has left the wood to the  

mercy of Mother Nature.23

This used to be called ‘abandonment’, when an owner was no longer able or willing to  

provide proper stewardship. Now the institutional nature conservationists enjoy the cover of  

broadly accepted government policy. Another example, of an entirely different type of ancient  

landscape, in North Holland: the Eilandspolder near Grootschermer, typical of the  

Netherlands that filled foreign travellers with wonder in the sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth  

and nineteenth centuries, is currently at risk of being transformed for the second time in the  

course of a few decades. First this vaarpolder(‘navigable polder’), an archipelago of meadows  

that were accessible only by boat, was converted, under the direction of the Dutch independent  

forestry administration Staatsbosbeheer, from an extensively used area of agricultural land  

into a nature area and thus surrendered to uncontrolled growth. Now the authorities intend to  

completely reconstruct the polder, with new bridges and roads and other modern infra-

structure for farmers, with an eye towards bringing the number of black-tailed godwits in this  

area in line with government targets.24

HistoricalKnowledgeBecomes History
Wehave not yet mentioned the fifth factor responsible for the erosion of the historic agrarian  

landscape. It may well be the most significant: the limited historical knowledge among the  

public, nature conservationists and policy makers – those who question the public about  

historical characteristics when no one can define what these are, not even the questioner.

The Belvedere policy may have anchored ‘cultural history’ in urban planning and in landscape  

design, but the leading role in Belvedere projects clearly lies with the urban planners, land-

scape architects and clients. They determine the place accorded to history and they choose the  

themes. Visual quality is often very important – a superficial feature, by definition. In a society  

with little knowledge of history, it is an achievement in itself to interest the public in an historic  

artefact being staged as an ‘experience’. The agrarian landscape of the Netherlands is filled
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with lieux de mémoire, but who can still remember the stories? The Dutch primary school  

teacher training programme currently devotes less than 2 per cent of its curriculum to the  

teaching of history; ‘homeland’ history has practically become an oddity. To halt the huge  

erosion of historical knowledge, academics recently compiled a historical canon of people and  

events considered of crucial importance in the history of the Netherlands. This canon, how-

ever, is a minimal list. There is a multitude of things that fall outside this canon, as well as  

beyond the time horizon of the new generation.

The landscape is full of lieuxdemémoire,but the populace has no historical memories left.
These places, having commanded a respected position for centuries, now lead an anarchic,  

neglected existence. Our treatment of these numerous historic sites stands in glaring contrast  

to the attention, the energy and the money expended on landmark buildings. In the last two  

decades, a slew of buildings has been added to the list of national landmarks, a status that in  

essence results in eternal protection, however average or even inane their architectural and  

historical significance. In 2007 the most modest of train stations, a national landmark, was  

lifted 3 m and moved 150 m; it had to make way for the doubling of the railroad tracks. What is  

the national significance of landmarks like these, when the purpose of landmarks, by  

definition, is to remind us and our descendants of important events? ‘I used to catch the train  

here. It’s something from yesteryear, so I think it’s nice that it’s being preserved,’ the news-

paper quoted a bystander.25

Should the defenders of the agrarian landscape follow the successful strategy of heritage  

preservation and nature conservancy, soliciting broad support by stimulating the public’s  

enthusiasm for ‘something from yesteryear’ that it would be nice to ‘preserve’? Some  

landscapes have the status of protected national landmarks. The seventeenth-century  

Beemster Polder (north of Amsterdam) is even included, alongside the Grand Canyon and the  

pyramids of Egypt, on UNESCO’s World Heritage List. Landscape conservationists, however,  

are very wary of ‘freezing’ and ‘locking up’. A landscape is not a building; it lives; it evolves.

Turning a landscape into a museum may be incidentally attractive, but no one sees any future  

in a Netherlands that would imitate, on a massive scale, the village of Orvelte in Drenthe,  

where, in order to attract tourists, the clock has been turned back to the year 1900.

Should the agrarian landscape then be protected by a different type of government policy?  

To begin with, it is by no means certain that the national government has any interest in our  

world-famous historic landscape. Very little research has been done, in the context of the  

NaturePolicyPlan, into the agrarian landscape of the Netherlands.26 Furthermore, it remains  

to be seen whether the historic landscape can be adequately protected via agricultural or  

nature policy, as this sort of policy – entirely unlike landmark building policy – tends to work  

with ‘target types’. Such schematization is at odds with the huge pluriformity displayed by local  

and regional histories over the course of centuries.

Nor should we lose sight of the fact that government policy in itself is an alien element in a  

landscape; by definition, it means that the landscape is saddled with an artificial idea that has  

usually been conceived in a very different (bureaucratic, political) setting. Alongside an outlet  

sluice in the Waddendijk in North Groningen, a location that ‘in all its simplicity had featured an  

easy, sober beauty’, the authorities installed an artwork, ‘which meant,’ landscape architect  

Eric Luiten recounts, ‘that you suddenly had to have an opinion about the place and that its  

magic vanished at a stroke.’27 This is indeed an effect of a policy mindset that holds that we  

cannot leave the old agrarian landscape alone; we have to help it along with staged  

experiences – otherwise the public will definitely get bored.

In a society in which the knowledge of Dutch history is slowly dying out, a counter-movement is  

nevertheless emerging, one that aims to defend and even reconstruct the historic landscape  

for historical reasons – but also for reasons of nature and the environment, as well as visual  

beauty. In 2006 a ‘Netherlands Agrarian Landscape Society’ (Vereniging Nederlands Cultuur-

landschap), with this defence and reconstruction as its objectives, was launched; within a  

short time, it had succeeded in getting 34 organizations dealing with nature, agriculture and  

recreation to back its campaign.28

Toprevent such initiatives once again resulting in modern fictions, this time not prehistoric  

but historic illusions, the national and provincial archives should be given an essential role.

After all, when the landscape is damaged or destroyed, these institutions maintain the link  

with what has vanished, like a gene bank of the primeval forest. Research conducted in 2002  

for the Ministry of Agriculture and Nature showed that there are abundant archival resources  

in this country in the area of landscape architecture alone.29 The history of the agrarian land-

scape is the history of man in the landscape. Theo Spek’s exemplary historical-geographic  

study of the agrarian landscape in Drenthe demonstrated the possibilities of a modern multi-

disciplinary approach (geophysics, archaeology, onomatology, archival research).30 The next  

step is to find a way to reach the public, to let it experience the historical abundance of the  

agrarian landscape.

The old medium of the book will remain indispensable in this effort. In today’s society, in  

which a great deal of communication takes place through visual images, photography remains  

an exceptionally significant medium for getting to know and appreciating the ancient land-

scape in all its rich diversity. In addition, it is essential that knowledge centres (such as  

archives) also disseminate the histories of the landscape via the latest media. These include  

not only the Internet and Wikipedia, but even the increasingly popular hikes with GPS  

navigation; the hiking routes, with corresponding information, are downloaded via the internet.  

Such as hike 41 on www.historischepaden.nl, which runs past Tibma in the northeast of  

Friesland. Tibma is a small mound (terp) with a few farms. This very slight elevation in the  

prehistoric coastal landscape was created more than a thousand years ago; its earliest  

inhabitants made a hillock for themselves and their livestock that is 2 m higher than its  

surroundings. Tibma is listed in an inventory of possessions of the Abbey of Fulda (in Hesse,  

west-central Germany) in the year 822 – an impressive example of the long-distance networks  

of the elite of the early Middle Ages. For the moment, the combination of the modern media of  

the Internet and GPS receivers may be the most effective means of protecting the historic  

agrarian landscape from further erosion; they can open the eyes of many people and inspire  

them to look at things critically. The best protection comes about when the public not only finds  

the landscape superficially ‘beautiful’ but gets to know it properly and starts to love it. Not  

based on the egocentric motives celebrated by Milieudefensie (the landscape as a staging  

ground for our physical adventures, like jogging and relaxing), but on the respect that land-

marks in a civilized and wealthy country deserve.

In 1873, attorney Victor de Stuers shook the Netherlands awake with his article in DeGids,  

‘Holland op zijn smalst’ (‘Holland at Its Narrowest’), in which he denounced the prevailing  

indifference to landmark buildings and monuments and historically significant works of art,  

thereby laying the groundwork for the Dutch heritage conservation movement. It is time for

a similar alarm to be sounded about the historic agrarian landscape – otherwise there will  

be nothing left of it one or two generations from now, The Netherlands will consist of urban  

agglomerations, agro-industry and the great postmodern city parks we call free nature. <

http://www.historischepaden.nl/
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Driessens &Verstappen
Frankendael 2001,SceneG

Digital photography,  

custom software

Single screen projection  

2001

pp. 164-173

stills from
Frankendael 2001, Scene G

January 2001–January 2002

Digital photography, custom

software, nosound

9’

Collection of the Boijmans Van  

Beuningen Museum,Rotterdam  

Courtesy of VOUS ETES ICI  

gallery, Amsterdam

Frankendael 2001, Scene G is part of a project for  

which the artists documented several locations in Park  
Frankendael in Amsterdam over the course of a year.

‘Huize Frankendael’ is an estate with a history going  

back to the seventeenth century. It is the only country  

estate to have survived within the expanding city limits  

of Amsterdam. Frankendael House and its surrounding  
former gardens have now been declared a cultural  

heritage site. An extensive study of the history of the  

gardens around Frankendael House determined their  

new look under the name Park Frankendael: historic  

gardens from past centuries were partially reconstruc-
ted and a newly designed section was laid out along-

side this historicizing domain of cultivated nature. This  

very cultural layered park, preserved out of cultural  

awareness, is now being merchandised as a way of  

experiencing nature. Tourist brochures boast of  
‘wonderful walks’ through Park Frankendael, where  

visitors can enjoy trees, a sunbathing meadow and  

even a genuine swamp.

Artists Maria Verstappen (b. 1964, Someren) and  

Erwin Driessens (b. 1963, Wessem) have worked as a  

duo ever since art school. They are interested in  

scientific research into energies and mechanisms that  

spontaneously create order and patterns of organic  

growth out of chaos. As artists they usually concentrate  
on developing software that simulates these patterns  

of growth. They strive to create art made or developed  

not through subjective human choices but rather  

generated by autonomous processes.

For Frankendael they worked, exceptionally, with a  

photographic camera. They took photographs in nine  
locations in the park. At regular intervals they took  

snapshots from exactly the same viewpoints over the  

course of a year, from January 2001 to January 2002.  

Using software of their own design, they edited these  

repeat photographs into a slow-motion animation  
lasting nine minutes, in which the passing of the  

seasons can be seen. The work selected for ‘Nature as  

Artifice’ is one of the nine, which explains the addition  

of SceneG in the title. This work was made in a place  

where the park features the style of an English garden
– a style that aimed to mimic the slopes and the  

whimsy of ‘pure nature’.

As in their other work, the artist duo partly object-

ified the making of the artwork in Park Frankendael. In  

this case they did so by systematizing the observation of  
nature through repeat photography and automating the  

display of the images in animation form. This enables a  

filmic experience of the seasons that is impossible in  

reality. The accelerated representation of growth is  

familiar from nature documentaries. This association  

with the media manipulation of our gaze on nature is  

reinforced by the spatial installation of Frankendael:  

the work is projected onto a wall inside a dark room and  

the spectator watches it from a ‘cinema set-up’.
The deceptively simple Park Frankendael, in subtle  

and implicit ways, shows how complex, historically and  

culturally layered, and subject to media manipulation  

the urban experience of nature is.



164 165



166 167



168 169



170 171



172 173



p. 176
By the Sea 1995  

19 x 45 cm

p. 177

Fly-Over II 1996

300 x 120 cm

p. 178

Fly-Over III 2003

220 x 161 cm

p. 179
Backyard IWheely bin  

Backyard II Fridge  

Backyard III Doormat  

2004

220 x146 cm

p. 180

Backyard IVPond
Backyard IXDecorative tiles  

Backyard VRubbish

2004

220 x 146cm

p. 181
Backyard VIRotaryline  

Backyard VII Anarchy  

Backyard VIII BBQ  

2004

220 x146 cm

p. 182

Street 1998

185x 400cm

p. 183

Brueder 1996

185 x 510 cm

pp.184-185

Later...2001

175x 335cm

p. 187

Pylon 2007

195x 130cm

Chromogenic color prints

Courtesyof Akinci Gallery  

Amsterdam

Photoworks  

1995-2007 Edwin Zwakman
variousworks

Visual artist Edwin Zwakman (b. 1969, The Hague)  

occupies a unique position within ‘Nature as Artifice’.  
He is the only photographer who photographs not the  

actual landscape of the Netherlands, but rather  

simulations of it in the form of maquettes in his studio.  

His photographs, however, come closer to the essence  

of the identity of the Dutch landscape than straight  
photographs. In the completely manufacturable land  

that is the Netherlands, Zwakman attempts to grasp  

the mindset out of which this landscape emerges.

After spending his youth in the conservative royal  

capital of The Hague, Edwin Zwakman moved to  
Rotterdam in 1989. The constant building activity in this  

city, which went through decades of reconstruction  

following the Second World War, got him thinking  

about the manufacturability of the Dutch landscape. He  

began to reproduce the construction activity in the land  
in his studio. He compares this with the way children  

play with dolls or building blocks. In his view, these are  

reproductions and abstractions that help us to imitate  

the real world, learn about it and come to grips with it.

Zwakman is interested in the way we live in all sorts  

of networks and structures: electricity and com-

munication networks, networks of roads, rhythms and  

schedules of time, logistical and social networks,  

geographic networks of longitude and latitude –
according to Zwakman this is an oppressive realization.  

In a densely populated and regulated area like the  

Netherlands, this even finds expression in the land-

scape. It is not that Zwakman rejects this idea: he  

recognizes that he is part of these ‘grids’ and that they  
run through his mind. In reproducing our surroundings  

in the form of maquettes he is trying to get insight into  

these structures and networks.

In making his maquettes, Edwin Zwakman works  

exclusively from memory, never from photographs or  
other representations. He frequently uses the word  

‘database’ as a metaphor for memory. From this  

database he draws the images with which he puts  

together his models of the Dutch landscape.

Zwakman calls his early works with the title

Fly-Over (such as 1996’s Fly-Over II in ‘Nature as  

Artifice’) encyclopaedic works, inspired by works such  
as the painting The Tower of Babel by Brueghel. In  

them he tried to present a summary of the main  

elements that make up the landscape of the  

Netherlands. These are all landscape elements in  

which the controlling aspect and the grid thinking of  
the Dutch land are expressed; 1930s terrace houses,  

for instance, or 1960s tower blocks, all kinds of roads  

and a traffic junction, types of Dutch water in the form  

of rivers and brooks but also a water-purification plant  

and a coastline with a regular pattern of breakwaters.  
The style of these early works was still influenced by  

paintings of the Hague School, which Zwakman had  

seen in places like the Mauritshuis, the Gemeente-

museum and Panorama Mesdag in The Hague.

In part because of his move to Rotterdam, and  
because he came into contact with photographers of  

the Düsseldorf School at his photographic laboratory in  

Germany, he developed a less picturesque landscape  

style in his photographs. More no-nonsense neutrality  

emerged, and by working with a field camera Zwakman  

achieved more open compositions. Zwakman  

considers himself less systematic, less scientific,  

however, than the photographers of the Düsseldorf  

School or than Dan Graham, with whom he studied.
He calls his own quest more psychological, a quest  

towards identifying a mindset.

In addition to his landscape photographs of  

maquettes, Zwakman also produces entirely different  

work, in the form of interventions in the (actual) urban  
environment. For instance, as part of the ‘Iconic Target’  

exhibition in Ludwig Forum in Aachen (2007), he  

painted several sand excavators white and added the  

letters ‘UN’. As part of an art project in an extension to  

a hospital he had a section of the floor replaced by a  

transparent floor that made the underlying networks of  

cables and pipes visible. Both interventions, which he  

calls activist, make us aware of the structures –

political and technological in this case – in which we  

operate.
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Hans Werlemann
16,500,000Colleagues

Single screen video  

2003
pp. 190-199

Stills from

16,500,000Colleagues

2003

Incooperationwith  

Jos Stoopman

Digital video  

55’, looped

Hans Werlemann (b. 1948, Rotterdam) is first and

foremost an artist of ideas, which he expresses in
photographs and video. His own keywords for his

work are:

Mobility
Experience of the (urban) space  

City

Urban visual culture  

Looking at things like a child  

Staring

Starting in the late 1970s, Hans Werlemann was part of  

Utopia, a Rotterdam collective of people with all sorts  
of artistic professions, including artists, designers and  

people from the world of theatre. This collective was  

focused, in its own words, on ‘art and technology’.

Their philosophy was marked by a positive fascination  

with technology, labour, industry and the port. The  
associations this evokes with Futurism were even  

explicitly identified by the members of the collective.  

This is a very Rotterdam focus. In the post-war period,  

Rotterdam was known as the working city, in contrast  

with Amsterdam, which was the city of culture. In  
Rotterdam there were other multidisciplinary collec-

tives in which art, design and media came together and  

which proclaimed this no-nonsense urbanity as well as  

a fascination with the Port of Rotterdam, such as  

Kunst&Vaarwerk (‘Art & Shipping Work’) and Hard  
Werken (‘WorkingHard’).

The role such collectives took up in the perception of  

the city came to the fore in the City of Rotterdam’s Port  

in 1980. Municipal administrators and urban planners  

hired Utopia to raise the profile of Rotterdam’s identity  
as a port city. The artists and designers inspired the  

public to see the port no longer as something dirty and  

polluted, but instead as a positive, fascinating environ-

ment. They did this with images and ideas that focused  
on technology, speed, shipping and the big city as  

positive elements. El Lissitsky and the Futurist F.T.  

Marinetti are quoted in the documents from these  

inspiration sessions.

Hans Werlemann’s artworks often do not have a  

simple meaning, but rather a diffuse one. ‘My pictures  
are a kind of wallpaper,’ he himself says. His unique  

ideas and pictures about the city frequently led him to  

work intensively with architects and urban designers.  

They would not so much ask him to document  

completed projects as to take part in the initial stages,  
in the creative process to get a flow of artistic ideas  

going. At Rem Koolhaas’s OMA in the 1980s, he was  

sometimes part of design teams for urban design  

projects. In sessions that sometimes lasted weeks,  

Werlemann would visualize the designs in photographs  
or video (of maquettes, for instance), to which the  

designers would then respond, but he also brought in  

other photos of his own as well as images from the  

urban visual culture that might inspire the visual  

design process.
Werlemann made the film 16,500,000 Colleagues  

(a reference to the population of the Netherlands) with  

former Utopia member Jos Stoopman, as a backdrop  

for Riek Bakker’s inauguration address at Eindhoven  

University of Technology in 2003. This prominent  
Rotterdam urban designer planned such projects as  

the construction of the Erasmus Bridge over the Maas  

River in the centre of Rotterdam, which has become  

the city’s icon. The structure of 16,500,000Colleagues  
is as simple as it is intriguing. It is a 55-minute moving  

video image of the landscape of the Netherlands,  

filmed from a moving car. Computer software freezes  

one frame from the video every six seconds. This  

creates a series of random landscape photographs  
framed by the landscape film, which keeps moving.

The automated picture selection and the continuous  

motion of the background of film images underscores  

the random nature of the pictures. As in the other  

projects in ‘Nature as Artifice’, this is an alternative to  
the constructed and static compositions of landscape  

paintings that define the traditional image of the  

Netherlands. The film also refers to the fact that  

modern urban man no longer lives or stands still in  

the landscape, but rather experiencing it mostly from  
a fast-moving vehicle like a car or a train.
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Bas Princen
Artificial Arcadia

p. 203

Car Beach
A shallow lagoon has developed  

near the harbour of Rotterdam in  

recent years due to an industrial  

land extension into the sea  

changing the water currents. The  

Royal Dutch Meteorological  

Institute issues wind alerts for  

kite surfing on the spot by SMS.  

Monday morning, September  

2001.

150 x 180cm

p. 205

Dam
A reserve pylon of the  

Westerschelde Dam is used for  

climbing practice. Wednesday  

afternoon, August2003.

120 x 150cm

p. 206-207

Sand Dump
An illegal sand dump in the  

harbour is hired by the nearby  

clay pigeon shooting club for  

paintball adventures. Friday  

morning, June2002.

Dyptich, twice 80 x 110cm

p. 208

Former Air Base
A former air force base is being  

transformed into a housing  

estate. On the construction site,  

an Evangelical pop concert takes  

place immediately after a hard-

rock festival. Friday morning,  

September 1998.

120 x 150cm

p. 211

FormerMotorcross Track
A production forest in an  

agricultural area was designated  

as a nature zone by the Dutch  

Association for the Preservation  

of Natural Monuments. An  

existing motorcross track had to  

be closed to satisfy noise  

regulations that came along with  

the ‘natural’ status. Wednesday  

morning, August1999.

120 x 150cm

p. 213

End of the Highway
Peugeot 205 burn out meeting.  

Saturday evening, October 2001.  

120 x 150cm

Chromogenic color prints  

Courtesy ofthe

Van KranendonkGallery

Photoseries  

1998-2003
Bas Princen (b. 1975, Zeeland) is a designer and  

photographer of public space. He did not start out as a  
visual artist; he studied at the Design Academy in  

Eindhoven and at the Berlage Institute (Postgraduate  

Laboratory for Architecture) in Rotterdam. He is  

interested in landscape as a man-made construct, not  

only physically but also mentally, in the way we  
perceive and visualize landscapes. Like many of the  

other artists in ‘Nature as Artifice’ he was initially  

fascinated by the over-regulated nature of the Dutch  

landscape.

In the late 1990s, as a designer, Princen made  
studies of the composition of the landscape of North  

Brabant, the province in the south of the Netherlands  

where he grew up and where he attended the Design  

Academy. He discovered that the same combinations of  

landscape elements, such as sand pits, covered-up  
refuse dumps and military drill grounds reappeared  

systematically in the geometrical landscape of pro-

duction forests. These forests are situated strategically  

between villages and are used by the villagers as large  

communal gardens for all sorts of activities that do not  

have a place of their own. A number of the photographs  

he took in North Brabant were also included in his  

series ArtificialArcadia.

Princen is interested in the way people spend their  
leisure time in different landscapes, even when these  

areas, at first glance, seems to offer no reason to do so.  

By photographing these, Princen visualizes Arcadias in  

places that are designed for entirely different uses, or  

that are not designed at all, but are simply wastelands  
in the undefined phase between one function and the  

other.

We see, for example, climbers take a boat out to one  

of the Westerschelde dam’s concrete reserve pillars,  

where they practice the originally natural pastime of  
mountain climbing. We see a pop concert on a former  

air force base, a sand depot that turns into a perfect  

rally course for four-wheel drives after a rain shower,  

casually dumped sand heaps that become a natural  

arena for paint-ball battles for members of the nearby  
clay skeet club and children who play in a former

timber forest that, after serving as a motorcross  

course, was ultimately declared a nature area by  
Natuurmonumenten, the Dutch society for the  

protection of nature reserves.

Princen became fascinated by the way that invisible  

elements organize landscape and the way they are  

used. That can be information which is communicated  
by modern means like websites on the internet or  

SMS-alerts, but it can also depend on which day of the  

week it is or how hard the wind is blowing. For in-

stance, a large number of birdwatchers may suddenly  

gather in a certain spot because an SMS-alert has  
been sent out about a sighting of a rare bird. The  

KNMI (Royal Dutch Meteorological Institute) can send  

special wind alerts by text message to subscribers,

for example about ideal weather conditions for kite  

surfing at certain locations.
Bas Princen takes photographs with a field camera,  

usually from a somewhat elevated viewpoint. The  

rather hazy or slightly overcast (typical Dutch) weather  

Princen often chooses lends at times a rarefied  

aesthetic to his pictures. The frozen monumentality he  
applies is reinforced by the large formats (around

120 x 150 cm) in which he prints his photographs.  

In2004 Princen combined 43 of his photographs,

taken since 1998, in the book Artificial Arcadia. He  
invited landscape theorists, a sociologist and a land-

scape architect to reflect on the artificiality of Dutch  

landscape and how this is being perceived and used.

Artificial Arcadia shows the flexibility of the man-

made landscape. This seems unrelated to the erst-
while intentions of the landscape’s designers. It also  

seems possible that the experience of the landscape  

has nothing at all to do with traditional natural beauty  

or a location’s visual attractiveness. Specific qualities  

for a sport, or information that reaches people in-
dependently of the landscape through communication  

media, can enable people to find their Arcadia in a  

place that was intended for something completely  

different or that is totally unsightly and bears no  

relationship to the Arcadia of idyllic nature we know  
from paintings.
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Gábor Ösz
PermanentDaylight

p. 217

No. 1, 5.12.2001 – 8.12.2001
Exposure time: 3 nights  

(6pm-8am)

91,5 x162 cm

214 215

p. 219

No. 2, 9.12.2001 – 20.12.2001
Exposure time: 4 nights  

(5pm-8am)

127 x 283cm

pp. 220-221

No. 3, 18.1.2003 – 26.1.2003
Exposure time: 4 nights  

(5pm-8am)

127 x 305cm

p. 223

No. 6, 12.1.2004 – 16.1.2004
Exposure time: 4 nights  

(5pm-8am)

148 x 156cm

Achmea artcollection

p. 225

No.8,23.1.2004-27.1.2004
Exposure time: 3 nights  

(5.30pm-8am)

145 x 156cm

Caravan as camera, camera

obscura, cibachrome paper

mounted onplexiglass

Courtesy ofthe

Van KranendonkGallery

Photoseries  

2001-2004
Gábor Ösz (b. 1962, Dunaújváros, Hungary) makes  

ethereal, alchemist-like photographs about obser-
vation, space and the way in which humans attempt to  

control space. He is interested in the relationship  

between inside and outside, and how the space in  

which you find yourself defines your view of the world  

(literally and figuratively). Ösz works with photography,  
but never with a regular camera. Using a method  

dating back millennia, he transforms an existing space  

into a camera obscura. Under the principle of the  

camera obscura, light enters a darkened space  

through a tiny opening. An upside-down image of what  
can be seen outside is formed on the wall opposite the  

opening. The human eye works pretty much along the  

same lines. Ösz’s interventions turn architectural  

spaces into gigantic eyes through which we see the  

world. They make us think about the worldview that  
underlies that seeing. Ösz seeks out settings and  

architecture that represent a unique social or historical  

situation. He has previously worked, for instance, in  

abandoned German bunkers from the Second World  

War on Europe’s Atlantic coast (The Liquid Horizon,  

1999-2002) and in a never-completed, gigantic holiday  

resort for the citizens of the never-attained German  

Third Reich (TheProraProject, 2002).

Permanent Daylight (2003-2004) attests to Ösz’s  
fascination for the control humans try to impose on  

their environment. In the Netherlands, Gábor Ösz  

became fascinated by the far-reaching control the  

Dutch exercise over the landscape and over nature. The  

drive to manipulate the landscape and nature finds its

most extreme expression in greenhouse agriculture.  

Ösz was struck by the enormous amount of light these  
greenhouses used to radiate into the Dutch landscape  

at night. In the wake of new legislation, as it happens,  

this is no longer the case: market gardeners are now  

required to cover their greenhouses at night to prevent  

such ‘light pollution’, a process now done with  
computer-operated light screens. In this project he  

turned caravans into camerae obscurae: in Ösz’s view,  

these caravans, much loved by the Dutch, also re-

present a drive to appropriate and control one’s  

environment. Ösz would set up a caravan-camera near  
a greenhouse complex. He would expose the light-

sensitive paper (cibachrome) placed in the caravan  

over several nights, when the light of the greenhouses  

was the only light in the vicinity. The greenhouses light  

up in this series of photographs like magical, unearthly  
structures.

The works of Gábor Ösz contain layered meanings.  

On the one hand there is what you see; on the other  

hand there is what you know of the situations that are  

represented. Ösz quite deliberately coupled the book  
Camera Architectura, containing all his works, with a  

second book with the subtitle ‘manual’. In it he docu-

mented all the background information: the history and  

the symbolism of the settings and the architecture he  
photographed, as well as the experiences, thoughts,  

ideas and feelings these settings and architecture  

elicited. With architecture made into a camera, Ösz  

makes personally engaged pictures about the social  

and historical dimension of architecture and spaces.
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Slippery Histories
Notions ofLand and its Photographs

When undertaking any kind of history, we are tempted either to discern or impose a sim-

plifying pattern on the messy confusion of what seems actually to have happened. This is  

history’s job: to order, organize and edit the description of events so that they not only make  

sense, but support whatever point of view the historian hopes to establish. This is as true for  

the histories of art as it is for the histories of nations. It is an approach that often lends itself  

to chronology; events are narrated in time-based succession, and cause and effect are often,  

therefore, implied or inferred. Such a presentation encourages us to see our past as an  

ineluctable march of progress, with our current circumstances as one of inevitable triumph.  

While this may be particularly common in the history of art, it is an approach Ihope to avoid,  

while acknowledging, at the same time, that the last several generations of artists have often  

shared political and visual cultures. Even before the Internet, the quality of photographic  

reproductions proliferating in books and magazines allowed photographers around the world  

to experience and absorb the work of their peers and their predecessors.

Despite its brevity compared to other visual media, the received history of landscape  

photograph is slippery, complicated, arbitrary and constantly open to reconsideration.  

Especially in the history of photography, we are faced with a limited amount of information, a  

medium that can be understood in a variety of ways, and objects that have changed meanings  

over time as the ways people have used them have changed. Many nineteenth-century land-

scape images, for example, were used first as descriptive and illustrative documents and only  

later, when they were absorbed into the realm of the art museum, were they understood,  

exhibited and cared for as works of art. For practical and pragmatic reasons, the first non-

technological histories of photography were limited to a few practitioners working in seren-

dipitously formed collections. Thus, Beaumont Newhall crafted his story of the medium  

based on his knowledge of the collections of George Eastman House and the Museum of  

Modern Art, emphasizing work from France, Britain and the USA, because that was the  

material in those collections and therefore available for his study. His book The History of  

Photography was published in its first form in 1937 and revised in five additional editions  

though 1983. Its disproportionate influence on our knowledge of photographs and their  

critical assessment persists internationally. (As an aside, we must wonder who would  

presume to use that positivist and confident ‘the’ in these postmodern times?) This is the  

reason why this essay, in a catalogue on contemporary Dutch landscape practice, has little to  

say about the Netherlands. Much as we may wish it were otherwise, American cultural  

imperialism includes the predominance of photographs of the American landscape on our  

thinking about this genre as a whole.

Surveys of landscape photographs have often invested themselves in establishing  

categories and definitions by which we might make sense of a vast and amorphous structure.  

In her seminal and still relevant 1975 essay, ‘Landscape Permuted: From Painting to Photog-

raphy’1 Barbara Novak places nineteenth-century photography of the American West in the  

context of the history of American landscape painting and the transcendental attitudes  

towards nature widely held among American intellectuals and theologians in the early part of  

the nineteenth century. She sees the photograph as extending this period, both visually and  

philosophically, and links the persistence of the genre to Western expansion, making quite a  

tidy distinction between the romantic and the realistic. In Landscape as Photograph,2 a  

decade later, Estelle Jussim and Elizabeth Linquist-Cock combined an emphasis on the  

content of images with formal concerns to define a variety of photographs of landscapes as  

standing for God, Fact, Symbol, Concept and Pure Form – a useful set of tropes, although they  

fail to consider the inherent slipperiness of photographs’ shifting uses and contexts. In 1992,

Alison Nordström

Thomas Houseworth & Co.
The Domes from Merced River. Yosemite Valley.  

ca. 1874

Albumen print  

39,5 x 51,5 cm

Collection of the George Eastman House, gift of Harvard University  

1981:1353:0004
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Merry Foresta acknowledged the longstanding importance of the landscape photograph in  

increasing environmental awareness while clinging to the beautiful and the sublime, even if  

only as a note of irony. Between Home and Heaven: Contemporary American Landscape  

Photography,3 an exhibition catalogue, shows a glorious sun-kissed river by John Pfahl  

beneath transcendent skies worthy of Albert Bierstadt or William Henry Jackson, but the  

image arrests us with its ominous nuclear power station. Robert Adams, whose photographs  

and critical writing will both be addressed later in this essay, offers us the ‘three verities’ of  

landscape photography: ‘geography, autobiography and metaphor.’4

As Maartje van den Heuvel makes clear elsewhere in this volume, contemporary Dutch  

landscape photographs owe much to the unique history and geography of the Netherlands,  

and to the painting traditions in which that history and geography were first manifested. In  

addition, however, I propose that we consider certain American figures whose place in the  

international world of photographic art the artists featured in Nature as Artifice have  

acknowledged as part of their own world views. This short essay will consider the distinctively  

American photographs of Walker Evans (1903–1975), Stephen Shore (b. 1947), Lewis Baltz (b.  

1945) and Robert Adams (b. 1937), not because of their American idioms but in spite of them.  

By looking at these American masters as, if not the initiators, then as useful exemplars of  

certain approaches to the photographic landscape, we may demonstrate one of the many  

contexts from which the photographs in this book have emerged.

Walker Evans is not generally thought of as a landscape photographer, yet his influence on  

our understanding of the genre is profound. His famously ‘hungry’ eye and its accompanying  

camera turned to all aspects of the American scene, producing searing renderings of Great  

Depression faces, experimentally lit explorations of the planes and mass of African sculpture,  

taxonomic studies of hand tools, trash in gutters, glimpses from train windows, and inclusive  

documents of the ephemerality of American shop windows, hoardings, street corners, small  

buildings and signs. His own lists evoke the exultations of great American poet, Walt Whitman  

in their expansiveness: ‘People, all classes mixed, cars, the landscape they create, archi-

tecture, American urban taste, businesses, corrupt culture, sex, advertisements.’5 Evans did  

not seek grandeur. His emphasis, often through careful and conscious cropping, is on the  

counterintuitive detail, investing gravitas and significance in the overlooked, by virtue of its  

presence in the frame. This is an intensely photographic approach to the environment; Evans’  

catalogue-like treatment of wooden-frame houses in Mississippi, Georgia and Virginia (1936),  

like his loving survey of isolated two and three story dwellings in Chicago (1946) demon-

strates what poet Lincoln Kirstein described as ‘the tender cruelty of Evans’ camera’.6 The  

cruelty is in Evans’ unsentimental, indeed unflinching embrace of the world that surrounds  

him, in all its banality, shabbiness, tawdriness and desperation. The equally important and no  

less significant tenderness is in his love for it, a love that is perhaps heightened by his strong  

sense that what he loves is being swept away by the homogenizing forces of change. Like  

Eugene Atget, Evans can be considered some sort of salvage ethnographer, determined to  

record and preserve the fleeting present by investing it with significance before it vanishes  

into the forgotten past.

Kirstein’s phrase has come to embody a photographic approach to the world that is both  

coldly observant and passionately engaged. It has appeared most recently as the title of the  

massive and wide-ranging exhibition held at London’s Tate Modern in 2003. Cruel and  

Tender:TheReal in theTwentiethCenturyPhotograph took Evans (and the radically different  

but no less taxonomic work of Albert Renger-Patzsch and August Sander) as a point of  

departure for considering the more recent work of a number of living artists, including

Stephen Shore, Lewis Baltz and Robert Adams, whose work in landscape concerns us here.
It should be noted that Evans was an early user of a vocabulary that is significant in any  

approach to the photographs of Nature as Artifice. ‘I’m interested in what is called  

vernacular.’ he asserted. ‘I mean educated architecture doesn’t interest me but I love to find  

American vernacular.’7 This inclusion of the unselfconsciously man-made within the  

parameters of landscape as environment is critical to many photographers’ choices of  

subject today and grants this view neutrality and innocence equivalent to unsullied nature.  

Evidence of humans in the landscape is, as Van den Heuvel makes clear, unavoidable in  

Holland; its land is fully domesticated and the marks of this are everywhere visible. Yet it is  

the unabashed enthusiasm for this tamed reality, as seen in the work of Hans Aarsman, Theo  

Baart and Jannes Linders, that suggests an affinity with Evans’ way of seeing. For them,  

highways, canals and half constructed housing developments are as valid as any of the more  

conventionally sublime elements of landscape and indeed, as with the work of Evans, it is the  

very act of seeing and framing that is transformative. That which we would ordinarily not  

notice in the world is made significant when isolated and emphasized by the photographic  

frame. The creative act of art making lies in the summoning up and definitive placement of  

this frame.

Another aspect of Evans’ treatment of the landscape is his appreciation of the found  

abstraction of such things as torn signboards, a suggestion of modernist painting that we find  

given a postmodern twist in the Pollock-like surfaces of Wout Berger’s intricately detailed  

field. We see an earlier variant of this notion explored in the early work of Lewis Baltz. His  

cool and taxonomic treatment of such decidedly mundane subjects as highway intersections  

and cheap industrial buildings encourages the viewer to perceive them as abstract forms.

In his exhibition and widely recognized publication, The New Industrial Parks near Irvine,  

California,8 he presents a spare landscape in which the natural world is barely visible, and the  

featureless exteriors of prefab buildings are reduced to flat geometric shapes in black, white  

and grey. Though in colour and produced much later at quite a different scale, the planes of  

Henze Boekhout’s colour studies suggest a shared approach. Although some of Baltz may  

have chosen some of his early sites because of some personal resonance, to the viewer they  

are ambiguous and inscrutable pictures of nothing, and it can be argued that this is exactly  

their point.

I would not go so far as to assert that landscape photography has seen an abrupt or  

dramatic switch from the search for a sublime subject to an anti-aesthetic that is intention-

ally banal and apparently subject-free; both the romantic urge to capture beauty and the  

rational inclination to survey and index have been present in photographic practice since its  

beginnings. Nevertheless, Baltz must be acknowledged as one of a seminal group of photog-

raphers who drew attention to the artistic possibilities of this new version of photographic  

minimalism, embracing sterility and an absence of emotional content.

This group, which also includes Stephen Shore, Robert Adams and Nicholas Nixon, re-

presents the first generation of photographers to hold the Master of Fine Arts degree. They  

are often understood by reference to ‘New Topographics: Pictures of a Man-Altered Land-

scape’, an exhibition organized by George Eastman House in 1975. It is important to recognize  

that at that time, these artists were not in any way a school or a self-defined group, although  

all of them were known to the exhibition’s curator, William Jenkins, and many of them had  

ties to George Eastman House or to Rochester, New York where Eastman House is located.

Nor were they the initiators of a new way of seeing so much as a reflection of a generation  

grown disillusioned with the values of their parents’ generation, including those of their more

Walker Evans

Country Store, vicinity Moundville, Alabama  

1936

Gelatin silverprint
printed ca. 1971 by James Dow from original negative  

19,5 x 24,5 cm

Collection of the George Eastman House collection, gift of James Dow  

1976:0191:0001
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Lewis Baltz
Road Constrction, Airport Loop Drive, CosatMesa  

From the series: New Industrial Parks, 1974  

1974

Gelatin silver print  

15 x 23 cm

Collection of the George Eastman House collection, gift of the photographer  

1978:0515:0009



expressionistically indulgent professors of photography. These young artists were not being

consciously ironic nor were they preaching a refined environmental message, although both

these inclinations have found their way into subsequent understandings of this work.

Stephen Shore combines the surveyor’s impulses of Lewis Baltz with the passionate  

fascination Walker Evans held for the innocent vernacular of small-town, off-the-beaten-

track America. He chose to do so in colour, a radical approach in the 1970s. Today when  

colour photographs are de rigeur on our museum and gallery walls, it is easy to forget the  

suspicion with which colour was regarded a generation ago and the sense that it spoke the  

language of picture postcards or advertising rather than that of high art. Perhaps it was  

Shore’s fascination with both these subjects that made colour his inevitable vocabulary. Shore  

and I are the same age, and today, for me, Shore’s images from the 1970s carry a curious  

aura of impossibility. They are too much like real memories, or at least like the fragments of  

barely remembered dreams. They are so movingly fixed in a particular time and place that I  

can read them only as quintessentially American and my own; it is hard for me to imagine  

their impact on a Dutch photographer of a later generation. This is a homogenizing American  

landscape in which California, Florida and Massachusetts are all equally made up of deep  

silence, harsh light, empty sidewalks, big, sun-faded cars, gas stations, overpasses and brick  

façades, and they are both cruel and tender, the tenderness perhaps exaggerated by time.

Shore was a compulsive diarist during his 1970s road trips; his journal pages are a  

bricolage of post cards, menus, motel bills, receipts and handwritten annotations. Perhaps it  

is in this will to autobiography that we find some congruence with much of the photographic  

landscape work that follows it, even that from a very different place. Thus the silent and  

empty highway of Hans Aarsman’s Lemmer takes some of its significance from the artist’s  

necessary presence at the scene. The mist-softened canal, scattered cars and dead-flat  

horizon of his Waterhuizenare as passionately Dutch as any isolated and abandoned Florida  

barber shop is American. Shore permitted and encouraged others to photograph whatever  

they found in their worlds, regardless of its import and even, at first glance, of formal  

concerns, with the confidence that it would matter. It is not surprising somehow, that some  

35 years after these pictures were taken, at least in part as a rejection of sublimity, that they  

manifest it so strongly. It is not, to be sure, the fresh and apparently confident sublime of a  

Timothy O’Sullivan or an Ansel Adams, but rather something based on knowledge derived  

from experience, better suited to our more uncertain and ambiguous times.

The question of beauty in this changed approach to the landscape and to landscape  

photography is perhaps most directly addressed in the photographs and writings of Robert  

Adams (American, b. 1937). His most memorable images, while as apparently random and  

pointless as any of those of the other ‘new topographers’ are also as unequivocally beautiful  

as any intentional landscape by Edward Weston; the source of that beauty, however, might be  

a sky-filling black smudge of burning oil, or a sea of faceless tract houses. Like the architect  

and theoretician Robert Venturi, whose Learning from Las Vegas,9 originally published in  

1972, urged on architects the appreciation and appropriation of vernacular buildings, signage  

and the like, Adams encourages us to find beauty in even the chaos and degradation that  

typically surround us. It is important to note that Adams’s overall tone is not one of despair,  

though he recognizes that ‘scenic grandeur is today sometimes painful. The beautiful places  

to which we journey for inspiration surprise us by the melancholy they can induce.’10 The  

traditional values he espouses are an insistence on form and on the image maker’s personal  

delight in its discovery and expression; these are values that would have been affirmed even  

by the Pictorialists, a school of photographers at the beginning of the twentieth century who

tried to emulate painting and graphical techniques in their photographs. Adams may be  

pointing to a universal aesthetic inherent in every turning of the camera onto the world  

around us.

Landscape is probably too big a genre to be usefully considered as a single category. Its  

tradition in photography begins almost as early as the first fixing of an image and it has  

continued to the present in multiple permutations and around the world. The scenic views  

of the nineteenth century, like the popular vistas of the twentieth century’s calendars,  

billboards and popular magazines, provide a broad context for our ongoing desire to look at  

and capture the world. So do the many intentions of contemporary artistic endeavours.

Nature asArtifice.<
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Robert Adams

Mobile homes, Jefferson County, Colorado  

1973

Gelatin silver print  

15 x 19 cm

Collection of the George Eastman House  

1977:0148:0005

Stephen Shore

Main Street, Gull Lake, Saskatchewan  

August 18,1974

Chromogenic color print  

printed 1975

19.5 x 24.5 cm
Collection of the George Eastman House  

1977:0021:0001
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Frank van der Salm
variousworks

p. 235

Ground2001

120x 150cm
commissioned byKunstdelta  

Drechtsteden, Dordrecht

p. 237

NL-1997-1 1997

18 x 22,5 cm

pp. 238-239

Network 2006

100 x 272cm
commissioned byInterpolis,  

Tilburg

pp. 240-241

Screen 2006

92 x200 cm
commissioned byInterpolis,  

Tilburg

p. 243

Square 2006

90 x121 cm
commissioned byInterpolis,  

Tilburg

Chromogenic color prints

Courtesy ofMKgalerie.nl,  

Rotterdam/Berlin

Photoworks  

1997-2006
Whereas other photographers in ‘Nature as Artifice’  

produce series, installations or books, Frank van der  
Salm (b. 1964, Delft) creates one-off monumental  

works.

Van der Salm works with a 4 x 5-inch field camera.  

Although his pictures often look as though they have  

been extensively retouched and as though the land-
scapes are not real, this is only rarely the case.

Frank van der Salm is interested in the tension  

between real and not real. Through playing with focus,  

in particular, he is able to give those who look at his  

photographed landscapes the feeling that what they  
are looking at is not real. Because we are not  

accustomed to seeing landscapes situated at a  

distance, partly in focus and partly out of focus, our  

brains register that we must be dealing with landscape  

on a miniature scale: maquettes. This trick shifts  
attention from the specific to the general, from the  

identifiable location to structures and systems out of  

which landscapes are assembled. Van der Salm  

underscores this game of real and not real, of reality  

and model by never linking the topographic identity of  

the location to his works. He always uses generic  

names instead, such as Domicile (2002), Mezzanine  

(2002),Sequence(2004),Unit (2005)or Grid (2006).

With his photographic works, Van der Salm creates an  
image of ‘the’ metropolis of our time.

Beyond a tension between nature and culture, Frank  

van der Salm’s work can be said to be about culture  

that has become our new nature. His landscapes,  

virtually without exception, are man-made environ-
ments: (urban) or suburban settings or interiors of  

spaces marked by an impersonal, functional structure.  

Van der Salm’s work represents the development of an  

idea present in a more rudimentary form in the work of  

Bernd and Hilla Becher and the other photographers  
who were brought together in the ‘New Topographics’  

exhibition in 1975: the idea that impersonal, functional  

architecture and functional, man-made environments

have an inherent beauty of their own. The systematic  

rhythms and patterns in architecture on which Van der  
Salm concentrates, unique hues of natural and  

artificial light, give his urban settings an unearthly  

transparency and beauty. This is more than a mere  

beautiful photograph of a building or location. Van der  

Salm’s works express an admiration for the urban as  
man’s new natural environment. They attempt to  

uncover the essence of this new cultural nature by  

careful observation, analysis, abstraction and, through  

the plethora of colourful visual impressions, by  

experiencing its sometimes quasi-delirious beauty.
Given the effect produced by Van der Salm’s images,  

it is no surprise that Rem Koolhaas, the very architect  

and ‘urbanist’ who labels the city an ‘addictive  

machine’, is one of his clients: Koolhaas asked him to  

photograph his new Dutch embassy in Berlin.
Although Frank van der Salm has lived in the old,  

quintessentially Dutch town of Delft for many years, his  

work takes him all over the world. His subjects are only  

rarely Dutch. He usually seeks out the larger-scale  

urban settings of cities like Hong Kong. His titles and  
all other communication concerning his photographic  

works is in English, and his works are now presented  

and marketed internationally.

In the Netherlands he made one of the few works  
that depicts original nature: in NL-1997-1(1997)we  

see water, and in Ground (2001)we see a forest. The  

abstraction of these pictures and their typological  

titles, however, immediately strips this nature of its  

naturalness and incorporates it in the domain of a  
mental system conceived by humans.

The pictures Network, Screen and Square (2006)  

included in ‘Nature as Artifice’ were all taken in the city  

of Tilburg, in the south of the Netherlands, but Van der  

Salm immediately pulled them out of their specific  
context. Even these Dutch cityscapes become, as a  

result of Van der Salm’s interventions, representatives  

of a mental domain called urbanity.
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Arnoud Holleman
Nieuwkomer

Websitewww.nieuwkomer.nl 

2007
pp. 246-255

Images and texts from
the website, to be navigated  

interactively by the user.

The main leitmotif of the work of Arnoud Holleman
(b. 1964, Haarlem) is his sociologically focused interest  

in cultural attitudes and codes. Its most significant  
components are ‘artistic research’ and reflection on  

certain sociocultural subjects and themes. His art can  

range in form from paintings, embroidery, ‘sperm  

drawings’, film, performance or installation to the  

making of a television programme, theatre production  
or publishing a magazine. In 2000, he founded Re-

Magazine in partnership with Jop van Bennekom, and  

he still serves as its editor. Several Dutch artists work  

on this publication, including such artists represented  

in ‘Nature as Artifice’ as Hans Aarsman and Marnix  
Goossens.

In the project Nieuwkomer (Newcomer) he focuses  

on the Dutch perception and handling of the landscape.  

The subject of his research is the installation of two  

wind turbines: the modern successors to the windmills  
that are so ‘typically Dutch’ but by now little more than  

museums and listed landmarks. The two wind tur-

bines that are the subject of Holleman’s artwork were  

built along the A4 motorway in South Holland, precisely  

in the vicinity of one of these old windmills, which  
bears the old-fashioned name ‘Zelden van Passe’.

The wind-mills are located between The Hague and  

Amsterdam, and the interests of many different parties  

are atstake.
In the area around the turbines, Arnoud Holleman  

took photographs of the highly complex composition of  

this piece of Dutch landscape, in which many functions  

with apparently nothing in common are represented in  

a tiny area of land. Through reading and interviews

Holleman discovered which economic and admin-

istrative procedures, thought processes and feelings  
play a part in the installation of landscape elements  

like these in an intensively used piece of land. In his  

view, the way in which the arrival of the turbines was  

dealt with is typical of the way the Dutch cope with  

changes in the landscape. According to the archetypal  
Dutch polder model, centred on consensus, an infinite  

number of parties participate in the conceptualization  

and decision-making. The landscape is therefore over-

regulated, as is evidenced by the way in which the  

installation of the turbines is organized. One’s opinion  
about the beauty of the new turbines depends to a  

great extent on whether they are seen as a national  

symbol and heir to the old windmill or not.

Holleman’s research resulted in an artwork in two  

parts: the word ‘Nieuwkomer’ displayed on the tur-
bines themselves in neon letters, and a website. On the  

website’s homepage, visitors can click on and listen to  

a range of background anecdotes from various people  

involved (including the artists themselves) and the  

construction of the turbines can be followed in photog-
raphs to a soundtrack of Windmills ofYourMind sung  

by Dusty Springfield. Each anecdote selected is accom-

panied by a series of related photographs by Arnoud  

Holleman, although the viewing sequence is deter-
mined at random with each request.

Because the ideas about the changing landscape  

expressed in the stories is given so much emphasis on  

the website, the texts of the Nieuwkomer website are  

reprinted here in their entirety along with the  
photographs.

http://www.nieuwkomer.nl/
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01 Not to lose my shirt

Arie van Vliet—Grower / Initiator

AvV: We never had any objections from the people who actually live  

here in Zoeterwoude. The only one we did get was from an interest  

group called the Grote Polder Foundation. So when we got their  

objection,André Herrmann of Prodeon and Iwent there to talk to them,  

and after that they withdrew their objection because we managed to  

persuade them that we had good intentions in terms of the nature  

there and all those other things. But when they finally went up, the  

mills, well, they were a little shocked at how tall they were.

AH: Yes, I can imagine.

AvV:But you have to look at it like this: basically this is the technology  

that we need these days, just like they needed the old mills in the old  

days. And who knows, these new mills may one day be considered  

monuments by the next generation.

AH: How long had you been going around with the idea of clean energy  

before youactually started doing something about it?

AvV: We were growing tomatoes at the time, but it was a very bad  

period for tomato growers, because, well you know, the Wasserballe  

and all that. So we weren’t earning a thing.

AH: Wasserballe?

AvV: That’s German for ‘water balls’. Our tomatoes got a lot of bad  

press from Germany and we were hardly exporting any of them. So  

then Idecided that Ineeded something else so as not to lose my shirt.  

And that was that mill. But then you start running up against all sorts  

of things: the planning for the whole region, the zoning plan. You start  

off by going to the municipal hall in Zoeterwoude. The first time Iwent  

there I was outside again before I knew it. They were basically  

completely unprepared for that, like, they asked me: “What’s a wind  

turbine?” So then I started bombarding the municipal council with  

information to explain what wind turbines are, what the benefits are  

and all you can do with them.

At a certain point a majority in the council was enthusiastic about it. So  

that’s when you move on to the next step: you go talk to the provincial  

authorities, since the province already had a plan for the region that  

didn’t have any room for wind turbines. And then you also need to have  

a so-called wind report. And that’s basically how the wind plan was  

made. The electric company EWR was really enthusiastic. They had in  

mind to build seven of them. But later it turned out that the EWR had  

merged with the energy company Nuon, and Nuon already had enough  

mills of its own, as it were. So they basically just allowed our contract  

with them to expire. That was what was going on around the time that  

we started waking up. So then they tell us: Nuon wasn’t going to be  

doing smaller projects anymore. And that’s basically how Prodeon  

came into the picture. They were very keen to take it over from Nuon  

and they managed to get things rolling quickly enough so that a mill  

actually gotbuilt.

AH: Were you born and raised here?

AvV:Yes.

AH: So you must know the polder like the back of your hand.

AvV:Like the back of my hand.

AH: Can you say anything about all the changes that have taken place  

here in your lifetime?

AvV: Changes, well, you just run into them. Now Zoeterwoude is  

supposed to remain a green area, but Zoeterwoude was never actually  

green to begin with. Imean, if you stood on Noordbuurtseweg—where  

the municipal hall is today— in the ’30s and you looked toward the old  

mill the Zelden van Passe, all you would see was horticulture. No

grass. But now it’s in what they call a fen-meadow area, which means

there’s supposed to be grass growing there. Apparently there’s a plan

at that municipal hall that calls for all of this to go.

AH: All these greenhouses, your company... but not the mill?
AvV: No, for some reason that’s not included. And then there’s the  

‘Green Heart’ of Holland that is supposed to become a nature reserve.  

Exactly what kind of nature they want, I can’t figure out. One minute  

they put a noose around your neck and the next minute you have to get  

to work—but not without having your hands tied with all kinds of rules  

and regulations.

AH: But they are going to allow you to keep living here, Iassume.

AvV:Yes, we can keep living here. But you’re not allowed to practice  

your profession. So they are basically forcing me to close up my  

business or move somewhere else.

02 Mudsuckers

Jan Ballering—Cattle farmer

JB: Okay, well my name is Jan Ballering. I sell oil and petrol and have a  

service station in Leidschendam, and my wife and Ihave a cattle farm  

at Zoeterwoude. The farm has always been a private thing, also  

businesswise and all. We have pedigreed Limousin cattle roaming  

around here and it is our main hobby, for both of us. About ten years  

ago, our neighbour, Mr Van Vliet, came over to ask if we wanted to take  

part in a windmill project. I said, “Well, why don’t you come on in?” but I  

had a gigantic bouvier standing there beside me, so I think he wasn’t  

really sure if that was such a good idea—because we had only just  

moved in here. “Come inside,” I said, so then we just stood there in the  

barn and talked, because like I said Ihave a cattle farm here, but there  

isn’t any farmhouse that goes along with it, which means you end up  

standing in the barn if you have anything to discuss, since that way  

you’ll at least stay dry and out of the wind. So that’s where we were, and  

within five minutes Ihad basically just told him “yes”. I though it was a  

great idea, clean energy and all.

There was an alderman in the municipal government who was also  

very much for the idea, and of course that makes a world of difference.  

Because naturally it had already been presented in the municipal  

council several times, and there were a couple of people who were  

against it, also council members. So we decided to make a tour with a  

luxury touring car. We went one day with just about anyone who was  

somehow involved with it, we went along several routes where there  

were wind turbines. That way everyone could see for themselves  

whether they made lots of noise or little noise, whether they were ugly  

in the landscape or not. All the various aspects were covered, and that  

really helped. Except that, when the permits were basically ready, the  

environmentalists came and said, “Okay, but what if there happen to be  

any mudsuckers in the ditch water?” A mudsucker is a tiny insect that  

lives in the mud of the ditch and one of the mills is located precisely  

over a ditch, so we had to fill in ten meters of the ditch. “Yes... but what  

if there are mudsuckers living there?” Well, yes, then we would need to  

look into that. Well, lucky for us, it turned out there were many more  

mudsuckers at the far end of the ditch than there were where we were  

building, but if that had been the other way around, they would have  

simply shelved the entire project, evenafter ten years.

AH: Because of the mudsuckers?

JB: Well, in Limburg they stopped construction on an entire housing  

development because of a little marmot, so you can bet they would  

have done that here too. ’Cause if you let those environmentalists get  

their way, nothing ever happens.

And so then there’s this other story of “Yes, but what about all the birds  

that are going to be lying dead below it?” Well, I can tell you, I raised  

birds for five years myself in the village of Leidschendam, and Iwas a  

kept champion parakeets for five years—so I know a little something  

about birds—but there isn’t a single healthy bird that is going to fly into

a spinning rotor. Only once did I ever find a dead little bird, and it had  

been attacked by a crow. It was a very young little chick, so it couldn’t  

even save itself. And it just happened to be there under the mill, but  

now they’ve been here for a year and a half, nearly two years, and you  

never hear anyone talking about them anymore. ’Cause it just becomes  

normal. And by coincidence it was the eighteenth of June, my wife’s  

birthday, that the first turbine went up and started operating. So I’m  

the only man who’s ever given his wife a windmill for her birthday.

03 With an eye to the future

André Herrmann—Wind turbine manufacturer

AH: We’re 65 metres up in the air as we speak. Below us is an  

incredibly long steel tubular mast that weighs something like 160  

tonnes. We are up here in a machine house, which is about the size of a  

small bus. In front of us here is the generator, which will start spinning  

at its maximum capacity at wind force 6. With these two turbines we  

provide enough energy for 2400 households each year. The electricity  

generated here goes onto the electricity net, and from there it goes to  

wherever the greatest need is at that moment. My involvement in this  

project is that I basically supervised the procedure of applying for  

permits and such starting back in 2000 more or less, and Isaw to it that  

turbines were bought, built and put into operation, which means for  

example that electricity cables had to be extended out to here, a road  

had to be built, crane sites had to be created, agreements needed to be  

made with the companies that supply the turbines and with  

transporters, because it’s all stuff that needs to travel over the roads,  

and it’s pretty big so it can only go by means of wide-load vehicles.

Putting one wind turbine into place is actually just as difficult as  

putting ten of them into place. At a certain point we noticed that big  

players on the market were saying: “Wind energy on a small-scale is  

just too difficult for us to realise,” and that was back when we had just  

started up our own company and we had made agreements with the  

landowners Van Vliet and Ballering to put up these wind turbines here,  

together with them. Those are two landowners who are thinking with  

an eye to the future, who are very enterprising—also when it comes to  

running their businesses, like Van Vliet’s growing his hothouse  

peppers in a sustainable way—and who are always on the look out for  

new opportunities. And in that sense they are different from other  

business people, because they say, “Let’s just do it!” In the end it was  

thanks to their resolve that these turbines are here.

AH: So your mills ended up here in the Groote Westeindsche Polder. As

an outsider you entered an area with amazing local dynamics, a bunch

of different parties and they all have their own opinions on the matter...

André Herrmann: That’s what you get if you live further away from this  

polder, of course: that you don’t always find out about what is going on  

here in the polder. But obviously there have been studies here in the  

Netherlands about what people think of wind energy, and you see that  

in the municipalities where there aren’t any wind turbines the  

resistance toward them is considerably higher, or say at least seventy  

percent of the people are for wind energy, and about thirty percent are  

against it or have no opinion either way. Whereas in municipalities that  

already have turbines, eighty-nine percent of the people are in favour  

of placing more wind turbines within their own area.

AH: Van Vliet also mentioned that Papemeer Wind Park is trying to get  

a third turbine set up here, or is that no longer the case?

André Herrmann: Yes, that’s right. The original plans basically called  

for three wind turbines, and we are still busy trying to get the location  

for the third wind turbine on the political agenda, because that way,  

with three wind turbines, you could provide all of Zoeterwoude with  

sustainable electricity. And of course that would be terrific PR aimed at  

the province, the entire country and for that matter evenEurope as a  

whole, that this is a municipality that really is completely sustainable.  

The climate issue is high on the agenda, and the will is there, but  

unfortunately at the moment we still see some policy-makers in The

Hague, the seat of the national government, who, eh, are not displaying  

enough vigour to keep the ball rolling. In ten years’ time, generating  

sustainable electricity from wind energy isn’t going to be any more  

expensive than generating by means of fossil fuels. But until then, for  

the next several years, we are still going to need support. And, eh,  

there isn’t any of that now. Zilch.

04 Pas-de-deux

MirjamAtes—Zoeterwoude Alderman

MA: In my capacity as an alderman in the Zoeterwoude municipal  

government, I was co-responsible for getting the two wind turbines  

located along the A4 motorway. We did that because while we are  

proponents of sustainable energy, we also want to preserve the so-

called Green Heart of the Netherlands, to give the people who live in all  

the big cities surrounding this area some peace and quiet and space.  

We don’t think you can just start building wind turbines all over the  

place, but putting two of those along the A4, in a place where there’s  

already an exit from the motorway, and where there are greenhouses—

we felt that was justified. And in the process we were also thinking that  

maybe the contrast would be nice between a classic old windmill on  

the one hand and two newcomers—two of those enormous modern  

wind turbines—on the other. But at the same time we said no to any  

more turbines along the A4 and along provincial highway N11, where  

there had been talk of putting up more. That would have resulted in a  

something like a fence, and we thought that would be detrimental to  

the peace and quiet and the sense of space that the landscape here is  

supposed to give us. Because in fact what we really want is for people  

to be able to just enjoy that landscape. So the last thing you want is for  

them to be constantly distracted due to all the movement. That’s why  

the turbines are limited to a certain area.

AH: Was there actually a broad discussion involving the entire  

population? Or was it only a matter of decisions being made at the level  

of the local government?

MA: Oh no, it was definitely something the population at large was  

talking about, and it also wasn’t the case that all the various parties  

had been in agreement from the very beginning. The province had  

produced a memo that proposed a much bigger location along the A4  

and along the N11, and so that’s why we said that, okay, sustainable  

energy is very important, but the Green Heart is an old landscape with  

cultural-historical significance, and all those wind turbines basically  

wouldn’t be appropriate there. So as Isaid, along the edge here beside  

the A4, that would be all right to a limited extent. The people living  

around here were basically opposed to the size, to the height of the  

turbines, but they also all said they actually thought it was a good idea  

from the perspective of sustainability. And the funny thing is that also  

especially among children—we have a youth advisory board here, the  

children’s municipal council—it turned out that the younger people  

are, the more likely they are to accept doing such things for the sake of  

sustainability.

AH: So at a certain point the mills were finally there…

MA: And then it was a bit of a shock. Especially one day when I was  

biking through our village and all of a sudden Isaw those rotor blades  

spinning there in between the houses in a side street. It seemed like it  

was right there in the middle of the village. But then you see them  

again from more of a distance and you even notice a certain beauty in  

those two turbines: at the base they were expressly painted green for  

us as a way of softening our pain a little for what it has done to the  

landscape. But there’s also something decorative, since they are so  

big, like slender feet as it were, and then those rotor blades that  

sometimes spin together at the same time. It’s like a pas-de-deux, the  

interplay you see between two people who are dancing. That’s another  

way of looking at it.

AH: And what other kinds of forces are at play in terms of the  

management and the continuing development of the polder?

MA: The Groote Westeindsche Polder is an agrarian polder. We have  

fen-meadow birds here. We sometimes call ourselves the breeding  

ground for the grassland birds. And that is easy to combine with the  

kind of cattle farming that is currently going on here. And basically we  

would like to keep it that way. Our line of approach as a municipality is  

that we mainly want to offer the farmers every possibility for the future,  

within certain limits of course, but in terms of expanding and to some  

extent even increases in scale, so that the dairy farming sector can  

continue to exist here. You will also find a greenhouse farming  

operation in the Groote Westeindsche Polder area, but while that is a  

business that we are really proud of, we would say at the same time  

that a greenhouse area doesn’t exactly fit in with our fen-meadow area,  

with our cows in the pastures. Back in those days that was another  

reason for us to say, yes, there are already greenhouses there, so wind  

turbines near the exit of the motorway can’t be that much of a problem.  

In the meantime, though, we have started consulting with the grower,  

Mr van Vliet, to see if we can’t move him to a different location so that  

we can turn the area where the greenhouses are now back into grass in  

the future. So basically we want to reinforce the cattle-farming function  

in thisarea.

05 The world turned upside down

Ineke Hiel—Grote Polder Foundation

IH: To start out with, it was something that took place outside of our  

field of view. It all happened in preliminary talks. A property owner gets  

an idea, the energy company Nuon gets wind of that, and then the  

province thinks: “Hey, our plans for wind energy are going to work out.”  

Of course that is only made public if it involves any changes in the  

zoning plans, since those need to be announced publically in advance.  

So we found out—I won’t say too late, but eh reasonably late—that this  

was going to happen, and at a certain point we decided that we were  

going to file an objection, although one that was somewhat nuanced.

Because if we can’t stop this project, then we at least want to make  

sure—since we are still one of the proposed locations in this province—

that the Groote Westeindsche Polder will not be getting any additional  

turbines, since those would then create a sort of fence round the wide  

open landscape. That would not be good. If you build a fence round your  

garden, your garden will look smaller. With one or two wind turbines  

you obviously can’t say that those are going to form a fence, so we said,  

okay, we are not going to make a point out of this particular case, but  

we do demand that the municipality will make a statement saying that  

this will not create any kind of precedence. In other words, we wanted  

them to say that we will not be getting any more wind turbines after  

these.

AH: So what about those four new turbines that were recently built  

along highwayN11?

IH: Yeah, but those are located in the neighbouring municipality of  

Hazerswoude. And that is something you find in connection with any of  

the wind turbines built in this country, if I’m not mistaken. Go have a  

look at where they all are: they are always located right along  

municipal borders. Don’t you think that’s significant? So what does it  

mean when Hazerswoude puts them in its furthest back corner? It  

basically means that they don’t want them. Also in Zoeterwoude they  

are essentially on the border’s edge. And that leads to cluttering of the  

landscape.

In the beginning Ididn’t really have such a clear sense of it myself. We  

were more concerned about the impact that those tall mills would have  

towering above the skyline of a village. That was a big deal for us, the  

idea that you would be able to see them no matter where you stood in  

the open landscape. But now that they’ve been built, if you come in that  

part of the polder where the mills are located, you might think: ‘This is  

infrastructure, and it’s really just a narrow strip at the far end of the  

polder and in this case there are also some large greenhouses there,  

and that makes the space suddenly seem cluttered.’ That is exactly  

what we heard the landscape architects thinking out loud when they  

were discussing other elements of that landscape with us. It ended up

literally in their text: “We see the area surrounding the wind turbines  

as being rather cluttered.” So then I think, this is really the world  

turned upside down. I mean first an area that we consider to be  

beautiful gets wind turbines because that turns out to be possible, and  

then basically these landscape architects—outsiders who had taken a  

look at our landscape—said: “Yeah, that area actually does look rather  

cluttered.” And you can keep talking about “the cluttered part” or  

saying “Okay, then, let’s add some more, but only in that part,” but that  

goes against the policy of maintaining the green character of the Green  

Heart, the rural area surrounded by Randstad, the conglomeration of  

the four largest Dutch cities in the west of the Netherlands. And it  

completely lacks any long-term vision.

I would rather have them say, “Okay, this is going to be a location for  

wind turbines for the entire Randstad area” and then put 100 of them in  

a single polder, for God’s sake. I think we sometimes think on too small  

a scale. Now we’re already thinking on a grander scale about the  

possibility of putting wind turbines in the sea with all the difficulties  

that would entail. If you ask me, you are going to have to think more  

along structural lines as a government. Ifwe think we need to work on  

sustainable energy because it’s good for the environment, okay, let’s  

do it—and do it right—but not with this piecemeal policy, which  

incidentally also benefits farmers financially, because it is debatable  

whether you really want to allow that, since if every citizen can say, hey  

this wind turbine is a source of income for me… I mean, that can’t  

exactly be the idea behind making sustainable energy available. Aside  

from whether or not I am critical about that, by the way, but I don’t  

really think that is going to be the right way to get good, clean energy  

for the Netherlands in the end.

06 Man in a fancy suit

Nico van der Hulst—Farmland trails

VdH: We’ve laid some twenty kilometres of farmland trails, as they are  

called. So the only thing you can see of it are the little stiles and the  

plank bridges over the ditches, but otherwise the hikers just walk  

through the farmland, over the farm grass. None of the surfaces are  

paved. They’ve been open for use since 14 September 2006. As a  

farmer—I’m also a dairy farmer myself—you might want to just ignore  

what’s going on in the outside world, but you still know that people  

from the cities enjoy walking through such areas. They have more and  

more leisure time these days. And so we thought it would be a good  

idea to show that we are actually open to that new development.

Because really we do want to let people come out and enjoy the land  

that weown.

AH: How many different landowners did you have to approach before  

you could lay the trail?

VdH: For those 22 kilometres of trail we had to approach 33 different  

landowners. In fact the province was going to help us out at first. They  

told us: “We’ll send some people round to help you get permission  

from the farmers.” Ibasically didn’t think that was such a good idea  

myself, so I told the board that we’re just going to do it ourselves.

AH: Why was that?

VdH: As a farmer you often get a lot of hassle from the provincial or  

local authorities in terms of what you are allowed to do in running your  

business. And if you see a man in a fancy suit with a brief case walking  

towards your yard you are going to think, ‘Okay, wait a minute, I’m  

going to have to be on guard.’ But if it’s a farmer whose coming up the  

drive, it’s going to be more like: ‘Boy, that’s some weather we’re having  

this week, isn’t it?’ and so on, and you’ll find out the reason for his visit  

soon enough. At a certain point they’ll say: ‘So what was it you wanted  

to talk about?’ ‘Yeah, well, such and such.’ ‘Hiking trails, why would I  

possibly want those?’ they’ll ask. And you say something like, ‘Well,  

just chew on the idea for a while, but in three weeks we’re going to have  

a meeting in a barn nearby and there’ll be people coming from all over  

the whole area. There’s no need to say yes or no right now. We’ll all talk
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further then.’ And that’s something they think sounds fun: a bunch of  

farmers gathering together. With a cup of coffee and whatever else—

and of course if there’s one person in the group who is against the idea,  

he won’t dare open his mouth at such a moment to say that he really  

doesn’t think it’s such a good idea. Because there will be some others  

there who are actually really positive about the idea, who say, ‘Yeah, we  

really should just let the people who live in our region, in the big cities,  

see that we are open to it.’ And I forgot to mention that the farmers also  

receive compensation for that. We’ve managed to arrange that the  

farmers will receive ? 0.75 per metre of trail on their land.

AH: But this little stretch here, what would that be, maybe 100 metres?  

That isn’t going to bring up a lot.

VdH: Yeah, so of course that isn’t more than 70 euro a year.

AH: This stretch of the farmland trail runs past two huge wind turbines.  

What do you think of that?

VdH: Yes, well that is a rather touchy issue. Some people say that it’s a  

blemish on the open green space, and to some extent that is true, of  

course. On the other hand the authorities keep saying that they really  

want to have as many farmers as possible remain in the area. But you  

know, if farmers can’t or aren’t really allowed to work more to make a  

proper living—because of course you are bound tight by a bunch of  

rules and regulations—then you are going to need to be able to come  

up with something else in order to bring in some money. I don’t think  

it’s really that ugly, and in fact it surprises me, because I sometimes  

find myself at meetings that local residents also attend and they say,  

‘Man, that’s funny, those two modern windmills next to that classic one  

from the old days—the contrast is something we think is really special.’  

So if you ask me, I’d have to say ‘yes’: that really is true. If you look at it,  

it really is special and, well, something of the modern age. And that is  

also the way it is with development, with the so-called cluttering of the  

landscape, of course: it’s also just the modern age. Everybody wants to  

live their life, everyone wants to do business and earn a little money. So  

yeah, you are not going to end up with something that everyone is really  

going to like, but if you ask me, that’s kind of just the way it goes. And of  

course there are so many things are showing up gradually that  

determine more and more the way the landscape looks, that you really  

don’t evennotice how much it has changed in the meantime. Obviously  

you can’t simply put a lock on an area. That just wouldn’t work.

07 A million or two

Fred Boot—Miller at the Zelden van Passe

FB: My wife sometimes says: Everyday, whenever yougo to work (and  

we have to pass through the posts next to that bicycle path since this  

isn’t a public-access road), as soon as you reach the posts, it’s like you  

are emigrating. That’s when you enter rush-hour traffic, when we’re all  

honking at each other and people are eating behind the steering wheel.   

I know of people who shave themselves in their cars. Once when Iwas  

on the viaduct I saw someone brushing his teeth in his car. Rush rush  

rush, hurry hurry hurry, but when you get back here, there’s nothing  

but peace and quiet, except for the motorway.

AH: Could you give me a brief history of the mill?

FB: Well, I’ll try. Idon’t know everything. Ido know that it was built in  

1642 and that was because in those days this whole polder actually  

consisted of a number of smaller polders and each of those had its own  

drainage system, which was a bit of a problem. So then at a certain  

point everything was merged together, and then they needed what they  

called a ‘bequamen’ or adequate mill. So anyway that was when it was  

built, and well, basically since then there have been many generations  

of millers and the last real miller—at least who Iconsider to have been  

a real miller—that was a man named Borst. He passed away here in  

1972, I believe it was an accident, something with a stove, so carbon  

monoxide.After that the mill fell into disrepair for a while. Then it was  

hired out as a kind of summer cottage, for recreation, and by the time

we came here, some of the walls had deteriorated and there was a big

hole and mice were running in and out, and there were rats running in

and out. There wasn’t much of it left by then.

AH: And when was that?
FB: Idon’t know the exact date anymore, but I think it was in ’91 or ’92.  

Yeah, well, and it was quite a big thing in those days, because there was  

basically nothing here: no gas or electricity or water. And that’s the way  

it was here until ’97. In ’97 our daughter was born, and that’s when we  

got electricity.

AH: So how do you get your water?

FB: From heaven.

AH: Rainwater?

FB: It just falls from the sky. Whatever runs off the house goes through  

a charcoal filter and ends up directly in the well, and out back we  

collect it in a big tub and then use what’s in there. So it’s definitely  

possible. We lived here for years without anything. All we needed was a  

bit of discipline to manage to continue living here. For me, right now,  

the exhaust fumes are the biggest source of concern. Luckily the wind  

usually blows the exhaust fumes away in the other direction, but on a  

day like today, they’re going to come down on our heads. And eh... now  

we have these turbines and everyone is saying, ‘Oh, how could they do  

this?’ Well, personally I think they’re both ugly as sin, but I do realise  

that this form of energy could well keep us from something much  

worse. This is one of the forms of energy of which you can say that at  

least we aren’t destroying anything. And of course we humans are all  

doing our very best to ruin everything down here. I’m convinced of that.  

It’s even a question of how long this old mill will still be around,  

because there is also a plan for building a road more or less from the  

coast through to here, and I’ve seen maps and plans at Rijkswater-

staat, the Directorate-General for Public Works, that showed on and off  

ramps to the motorway here, right where this mill is now. And about  

five years ago Isaw a map showing a plan for the Vlietlanden housing  

development, which is right on the other side of the A4, and it also had  

buildings drawn right up close to the mill.

Officially we have the so-called wind rights here. Those are very old  

rights, going way back to the 17th century. Basically it means that no  

one is allowed to build anything higher than two stories anywhere  

within 400 metres measured from the heart of the mill. That fact even  

played a role when they were building those turbines: even those  

couldn’t be any closer than 400 metres from us. And that is how it  

happened. Because according to the original plan they were going to  

put five of those turbines here along the side of the road. In the end it  

was just two, and those were placed right there. But...eh…otherwise I  

basically thought it was a good idea to build them. Not that Ihad any  

say in the matter though. I’m a bit of a loner anyway in terms of all the  

different interests. It is the same thing with that industrial park and  

with the motorway they are going to build here: the kind of parties that  

have a stake in those projects are such that a million or two to move a  

mill from here and put it up again somewhere else is not an amount  

that anyone is going to lie awake at night worrying about...

08 The absurdity of it all

Jörgen van der Meer—Environmental Manager for the A4 motorway

vdM: I am Jörgen van der Meer, environmental manager at  

Rijkswaterstaat for the region of South Holland. Currently I’m working  

at the project office for the broadening of the A4 between Burgerveen  

and Leiden. I’m basically the one who has to make sure that everything  

is ready so that they can actually start doing the roadwork. And that  

means making sure that all the necessary land has been acquired, that  

we have all the required permits, that cables and pipelines have been  

moved in time, that all the procedures have been run through often  

enough—that sort of thing.

AH: So the fact that the Supreme Court has now decided against the  

broadening of the motorway means for you personally a setback that  

will entail loads and load of extra work?

vdM: That’s right.
AH: Also because, as Iunderstand it, the majority of the people who live  

around here are actually in favour of the expansion.

vdM: That’s the absurdity of it all. Because no one stands to benefit  

from the court’s decision. Everyone who lives around here, they are all  

for the expansion and submerging the A4. If you would go there and  

listen to the kind of noise all those people have to put up with from the  

A4 the way it is now, well I can tell you that is incredible, in terms of  

noise but probably also in terms of air quality. And that would all  

become much less if the A4 were submerged in a trench, but like I said,  

we’re not allowed to go ahead with it.

AH: That expansion of the A4 motorway would begin right around the

Zoeterwoude-Dorp exit, where the two big wind turbines are located.

Were you also involved in bringing those two turbines here?

vdM: No, not directly, since that is outside the area that is controlled by  

Rijkswaterstaat. It was primarily the municipality of Zoeterwoude that  

was involved in that. What Ido know for sure is that the turbines had to  

be at least a certain distance from the A4 motorway. We do have a  

policy about that, but otherwise, since those mills satisfy that  

requirement, there’s no reason for us to have a standpoint one way or  

the other.

AH: So…what do you think of those turbines yourself?

vdM: Well, I’m absolutely all for green energy, but it does need to fit in  

with the landscape. And actually, well, these two are awfully  

conspicuous, but you know, you’ve got to put them somewhere.

AH: Because one of the objections to these turbines was that once they  

were put there, people could argue that this little section of the Groote  

Westeindsche Polder is already cluttered with various buildings—there  

are the windmills, there are greenhouses—so why not say yes to other  

changes and clutter some more?

vdM: Oh you probably mean the Rijnland Route, which is supposed to  

connect the A4 where we are here with the A44. Yes, that is still in the  

planning phase, and there are still so many different possible solutions  

as for where it is supposed to link up with the A4...

AH: So that is not part of the expansion of the A4?

vdM: That is not part of the expansion of the A4. It is supposed to join up  

with the A4 somewhere, and that will be somewhere between the N206  

and the Vlietlanden housing development. And, depending on which  

connection to the A4 is chosen, it may or may not end up in the Groote  

Westeindsche Polder. I’ve seen all kinds of proposed solutions for that,  

including connections that go over the water for part of the way,  

connections that go right alongside the A4, connections that lie almost  

entirely on the other side of the A4—so there are still loads of  

possibilities.

AH: Iheard from the miller at the Zelde van Passe, 200 metres further  

up, that in one of the plans for the connection to the A44, it was  

positioned precisely above where his windmill stands.

vdM: Yes, that’s possible. Like I say, it will be somewhere between the  

Vlietlanden and the N206. And the windmill is located in that area as  

well, so there are undoubtedly places where the connection could be  

built that would go right over that mill.

AH: What kind of reasoning is that?

vdM: We take virtually everything into consideration: how things will  

look in the end but also especially the flow of traffic. What is going to  

benefit the flow of traffic? Look, there is already a connection there by

the N206, so you can’t make another connection too quickly after that,  

since that would disturb the flow of traffic, which would lead to even  

more traffic jams.

AH: And it’s not possible to make a combined exit?

vdM: That is possible. It’s one of the possibilities.

AH: And as long as the decision-making process remains such a  

delicate matter as it were, well, you’re not really free to say anything  

else about it, are you?

vdM: Eh, well, no, not on tape.

11 Like a king

Wim Borst—Localresident

WB: So that is where my father was born…

AH: … At the Zelden van Passe. Your grandfather was miller at the  

Zelden vanPasse.

WB: Ioften went there on holidays and sometimes I’d spend a couple of  

weeks in the summer and, eh, otherwise. Because he was also a  

fisherman, and I loved fishing too. And there were a whole lot of fish in  

the polder ditches. Tench and eel, that’s what he mainly fished for. And  

pike. Back in the days when my grandfather was still the miller there,  

that was basically his whole income. ’Cause he had 14 little kids and  

didn’t have a boss.

AH: So your father lived in the Zelden van Passe with…

WB: ...with 14 children...

AH: ... he lived there with 14 children.

WB: Nowadays everyone has to have his own room with a computer,  

but things were different back then. Nobody had that in those days.

AH: And, eh, did your grandfather protest or do anything to keep the A4  

motorway from being built?

WB: He wasn’t happy about it, because that meant the end to all the  

peace and quiet. He had been living there like a king. He could do pretty  

much whatever he felt like back then of course. I remember that the  

motorway was built and that he was pretty unhappy about it.

AH: Did he protest?

WB: No. He wasn’t the kind of man to do that kind of thing. He wasn’t  

one to go stand on the barricades.

AH: And maybe things were very different back then, the sense of  

hierarchy.

WB: Yes.

AH: If someone in a business suit came walking up the path...

WB: Yeah, but back then anyone who was just a labourer or a little guy  

in society would just go along with things. They figured that if the  

people in power had decided something, that then it must be okay.

These days, people are a little more inclined to speak up. But he wasn’t  

happy about it. I know that for sure.

AH: And of course you also saw the arrival of the wind turbines, didn’t  

you?

WB: Yeah, these new windmills... Iwasn’t for it.

AH: No?

WB: No. I didn’t think it was a very nice sight. But later on, when you  

think about it some more, you think, ‘Okay, well there they are,  

spinning round.’ I still think of it as a kind of horizon pollution,  

but...well anyway, it comes up in conversation sometimes in the  

evening, when you’re with friends, but, eh, I’m not going to go out there  

and stand on the barricades... ’cause that’s not really in my character  

to say that Iam absolutely against it. No, you know, Iguess I just figure  

that, eh, a lot of experts have thought long and hard about this... I do  

follow things on television about clean energy and ehm... so I think,  

well, eh, this is in any case a start. I can’t say that I think it’s very nice to  

look at, but in the end Ido think it is a good thing.

AH: If you could change things back to the way they were before in the  

Groote Westeindsche Polder...what would you want to change back?

WB: Well, in any case I’d make the ditches deeper again so that the fish  

stock could get back to normal again.

AH: Rather than getting rid of the A4, for example?

WB: Yeah, but you can’t get rid of the A4... It’s not going to go anywhere  

just because you don’t like it.

AH: No, but if you had a magic wand?

WB: Well, if you really start daydreaming, then I would want to put  

everything right back to the way it was 60 years ago was...or 55 years  

ago. It was so calm and peaceful in that polder back then. Youcouldn’t  

hear a thing...a bird... but otherwise nothing. Everything was just a  

pretty as could be and just as clean... The water in the ditches... We  

often used to walk out into the polder looking for frogs... ’cause that  

was what you did, of course, as little rascals... And then you’d suddenly  

get thirsty... and so you’d just drink water right from the ditch. That’s  

how clear it was. Sometimes you have to swish around in the water  

with your hand a little bit to chase away all the water fleas...you know,  

those little bugs that’d be in there, and then you’d just drink straight  

from the polders. Look, Ihave less of a problem with those windmills  

for example than I do with the fact that they keep lowering the  

groundwater level every winter... That’s a much bigger problem as far  

as I’m concerned. That’s really not a good idea. Every year you lose  

another couple of centimetres. Every year you sink a couple of  

centimetres further.

AH: And what is that from?

WB: Every year they lower the winter groundwater level by 20 centi-

metres. And that causes the peat to shrink. But when you put the water  

back, the peat doesn’t ever return to what it was. It won’t expand again.  

It’s not like a sponge...

AH: So why do they do that in the winter?

WB: Because you want to keep the land that has been reclaimed here  

more or less dry. Farmers want to get back out on the land with their  

tractors as soon as possible, so they were the ones who were pushing  

for that of course, but then you find yourself further and further below  

that level. And that they go ahead and pump out another 25 centi-

metres of the water in the winter more than in the summer...well isn’t  

that foolish? I just think that’s so unbelievably foolish.

12 Meatgrinder

Sjaak de Jong—Grassland bird conservancy

SdJ: All of us are volunteers that go into the polders around  

Zoeterwoude looking for nests.

AH: What are all the different kinds of birds you have here?

SdJ: We’ve got the black-tailed godwit, but in spring we usually start  

with the lapwing. Youmight say the first lapwing’s egg marks the start

of the season. And then the oystercatcher, and besides that we have  

the redshank, of course. That’s a small shorebird and it does  

extraordinarily well in this polder.

AH: How does protecting the nests actually benefit the farmers,  

because Iassume it basically only means more work for them?

SdJ: They really don’t stand to benefit from it very much. It’s just that  

the birds simply belong here. And that is also what most of the farmers  

around here think. At a certain point, when they started using those  

new cyclomowers, they could see the nests. But those black-tailed  

godwits are hidden really deep in the grass. So if the black-tailed  

godwit stays down there, if it doesn’t come out when the farmer is  

approaching with the mower, yeah well then it ends up going right  

through the mower. And then at a certain point it’s noticeably quieter in  

the polder. And it’s already the case that things aren’t going so well for  

the grasslandbirds.

AH: So tell me, what is your opinion about those wind turbines?

SdJ: Iwasn’t so crazy about them at first. I think they have done their  

best to make them fit in with the landscape. And also the speed they  

spin at is much better than Ihad thought it would be. It doesn’t really  

make me so nervous. But, you know, on the other hand: you really can’t  

stop progress. Wasn’t it like 400 years ago that the windmills came and  

that Don Quixote or whoever started fighting the windmills because  

there was something wrong with them?

AH: Ibelieve there was something wrong with Don Quixote.

SdJ: Oh was that it? But even then, people thought... Anyway, and now  

those old mills are protected monuments. So maybe 200 years from  

now they’ll say about the new mills: now that was a good idea that  

those peoplehad.

AH: It really must be a complete change if all of a sudden you have two  

of those Eiffel towers in your backyard.

SdJ: It sure was! Because we were also really concerned, back when  

those mills were being built, the two new ones, we thought, well, that is  

just going to be like one big meat grinder for the birds. And...well, I  

haven’t noticed anything of that. Close to those mills we had a good six  

or seven black-tailed godwit nests. While actually you would think, with  

those things constantly spinning around, they are not really going to  

want to be there. But like I just said, we really need to keep an eye out  

for that, because they really aren’t doing so well...their numbers are  

getting smaller and smaller.

AH: And what do you think the reason is for that?

SdJ: Ha! If only we knew that. We simply don’t know. This is an ideal  

polder. Almost every farmer takes part in protecting grassland birds:  

they look everywhere for nests, they mow around them; they put up  

nest protectors whenever the cows are put out to pasture. Some  

farmers even put up little electric fences around them. I even know  

farmers who say: ‘Well, I need to mow that piece, but there are a couple  

of black-tailed godwits there so I’m just going to skip it.’ In that way,  

people really are pretty well involved, concerned, but even so, the  

numbers are dropping, slowing but surely. And what the cause of that  

is, I really just don’t know.
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2001-2007 Gert JanKocken
Enschede

Gert Jan Kocken (b. 1971, Ravenstein) is a visual artist  

interested in memory and historically significant  
events. He works in the medium of photography  

because he likes its factual nature, which makes the  

viewer look more closely at what there actually is to  

see. A recent project about the iconoclastic riots of the  

Reformation was his response to the way in which this  
major event is usually illustrated in history books  

simply with historic engravings. In his series of photog-

raphs he documented the traces that are still visible in  

works of art in various countries but that are, in his  

view, seldom noticed anymore. The damage done to  
religious art, such as statues with their faces hacked  

away, in large-size photographs, produces a con-

frontation that makes the violence of the events  

palpable in a new way.

Another of Kocken’s fascinations is the over-
regulation of the landscape of the Netherlands. This  

was the focus of his photographic series about several  

Dutch ‘prostitution zones’, sites entirely designed and  

regulated by local authorities where street prostitutes  

can service their clients.

The landscape was also the subject of his series  

on places in the Netherlands and abroad where an  

accident or natural disaster had taken place. Kocken  

was interested in how the viewer’s perception of the  
picture changes when he or she is made aware of the  

facts of the catastrophic event.

Gert Jan Kocken also made the series Enschede,  

selected for ‘Nature as Artifice’, in the wake of a  

catastrophe, in this case the fire that broke out in a  
fireworks factory in this city in the north of the  

Netherlands on 13 May 2000. The three huge explo-

sions that followed had the destructive power of a war.  

In the area around the factory, 400 houses were  

destroyed. Twenty-two people were killed, 900 were  
wounded and about 4,000 suffered other medical after-

effects related to the calamity. The Dutch government  

declared the event a national disaster.

The catastrophe, which is now called the Enschede

Fireworks Disaster, was the subject of extensive news  

coverage. Gert Jan Kocken himself travelled to the  
disaster zone four times in the immediate aftermath of  

the tragedy. He was not interested, however, in photog-

raphing the scene of the accident at that time. He felt  

this would have been too similar to the journalistic  

images that were so familiar from the news coverage.  
Kocken was far more interested in the way in which  

people would later deal with the consequences and  

memories of the disaster, how this can be seen in their  

use of and care for the area affected by the catastrophe  

and how the memory of this tragedy gradually ebbs  
away into the earth under the surface of everyday life.

The first photograph of the series therefore dates  

from a year and three months after the disaster, from  

August 2001. Kocken only started taking pictures when  

people started sweeping the rubble into piles and  
began to regain control of the area. In the years that  

followed, he came back regularly and took pictures  

from more or less the same elevated general view-

point. Here, too, he was struck by the over-regulated  

way the Dutch came to terms with the disaster. Con-
sultation commissions were set up to discuss the  

rebuilding of the area. In the Netherlands, architecture  

is usually very much tied to government regulations  

concerning the appearance of buildings. As com-
pensation for the suffering of Enschede residents, the  

home owners were allowed to design their own houses  

freely. Kocken found it remarkable that the home-

owners nonetheless opted for a building style that  

hardly deviated from the norm – as if style regulation  
has by now become internalized.

Kocken opts for photography with the field camera  

and prints his pictures in large formats: preferably

120 x 150 cm. He does this in order to enable the viewer  

to look more closely at what actually happens in the  
landscape in the wake of such a major event. He shows  

us how a landscape devastated by a catastrophe heals,  

like a wound, through the raking, sweeping and  

building of human beings.



258 259



260 261



262 263



264 265



266 267



Xavier Ribas
Greenhouse

Triple-projection

video installation

2007
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Stills fromGreenhouse

2007
21’45” looping /23’04’’ looping /  

text slide projection, with sound

Print Room Collection, Leiden  

University Library

Xavier Ribas (b. 1960, Barcelona) lives and works in  

Brighton andBarcelona.
After a study of social anthropology at the University  

of Barcelona, he studied documentary photography at  

the Newport School of Art and Design in the UK (1993).  

Prior to creating the video installation Greenhouse in  

the Netherlands, he produced photographic series on  
changing landscapes, usually in the periphery of big  

cities like Madrid, Brussels, London, Marseille and  

Berlin. In these he paid particular attention to what he  

calls the suburbanization of corporations: the emer-

gence of new architectural environments on the out-
skirts of large cities that shape the logistics of the  

economic activities of large corporations.

Xavier Ribas came to the Netherlands as part of  

an international exchange project among museums  

and universities in five countries (the International  
Photography Research Network, Changing Faces

Commission No. 2, with the theme ‘Work’). He photog-

raphed industrial estates near Amsterdam and  

Hoofddorp, but he was also fascinated by Dutch green-

house agriculture. He was familiar with the green-

houses in the vicinity of his hometown of Barcelona,  

which work in close cooperation with Dutch flower  

growers.

Ribas was stunned by the enormous scale of the  
greenhouses in the Netherlands. InMedemblik, about  

70 km north of Amsterdam, he found a large-scale  

greenhouse complex being built by contractors for the  

agricultural company Agriport, based in the neigh-

bouring province of Friesland. One of these green-
houses is 800 m long and covers an area of more

than 250,000 m2. He understood that if he wanted to  

produce a work about the changing landscape of the  

Netherlands and the changing work within it, this was  

the greenhouse he had to choose.
The construction of this greenhouse requires the  

acquisition of several properties belonging to farmers  

who live in the vicinity. The farmers are paid a visit by an

Agriport employee, who politely asks the farmers to  

contact the agricultural company if they are thinking of  
moving. At the moment, a few farmhouses are still to be  

found alongside Agriport’s building complex, but they  

will most likely eventually be bought up and torn down.

Ribas decided that the gargantuan dimensions of  

Agriport’s greenhouses could best be made palpable  
through the use of video. His video installation  

Greenhouse consists of three components. One large  

video projection shows a continuous, unedited, travel-

ling shot from one end to the other of the greenhouse  

under construction. The speed of the movement of the  
camera is comparable to a slow steady pace of walking.  

The length of the shot makes us feel the gigantic size of  

the Agriport greenhouse: the ‘walk’ from one end of  

the greenhouse to the other takes us around 20  

minutes! On a small screen, we see a couple, Lenie and  
Reinier Muller. They are one of the three families who  

sold their land to Agriport. Through headphones, we  

hear them talk about their memories of the place: the  

landscape when Mr Muller’s family arrived in the  

polder in the 1930s, a wooden house they lived in when  

the German soldiers flooded the polder in the Second  

World War, the strawberries in the garden, a party on a  

Sunday afternoon. Xavier Ribas lets their voices  

accompany us in our ‘walk’ past the greenhouse. He  
has the Mullers’ story act as an aperture to the past of  

the place, while we contemplate the making of its  

future. The third element in the installation is a  

projected text by the artist about Greenhouse and its  

background.
Greenhouse shows us the transition of a landscape  

and the process of the scaling-up of Dutch agriculture.  

The video makes us experience this through the feeling  

of the size of the greenhouse in the first projection, and  

the opportunity of having the Mullers tell their story in  
the second screen. The layering of the installation  

makes the viewer simultaneously experience the  

contemplation of both past and future.
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Nature as Artifice Maartje van den Heuvel

1The exhibition ‘Nature as Artifice’ was first presented at the Kröller-

Müller Museum in Otterlo during the first international triennial on  

gardens and landscapes. Bert van Meggelen and Olof Koekebakker  

(eds.), Memory and transformation. Internationale Triennale  

Apeldoorn.100daysof culture,gardensand landscapes(Rotterdam/  

Apeldoorn: NAi Publishers/Internationale Tuin- en Landschaps-

triennale Apeldoorn,2008).

2Simon Schama, Landschap enherinnering(Antwerpen/Amsterdam:  

Uitgeverij Contact, 1995), 20. Original English edition: Landscape and  

Memory (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 1995). Schama’s  

discussion of the etymology of the word ‘landscape’ is based on John  

Brinckerhoff Jackson, Discovering the Vernacular Landscape (New  

Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 3-8.

3This is Wolfgang Stechow and Ernst Gombrich’s interpretation, which  

situates the origins of landscape painting in the sixteenth-century  

Netherlands. Wolfgang Stechow, Dutch Landscape Painting of the  

Seventeenth Century (London/New York: Phaidon, 1968, 1st ed. 1966)  

and Ernst Gombrich, ‘The Renaissance Theory of Art and the Rise of  

Landscape’, in: Norm and Form, Studies in the Art of the Renaissance  

(London:Phaidon, 1966), 107-121. From a Dutch perspective, Boudewijn  

Bakker dates the origins of the landscape as an icono-graphic category  

even earlier: not long after 1400, in the paintings of the Van Eyck  

brothers in Limburg. Boudewijn Bakker, Landschap enwereldbeeld.

VanVanEycktotRembrandt (Bussum: Toth, 2004).
4Henk van Os and Louise Fresco, The Discovery of the Netherlands

(Rotterdam/Apeldoorn: Nai Uitgevers/CODA/Internationale Tuin- en

Landschapstriennale Apeldoorn,2008).

5InLandscapeandMemory, Simon Schama writes about mythologies of  

landscape that give landscapes their human meaning. Op. cit. (note 2).

6See the exhibition ‘Der Weite Blick’, jointly organized by the Rijks-

museum Amsterdam and the Neue Pinakothek in Munich. ‘Nature as  

Artifice’ and ‘Der Weite Blick’ will run concurrently at the Neue  

Pinakothek. Der Weite Blick (Munich: Neue Pinakothek, 2008). The  

curators of ‘Der Weite Blick’ argue that the emphatic articulation of the  

typical Dutch landscape in that period stemmed from the need to  

collectively create a Dutch national identity. Comparable mechanisms  

can also be identified in the landscape art of other countries. See, for  

instance, Stephen Daniels, Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and  

National Identity in England and the United States (Cambridge: Polity  

Press, 1993).

7S. de Vries and E. Gerritsen, Vanfysiekekenmerkennaar landschap-

pelijke schoonheid, Alterra Rapport 718, Belevingsonderzoek series,  

no. 7 (Wageningen: Alterra, 2003). Surprisingly, this study does not  

consider how the reception of these landscape photographs might have  

been influenced by their style, which is a product of the photographer’s  

unavoidable decisions about the viewpoint, cropping and weather  

conditions.

8Julius Caesar, CommentariideBelloGallico, a series of reports that  

Caesar sent to the Roman Senate during his term as proconsul in Gaul,  

which began in 58 BC. Caesar wrote about the territories of theBelgae  

and Germanion opposite sides of the river Rhine. T.Rice Holmes (ed.),

C.Iuli CaesarisDeBelloGallico, vol. I-VII (New York: Arno Press, 1979).  

9 In 2006, a design for a floating city by students at Delft University of  

Technology was the winning entry in the Royal Haskoning Delta-

Competition.

10Milieubalans2005, report no. 408763002 (Bilthoven: Environment  

and Nature Planning Office, 2005).

11See Tracy Metz, Nieuwe natuur. Reportages over veranderend  
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