
The Dutch delta tells the story of constant struggle,

resistance and negotiation between land, water, and

people. It is always in motion – from fluctuating tides

and historic floods to flows of global trade and 

engineering mega works.

In Reporting the Delta, archival documentaries by, among

others, Bert Haanstra, Louis van Gasteren, and George 

Sluizer are used as tools to investigate the transforma-

tions of the Dutch delta. These films capture the ambition

of reshaping nature and mastering water’s movements 

and serve as points of departure for a broader exploration.

Through essays, interviews, and visual digests, Reporting 

the Delta weaves together voices from science, art, and 

design. The book offers a visual and narrative reflection on

the entangled forces of technology, climate, and daily life, 

resulting in a compelling journey through a delta in a 

constant state of adaptation.
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Between October 2023 and May 2024, we took a series of archival 
documentary screenings on the road, gathering people to reflect on 
the ways in which landscapes, infrastructures and lives have been 
shaped, and continue to be shaped, in the Dutch delta by the in-
tertwining of water, technology, climate and society/everyday life/
culture. This itinerant film club formed the basis of the research 
project ‘Reporting space, time and everyday life in the delta’, a col-
laborative experiment that unfolded across film, conversation and 
public debate. The films shown were neither mere historical re-
cords nor illustrative backdrops; they were propositions – vivid ar-
ticulations of how engineering, policy and everyday life are entan-
gled across space and time in the Dutch delta landscape.

The film club was conceived not as a platform for answers, but as 
a space for exchange, a way to bring science into dialogue with cit-
izens, designers, engineers, activists, to question inherited myths, 
and to surface alternative perspectives. The discussions that fol-
lowed each screening were rich, unpredictable and at times mov-
ing. And they are carried on now in the written form of essays, in-
terviews and reflections. This book is not the final outcome of the 
project but a continuation, a documentation of ongoing inquiry into 
the realities of climate change, the legacies of infrastructure and 
the modes of knowing we might need in order to face the uncertain 
future of the Dutch delta.

The project draws inspiration from Henri Lefebvre’s Rhythmanal-
ysis, which posits that understanding space requires more than 
measurement. It demands attunement to the temporal and bodily 
rhythms that constitute everyday life. Lefebvre’s work reminds us 
that there is no strict division between subjectivity and objectiv-
ity, representation and reality, past and present, art and science. 
What matters is how we read the world, how we pay attention to 
patterns, silences, ruptures and how we use those observations to 
imagine otherwise.

At its core, the project rests on three simple yet far-reaching 
premises. First: that art, however contested or slippery the term 
may be, is a practice of knowledge production. This is not a claim 
but a question of how art can contribute to the scientific study of 
space, society and environmental change. Second: that archives, 
especially audiovisual ones, hold enormous potential to inspire 
thinking about delta futures. They not only preserve the past, but 
they reveal what has been forgotten, neglected or never fully un-
derstood while uncovering the hidden patterns of spatial change 
through motion pictures. Third: that the changing climate de-
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mands more than technical solutions. It calls for public engage-
ment, addressing difficult questions, and a rethinking of our reli-
ance on engineering and infrastructures as unquestioned forms of 
protection or detachment from climate-related risks.

If this project has sometimes been misread and labeled as ‘histor-
ical’, it is because we have indeed been looking backward. But our 
approach has been speculative rather than archival in the tradi-
tional sense. What interests us is not merely a historical account of 
what happened, but the potential of the past to reveal new ways of 
seeing. History is approached not as a closed container of facts but 
a living reservoir of feelings, observations and unanswered ques-
tions. Archives are never neutral but hold a memory, waiting to be 
made visible, reactivated and pondered.

The use of documentary film, itself a historically Dutch tradi-
tion that accompanied other Dutch traditions such as construct-
ing dikes and dams, provided a unique lens for this exploration. 
Through archival footage, voice-over and constructed scenes, docu-
mentaries give access to the atmospheres and effects of particular 
moments in the past, from the early years of the Delta Works – the 
marvel of hydraulic engineering developed after the catastroph-
ic 1953 North Sea Flood – to later reflections on environmental 
change and spatial planning. But more importantly, they allow for 
ambiguity. The documentary discloses a multiplicity of perspec-
tives: those of the filmmakers, the speakers, the viewers, the places 
themselves, without flattening them into one truth.

In Reporting the Delta, the documentary form became a space 
where disciplines met without merging, where science could sit 
alongside sensitivity and where speculation was not a criticism but 
a method. There is a kind of latent knowledge embedded in docu-
mentaries, not only in their facts, but in their pace, tone and fram-
ing. In a moment when the ecological crisis is often reduced to data 
sets and engineering challenges, we argue for the importance of 
more unstable and intuitive forms of understanding.

This is not to dismiss the role of engineering. On the contrary, the 
Netherlands owes much of its survival to it. For centuries, the en-
gineer has been celebrated as a national hero, a figure of ratio
nality, mastery and control over nature. Dikes, dams, storm surge 
barriers, gates, flumes and pumping stations are not only infra-
structures; they are symbols of a national narrative built on an 
enduring quest for adaptation. Yet today, with sea levels rising, 
precipitation patterns shifting, large-scale subsidence underway 
and financial constraints tightening, the symbolic significance of 
these infrastructures is under pressure. Scenarios that would have 
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once been unthinkable like managed retreat, abandonment, radi-
cal adaptation and living with water are now under consideration. 
Still, the dominant reaction remains one of waiting, waiting for the 
government, for the water boards, for the technical fix as if the cli-
mate one day will become predictable and manageable and a new 
condition of equilibrium will finally be reached.

This edited collection brings together twenty-five contributions 
from an eclectic group of authors with diverse perspectives, includ-
ing film directors, cinephiles, scientists, engineers, artists, activ-
ists and designers. Composed of four distinct categories – essays, 
dialogues, carnets and a digest series – the book invites readers 
to navigate across multiple ways of seeing and understanding the 
delta. Essays include peer-reviewed articles that provide insights 
into the project’s core themes. Dialogues feature in-depth conversa-
tions with film directors, specialists and practitioners, allowing dif-
ferent disciplines and experiences to encounter each other directly. 
Carnets offer portraits that blend text and image to highlight ongo-
ing design and engineering practices. The digest series, curated by 
Rommy Albers (Eye Filmmuseum, Amsterdam), offers a selection 
of textual and visual reflections on the documentaries that frame 
the book’s main themes. This category describes selected films and 
incorporates still frames to highlight key ideas visually.

Essays, carnets and dialogues populate the four thematic sections 
of the project with texts from the digests interwoven throughout, 
adding an additional layer of interpretation to this project.
Following the opening digest on the movie Delta Phase 1 by Bert 
Haanstra, 1962, the first thematic section begins with an essay by 
Guido Borelli that establishes the philosophical and theoretical 
foundations of the project by drawing from the concept of Rhyth-
manalysis. This initial section grounds the project in a concrete 
understanding of rhythms and their manifestation in the daily 
lives of people. It explores the tensions between natural cyclical 
rhythms and the societal-imposed linear rhythms, tensions in-
tensified by spatial developments, infrastructural interventions 
and the longstanding attempts to control nature. Through an ex-
ploration of social, ecological and infrastructural rhythms, Pınar 
Şefkatli’s essay offers new perspectives on sustainability and cli-
mate change. The section concludes with a Dialogue with Paul 
Shepheard who, through personal narratives and philosophical 
insights, challenges conventional environmental discourses and 
invites a rethinking of nature, wilderness and the evolving percep-
tion of landscape. Following this section, the digest on the movie 
De lage landen (Hold Back the Sea) by George Sluizer, 1960, revis-
its the reclamation of the Netherlands’ western delta, linking ide-
ology, education and engineering through moving images.
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From the theoretical groundwork of the first section, the narrative 
transitions to the second section on design and technology: to the 
making of mechanical landscapes and the shifting strategies for 
climate adaptation in the Netherlands. Through a series of essays 
and carnets, this section addresses the impact of climate change 
and the urgent need to rethink traditional engineering models. 
Contributions explore a necessary cultural shift in delta manage-
ment, as discussed in the carnet by Fransje Hooimeijer; advocacy 
for new approaches to climate adaptation, presented in the essay 
by Gaby S. Langendijk, and a call for reimagining design thinking, 
outlined in the carnet by Joost Adriaanse and Ester van de Wiel. 
Further contributions, including the essay by João Cortesão and 
Agnès Patuano, challenge established academic and profession-
al silos, pushing for integration between knowledge on climate re-
silience and health. Lastly, the making of landscapes is discussed 
in the Dialogue with Digna Sinke, where filmmaking is posited as 
a lifelong exploration of place, memory and change, an act of ob-
serving, preserving and connecting personal and collective histo-
ries across landscapes and time. The digests placed within this 
section, on the movies . . . En de zee was niet meer (. . . And the Sea 
Was No More) by Bert Haanstra, 1955, Een nieuw dorp op nieuw 
land (A New Village on New Land) by Louis van Gasteren, 1960, 
and Wieringermeer by Alex Roosdorp, 1938, chart life in transi-
tion: from traditional crafts and village customs to modernist set-
tlements and the rise of agricultural mechanization. These films 
document the everyday realities of change, portraying how spatial 
transformations unfold at the human scale.

The third section shifts the focus towards critical approaches to en-
vironmental, artistic, political, (de)colonial discourses and local 
narratives, starting with the Dialogue with Lia Franken-de Vries. 
Marilena Mela emphasizes the necessity of learning from critical 
environmental and decolonial frameworks by engaging with local 
knowledge, for example in Ameland, the Netherlands while Jan-
Philipp Possmann’s essay examines how scientific research and ar-
tistic practice can intersect. This section also includes a critical ex-
amination of international cases such as the Bengal delta, where 
dominant narratives of modernization have historically overshad-
owed local knowledge and histories, as explored in the essay by 
Kamar Ahmad Simon. The fragility of infrastructural systems and 
the cycles of destruction and reconstruction are evoked in the digests 
on the movies Herwinnen door werken (Reclaiming by Works) by 
Alex Roosdorp and Marie van den Berg, 1945, and Walcheren by Jo 
de Haas and Mannus Franken, 1945, which depict post-war rebuild-
ing efforts and the resilience embedded in Dutch delta landscapes.
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The fourth section returns to the role of cinema and archival work, 
asking how environmental, spatial and scientific discourses inter-
sect through film. Contributions reflect on the dynamic nature of 
cinematic spaces, as explored in the essay by Nina Bačun; on film-
making as a research method within spatial and landscape dis-
ciplines, examined in the essays by Peter Veer and Saman Seyff; 
and on the importance of preserving and reactivating audiovisual 
archives, as discussed in the carnet by Nicoletta Traversa and Gi-
useppe Ferrari. Essays in this section show how documentary film, 
engaged beyond recording the world, can open up new ways of per-
ceiving the relationships between landscapes, infrastructures and 
social life. The digest on the movie Dijkbouw (Dike Construction) 
by Bert Haanstra, 1953, exemplifies the postwar cinematic tradi-
tion highlighting human labour and engineering forces in the cre
ation of dike infrastructures.

The book concludes with reflections on cinema as both a rep-
resentation and an active agent of spatial transformation. It in-
cludes an essay by Floris Paalman who analyses how audiovisual 
media have contributed to shaping spatial development through 
cultural ecologies and ideologies, and a Dialogue with Jord den 
Hollander and Dirk Sijmons who reflect on how filmmaking has 
witnessed and documented spatial change across decades. The last 
digest on the movie Delta Finale by Joop Burcksen and Ruud Her-
blot, 1988, closes the digest series by celebrating the culmination 
of three decades of Delta Works, a symbolic endpoint and cinematic 
monument to national ambition and spatial transformation.

By giving voice to varied experiences, ideas, visions, questions and 
doubts, the book aspires to engage a broader audience in a critical 
dialogue about the future of the Netherlands. The conversations in 
this book contribute to the Open Science movement in the Nether
lands, led by the Dutch Research Council, adopted by local initia-
tives like the TU Delft Climate Action Programme, and promoted 
worldwide by UNESCO to accelerate scientific progress for every-
one. But what has been gained by activating the collective memo-
ry? Stories shared on growing up in the Dutch delta depict com-
mon experiences, such as disaster tourism as part of the everyday 
mundane in the years following the 1953 flood and a youth hall-
marked by the heroic feats of a new generation of engineers. Yet, 
the pride of these heroics transposed onto another geographical 
context tells a starkly different story of geopolitics, exploitation 
and ecological collapse. The Bengal delta lays bare the injustices 
of modern technological approaches to hold back the water at the 
cost of natural, ecological and traditional socio-economic flows and 
rhythms that have sustained regions for millennia while connect-
ing people to their environment. These stories not only teach us of 
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traditions and knowledge long gone or drastically changed, they 
also bring contextual conditionality to the often narrow realities of 
the present, broadening our view on the delta in the hope that its 
future will be built on the stilts of collective action and a range of 
perspectives.

From a methodological perspective, the contributions to this book 
showcase the diversity of media and forms of reflection used across 
disciplines. For instance, researchers take a normative stance in 
their plea for the integration of climate adaptation and health 
strategies in cities, evidenced by literature and empirical research 
findings. Documentary filmmaking extends this methodological 
repertoire by revealing the spatial dynamics that lay hidden in 
traditional cartographic methods and by communicating scientif-
ic argumentation through creative narration. Such methodolog-
ical pluralism injects discussions on the delta with a continuous 
self-reflective and experiential contemplation of space, and indeed 
of place and belonging. It creates a world filled with imaginaries of 
unknown territories beyond sensory space and set in speculative 
time horizons. Rhythmanalysis not only draws connections across 
rhythms in their various spatiotemporal frequencies; it offers a 
shared vocabulary for our different ways of studying and under-
standing social, ecological and infrastructural processes. The care-
ful curation of such diffuse forms of reflection in this book hints at 
a necessary next step in engaging the arts, science and society in 
multilogue. Surely, if we share a common goal of more adaptive, 
liveable spaces, new means of bringing together our different ways 
of grasping the world are needed. Through the themes of art and 
science, past, present and future, infrastructure and everyday life, 
what ultimately ties this work together is climate change – not as 
a technical variable but as a condition that challenges our ways of 
knowing, organizing and imagining the world. The delta has long 
been defined by its relationship to water. With this book we ask 
whether that relationship can be rethought, not only by engineers 
and planners, but by all of us.

Luca Iuorio, Sophia Arbara, Carissa Champlin
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Figure 1: Posters for the screenings of the itinerant film club Reporting 
space, time and everyday life in the delta. From October 2023 to May 2024. 
Luca Iuorio, 2023-2024.

Figure 2: Frame of the project Reporting space, time and everyday life in 
the delta. Luca Iuorio, 2024.
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Delta Digests 
Rommy Albers

In 1961, Bert Haanstra was commissioned by the Ministry 
of Transport and Water Management to make the film Delta 
Phase 1 about the closure of the Veerse Gat. It would become 
an iconic film about the Dutch Delta Works – a film that 
places the project within the heroic struggle of the Dutch 
against the sea and the encroaching water, and at the same 
time, reflects on the prosperity the sea has brought us: the 
sea as the ever-present phenomenon in the life and culture 
of the Dutch.

The film selection for this book focuses on Delta 
Phase 1. Around it, a number of contemporary films have 
been chosen that also show the struggle against water and 
the efforts to control the sea, such as films about the Zuid-
erzee Works from the first half of the Twentieth Century, 
about the Delta Works after the flood of 1953 and about the 
changes these hydraulic engineering projects had on the 
landscape. They show the centuries-old tradition of reclaim-
ing land from the water, of arranging and rearranging this 
reclaimed land for agriculture and cattle breeding.

The films show this history and place the Delta Works 
in a historical context. They legitimize, propagate, inform 
and show developments and innovations in civil engineer-
ing. The films all exude an atmosphere of progress and opti-
mism – even at the expense of age-old traditions. In doing so, 
they entirely fit in with the atmosphere of reconstruction in 
the Netherlands after World War II.

All films come from the collections of the Netherlands 
Institute for Sound and Vision (B&G) and Eye Filmmuseum, 
two archives that manage and preserve the cinematograph-
ic heritage of the Netherlands and ensure that the image of 
the Netherlands as captured on film remains available for 
presentation and research.
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Delta Phase 1, 
Bert Haanstra, 
1962 
Rommy Albers

On 27 April 1961, the Veerse Gat was closed with the place-
ment of the seventh and last caisson. With the completion of 
the nearly three-kilometre-long dam between Noord-Beve
land and Walcheren, the first part of the Delta Works was 
finished. The Veerse Gat, an open estuary between the two 
islands, now became a closed inland sea: the Veerse Meer. 
Veere, the picturesque fishing port, was cut off from the 
sea and the fishing fleets of Veere and neighbouring Arne
muiden had to find another home port.

The placement of the last caisson was a national event. 
Queen Juliana was present; dignitaries from both islands 
symbolically shook hands; and the national and internation-
al press covered the spectacle. Of course, film cameras were 
also present to capture this historic moment. Polygoon-Pro-
filti shot footage for the national newsreel Hollands Nieuws 
and director Bert Haanstra instructed his cameramen to 
make images for the film Delta Phase 1, a public information 
film commissioned by the Ministry of Transport and Water 
Management about the closure of the Veerse Gat.

Bert Haanstra was the most famous Dutch nation-
al filmmaker at that time. He had won the Grand Prix du 
Court Métrage at the Cannes Festival with his first short 
film Spiegel van Holland (Mirror of Holland) in 1951, an un-
precedented success for Dutch film and the start of a suc-
cessful career. In the 1950s, Haanstra made a number of 
short documentaries and commissioned films for Shell. His 
first feature film Fanfare (1958) is a benchmark in the his-



17

tory of Dutch feature films. Haanstra’s films were highly 
praised and won him awards at various festivals. The high-
light was the Oscar he received in 1960 for his short film 
Glas (Glass; 1958). Together with fellow filmmakers such as 
Herman van der Horst, Ytzen Brusse and Max de Haas, he 
brought Dutch documentary film to an internationally high 
level in the 1950s.
	 It should therefore come as no surprise that the Min
istry selected Haanstra for Delta Phase 1. He had repeatedly 
proven his craftsmanship, had the production experience to 
tackle such a project and, in addition, had already made two 
films in the past in which he had demonstrated his affini-
ty with the subject. In 1952, he had been commissioned by 
Shell to make the film Dijkbouw (Dike Construction; 1953) 
and three years later Haanstra had directed a film about 
the fishing villages on the former Zuiderzee: . . . En de zee 
was niet meer ( . . . And the Sea Was No More; 1955). These 
two films were about the major hydraulic works carried out 
in the Netherlands in the first half of the twentieth centu-
ry: the Zuiderzee Works. These closed off the Zuiderzee, the 
large inland sea in the centre of the Netherlands, and trans-
formed it into the IJsselmeer, closing it off from the Wadden-
zee. It was then partly reclaimed to create agricultural land.
	 Dijkbouw is about a technique developed by Shell to 
make the construction of dikes faster and cheaper. The foot-
age was shot on a work island in the IJsselmeer, where work 
was being done on the reclamation of Flevoland. In the film, 
Haanstra demonstrated that he could show this techni-
cal process and provide insight into it in a cinematographic 
way. To make the film, Haanstra and crew spent a number of 
weeks on the work island, together with the engineers and 
workmen.
	 The other film, . . . En de zee was niet meer, is about the 
other side of the story of the reclamation of the Zuiderzee. 
It’s not about safety, the technical ingenuity of the hydraulic 
works and the progress they bring, but about the loss and 
nostalgia experienced by the inhabitants. The closing of the 
Zuiderzee brought major social changes for the residents of 
the cities and villages on the Zuiderzee coast. Islands like 
Urk were connected to the mainland; fishing – the largest 
source of income for many towns – was lost. The fishing 
fleets were reduced in size and had to choose other home 
ports; the prosperous towns became proverbial ‘dode steden 
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aan de Zuiderzee’ (‘dead cities on the Zuiderzee’, after the 
1922 film by Willy Mullens of the same name). Progress is 
matched by loss, the optimism of modernity is balanced by 
a nostalgic view of the past. They are inextricably linked in 
Haanstra’s work.

In January 1961, Bert Haanstra was commissioned by 
the Ministry to make a film of approximately twenty min-
utes about the closing of the Veerse Gat between Kamper-
land (Noord-Beveland) and Breezand on Walcheren. With 
the construction of this dam, the so-called Drie Eilanden-
plan (Three Islands Plan) was completed. This plan, de-
veloped in the 1930s to connect Walcheren and Noord‑ and 
Zuid-Beveland, had become part of the overall Delta Works 
after the 1953 flood disaster and was completed as the first 
sub-project of this immense hydraulic engineering project. 
On 1 October 1960, work on the eastern side of the Veerse 
Gat, connecting to the Eastern Scheldt, was completed with 
the commissioning of the Zandkreek Dam. For the closure 
on the western side – where the Veerse Gat flowed into the 
North Sea – an important step would be taken in April 1961 
with the placement of the caissons that formed the founda-
tion for the Veerse Gat Dam. This sea dam would perma-
nently seal off the Veerse Gat from the North Sea.

The goal was to make a documentary that could be 
shown as a preliminary film in domestic and foreign cine-
mas. In addition to a Dutch-spoken version, versions in En
glish, French, German, Spanish, Portuguese and Indonesian 
were also planned. Delta Phase 1 was shot in colour on 35 
mm, an exception at a time when Dutch film was still almost 
entirely black and white. For the technical finishing, the 
British laboratory Technicolor in London was chosen, where 
Haanstra had already gained experience with the colour 
films he had made on behalf of Shell.

Delta Phase 1 focuses almost entirely on the placing 
and sinking of the seven caissons, an event that took place 
in late April 1961. With multiple cameras on the tugboats 
and caissons, from the seawalls along the water and from 
helicopters, Haanstra followed the towing of the caissons 
from the construction pit near Veere to the new seawall. 
After the first caisson was placed, the next caissons were 
placed perpendicular to the previous caisson and pushed 
into place against the flow, hinged. Once the caissons were in 
place, they were sunk and stabilized by pouring basalt and 
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stones against the side walls. The open spaces between the 
caissons were also filled in this way. To avoid variable cur-
rents during the operation, the wooden sidings of the cais-
sons were removed, so the water could flow freely through. 
After the last caisson had been placed on 27 April 1961, 
steel hatches were lowered using winches, sealing the cais-
sons and permanently closing off the Veerse Gat from the 
open sea, thus creating the Veerse Meer. The caissons were 
then filled with stone; sand presses sprayed a total of about 
four million cubic meters of sand onto the dike body. After 
a few weeks, the sea dam had acquired the correct profile 
and was finished with a layer of asphalt bitumen. The road 
surface was laid and on 23 June 1961, the completion of the 
first major project of the Delta Works was celebrated with a 
large-scale theatrical event. Carel Briels, an experienced di-
rector of mass plays, staged a spectacle in which 1200 people 
participated. Haanstra recorded the spectacle from a heli-
copter and concluded the documentary with this.

Delta Phase 1, just like Dijkbouw, gives a detailed pic-
ture of the work. However, there is a world of difference in 
terms of technology. Dijkbouw still shows the old, traditional 
working methods used in the Zuiderzee Works. Cranes pour 
clay, workers process the clay, install the sheet pile walls and 
then place large reed mats on which stones are placed to re-
inforce and strengthen the dam. Everything is on a human 
scale: materials are delivered in wheelbarrows and laid 
manually – in stark contrast to the impressive caissons in 
Zeeland, transported with great precision from construction 
site to berth with the help of five tugboats.

What both films have in common is the focus on the 
worker, on those who execute the project. In Dijkbouw, they 
are the anonymous thatchers, stone-layers and crane op-
erators; in Delta Phase 1 the many workers on the caisson 
who take care of placement, assembly and closure. Some-
times, however, they also show their faces: the man who 
meticulously directs the transport of the caissons with the 
walkie-talkie and the tugboat captain who coordinates the 
voyage. They are the ones who get the job done, not the high-
er-ups who shake hands when the last caisson is placed 
and two islands are permanently connected. To make it 
more vivid, Haanstra intersected the documentary im
ages with shots taken at the hydraulic engineering labora-
tory De Voorst in Vollenhoven. There, a scale model of the 
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Delta Works was made and tested by engineers. They waded 
through knee-high water to move the miniature caisson, cal-
culating the work and predicting the difficulties.
	 However, there is an essential distinction between 
Delta Phase 1 and Dijkbouw. Dijkbouw was made entirely 
in the tradition of the public information film and, above all, 
shows the work process itself. The work is shown in isolation 
of its purpose and the surrounding world. This makes the 
film primarily a kind of ‘song of labour’, while Delta Phase 
1 is a ‘song of the future’. Everything is shown in the con-
text of history and future. The film shows the flood and the 
Zeeland motto luctor et emergo (‘I struggle and emerge’): a 
future is being built, but a future that also brings changes. 
Zeeland will no longer be as it was. Where previously peo-
ple dressed in traditional costumes used to watch the fish-
ing fleet sail out, they will now watch the recreational water 
skiers.

Modernity and Nostalgia

Delta Phase 1 starts with images of ‘old, traditional’ Zeeland: 
the church of Biervliet, Zeeland and the women in tradition-
al costumes and traditional customs show the country’s an-
cient culture. However, this culture is also vulnerable, not 
only because of social changes and advancing technology, 
but also because of natural hazards and disasters. The re-
cent flood disaster of 1953 and the inundation of Walcheren 
following an Allied bombing on 3 October 1944 had demon-
strated this. The Delta Plan would put an end to the danger 
posed by the sea. Dams and dikes provided a defence against 
the advancing sea and storm surges.
	 But it also meant a social upheaval. Just as when 
the Zuiderzee was dammed, the natural route to the sea 
was closed off to large fishing fleets. Haanstra pays ex-
tensive attention to this subject and films the last time 
that Arnemuiden fishermen leave the port of Veere. From 
then on, they will have their home port in Colijnsplaat on 
Noord-Beveland. A new fish auction will also be built there. 
Haanstra shows the grief of the fishermen and residents of 
Veere and Arnemuiden, but there is understanding that it 
is inevitable. If Zeeland wants to secure itself, sacrifices will 
have to be made. Thus, there is also resignation – very dif-
ferent from a quarter of a century earlier during the Zuider-
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zee Works. Then, there was less understanding and the fish-
ermen reacted vehemently, as shown in films such as Dood 
water (Dead Water; 1934) by Gerard Rutten and De laatste 
dagen van een eiland (The Last Days of an Island; 1938) by 
Ernst Winar. In these films, the salinization of fishing wa-
ters and the relocation of the fleets lead to mourning and re-
bellion.
	 Haanstra identifies loss, but shows it as a natural pro-
gression of history. It is part of a process and much good will 
come in its place. It is this idea of progress that was strongly 
felt in the Netherlands in the 1950s and 1960s. After World 
War Two, the Netherlands had enthusiastically begun to re-
pair the material damage caused by the war. Cities were re-
built, infrastructure repaired. A new, modern country and 
society were built; our own ‘Wirtschafswunder’ announced 
itself. There was a feeling of optimism and confidence in 
the feasibility of a new Netherlands. Progress took place 
on the newly reclaimed land in the IJsselmeer: on the is-
land of Wieringen and in the Noordoostpolder. Films such as 
Wieringermeer (Alex Roosdorp; 1938) and Een nieuw dorp op 
nieuw land (A New Village on New Land, Louis van Gaster-
en; 1960) show the new agricultural Netherlands. Small 
plots of arable and pasture land have been replaced by large, 
expansive farmland on which the grain is harvested by ma-
chines. New residential centres emerge.
	 The landscape in Zeeland would also change dramati-
cally, not only because of the reallocation of the refertilized 
land and the mechanization of agriculture, but also because 
of tourism. In Delta Phase 1, we can see that Veere has al-
ready been assigned to a new role. The old fishing fleet has 
disappeared, but a new fleet will return: that of pleasure 
yachts and sailing boats. Veere will become the centre of the 
recreational culture that will emerge around the new Veerse 
Meer. The new bridges and sea walls provide fast connec-
tions with the rest of the Netherlands and bungalow parks 
with holiday homes are built behind the dunes on the is-
lands of Zeeland and Zuid-Holland. In the amateur films of 
the Mees (1954-55) family we see how in the 1950s people 
spent their holidays at these new locations.
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The Hague and Veere

A year later, on 20 March 1962, Delta Phase 1 was shown 
for the first time at a special afternoon screening organized 
by the Ministry of Transport and Water Management at 
The Hague’s Metropole Theatre. For a large group of invited 
guests, including workmen who had worked on the project, 
Delta Phase 1 was shown together with Zoo (1962), anoth-
er short film by Haanstra. Zoo had premiered a week earlier 
and was shot simultaneously with Delta Phase 1. On week-
ends, when work in Zeeland was at a standstill, Haanstra 
and his cameraman Fred Tammes and assistant Kees Hin 
had spied on people and animals in Amsterdam’s Artis Zoo. 
The result was a short, hidden-camera comparison between 
humans and animals. Newspapers compared the two films 
and agreed that Haanstra had shown his great ability in 
both his free film and the commissioned film. Even tied to a 
commission, his personal vision and poetry remained recog-
nizable. Delta Phase 1 not only gave the Delta Works a face 
– after all, the Dutch had also been able to watch the closure
of the Veerse Gat on television and cinema newsreels – but
also a soul.

Two weeks later, on 4 April, Haanstra screened his film 
in Veere. At a screening organized especially for the resi-
dents of Veere and Arnemuiden, Delta Phase 1 was shown, 
along with three other films by Haanstra. The choice of 
these other films already betrays that the approach was 
different from the festive screening in The Hague. Besides 
the Oscar-winner Glas (Glass; 1958), two older Haanstra 
films were screened: . . . En de zee was niet meer ( . . . And the 
Sea Was No More; 1955) and Strijd zonder einde (The Rival 
World; 1955). The latter film was a commissioned film for 
Shell about insect control. Above all . . . En de zee was niet 
meer must have given the show a character of its own.
	 In . . . En de zee was niet meer (title taken from the Book 
of Revelation), Haanstra films the decline of the towns on 
the former Zuiderzee. The film was commissioned by the 
Ministry of Education, Arts and Sciences and aimed to cap-
ture the folklore of the towns around the new IJsselmeer. 
The film begins light-hearted and playful, showing the cycle 
of life and work of the people dressed in traditional cos-
tumes, in which the sea and fishing played an important 
role. But now the sea is no more, closed off by the Afsluit-
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dijk and partly drained. The centuries-old, traditional way 
of life is coming to an end. The cycle of life continues and, 
after baptism, youth and marriage, we have now come to 
the farewell: a funeral procession accompanies the dead to 
their final resting place. After a handful of earth is thrown 
onto the coffin, Haanstra cuts to a crane dumping clay into 
a nearly closed sea hole. The sea gives way to a new land. 
The film ends with the skeleton of an old fishing boat being 
unearthed on the newly raised land – like a fossil from the 
past.

For the inhabitants of Veere and Arnemuiden, this was 
a clear reference. That afternoon in Veere, the atmosphere 
might have been not as cheerful and optimistic as during 
the screening in The Hague, the seat of the national govern-
ment. 
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Introducing  
the Henri 
Lefebvre’s 
Rhythmana
lytical Approach 
Guido Borelli

This essay explores Henri Lefebvre’s rhythmanalytical ap-
proach, focusing on the way in which it bridges the rela-
tionship between time, space and everyday life. Central to 
Lefebvre’s thought is the notion that physical space gains 
reality through the energy and rhythms deployed within 
it, which rhythmanalysis seeks to understand. The essay 
traces Lefebvre’s influences, including those of Gaston 
Bachelard and Georges Gurvitch, and examines how rhyth-
manalysis critiques the dominance of linear time in capi-
talist societies, while emphasizing the body’s role in per-
ceiving and shaping rhythms of life. Through an analysis of 
Lefebvre’s Éléments de rythmanalyse, this essay highlights 
rhythmanalysis as a powerful instrument for critically ex-
amining social space and time, offering new and creative 
insights into the study of the urban within the social and 
the spatial disciplines.
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The Secret Garden of Henri Lefebvre

During his long and eventful life, Henri Lefebvre (Hagetmau 1901 
– Navarrenx 1991) wrote more than sixty books on topics such as 
philosophy, everyday life, sociology (rural at first, later urban), the 
state and Marxism. In addition, Lefebvre delved into the thoughts 
of Nietzsche (1939) and the works of several previous French 
thinkers and writers: Descartes (1947a), Diderot (1949), Rabelais 
(1955a) and Musset (1955b). He also published three short theatri
cal works: a volume on the paintings of Édouard Pignon (1956), 
a novel titled Le mauvais temps (1937), written under the name 
Henriette Valet – his first wife – and a geographic travel book 
about his beloved Germany (1958), edited by photographer Martin 
Hurlimann. Amid these pursuits, Lefebvre also found time to focus 
on Hitler’s rise to power, sexology, the Paris Commune of 1871, the 
movements of May 1968, and the critique of Le Corbusier’s urban 
planning in Pessac. This variety of interests is reflected in his vast 
output of essays published in journals, spanning more than sixty 
years.
	 Despite the heterogeneity of the topics he tackled, this mas-
sive body of work is characterized by the French philosopher’s par-
ticular writing style. What made Lefebvre’s style distinctive is not 
simply that he consistently rejected what, in the pompous lan-
guage of academia, are called ‘bibliographic references’, nor that 
his tone is often highly colloquial (Lefebvre generally did not write 
by hand but dictated to a typist, with whom he often maintained 
histoire tendre). Lefebvre’s writing style is marked by the dissem-
ination of concepts. In his books, Lefebvre would introduce, often 
abruptly, thoughts, notions and ideas, only to pick them up again 
hundreds of pages later or, quite often, in other works. Sociologist 
Harvey Molotch (1993), in a review of the English edition of La 
production de l’espace, although generous in his praise for Lefe-
bvre’s text, could not refrain from commenting: ‘Lefebvre writes 
densely, with digressions and gratuitous allusions to other schol-
ars, with mysterious phrases and an inconsistent and disorganized 
development of content. Lefebvre writes terribly!’
	 In this writing style, the concept of rhythm – which the 
French philosopher, by the end of his long life, systematized into 
the method of rhythmanalysis – is certainly one of those recurring 
ideas. Rhythmanalysis, understood as a research methodology ded-
icated to understanding the links between time, space and every-
day life, explicitly appeared in Lefebvre’s work only in his later 
years, when the French philosopher was well into his eighties. In 
1985, in an essay titled ‘Le project rythmanalitique’, Lefebvre ex-
plicitly anticipated the content of a later publication, Éléments de 
rythmanalyse (1992), published posthumously. However, it should 
be noted that the concept of ‘rhythm’ appears, explicitly or latent-
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ly, in almost all of Lefebvre’s writings. As early as his first essay, 
published in 1925 in the Parisian Surrealist-inspired journal Phi-
losophies and titled ‘Positions d’attaque et de défense du nouveau 
mysticisme’, the 24-year-old Lefebvre, freshly graduated in philos-
ophy from the Sorbonne, criticized idealism for ‘holding the world 
at bay’. He argued that existence is a fact with which it is impossi-
ble not to engage, and claimed that life is an adventure that must 
be lived fully.

Lefebvre’s focus on rhythms began to take shape amid his 
interest in everyday life. In the second volume of La critique de 
la vie quotidienne (1961), the French philosopher used the term 
‘rhythmology’, announcing the need for a critical methodology for 
the study of social time in capitalist industrial society through the 
conflict between linear and cyclical forms of time. A reference to 
rhythmanalysis is also present in Toward an Architecture of En-
joyment, a manuscript written in 1973 for his Spanish former stu-
dent and friend Mario Gaviria, but not published until 2014. In the 
third volume of La critique de la vie quotidienne (1981, 129), in a 
paragraph titled ‘Space and Time’, Lefebvre famously states: ‘when 
Marxists have dealt with rhythms, they have considered them 
solely on the basis of labour’.

However, it is in his magnum opus on space, La production 
de l’espace (1974), that Lefebvre lays the foundations for a grand 
project that combines the relationships between space and time 
through the body – or, more precisely, through the everyday life of 
the body. In La production, Lefebvre begins to consider that the 
study of rhythms, owing to its greater concreteness, effectiveness 
and proximity to appropriation (understood as the appropriation 
of the body as a spatial practice), could complete or even replace 
psychoanalysis. In La production (1991, 31), Lefebvre tersely as-
serts – almost as an aphorism – that ‘every society – and therefore 
every mode of production with its subvariants – produces a space, 
its own space’. Therefore, to understand this relationship, it is nec-
essary to conduct ‘a study of this space that is able to grasp it as 
such, in its genesis and form, with its time or specific times (the 
rhythm of everyday life), and its particular centres and polycen-
trisms (agora, temple, stadium etc.)’ (ibid.). Given that, for Lefeb-
vre, space is a social product, a theory of the practices necessary to 
grasp its complexity must necessarily begin with the study of so-
cial rhythms. In this long but essential quotation, Lefebvre (ibid., 
87) effectively explains the matter using the following metaphor:

Social spaces interpenetrate one another and overlay them-
selves upon one another. They are not things, which have mu-
tually limiting boundaries and which collide because of their 
contours or as a result of inertia. . . . Nor can such spaces be 
considered empty ‘mediums’, in the sense of containers dis-
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tinct from their contents. . . . A much more fruitful analogy, it 
seems to me, may be found in hydrodynamics, where the prin-
ciple of the superimposition of small movements teaches us 
the importance of the roles played by scale, dimension, and 
rhythm. Great movements, vast rhythms, immense waves – 
these all collide and ‘interfere’ with one another; lesser move-
ments, on the other hand, interpenetrate. If we were to follow 
this model, we would say that any social locus could only be 
properly understood by taking two kinds of determinations 
into account: on the one hand, that locus would be mobilized, 
carried forward, and sometimes smashed apart by major ten-
dencies, those tendencies which ‘interfere’ with one anoth-
er; on the other hand, it would be penetrated by, and shot 
through with, the weaker tendencies characteristic of net-
works and pathways.

Following Lefebvre, the explanation (along with the method for ar-
riving at the explanation) would come almost twenty years later, at 
the end of his life, with the publication of Éléments de rhythmanal-
ysis. René Lourau (1992), a student and friend of Lefebvre, in his 
affectionate introduction to the posthumous edition of the book, ob-
served:

Rhythmanalysis becomes a supporting discipline for the cri-
tique of everyday life. . . . It is situated at the boundary be-
tween the physical, the psychological, the social, and at the 
heart of the everyday. . . . The rhythmanalytic project re-
mained, until the end, Henri Lefebvre’s secret garden . . . a 
garden that remained closed for a long time – ‘jardin cerrado 
para muchos’ (Lorca). (ibid., 9, translated by author).

Lourau’s introduction offers a stimulating and clarifying analogy 
between Lefebvre’s hydrodynamic metaphor and the first chapter 
of Italo Calvino’s book Palomar (1983), titled ‘Reading a Wave’. For 
Lourau (1992, 8), all the complexities of rhythmanalysis are encap-
sulated as follows:
	

One cannot observe a wave without taking into account the 
complex aspects that contribute to its formation and the 
equally complex aspects to which it gives rise. These aspects 
vary continually, so that one wave is always different from 
another wave; but it is also true that every wave is the same 
as another wave, even if not immediately contiguous or suc-
cessive; in short, there are forms and sequences that are re-
peated, albeit irregularly distributed in space and time.
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The Genealogy of Rhythmanalysis: Duration, Social Time, 
Moments and Le Soleil Crucifié

If Lefebvre’s intention to analyze rhythms was the result of a long 
maturation, then some bibliographic references are necessary to 
establish its genealogy. The first source of inspiration was un-
doubtedly the work of the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard. 
In fact, the term rhythmanalysis (rythmanalyse) was not invent-
ed by Lefebvre – nor by Bachelard. The first to use it was the Por
tuguese experimental psychologist Lúcio Alberto Pinheiro dos San-
tos, who sought refuge in Brazil in 1927 to escape the dictatorship 
of general Carmona. In 1931, Pinheiro dos Santos wrote an essay 
titled ‘A ritmanalise’ for a non-existent journal published by the 
equally imaginary Sociedade de Psicologia e Filosofia of Rio de Ja-
neiro. The essay would surely have fallen into oblivion if the au-
thor had not sent it to Bachelard, who was enthusiastic about it 
and used it extensively in the final chapter of his book La dialec-
tique de la durée (1936). However, as Baptista (2010) reports, the 
manuscript by Pinheiro dos Santos has never been found, so what 
remains is Bachelard’s use of the concept of rhythmanalysis.
	 In La dialectique, Bachelard aimed to understand the com-
plexity of life through a critique of Bergson’s concept of duration. 
For Bachelard, life consists of a plurality of durations, each with 
its own rhythm, connections and relations with other durations. 
Since each of these pluralities owes its stability to complex forms 
of agreement (or, sometimes, discordance) between an individual’s 
material, biological or psychological rhythms, rhythmanalysis pre-
sents itself as a (new) component of the psychological sciences on 
par with psychoanalysis. Its purpose is therefore to ‘heal the suf-
fering soul – especially the soul that suffers from time, from spleen’ 
(Bachelard 1936, 12). For Bachelard, through a rhythmic life, it 
is possible to free the soul from false permanences and ill-formed 
durations by reorganizing it in time and space. Rhythmanalysis 
‘seeks opportunities for rhythm everywhere. It is convinced that 
natural rhythms correspond or can easily overlap one another. 
In this way, it warns us of the danger of living in the wrong mo-
ment, signalling the fundamental need for temporal dialectics’ 
(ibid., 143). The rhythmanalysis proposed by Bachelard focuses on 
the analysis of the ‘most appropriate’ rhythms to achieve a men-
tal-emotional state capable of animating life through the lightness 
of intellectual freedom. It is reassuring, often poetic: rest as a ‘right 
of thought’ can be enlightened, spiritualized and poetized by living 
well-regulated temporal diversities.
	 Lefebvre read Bachelard as a romantic who became a scien-
tist or sociologist in order to interpret the forms of alienation that 
erode the poetics of ordinary people. This interpretation of poet-
ic experiences in everyday life brings Lefebvre very close to Ba-
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chelard’s thinking. What distinguishes him is the maintenance of a 
critical focus that links poetic issues to the scientific ones of critical 
theory (Revol 2015, 214-215).

The second source of inspiration Lefebvre drew from his 
mentor, the Russian-French sociologist Georges Gurvitch. For 
Gurvitch, society as a temporal reality is both an object and a sub-
ject in constant becoming; it is the product of all the combined con-
sciousnesses and memories that emerge from the infinite inter-
section of instances to be remembered and anticipated. On this 
basis, he founded a ‘dynamic’ sociology that opposed the ‘static’ 
one, which too often mystified sociological consciousness and ig-
nored the totality of progress. For Gurvitch, time is always at work 
in social life, but in various ways and following different rhythms: 
the times of life and death, knowledge and ignorance, recognition 
and denial, celebration and oblivion. From Gurvitch (1958), Lefe-
bvre borrowed the definition of ‘social time’, which was in direct 
opposition to the classical idea of a singular, homogeneous time, 
conceived as an a priori of collective life. This helped him further 
clarify both the belief that time is not merely mental, but also so-
cial, biological, physical, cosmic, linear and cyclical, as well as the 
dialectical relationship between linear and cyclical time, which 
constitutes one of the fundamental pillars of the rhythmanalytic 
method.

The third source of inspiration Lefebvre derived from the 
theory of moments, which he began to develop in the early 1920s. 
For Lefebvre, moments are those states of intense experience in 
everyday life that offer the possibility of a critique of the everyday 
itself. These are experiences related to strong sensations of dis-
gust, intense pleasure, panic, joy and so on. Moments generate the 
premises for a different everyday life and simultaneously break 
the continuum of the present. Lefebvre describes them thus in his 
autobiography, La somme et le reste (1959):

A moment relates to the whole of life; it includes all the times 
lived . . . but nevertheless, it is a partial fragment of it. It is a 
slow journey that leads to a brightness, a shock, a semi-un-
derstanding after which what was hitherto merely perceived 
or understood becomes a theme for reflection, without how-
ever exhausting its own fruitfulness. The moment has its 
own memory, its own formation and maturation; it condenses 
around a central image that exists, but disappears in sponta-
neous life. . . . This event retrospectively sheds light on a large 
part of reality, and [at the same time] on the time that leads 
up to it. It surpasses it. It prolongs itself indefinitely. This 
takes time, a lot of time: time [for] the whole cannot be kept 
(Lefebvre 1959, 246, translated by the author).
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Lefebvre traced his awareness of the existence of moments to a 
movement of rebellion and horror against the bigoted religion that 
poisoned Navarrenx, the town of his maternal family, where young 
Henri spent his summer vacations, cultivating a deep disgust and 
disdain for ‘a village of merchants and artisans devoid of charm’ 
(Lefebvre 1947b, 229). Around the years 1919-20, he realized that, 
besides post-adolescent malaise, the conformism and moral order 
imposed by the emerging Catholic bourgeoisie in the immedi-
ate postwar period were valid reasons to justify revolt. To repre-
sent the irreplaceable need for this revolutionary impulse, Lefeb-
vre used a mythological image: le soleil crucifié (the crucified sun). 
During his long summer walks in the Vallée du Gave d’Oloron, he 
had been intrigued by the remarkable crucifixes placed at cross-
roads, which bore a disc at the intersection of the arms. Lefebvre 
had at first noticed the uniqueness of these crosses without giving 
them much importance. Indeed, the young philosopher remem-
bered having heard or read somewhere that these discs represent-
ed the instruments of Christ’s passion: the crown of thorns or the 
spears of Roman soldiers, inscribed within those circles. One day, 
he had a sort of vu jàdé:

That day, sitting on the base of the cross, an idea that I had 
undoubtedly been maturing for a long time seized me. I stood 
up abruptly and looked at the cross above my head: ‘They 
crucified the sun! They crucified the sun!’ I walked away 
in horror from that place, from that object. But the image 
that had for the first time appeared clearly to me after I had 
walked that path many times, had to continue its own jour-
ney. . . . The sun nailed to the cross of torment was youth, my 
youth. . . . I swore to myself to extract the deadly nails, to free 
the solar prince, to burn the cross of death. But, at the same 
time, a new curiosity seized me. Who were these men – my 
ancestors – who completed this act, who created this grand 
and tragic symbol and placed it – they, obscure peasants – at 
the crossroads of paths? Why? When? (Lefebvre 1947b, 45, 
translated by the author).

For Lefebvre, moments – understood as differential experiences in 
everyday life – enlighten us in understanding the states of alien
ation into which capitalist society has thrown us. Regarding these 
states of alienation, he spared no criticism, even against religion 
(specifically the Catholic faith, which he perceived as bigoted and 
old-fashioned within his maternal family). The fifth chapter of the 
first volume of La critique de la vie quotidienne (1947b) is titled 
‘Notes Written on a Sunday in the French Countryside’ and is a 
diary of everyday life in a small village in Béarn, the region from 
which Lefebvre originated, in the immediate postwar period. This 
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chapter is often cited by scholars due to Lefebvre’s fierce reckon-
ing with the Catholic Church, which, like economic fetishism, is 
guilty of producing alienation in the lives of humble believers: ‘Its 
power comes from the fact that it penetrates everyday life, . . . a 
psychological and moral technique of extreme finesse and pre-
cision’ (ibid., 260). Lefebvre adopted from Marx’s Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts (1848) the concept of alienation as cen-
tral to the critique of everyday life. We can assume that if the the-
ory of moments represented for Lefebvre the metaphysical foun-
dation for the critique of everyday life, then the theory of rhythms 
completes it by offering itself as its scientific-methodological foun-
dation.
	
The Body, Time and Space

Rhythmanalysis emerges in Lefebvre’s thought as a necessary con-
cept to resolve the interplay between linear and cyclical rhythms 
generated by the capitalist mode of production. Linear time has 
become hegemonic in capitalism because, according to Lefebvre, 
it has been transformed into an abstract entity, needed solely to 
measure the exchange value inherent in the production process: 
‘time is money’ (Moore 2013, 73). Thus, capitalism’s linear time 
promises innovation and progress, but offers only monotony and 
boredom in return. On this point, Lefebvre makes a crucial distinc-
tion between rhythm and repetition. Cyclical rhythms preserve 
differences within their recurring sequences; a sunrise or sunset 
is always unique, even though they occur every day. Rhythms do 
not erase the possibility of desire and discovery; hunger and thirst 
appear with ever-changing nuances. Linear rhythms, on the other 
hand, eliminate all differences in an attempt to render time homo-
geneous, equivalent and interchangeable. The formal and materi-
al identity of a work cycle is exactly recognizable, repetitive, iden-
tical to itself and equally generative of exhaustion and boredom. 
The task of rhythmanalysis in modern capitalist society is to equip 
a critical tool, a methodology, to analyze the dominance of linear 
time over cyclical time.
	 For Lefebvre, despite the hegemony of linear time, there are 
always forces – more or less residual – that oppose capital’s ability 
to completely colonize everyday life. Even though the qualitative 
has virtually disappeared in favour of the quantitative, Lefebvre 
insists that it is from this virtuality that we must start, by estab-
lishing a dialectical relationship between the linear and the cycli-
cal, between power and resistance. However, a dialectical relation-
ship requires three terms, as dualism is not sufficient, because two 
terms create a contradiction rather than a relationship. For this 
reason, Lefebvre believes that the rhythmanalysis of the repeti-
tions characteristic of linear time and the differences inherent in 
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cyclical time must be integrated by introducing a third element: 
the body, so that the relationship progresses from the abstract to 
the concrete.
	 At this point, because a body is not normally able to perceive 
rhythms that are outside its own perceptual scale (for example, in-
frared and ultraviolet radiation or ultrasound and infrasound, bor-
rowed from physics), a method is needed to successfully undertake 
an analysis of rhythms. In this regard, Élements de rythmanalyse 
(1992) aims to guide the reader in rhythmanalytical praxis.
	
‘Vue de la fenêtre’

In chapter three of Élements de rythmanalyse, titled ‘Vue de la 
fenêtre’ (‘View from the Window’), Lefebvre offers us a demonstra-
tion of rhythmanalytical practice. From the windows of his apart-
ment on Rue Rambuteau 30, in the fourth arrondissement of Paris, 
Lefebvre observed the daily comings and goings and the rhythms 
produced by the newly built Beaubourg-Centre Georges Pompidou. 
On one hand, he revived the tradition of some French Impression-
ist painters, particularly Camille Pissarro and Gustave Caillebotte 
(Durand-Ruel Snollaerts 2017), who effectively used the near/far 
viewpoint offered by a window overlooking the street (fenêtre sur la 
ville) in their works. On the other hand, he goes beyond mere rep-
resentation of an observation point because ‘the window responds’. 
Rhythmanalysis, Lefebvre asserts, is not a contemplative or mere-
ly descriptive or allusive activity; it is a critical activity.
	

No camera, no image or series of images can show these 
rhythms. It requires equally attentive eyes and ears, a head 
and a memory and a heart. A memory? Yes, in order to grasp 
this present otherwise than in an instantaneous moment, to 
restore it in its moments, in the movement of diverse rhythms 
(Lefebvre 1992, 36).

The window suggests to Lefebvre various hypotheses – the crowd 
and its wandering – used to establish the dialectic of rhythms in 
time and space, but also the forms and gestures that the power of 
the state has inscribed in that place:
	

The bodies (human, living, plus those of a few dogs) that 
move about down there, in the car-wrecked swarming whole, 
impose a law? Which one? An order of grandeur. The win-
dows, doors, streets and façades are measured in proportion 
to human size. The hands that move about, the limbs, do not 
amount to signs, even though they throw out multiple mes-
sages. But is there a relation between these physical flows 
of movements and gestures and the culture that shows it-
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self (and yells) in the enormous murmur of the junction? The 
little bistros on the rue R., the boutiques, are on a human 
scale, like the passers-by. Opposite, the constructions want-
ed to transcend this scale, to leave known dimensions and 
also all models past and possible behind; leading to the exhi-
bition of metal and frozen guts, in the form of solidified pip-
ing, and the harshest reflections. And it’s a meteorite fallen 
from another planet, where technocracy reigns untram-
melled. . . . Does the state-political order write across this 
scene, with the signature of the author? Without doubt, but 
the time and the age that inscribe themselves in the perfor-
mance of this spectacle, that give it meaning, should not be 
forgotten (ibid., 33-34).

For Lefebvre, the window overlooking Rue Rambouteau is not a 
mental space from which one’s gaze can drift into abstract inter-
pretations, but rather a ‘practical, private and concrete’ place that 
offers views far beyond ‘spectacles or perspectives prolonged men-
tally’. Here, the French philosopher focuses on the socio-economic 
organization of urban-mercantile society to reaffirm that, from a 
Marxist perspective, commodities take over everything, and, from 
a Lefebvrian perspective, (social) space and (social) time become 
the space and time of markets and exchange. In this way, extend-
ing the concept of commodity fetishism found in Marx, space and 
time in Rue Rambouteau become things that – this is the crucial 
point – contain rhythms within them.
	 The necessity of perceiving the rhythms of things and peo-
ple necessarily involves perceiving one’s own rhythms through 
one’s body: the chapter ‘Vue de la fenêtre’ must therefore be con-
sidered both as the moment when the rhythmanalyst encounters 
others and their rhythms, and as the method for deciphering those 
rhythms. Unlike phenomenological analysis, rhythmanalysis does 
not merely consider that ‘there are rhythms’, but also that rhythms 
are produced within a given situation. Its goal is to qualify these 
rhythms and illustrate the causes and effects of the interaction 
between time, space and energy produced by bodies and things in 
those times and spaces. For the rhythmanalyst, this interaction is 
dialectical and forms the starting point of the critical methodology 
of the processes of reification.
	 The references to the political order reigning in Rue Rambou-
teau and to the omnipresent state with its absolute technocracy, 
‘which cannot be seen from the window but is present in this pres-
ent’ (Lefebvre, 1992) show us how Lefebvre’s analysis shifts – or 
more aptly ‘wanders’ – between the observation of street rhythms 
and critique of society. The succession of these alternations, repeti-
tions and differences suggests to the rhythmanalyst that this pres-
ent is ordered by something coming from elsewhere, which is not 
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visible from the window. To capture this presence, the rhythmanal
yst must use their body ‘like a metronome’ (ibid., 19 and passim):

In order to grasp this fleeting object, which is not exactly an 
object, it is therefore necessary to situate oneself simultane-
ously inside and outside. . . . However, to grasp a rhythm, it is 
necessary to have been grasped by it; one must let oneself go, 
give oneself over, abandon oneself to its duration (ibid., 27).

Empiricism and Substance vs. Abstraction and Ideology

It is interesting to note how Lefebvre felt the need to bid farewell 
to a century lived almost entirely theoretically through a method-
ological project. It seems as though he wanted to conclude his in-
tellectual journey by refuting the widespread pluralist criticism 
that Marxist approaches tend to confuse ideology with substance 
and abstraction with empiricism (McLennan 1989). To neutralize 
this critique, Lefebvre turned to Marx (1844) and the Third Manu-
script, ‘Private Property and Communism’, from which he adopt-
ed the idea that ‘the senses have therefore become theoreticians 
in their immediate praxis’. Thus, on the one hand, the (empirical) 
study of the body’s rhythms and its subjugation to training and so-
cial rules (see the fourth chapter of Élements de rythmanalyse, ti-
tled ‘Dressage’) is indispensable not only for analyzing how capital-
ism shapes classes but also, more importantly, for understanding 
how it acts as a system based on the alienation of bodies and their 
lifetimes and spaces. To clarify this point, Lefebvre (1992, 33) pro-
poses a fundamental observation for the practice of rhythmanaly-
sis as a research method: ‘the implication in the spectacle entails 
the explication of this spectacle’.
	 The concept of implication is of fundamental importance for 
the practice of rhythmanalysis. Lourau (1992) did not miss this 
point by Lefebvre, noting how it introduces important questions 
regarding the use of the body of the researcher-rhythmanalyst in 
rhythmanalytical practice. Specifically, Lourau carefully reflects 
on what it means for a researcher to ‘be implicated’ in their object 
of research. According to Lourau, this involves ‘an endless, incom-
plete, uncertain work that cannot overcome the indeterminacy of 
the situation’. The result is not ‘explanation’ as in classical logic 
or classical sociology. The analysis of involvement ‘explains’ more 
or less our place ‘within the spectacle’ of the world, and in doing 
so provides some illumination of the world – or its representation. 
For Lourau, recognizing these implications means doing the bulk 
of the social and analytical work, as the obstacles to such recogni-
tion constitute the main part of the field of analysis. The concept 
of implication is particularly useful for understanding the practice 
of rhythmanalysis, because implications are not just ‘responses to’ 
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but especially ‘relations to’. For Lourau (1969, 12), our bodies are 
akin to those of ventriloquists who speak ‘only because the insti-
tution speaks through us, because we literally have it ‘under our 
skin’. Everyday life is entirely composed of an institutional fabric 
that involves a certain degree of consent, adhesion, commitment 
and participation (if not integration), and we are all involved with 
the institution, even when we do not objectively belong to its estab-
lished form. Lourau offers an effective example to support this the-
sis:

It does not matter whether I am rich or poor, whether I am 
an employee or a shareholder: the institution of the bank, 
and the institutions connected to it, concern me. I deal with 
the bank, even if I have no bank account, no savings book, 
no postal account, because the bank is the established form 
of regulation concerning the circulation and accumulation of 
capital (Lourau 1969, 10, translated by the author).

Through the researcher’s implications, rhythmanalysis recognizes 
the importance of arbitrariness and suggests methodological free-
dom rather than an obstinate pursuit of positivist truths through 
poorly designed research. Arbitrariness highlights the methodolog-
ically nomadic nature of rhythmanalysis, which refuses to be con-
fined within disciplinary boundaries that would limit its trajecto-
ries. This does not mean that rhythmanalysis is unresponsive to 
methodological discussion. Rather, it means that it is based on the 
understanding of social experiences as reverberating and impreg-
nated, and that it situates itself methodologically within social 
phenomena, in contrast to research practices that position them-
selves above social phenomena.
	 Everything that established research methodologies consider 
fundamental requirements (the claim of objectivity in analysis, the 
non-partisanship of the researcher), and upon which social scienc-
es have drawn legitimacy over the last century and a half, repre-
sent for Lefebvre a fatal limitation that often leads the research-
er (and their research) to the famous Hegelian aphorism: ‘what is 
known is not necessarily understood’. With rhythmanalysis, Lefe-
bvre returns for the last time to the project he cultivated through-
out his life: the critique of everyday life. Whereas in established 
social sciences, everyday life is a descriptive and analytical concept 
– taken ‘for granted’ in any case; in Lefebvre’s project this concep-
tion is insufficient because it does not define the rhythmic essence 
of the desires and needs of everyday life as rhythms interacting in 
space. It does not capture the needs, desires, unconscious reflec-
tions and passions.
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Conclusion

Élements de rythmanalyse shares the same destiny as most Lefeb-
vrian reissues of the last thirty years: receiving attention and (re)
opening the scientific debate only after being translated into Eng-
lish. By being translated, Élements de rythmanalyse provides fur-
ther possibilities for empirical methodologies in applied research. 
This is evidenced by the proliferation of studies that since 2004, 
the year in which the work was made accessible to Anglo-Saxon 
scholars in their own language, have referred in various ways to 
rhythmanalysis as a research method. In this regard, it should be 
considered that, as the elaboration of rhythms is not presented by 
the author himself as a closed system, but only sketched out in this 
small treatise, many researchers have devoted themselves to not 
only exploring its empirical potential but also to trying to define its 
procedural aspects in some way. The Lefebvrian concepts of ‘poly-
rhythmia’, ‘eurhythmia’ and ‘arrhythmia’ have been variously de-
clined to show that places and times are constituted and function 
through mobile flows of capital, objects, energy, or matter passing 
through and around them. In this respect, places and times exist 
in a constellation of rhythmic entanglements: polyrhythms that 
contain multiple temporalities in harmony (eurhythmia) or in con-
trast (arrhythmia) with each other in an ever-evolving rhythmic 
assemblage.

According to Chen (2018, 6), at the conceptual level, there are 
two possibilities for practising rhythmicity. The first approach is 
inductive: it focuses on a distinct rhythm and weaves the multi-
plicity of rhythmic assemblages together by linking the different 
points of rhythmic production. Starting from a distinct rhythm, 
the rhythmanalyst traces the polyrhythms of social processes by 
exploring the reciprocal influence between a singular rhythm and 
the totality of other rhythms. The second approach is deductive, in 
which the plurality of practices of temporal spacing, alignment, ne-
gotiation and realignment of rhythmic assemblages present at a 
given point influences the units of rhythms within the polyrhyth-
mic whole and facilitates the rhythmanalytic recognition of singu-
lar rhythms.

Finally, in full coherence with the Anglo-Saxon analytical tra-
dition, a handbook was published (Lyon, 2019) dedicated to the 
practice of rhythmanalysis. The handbook complements more tra-
ditional methodological guides to qualitative interviewing, longitu-
dinal data analysis, community studies, etc. Lyon’s work, in addi-
tion to formally inaugurating the entry of rhythmanalysis within 
the ‘established’ research methodologies, reports an interesting 
state of the art that testifies to the breadth and heterogeneity of 
research interests aroused by Lefebvre’s method over the last fif-
teen years.
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The number of studies that utilize rhythmanalysis in origi-
nal ways is continuously growing, and it is not our aim to offer a 
review of them here. These are generally works that deal directly 
with urban spatiotemporal themes, as well as those that explore 
technical possibilities (audiovisuals, timelapse, sound recording, 
drone use, etc.), kinetic modalities (walking, traveling by train, 
bus, metro, ferry, car, motorcycle etc.) and static ones (the window 
on Rue Rambuteau, the table at the bistro, the bench etc.).

This is certainly a positive sign. The fact that there is a wide-
spread, heterogeneous use of Lefebvrian rhythmanalysis by schol-
ars all over the world – and, as mentioned in the previous section, 
‘differently implicated’ – undermines the position of those who 
shy away from any Marxist imprint in their research activities. 
The extraordinary reception of a research practice developed by a 
Marxist scholar (albeit a very unorthodox one, as Lefebvre certain-
ly was) attests to the possibility of conducting original research 
using methodologies rooted in critical ideology, while at the same 
time leaving ‘space’ for the researcher’s own implication. The hope 
is that this will contribute to bringing a breath of fresh air into the 
immense realm of research dealing with time, space and energies 
in the urban context, and to focusing research topics on the condi-
tions and possibilities for each of us to approach the study of the 
everyday in a less tedious and serious manner, with greater atten-
tion paid to the minutiae of the ordinary.

In the hope of attracting renewed attention to everyday ordi-
nariness, capable of highlighting the possibilities of a disalienated 
existence, I could not find a more fitting conclusion here than that 
offered by Georges Perec (1989, 9) to stimulate not the discovery 
of new fields of research, but rather the creation of new ways of re-
searching what we think we already know, but that, paraphrasing 
Hegel once again, ‘is not necessarily understood’:

Newspapers talk about everything, except the daily. Newspa-
pers bore me; they teach me nothing; what they recount does 
not concern me, does not question me, and does not answer 
the questions I ask or would like to ask. What really happens, 
what we live, the rest, all the rest, where is it? What happens 
every day and comes back every day, the banal, the everyday, 
the obvious, the common, the ordinary, the infra-ordinary, the 
background noise, the habitual – how can we account for it, 
how can we question it, how can we describe it?
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Decoding Socio- 
Environmental  
Processes 
through Rhythm
analysis
Pınar Şefkatli

This paper outlines the technique of rhythmanalysis as a 
transdisciplinary method for understanding socio-environ-
mental processes in urban settings. Drawing on Lefebvre’s, 
Gandy’s and Adam’s theoretical framework, I explore three 
rhythms that shape urban environments, to propose new 
perspectives on sustainability and climate change: social 
rhythms, ecological rhythms and infrastructural rhythms. 
These rhythms vary from daily human activities to seasonal 
biodiversity cycles, shaping and reshaping each other in the 
urban environment. In this context, I propose that combining 
artistic and scientific research approaches informs a better 
understanding of how these rhythms manifest, as well as how 
they harmonize and clash with each other, enabling both a rig-
orous data collection and representation and a possibility to 
tune with sensorial experiences. In this light, rhythmanalysis 
opens a window into research frameworks that transcend dis-
ciplinary boundaries and bridge between arts and sciences, 
fostering an inclusive inquiry towards cultivating sustainable 
urban futures.
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Introduction

Urban environments are characterized by the interplay of natu-
ral cycles, daily human activities and interactions, and the infra-
structural systems that support everyday life. Within this com-
plex web, rhythms shape how time and space unfold, ranging from 
the cyclical patterns of day and night to the routines and habits 
of individuals and communities, as well as spatio-temporal pat-
terns of urban supply systems, grids and networks. Although a 
wide range of studies recognizes these rhythms and their impli-
cations on urban life and processes (Brighenti & Kärrholm, 2018; 
Matos Wunderlich, 2013; Nash, 2020), understanding how they re-
late to each other and how they converge and interact in cities has 
not been fully explored in twentieth-century urban social theory 
(Heynen et al., 2006). Can this gap in research and practice create 
opportunities to integrate arts and sciences, developing viewpoints 
that transcend traditional disciplinary boundaries?

Rhythmanalysis offers a powerful lens for understanding how 
various dynamics of ecological cycles, social interactions and in-
frastructural systems intersect in urban environments (Lefebvre, 
2013). Studies of rhythms in the urban context emphasize not only 
the spatial qualities of these dynamics but also their temporal as-
pects, exploring how they are repeated and reproduced and how 
they relate to or diverge from each other over time (Adam, 2005). 
This approach enables us to position socio-environmental and in-
frastructural conditions within their spatio-temporal contexts 
(Gandy, 2014) by combining various qualitative (experience-based) 
and quantitative (data-based) forms of knowledge. Representing 
these rhythms visually serves as a ‘boundary object’, helping to 
create a common ground in which the paradigms of arts and sci-
ence can engage in transdisciplinary settings (Nevejan & Sefkatli, 
2020). But what is rhythmanalysis? How does it enable us to un-
derstand these intermingled dynamics?

Understanding urban biodiversity and climate change bene-
fits a multi-scalar perspective that bridges the arts and sciences, 
framing the climate as a ‘hybrid entity’ shaped by both environ-
mental and biophysical elements as well as socio-cultural knowl-
edge, affect and practice (Popke, 2016). Lefebvre reminds us that 
these challenges are not isolated phenomena but ‘manifestations of 
the more “global problem” of capitalism’s survival’ through its re-
production of social and spatial relations (Butler, 2023). To under-
stand these perspectives, we need a ‘multi-scalar and multi-spe-
cies framework’ that uncovers ecological complexities within urban 
environments (Gandy, 2023). By approaching socio-environmental 
challenges as triggers of ‘spatial displacement and temporal disori-
entation’ (Gandy, 2023), we can illuminate their associations with 
cultural landscapes through scientific and artistic methods. This 
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interplay of space and timescales sets the foundation for explor-
ing rhythmanalysis, revealing opportunities to harmonize social, 
ecological and infrastructural systems in the face of climate crises 
(Figure 1).

In this article, I will explore the theoretical foundations of 
rhythmanalysis in socio-environmental contexts, drawing on the 
works of Henri Lefebvre, Matthew Gandy and Barbara Adam. I 
will then discuss the potential of rhythmanalysis as a methodol-
ogy for identifying, documenting and analyzing social, ecological 
and infrastructural rhythms and their interrelationships through 
artistic and scientific research methods. Finally, I will argue the 
relevance of rhythmanalysis in bridging these two fields, reveal-
ing diverse temporalities ranging from immediate, daily rhythms 
to long-term environmental cycles. By bringing to light how such 
rhythms merge and unfold in the urban environment and the ele-
ments that structure them through arts and science, we can pro-
pose innovative solutions that render them more attuned to one 
another. Ultimately, rhythmanalysis emerges as a powerful re-
source for shaping sustainable and resilient urban futures, invit-
ing a collaborative discourse between arts and sciences.

Theoretical Reflections on Social, Ecological and Infra-
structural Rhythms

How do rhythms shape urban environments and socio-environ-
mental processes? How can we identify social, ecological and infra-
structural rhythms and explore their intricate relationships? What 
methodologies can we adopt to deepen our understanding of these 
rhythms through engaging arts and sciences to foster more sus-
tainable and resilient urban landscapes? Let us delve into these 
inquiries through an exploration of the theoretical frameworks 
proposed by Henri Lefebvre, Matthew Gandy and Barbara Adam.

Henri Lefebvre and Social Rhythms
In his works The Critique of Everyday Life and Production of 
Space, Henri Lefebvre invites us to explore the rhythms that shape 
both ecological processes and our social lives, highlighting the ‘na-
ture-society dialectic of our time’ (Foster et al., 2020). At the heart 
of rhythmanalysis lies the investigation into how natural and so-
cial rhythms intertwine. Lefebvre distinguishes these two by iden-
tifying two types of rhythms: cyclical and linear (Lefebvre, 1996). 
Cyclical rhythms arise from natural cycles and processes, which 
Lefebvre illustrates with examples such as the alternation of day 
and night, changing seasons and even human biological rhythms 
like our heartbeats (Lefebvre, 1996). These rhythms are character-
ized by regeneration and renewal, fostering a sense of continuity 
and stability within ever-changing urban life. In contrast, linear 
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rhythms reflect human activities and actions, such as work sched-
ules, transportation systems and economic processes, which, ac-
cording to Lefebvre, are shaped by the imposition of social and po-
litical structures. In his critique of daily urban processes, Lefebvre 
observes how linear rhythms are often normative, prioritizing pro-
ductivity and efficiency over natural temporalities, reducing time 
to mere measurable units (Lefebvre, 2013).

Lefebvre’s analysis unveils the complex interactions between 
these two distinct rhythms within our urban environments. He ar-
gues that modern cities favour linear rhythms, which often trap 
us in a cycle of standardized schedules, repetitive timeframes and 
the relentless 24/7 operations of urban infrastructures (Lefebvre, 
2014). These temporal orders can distance urban dwellers from 
ecological rhythms such as ‘seasonal habits of the tides, the weath-
er, day and night’ (Jones, 2010). Lefebvre suggests that by recog-
nizing these dynamics of disruption, we can begin to rethink urban 
life itself and how the rhythms of nature can be harmonized with 
the rhythms of social life (Crang, 2001). What if, instead of resist-
ing the natural rhythms, urban life embraced them?

Matthew Gandy and Infrastructural Rhythms
Matthew Gandy’s work invites us to explore the intricate rhythms 
generated by urban infrastructures and their crucial role in shap-
ing the socio-environmental processes in the urban context. Urban 
infrastructures are ‘not only material manifestations of political 
power but also systems of representation that lend urban space its 
cultural meaning’, transforming not just the urban space but also 
the experiences of those who inhabit them (Gandy, 2005, 39).

Various urban infrastructures – water management systems, 
energy distribution networks and waste disposal mechanisms – 
impose their own structured temporalities on natural flows, cre-
ating unique rhythms within the urban fabric (Gandy, 2022). For 
example, water infrastructures like dams and drainage systems 
dramatically alter the natural patterns of rivers and rainfall, im-
pacting seasonal flooding and the delicate ecosystems that rely on 
these cycles. By reshaping these natural flows, infrastructure pro-
duces new urban rhythms that both accommodate and challenge 
ecological processes. This dynamic creates ‘tensions’ between the 
ongoing maintenance of these systems and their long-term en
durance, while impacting the ‘specificities and temporal dynamics 
of micro ecologies in the urban environment’ (Gandy, 2022).

Echoing Lefebvre, Gandy embarks on a journey to synthesize 
various temporalities within an ‘integrated analytical framework’ 
(Gandy, 2022). This approach underscores the critical interplay 
between infrastructure and the socioecological rhythms within 
our cities. For Gandy, understanding how urban infrastructures – 
which he calls the ‘space-time geographies of modernity’ (Gandy, 
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2022) – shape and interact with socio-ecological processes is essen-
tial to developing novel approaches for urban sustainability and 
resilience. By recognizing alterations in such rhythms, cities can 
not only anticipate but also adapt to pressing environmental chal-
lenges, such as water scarcity or biodiversity depletion.

Barbara Adam and Ecological Rhythms
In Timescapes of Modernity, Barbara Adam challenges us to recon-
sider the prevailing knowledge of linear, clock-based time, particu-
larly in how we understand and engage with socio-environmental 
phenomena (Adam, 2005). She compellingly illustrates how the 
consideration of industrial clock time not only oversimplifies but 
also disrupts the rich interplay between the ‘irreversible temporal-
ities of life and the multiple rhythmicities of nature’ (Adam, 2005, 
95). This oversight ultimately neglects the complex temporalities 
that bridge nature and social life.

For Adam, this conventional approach is ‘both part of the 
problem and applied as a solution’ in industrial activities (Adam, 
2005, 117). It construes time merely as a ‘quantifiable resource’ 
based on ‘repetition without change’ (Adam, 1998, 101), which ef-
fectively alienates us from the rich, multi-dimensional temporali-
ty inherent in natural processes and the varying contexts of living 
systems. This view fosters a reliance on standardized, quantified 
and decontextualized approaches in socio-technical systems that 
deeply undermine urban sustainability and environmental health.

In an effort to overcome these limitations, Adam’s concept of 
timescapes offers a compelling lens through which we can explore 
intricate ‘approaches to time and the multiple intersections of the 
times of culture and the socio-physical environment’ (Adam, 2005, 
122). Timescapes not only capture the ‘rhythmicities, timings and 
tempos’ that permeate both natural and cultural processes, but 
also illuminate the profound relationships and interactions that 
shape socio-environmental and socio-technical processes.

The notion of timescapes shifts our perception of time from 
that of a mere abstract, commodified resource to a rich, lived expe-
rience. It serves as a powerful tool, facilitating a ‘practical engage-
ment with the less tangible phenomena and processes of the global 
environment’. By delving into the temporal ‘relationships, inter-
dependencies and embeddedness’ that drive social change (Adam, 
2008, 7), Adam encourages us to recognize the diversity of the 
rhythms influencing socio-environmental phenomena and to deter-
mine which temporalities are prioritized and favoured. Acknowl-
edging these rhythms is crucial for cultivating sustainable prac
tices that honour the delicate timings of the natural world.

Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis, Gandy’s space-time geography 
and Adam’s timescapes invite us to dive into the interplay of space 
and time dynamics that shape urban socio-environmental phe-
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nomena. Revisiting these conceptualizations is crucial to see social, 
ecological and infrastructural rhythms as interconnected – a per-
spective that can inspire new dialogues between arts and scienc-
es. Lefebvre’s work not only unveils the various linear and cyclical 
rhythms in the urban environment, but also enriches our under-
standing of the diverse experiences arising from their interactions. 
Gandy expands this perspective by examining how urban systems 
can inadvertently exacerbate the disconnect between social, eco-
logical and infrastructural rhythms. He urges us to navigate and 
question the intricate complexities of urban environments and 
the socio-ecological dynamics that dwell within. Meanwhile, Adam 
broadens our perspective by shedding light on the diverse tem-
poralities that are often overlooked and unrecognized within so-
cio-environmental processes.

Furthermore, with their conceptualizations, the authors 
touch upon different temporal scales of rhythms (Figure 2). While 
we can suggest that the social rhythms Lefebvre deals with are 
mainly visible in a daily and weekly setting, the infrastructural 
rhythms that Gandy addresses are most influential on monthly 
and seasonal scales. Finally, the ecological rhythms that Adam dis-
cusses in her work occur at broader temporal scales, such as yearly. 
For this reason, they open the doors for researchers to engage with 
diverse temporalities and understand their relationships, which 
creates the opportunity to bring arts and sciences closer.

Methodological Approaches to Rhythmanalysis in Social, 
Ecological and Infrastructural Processes

Delving into the intricate rhythms of biodiversity within urban 
ecosystems through the perspectives of Lefebvre, Gandy and Adam 
invites a nuanced exploration of diverse methodologies. Both artis-
tic and scientific approaches can contribute to revealing the com-
plex, interwoven dynamics of social, ecological and infrastructural 
processes. What can such methodologies look like? In this section, I 
will propose four methodological approaches for this: phenomeno
logical and participatory approaches, documentary filmmaking 
and data visualization.

Phenomenological Approaches
Lefebvre posits a phenomenological approach to capturing the 
multifaceted rhythms across social, ecological and infrastructural 
processes, where observational techniques are imperative (Crang, 
2001; Edensor, 2010). Observing rhythms is as much a systemat-
ic documentation of daily life patterns through scientific methods 
like ethnographic fieldwork as it is a way to attune to the sensory 
and experiential aspects of time and space – a process that lends 
itself to artistic practices.
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For social rhythms, observations may focus on people’s activi-
ties in outdoor spaces like parks, plazas and streets over a daily or 
weekly timeframe, especially at the neighbourhood or street level 
(Low, 1996). For ecological rhythms, we can centre observations 
around seasonality, documenting ‘the regular and periodic changes 
of a condition on an annual scale’ (White & Hastings, 2020). Like-
wise, for infrastructural rhythms, observations may focus on urban 
systems like roads in relation to environmental variables like air 
pollution across daily, weekly, or yearly temporal scales (Otu et 
al., 2024). Social, ecological and infrastructural rhythms may be 
visualized in the form of maps, timelines and charts. They can also 
be represented through photography, heat maps, network graphs, 
icons and diagrams (Simpson, 2012).

In observing rhythms, walking prevails as an effective re-
search methodology in arts and sciences. As ‘distinct senses of 
place do depend on the sensory experiencing of built environ-
ments’, walking can enable researchers to experience the city 
‘through multiple sensory modalities, not just the visual’, such as 
integrating touch, sound and smell (Degen & Rose, 2012). This 
enables the integration of not only scientific approaches but also 
artistic ones, which can alter the exploration of ‘embodied inhabi-
tation of urban spaces’, connecting sensory experiences to shifting 
urban rhythms (Degen & Rose, 2012). Walking can also reveal ‘how 
urban infrastructure lends identity to the urban landscape’, docu-
menting both the spatial orientation of infrastructures as well as 
their trajectories through time (Castán Broto et al., 2021). Gandy 
brings another perspective to these methods by introducing ‘listen-
ing’ and ‘staying put’ as additional dimensions to observing social, 
ecological and infrastructural rhythms (Gandy, 2024).

Technology-based approaches to these techniques may in-
clude the usage of sensors to document movement, climate-related 
patterns, and infrastructural usage patterns (Gabrys, 2019). Re-
searchers have also used sound documentation to reveal the inter-
section of social, ecological and infrastructural rhythms, leading 
to the creation of soundscapes (Arkette, 2004). Both these meth-
ods are widely used in artistic and scientific research, since they 
enable rigorous documentation as well as opening an experiential 
and sensorial perspective to data.

Experimenting with different methods to capture social, eco-
logical and infrastructural rhythms through observations allows 
artistic and scientific researchers to improve their ‘spatial sensi-
tivities’, drawing attention to the ‘lived experiences, behavioural 
changes, social values and practices’ in relation to sustainability 
and climate change (Affolderbach & O’Neill, 2024). In this sense, 
observational techniques serve not only as a scientific tool but as a 
creative lens to capture how rhythms unfold across various spatio- 
temporal scales.
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Participatory Approaches
Building on Adam’s work, participatory and community-based 
methods offer another avenue to blend artistic and scientific re-
search practices. Research on social and ecological resilience in-
creasingly highlights the importance of participatory and trans-
disciplinary approaches, empowering citizens to co-create ‘their 
adaptive capacity within a local urban area’ (Champlin et al., 
2023). Adam emphasizes the importance of lived, experiential 
aspects of socio-environmental phenomena, which participa-
tory methods can capture (Facer et al., 2022). These methods not 
only complement observational techniques but also highlight the 
invaluable perspective of residents and local stakeholders, facili-
tating the interpretation of the unique rhythms intrinsic to their 
lived experiences (Calheiros et al., 2000). The participatory ap-
proaches not only capture local phenomena through empirical 
lenses, but also unveils the localized relationships between the in-
formants and their surroundings.

In examining social rhythms, participatory research tech-
niques such as interviews, workshops and focus groups can serve 
as vital platforms for residents to share their insights into their 
daily routines and community practices and the dynamics within 
their outdoor spaces (Springer & Skolarus, 2019). Artistic methods 
can strengthen these techniques by providing different ways for 
the participants to express themselves and narrate their experi-
ences. When exploring infrastructural rhythms, creative method-
ologies like participatory mapping techniques or collective journal
ing projects can elucidate everyday patterns that animate specific 
locations. Additionally, participatory surveys and workshops invite 
residents to share how they interact with infrastructures, such as 
water supply or waste collection.

Such methods offer researchers and artists alike a richer 
understanding of how these social rhythms intertwine with local 
infrastructures and environmental contexts (Fagerholm et al., 
2021). Furthermore, through such methods, we can better under-
stand how urban residents respond to climate change or vice versa 
and what habits and behavioural patterns can be seen as actions 
that are beneficial from the sustainability perspective (Kurz et al., 
2015).

Documenting ecological rhythms through community engage-
ment may involve using creative tools, such as photography and 
diaries, to track seasonal transformations in their environments 
and articulate personal reflections on how these natural cycles 
interlace with their daily lives (Spoon, 2014). To deepen this en-
gagement, workshops and focus groups can bring together resi-
dents and researchers, creating a space for discussion about local 
experiences with climate change, such as shifts in precipitation or 
temperature variations (Picketts et al., 2012). These collaborative 
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methods, which are rooted in both arts and sciences, often illumi-
nate hidden rhythms, unveiling culturally specific socio-ecological 
practices or adaptive strategies cultivated in response to local cli-
mate-related changes (Berkes & Turner, 2006).

Documentary Filmmaking
Gandy’s analysis of the effects of infrastructures on socio-ecologi-
cal processes highlights the critical role that artistic practices play 
in illuminating the intricate ways they interact across various 
scales (Gandy, 2022). Infrastructural rhythms provide an oppor-
tunity to weave together social and ecological narratives. Gandy’s 
analysis of infrastructures such as water and energy supply and 
waste collection allow us to see these systems not just as technical 
constructs but as integral elements within complex social and eco-
logical networks (Gandy, 2022). To engage meaningfully with the 
‘polyrhythmic account’ of infrastructures, we need to examine spe-
cific rhythms and ‘map its associations with other sites of rhythmic 
production’, viewing infrastructure as a ‘polyrhythmic assemblage’ 
(Oppermann et al., 2020). This approach encourages exploration of 
the diverse rhythms of bodies and materialities, using artistic ac-
counts alongside scientific methods.

In this light, Gandy highlights documentary filmmaking as 
a research method that enables a unique ‘narrative experimenta-
tion as well as different modes of research dissemination’ (Gandy, 
2021). While documentary film enables ‘a wider reflection on the 
relationship between cultural artefacts and materiality, . . . the af-
finity between the geohumanities and visual methods opens up 
possibilities for greater narrative experimentation as well as dif-
ferent modes of research dissemination’ (Gandy, 2021).

This dual role of documentary film, as a powerful testament 
to lived experiences and a medium for rich intersubjective commu-
nication, makes it uniquely poised for exploring rhythms (Gandy, 
2021). For example, capturing the interplay of ecological, social 
and infrastructural rhythms in a city through film might reveal 
how residents navigate the challenges posed by infrastructural 
failures or ecological shifts in their environment, transforming or-
dinary disruptions into compelling narratives of resilience. More 
than just a storytelling tool, the documentary film technique res-
onates deeply with audiences, evolving into a ‘cultural artefact’ 
that both reflects and influences broader discourses surrounding 
urban rhythms and sustainability (Gandy, 2021). Thus, documen-
tary filmmaking emerges as a crucial artistic and scientific method 
in rhythmanalysis, inviting us to engage more profoundly with the 
rhythms of urban life and their wider significance.
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Data Visualisation
Visualizing rhythms through using different forms of datasets 
offers a unique method for bridging the gap between arts and 
sciences, providing a platform for integrating both quantitative 
and qualitative approaches to understand urban socio-ecological 
processes. These datasets may include information on social, eco-
logical and infrastructural rhythms collected both top-down and 
bottom-up. While urban spatial data on functions and streets gath-
ered by municipalities can give hints about the social rhythms in 
a city, data on climate patterns and environmental qualities can 
enable knowledge of ecological rhythms. Finally, datasets on en-
ergy consumption, transportation flows, and water usage make it 
possible to understand infrastructural rhythms. Although these 
datasets are usually analyzed through scientific methodologies, en-
gaging with artistic methods can enable the visualization of these 
data in creative ways.

When we delve into the complexities of socio-ecological pro-
cesses, urban biodiversity and sustainability, recognizing the mul-
tifaceted scales at play is crucial (Faeth et al., 2012). In urban 
areas, the representation of these polyrhythmic aspects through 
different forms of data not only expands the experiential accounts 
behind socio-environmental processes, but also reveals pressing so-
cial and biodiversity needs. For instance, visualizing air pollution 
over time compared to human activity and infrastructural pat-
terns may highlight disparities in access to healthy living environ-
ments (Adam, 2008).

Such visualizations also reflect how species and organisms 
respond to seasonal temperature changes and environmental con-
ditions – processes whose spatial distribution and dynamics often 
demand long-term observation (White & Hastings, 2020) or are 
difficult to capture through participatory approaches. Integrating 
quantitative methods to capture broad spatial phenomena, like 
regional climate patterns, with qualitative approaches to uncover 
local-scale dynamics, such as community resource preferences, pro-
vides a holistic lens for addressing urban challenges (Albuquerque 
et al., 2020).

Focusing on the spatial context is just one aspect of data 
visualization of rhythms. By delving into the notions of time and 
temporality, we can unveil a richer understanding of the intricate 
dynamics at play in urban socio-environmental processes. Adam 
considers that time ‘through this analytic promises to elucidate the 
ways in which political, social and economic conditions shape and 
exert authority over the everyday urban’ (Besedovsky et al., 2019). 
This perspective invites scientists and artists to notice diverse 
temporalities unfolding in the urban context. These temporalities 
are not only anchored in a ‘socio-historical past but also project 
into a socio-environmental future’ (Adam, 2008). Temporal qual-
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ities surpass basic rhythmic measures like frequency, tempo and 
duration (Blue, 2019); they also open a window to the unknown 
future through ‘social, familial, generational, economic, political 
and socio-technical’ timelines (Adam, 2008). Exploring the align-
ment and misalignment between past, present and future, as well 
as daily, weekly and seasonal rhythms, is crucial to understanding 
how socio-environmental processes emerge from relations and in-
teractions of various rhythms.

Bringing It Together

These approaches for capturing, analyzing and visualizing 
rhythms pave the way for a rich, multi-layered analysis, allow-
ing us to delve into the intricate rhythms of socio-environmen-
tal dynamics. While scientific methods offer vital insights into the 
notions that shape social, ecological and infrastructural patterns, 
artistic methodologies ground these large trends in the lived expe-
riences of individuals. By intertwining these approaches, we can 
construct a novel framework that examines the interplay of social, 
ecological and infrastructural rhythms in a dynamic, interconnect-
ed way.

The conceptual developments surrounding Lefebvre’s rhyth-
manalysis, Adam’s timescapes and Gandy’s space-time geogra-
phy illuminate how social, ecological and infrastructural rhythms 
shape urban environments and how they harmonize and clash in 
the urban context. Lefebvre’s work serves as a vital lens to ex-
plore the dynamic qualities of urban life (Lefebvre, 2013), posi-
tioning the city as composed of cyclical and linear rhythms. Ad-
am’s notion of timescapes invites researchers to probe the complex 
layers of time that impact ecological, social and infrastructural 
rhythms (Adam, 2005). Meanwhile, Gandy sheds light on urban 
infrastructure and socio-economic processes, highlighting the crit-
ical spatio-temporal characteristics that give rise to these rhythms 
(Gandy, 2022).

In methodological terms, integrating these perspectives re-
quires deploying scientific and artistic research methods to elu-
cidate the interrelation of social, ecological and infrastructur-
al rhythms. Phenomenological approaches, echoing Lefebvre’s 
rhythmanalysis, enable researchers to discern recurring dynam-
ics and their variations in daily life. Participatory approaches res
onate with Adam’s notion of timescapes, which invite urban res-
idents to share their local knowledge and experiences related to 
the rhythms and temporalities that shape socio-environmental 
phenomena, offering a grassroots perspective to rhythmanaly-
sis. Furthermore, Gandy proposes documentary filmmaking as a 
method that enriches the narratives of urban infrastructures and 
the various rhythms they entail. Finally, visualization of data from 
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top-down and bottom-up sources appears to be an effective way to 
explore social, ecological and infrastructural patterns on different 
scales, which may be difficult to capture through qualitative forms 
of analysis.
	 While these approaches enable different perspectives on so-
cial, ecological and infrastructural rhythms, they also incorporate 
knowledge on different spatio-temporal scales (Figure 3). We can 
see the phenomenological approach through methods like obser-
vations focusing on a daily setting and on a specific spatial area. 
Similarly, the participatory approaches addresses a given commu-
nity or a group of participants that will give evidence of a specif-
ic spatio-temporal context. In comparison to this, the documen-
tary filmmaking approach will enable the registration of a larger 
spatio-temporal setting, integrating large geographies and times. 
Finally, data visualization may cover a broader space-time scale, 
enabling reflection on historical past and future predictions. This 
way, the four approaches together acknowledge the ‘inherent tem-
poral dynamics of urban systems’, ‘short-term planning responses’, 
as well as ‘long-term solutions’ (Krishnan et al., 2024).
	 Rhythmanalysis is not only essential for bringing togeth-
er diverse forms of knowledge, but also to reveal alignments 
and misalignments of spatio-temporal dynamics (Nevejan & 
Sefkatli, 2020). By correlating social, ecological and infrastruc-
tural rhythms, scientists and artists alike can identify points of 
alignment and misalignment, harmony and discord, eurhythmia 
and arrhythmia (Lefebvre, 2004) – insights that are essential for 
navigating urban ecological and infrastructural systems. Consid-
ering Lefebvre’s work, exploring alignments and misalignments 
would mean looking at how linear and cyclical rhythms clash. In 
this perspective, Gandy encourages us to question how infrastruc
tural rhythms intersect with social and ecological patterns (Gandy, 
2022). On the other hand, Adam’s notion of timescapes highlights 
the importance of recognizing and comparing rhythms on differ-
ent spatio-temporal scales such as daily, seasonal and yearly, and 
across spatial extents, from neighbourhood streets to city districts 
and entire regions (Adam, 2005). By bringing these rhythms to-
gether, we weave a compelling narrative that juxtaposes these di-
verse scales, fostering a deeper appreciation and understanding of 
their interconnectedness.
	 The potential of merging the social, ecological and infrastruc-
tural rhythms into a cohesive analysis through these techniques 
inspires interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary collaborations that 
unite the realms of art and science. Rhythmanalysis is inherent-
ly based on ‘an interdisciplinary approach’, bringing together ‘very 
diverse practices and very different types of knowledge’ (Conlon, 
2010). It equips researchers and practitioners with innovative tools 
and vocabulary that foster new understandings and methodological 
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practices for interdisciplinary projects (Matos Wunderlich, 2024).

Ultimately, by articulating these complex relationships 
through creative output, we can identify where interventions are 
necessary. These creative processes enhance scientific analyses by 
allowing both experts and non-experts to engage in meaningful di-
alogues around urban sustainability, planning and development 
(Fokdal, 2021). In this context, Gandy asserts that through rhyth-
manalysis, we can create ‘a critical entry point’ for fostering a ‘sus-
tained intellectual dialogue’ across disciplines (Gandy, 2023). This 
synthesis is crucial for developing urban infrastructural and plan-
ning interventions that not only cater to the social needs of com-
munities but also champion the ideals of urban biodiversity and 
sustainability.

The Importance of Engaging Arts and Sciences through 
Rhythmanalysis for Sustainability and Biodiversity

This paper explored the rhythms within the social, ecological and 
infrastructural systems, shedding light on how the integration 
of scientific and artistic research methods can deepen our under-
standing of their complex interconnections in socio-environmental 
processes. While bringing the interplay between these dynamics 
to the surface can be challenging, it simultaneously opens doors to 
creative opportunities to bridge methods from arts and sciences in 
spatial research and design (Picketts et al., 2012). In this context, 
rhythmanalysis emerges as a ‘practical, interdisciplinary method 
of analyzing urban temporal environments’, producing invaluable 
knowledge that fuels the ‘regenerative metabolism of cities’ (Matos 
Wunderlich, 2024).

Looking forward to the future of spatial research and design 
in the context of climate adaptation and biodiversity in cities, we 
find ourselves at a crossroads of art and sciences in developing 
novel tools and approaches. By integrating artistic and scientific 
methods, rhythmanalysis stands out as a pivotal interdisciplinary 
approach that elucidates the complex temporalities inherent in 
urban environments. It compels both scientists and artists to re-
think urban life through a nuanced and inclusive framework, 
which not only appreciates the aesthetic and experiential dimen-
sions of rhythms, but also critically examines their implications 
on social, ecological and infrastructural processes. In this sense, 
rhythmanalysis serves as a ‘boundary object’, facilitating collabo-
ration across different realms (Nevejan & Sefkatli, 2020) around 
design interventions that are attuned to the dynamics of human 
and ecological life.
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Figure 1: The interplay of the social, ecological and infrastructural rhythms. 
Pınar Şefkatli, 2024.

Figure 2: The different timescales in which social, ecological and infra-
structural rhythms are manifested. Pınar Şefkatli, 2024.
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Figure 3: The various research approaches and their spatio-temporal im-
pact. Pınar Şefkatli, 2024.
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Dialogue with 
Paul Shepheard
Paul Shepheard and Sophia Arbara

Reconstructing Narratives

Sophia Arbara: One of the goals of the Reporting the Delta project 
is to unveil how – in the past – specific technical solutions have 
been able to affect current social, spatial, and ecological condi-
tions. The project does so by using less academic means, such as 
historical documentaries, as a pretext to bridge research between 
arts and sciences and move scientific knowledge on technological 
design and environmental changes closer to citizens. In your own 
books, you also use a narrative style with a strong personal tone, 
for example to address the idea of cultivated wilderness across dif-
ferent conditions, uncommon in academic writings. Why did you 
choose this approach?

Paul Shepheard: The universities are pursuing the truth. But 
because they use words to do it they are continually faced 
with this problem: writing is an approximation, not a certain-
ty. When you write, you are always translating. No matter 
what protocols and guarantees you construct, the elasticity 
of words will remain, and it is there that I find my own voice. 
The complication is that what I write about is the certainties 
of the material world. Things exist in the world in relation 
to other things and forces as a condition of existence. What 
writers do is select from the complex infinity of things in the 
world and arrange them into contexts to establish meaning; a 
context is a set of relationships with meaning and narrative 
is a description of a context.
Whatever protocols and curriculums are erected, there will 
always be an ambiguity in words that compromises them and 
turns them into imitations of the truth. When I was work-
ing in Antwerp, I arranged to meet the head of school and his 
head of history to discuss whether they would publish my 
fourth book How to Like Everything. I took along the Culti-
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vated Wilderness to show them and the history man flicked 
through it as if it was a catalogue and said, ‘but there are no 
footnotes!’ That’s when I saw the gap between the academies 
and myself. The academy builds its search for truth upon a 
ground of corroboration. It asks that every contribution fits 
into the tower of knowledge under construction. In contrast, I 
liken my own thoughts to a pack of nomadic animals that live 
outside the stasis of the tower. The leaders of these fluid or-
ganizations cannot rely on precedent or law, since everything 
– everyone – is always shifting. They need practical cun-
ning. As Deleuze and Guattari put it , ‘the leader has to gam-
ble everything on every move’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).
Now what I’m thinking is that I am the leader of a pack of
thoughts, the pack of likes and dislikes that populates my
head. This pack is continuously shifting, things on the periph-
ery becoming central, things in the middle flying to the edge;
I must let the pack shift and self-organize, I must not burden
it with structure but follow the flow, and gamble on a posi-
tive outcome. I must do the opposite of what is done in the
academies.

You also suggest that historical reinterpretation can reshape our 
understanding of landscapes and places. For example, you describe 
how the stories about horses and landscapes described in the Iliad 
and the Odyssey may not make sense in the Aegean topography 
but rather on the islands of the North Sea and the Atlantic and 
that Troy was a Celtic city, with Homer originating from Middel-
burg in the Dutch Delta. How important do you think it is to revis-
it known stories through different lenses, and what does this add 
to our perception of places?

The Garden of Eden story of the fall and Paradise Lost has 
an invigorating alternative in the Coptic heresy, which says 
that in the beginning, the created world was a spiritual phe-
nomenon, but Satan fashioned it into the material world for 
Adam and Eve to live, where they would have no knowledge 
of good and evil but would experience pleasure and suffering. 
God sent a serpent to explain the danger they were in, which 
made Satan so angry that he smashed up paradise, and that 
broken world is where we live now, among the storms and 
the famine and disease. The glimpses of beauty we see in the 
world are the shards of the spiritual world, the pleroma, still 
stuck in the wreckage.

The prominent story now is one of a nature damaged by 
human actions that must be saved. It is a version of the Eden 
story, whose hold on our human imagination is still powerful. 
Even the theory of evolution, which explains material exist-
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ence in another way, is treated as a creation story, with ex-
tinctions seen not as the engines of change but as part of the 
tragedy of the fall. Questions arise: why should we work, for 
example, to save parasitic behaviours like the cuckoo’s? And 
the biggest question for me is, is life nature? Or does it work 
against nature, with its specifications, its separations and its 
greed for advancement?

As architects and designers we often do not limit ourselves in de-
signing the physical space but produce and re-formulate past nar-
ratives such as the stories above but also speculate upon future 
scenarios. In What is Architecture?, you call yourself a speculator. 
What does this mean for you?

Speculation is about seeing, and trusting the evidence of 
your eyes. In What is Architecture? I use it to denote acts of 
the imagination. The story of Donatello pulling Roman stat-
ues intact out of the piles of rubble left behind by the Goths 
when they sacked the city a thousand years before, and thus 
kickstarting the renaissance, is probably, I can’t remember 
but I guess, in Vasari. The point of calling it a speculation is 
that the impact of the story is more important than its prove-
nance.

Within that context, how do you see the role of architects and de-
signers in the environmental discourse?

Don’t ask me this. Everyone has climbed on board this band-
wagon. I have started to think of the ‘environmental dis-
course’ as a trap. It tends to privilege stasis over the dynamic 
flows of the world. What exists over what might exist. I guess 
the role of all of us is to maintain perception of the dynamics, 
The world is not a churchyard.

Utility Landscape in the Dutch Delta	

Moving to the context of the Dutch delta and the performance of 
the landscape, around the 1950s the Delta has been characterized 
as a productive landscape. Is this similar to a utility landscape 
that you refer to for the Dutch setting? What is a utility landscape 
and is there beauty in this utility?

Utility means something that is useful. The word has philo-
sophical pedigree in its use in the idea of utilitarianism. It is 
an early nineteenth century idea. It is a picture of democracy, 
where choices are made by election. Fifty one percent is the 
dividing line between action and rejection. Decisions made by 
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at least fifty-one percent ensures the ‘greatest happiness for 
the greatest number’. Dutch democracy is strong, and I think 
it derives this strength through the practical operations 
of the waterboards that define administrative boundaries. 
Hence, the ‘utility’ of the polder landscape. However, democ-
racy is not a judgment, but a tool. It is neutral. So if the ma-
jority wants Hitler, that’s what they get. This casts some light 
on your questions about recreation. Land, for all its distor-
tions as a financial instrument, is fundamentally neutral.

On one hand the Dutch delta has become a utility landscape 
but also a heavily recreational landscape (leisure on the water, 
tourists, ‘horsification’). Is this recreation also part of the utility 
landscape, in other words, is recreation also a utility? Do you think 
this shift has been recent in the Dutch delta from a landscape of 
production to a recreational one?

This is what life does: It takes the conditions of the world as it 
finds them and exploits them for its own purposes. I suppose 
that the use of hard-won new land for recreation is a result of 
changing market forces – in which case, relax: nothing lasts 
forever.

Machines in the Landscape and Social Engineering

We all know that the Dutch landscape is a heavily constructed one 
with the Delta Works being an unprecedented work of human en-
gineering, creating monumental machine landscapes. Do you think 
the creation of such machine landscapes came with a feeling of awe 
at the miracle of growth but also fear of our inability to estimate 
the power of machines to transform environments?

This makes me think of other great engineering initiatives 
like the Great Wall of China, the construction of the Egyptian 
pyramids and the ring of twelfth-century gothic cathedrals 
around Paris. I’m not convinced that machine made is the 
most important quality of the Delta Project. Fear does play its 
part – I think you are right to draw attention to it. Franken-
stein’s monster is a parable of fear at the unleashing of scien-
tific knowledge and the twentieth-century preoccupation with 
mechanization has been accompanied by fears of progress 
that survives in the anxieties about social media and artifi-
cial intelligence. On the other hand, there is maturity in the 
Room for the River program of unstitching the more inflexible 
elements of the project. That seems like working with nature 
to me – recognizing the awesome power of it. Gravity, hydrol-
ogy, the sun’s energy, the spinning planet: these are nature. 
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Endangered species is a different issue. We need to work with 
humans on that, not nature.

These infrastructures were developed at times where moderniza-
tion embodied the conquest of nature, accompanied with positiv-
ity from the Dutch labour force that endured times of hard-work-
ing conditions in exchange of becoming settlers of a new land, seen 
as pioneers. To what extent has this narrative of national pride at 
the time of Delta Works played a key role in making the Dutch en-
gineering know-how a product of export and selling it as a success 
story in other contexts?

I have no knowledge of this, except to say that I have been 
told that early polder settlers were called Turnip Heads by 
this nation of democrats – which is surprising.

The Cultivated Wilderness, the Landscape

In this last part of our conversation, we would like to ask you 
about the concept of cultivated wilderness. You describe in your 
work ‘wilderness: the world before humans appeared in it’, ‘cultiva-
tion: everything we’ve done to it since’ and ‘landscape: the strate-
gies that have governed what we’ve done’. You also mention that 
wilderness is everywhere yet at the same time, the whole world 
is cultivated and bears the signs of this cultivation. So, what is 
the cultivated wilderness and what is landscape in this context? 
Also, you describe the Dutch delta as an area with busily harvest-
ed farms, huge infrastructural delta works, trucks and contain-
ers moving goods all over the world. In such an intensively altered 
landscape by human interventions, where does the wilderness 
start and end?

I admit there is a weakness in my trope of cultivation. Bi-
naries are useful, but they need tight control. You will guess 
that my position is slightly different than it was in 1996 when 
The Cultivated Wilderness was written. I want to assert that 
life is not nature, it’s something else. Life differentiates, spe-
ciates, and builds. Nature is uniform, inevitable. It combines 
and decays. How I deal with this question about life not being 
nature should be the subject of another book. I hope I have 
time.

Do we need a post-wilderness concept of wilderness? And would 
that be the cultivated wilderness?

This is your best question. In the seventeenth century, trav-
ellers used to block out views of open country that they were 
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passing through because of the frightening character of the 
wilderness, Thoreau was a pioneer in changing that view. I 
believe he used ‘wildness’ to describe his perception because 
of the pejorative that was contained in the old view of wil-
derness. Wildness is softer, more benign, more suited to the 
conversation about ‘ecology’. What’s not so benign is the re-
wilding programs that attempt to repopulate the land with 
wolves. Can you hear them howling? Does no one remember 
the stories that made us persecute wolves in the first place? 
Think on it.
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De lage landen, 
George Sluizer, 
1960
Rommy Albers

De lage landen (Hold Back the Sea) is an educational doc-
umentary commissioned by Shell and produced by George 
Sluizer, highlighting the history of the reclamation of the 
western part of the Netherlands. Sluizer begins by showing 
a landscape below sea level: living, working, recreation and 
agriculture mostly take place on land below sea level. With 
the help of dikes, canals, pumping stations and sluices, the 
Dutch have managed to protect their land from the water.

Sluizer then starts his historical overview in antiquity, 
showing that the western dune area of the Netherlands was 
made habitable by the construction of primitive dikes. The 
overview continues until around 1612, when the first recla-
mations took place using windmills. Especially in northern 
Holland – the areas between Leiden and Amsterdam and 
north of Amsterdam – large inland lakes such as the Beem-
ster, Schermer and Purmer were reclaimed. In the nine-
teenth century, steam-powered pumping stations enabled 
the Haarlemmermeer, a large inland sea southeast of Haar-
lem, to be drained and rivers to be canalized. Thanks to the 
construction of the Nieuwe Waterweg, a canal between the 
harbour of Rotterdam and the North Sea, Rotterdam could 
become the largest port in the world. The Twentieth Century 
section of the film features the large-scale Zuiderzee Works 
with the construction of the Afsluitdijk and the impoldering 
of large parts of the IJsselmeer. The film ends with the con-
struction of the Delta Works and a vision for the future, in 



65

which the whole of the Netherlands will be protected by con-
crete sea walls.
	 In De lage landen, Sluizer depicts the positive attitude 
that the land is engineerable, that the Dutch have succeed-
ed in controlling the sea and water, and have brought the re-
claimed land under cultivation. Even major disasters such 
as the Sint-Elisabethsvloed (1421) and the flood disaster of 
1953 have not been able to turn the tide and have only led to 
the construction of new hydraulic works.
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Grounding the 
Future in the 
Delta
Fransje Hooimeijer

Climate change demands a radical rethinking of delta man-
agement to ensure long-term safety and sustainability. The 
Dutch have a long tradition of balancing urban develop-
ment and water management, using innovative approaches 
like polders, dikes and windmills to adapt to hydrological 
challenges. However, large-scale engineering interventions 
have weakened the connection between flood protection 
systems and regional water dynamics, emphasizing the 
need for integrated approaches (National Research Coun-
cil, 2013). Drawing on the Redesigning Deltas study, this 
contribution examines how spatial design and civil engi-
neering can address contemporary challenges by adopting 
a longue durée perspective. This approach aligns historical 
principles with modern strategies, emphasizing adaptive 
design, bottom-up governance and the importance of pub-
lic engagement. Through case studies, it demonstrates how 
lessons from the past can inform innovative solutions for 
future delta management, balancing ecological, social and 
technical considerations.
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Introduction

Climate change has heightened the urgency to radically rethink 
delta management practices, as current approaches cannot en-
sure long-term safety. Addressing this challenge requires build-
ing the knowledge to change existing methods and develop new 
approaches for managing deltas (Bento, 2023). The Dutch have a 
long-standing and internationally recognized tradition of effective-
ly managing deltas, reflecting a strong connection between urban 
development and civil engineering. Their expertise in hydrological 
principles enabled land reclamation through the ingenious tech-
nology of polders (Burke, 1956). The dynamics of regional water 
systems – groundwater, rainwater and surface water – have been 
central to the urbanization of Dutch polders. Historically, cities in 
polders were hydrological constructions, with spatial layouts deep-
ly intertwined with the division of land and water at regional and 
local scales (ibid.). However, advancements in site preparation and 
large-scale water pumping weakened this connection (Hooimeijer, 
2014). Today, subsided polders and cities rely heavily on pumps 
and extensive dike systems for flood protection. To ensure sustain-
ability, delta management must integrate flood protection systems 
with regional water dynamics, encapsulated in the concept of the 
deltaic condition (National Research Council, 2013).

This relationship between technical efficiency and urban de-
sign has evolved over time. Over the past millennium, societal 
needs and technological advancements have continually redefined 
the deltaic condition. As climate change exacerbates hydrological 
challenges, fostering a closer relationship between civil engineer-
ing and spatial design becomes imperative. Historical interactions 
between spatial design and wet landscapes offer principles that 
can guide future strategies, including site preparation, protection 
scales and land-use planning (Hooimeijer, 2014).

To explore new approaches to delta management, TU Delft 
collaborated with Deltares, Resilient Delta, Planbureau voor de 
Leefomgeving (PBL), Erasmus University and Wageningen Uni-
versity in the Redesigning Deltas study. The study investigat-
ed how spatial design and engineering can synergize to create a 
sustainable future for the Dutch delta. It emphasizes the role of 
design as a mediator and knowledge broker, helping to address 
climate uncertainties by envisioning alternative approaches (Hooi
meijer, 2023). Design acts as a catalyst, aligning diverse ambitions, 
goals and financial considerations across disciplines to create spac-
es that are smarter, more sustainable and more affordable.

The study engaged fifteen partners from the urban planning, 
landscape architecture and water management sector, address-
ing five design challenges across the Dutch delta. Teams included 
Defacto, Vista and Arcadis working on Limburg’s brook landscape; 
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Fabrications, Bosch Slabbers and Tauw in the Waal River region; 
Urbanisten, Lola and Royal Haskoning on Rotterdam’s port-city 
interface; ZUS, Flux and Sweco in the polder between Rotterdam 
and Delft (Midden-Delfland); and Studio Hartzema, Feddes Olthof 
and Witteveen & Bos in Zeeland. These interdisciplinary teams 
collaborated in sessions with experts, developing strategies that 
integrated ecological, socio-economic and spatial challenges from a 
systems perspective.
	 The study’s results, encompassing innovative designs and 
a manifesto, offer insights into the future of everyday life in the 
Dutch delta while drawing on historical practices. The manifesto 
emphasizes a bottom-up approach to delta management, mirroring 
pre-1814 practices, when local knowledge, smaller-scale technolo-
gies and path dependencies between land and water were pivotal 
(Van der Ham, 2002). These findings demonstrate how historical 
concepts can provide valuable frameworks for addressing contem-
porary challenges. By building on the synergy between spatial de-
sign and civil engineering, the Redesigning Deltas study proposes 
a way forward for delta management that harmonizes ecological, 
social and technical needs. Historical insights serve as a reminder 
that adaptive, localized solutions have long ensured resilience in 
dynamic environments.
	 This carnet will first give a summary of the historical prin-
ciples of delta management to contextualize the result of the Re-
designing Deltas Design study (RDD). The project by ZUS, Flux 
and Sweco in Midden-Delfland, which actively engaged with local 
stakeholders and extended the impact of the study beyond its ini-
tial scope, is highlighted to draw conclusions with insights into the 
future of everyday life in the Dutch delta.
	
Linking History of Delta Design to the Future

The historical relationship between civil engineering and spatial 
design in managing wet, soft soils and balancing land and water 
has provided essential spatial principles for site preparation, pro-
tection scales, and land-use planning (Hooimeijer, 2014). Over 
time, technical innovations have influenced the Dutch approach to 
water systems, evolving from an adaptive stance to one focused on 
minimizing risk. Van Dam (2016) describes an ‘amphibious culture’ 
until 1800, after which the dominant paradigm shifted to reduc-
ing risks to an absolute minimum. Learning from historical peri-
ods with limited technology offers valuable insights for developing 
more sustainable, nature-based solutions.
	 The history of Dutch water management can be divided into 
phases marked by technological advancements: Natural Water 
Management (ditches, until 1000), Defensive Water Management 
(dikes, 1000-1500), Anticipative Water Management (windmills, 
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1500-1800), Offensive Water Management (steam, 1800-1890), Ma-
nipulative Water Management (electricity, 1890-1990) and Adap-
tive Manipulative Water Management (return to nature, 1990 to 
present) (Hooimeijer, 2014). Each phase represents a shift in the 
balance between human ingenuity and the constraints of the natu-
ral environment.

During the phase of Natural Water Management, Dutch low-
lands were marshlands, uninhabitable except when adaptations 
were made to the wet environment. Ditches were dug to control 
groundwater for agriculture, but there was no unified effort to 
protect against flooding. Settlements were established on high-
er ground, often near streams and fertile areas. A key typology of 
this period was the mound (terp), raised land used as refuge during 
floods, where communities maintained essential functions. These 
early adaptations laid the foundation for later advancements in 
water management (Burke, 1956).

The transition to Defensive Water Management began 
around 1000 with the introduction of dikes (Van der Ham, 2002). 
This innovation enabled the protection of larger areas, making 
them habitable while integrating water into settlement designs 
through harbours. Dike and dam cities flourished during the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, with building sites along dikes 
raised using debris. These developments marked a significant evo-
lution in balancing urbanization and flood protection.

By 1500, the use of windmills marked the shift to Anticipa-
tive Water Management. Windmills allowed for large-scale water 
movement, enabling the drainage of extensive areas and towns. 
This phase reflected a deeper understanding of hydrological sys-
tems and practical applications of that knowledge. Combined with 
sluices and dams, windmills transformed water management 
from a defensive to an anticipative stance. Settlements expanded 
onto previously unsuitable wet soils, driven by a forward-looking 
vision that anticipated future needs and incorporated technical 
expertise (Burke, 1956). The layout of early settlements – mound, 
river, coast, military stronghold (burcht), geestgrond (sandy ridg-
es), dike and dam towns – formed the ‘dry core’ of what would be-
come polder cities. These settlements prospered and expansion 
extended into surrounding wet soils initially used for agriculture. 
This process required collaborative vision and technical ingenuity, 
reflecting the hallmarks of the Dutch tradition in water manage-
ment.

The Offensive Water Management era (1800-1890) was char-
acterized by the use of steam power, enabling large-scale inter-
ventions such as canals, sea closures and artificial groundwater 
adjustments. These advances transformed Dutch cities into indus-
trial hubs, concentrating populations around factories and har-
bours. Urbanization expanded rapidly, reshaping the landscape 
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and pushing the boundaries of water management technology (Van 
der Woud, 1987).

By the late nineteenth century, rapid urbanization and new 
technologies defined the Manipulative Water Management era 
(1890-1990). The rise of engines, electricity and automobiles, cou-
pled with industrialized construction processes, created a new 
spatial order. This era of maakbaarheid (‘everything can be engi-
neered’) prioritized technological solutions, leading to the discon-
nection of water management from natural systems. The emphasis 
on industrial progress overshadowed the ecological balance, alter-
ing the relationship between urban planning and water manage-
ment (Van der Woud, 1987).

During the Manipulative era, three distinct periods can be 
identified. In the Inter War Era, technology was still in tune with 
natural systems. Post-World War Two was an era where confi-
dence in technology led to a complete separation between water 
and urban systems. From the 1970s onward, the post-war era was 
criticized for its technocratic and narrow-minded approaches to so-
cial structures. There was a strong desire to break free from these 
conventions and rediscover the ‘real identity’ of the city and coun-
tryside. Respect for nature became a central theme, leading to the 
emergence of landscape architects as key players in urban plan-
ning. They reintroduced water as a spatial element in the city, 
marking a shift towards more ecologically-aware planning.

This shift set the stage for the next phase: Adaptive Manipu-
lation (1990 to today). Although the term ‘adaptive manipulation’ 
is contradictory, it reflects the ongoing debate about how to make 
the right spatial adjustments to adapt to climate change. There is 
still a lack of consensus among experts about what the ‘right’ ad-
justments are, which highlights the complexities of integrating 
technological advances with respect for natural systems in the face 
of an uncertain future.

The above-mentioned historical practices and principles can 
inform modern approaches to delta management; in particular, 
periods with limited technological resources can guide the devel-
opment of more sustainable and nature-based solutions for the fu-
ture. The main concepts derived from historical principles of water 
management in the Dutch delta revolve around several key ideas: 
(i) design in levels situating human occupation on higher ground
to protect against flooding; (ii) protection at the regional and local
scales, creating socially cohesive dike rings that offer protection
tailored to specific communities; (iii) design with a vision for the
future, anticipating future developments and incorporating them
into current planning; (iv) working with the natural system, recog-
nizing and respecting the natural boundaries and carrying capac-
ities set by the environment, which dictate the limits of human oc-
cupation.
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These principles were eventually set aside as new approach-
es emerged that were more aligned with the evolving attitudes, 
needs and expectations of society. The scaling up of water defence 
and management systems could, in hindsight, be seen as a form of 
‘disruptive innovation’. This shift fundamentally altered the delta-
ic system to such an extent that returning to the old ways of func-
tioning is no longer possible. As a result, the future of the Dutch 
delta will likely involve a combination of hybrid solutions – inte-
grating both old and new approaches – or potentially a complete 
transition that could drastically reshape, or even lead to the loss of, 
the traditional Dutch delta as we know it.

Overview and Impact of the Redesigning Deltas Design 
Study

The RDD study employed several methods to facilitate interdis-
ciplinary collaboration and design (Hooimeijer, 2023). The group 
of participating firms played a key role in setting the assignment 
and were further supported through masterclasses and workshops, 
which provided the designers and engineers with specialized 
knowledge. The study emphasized the integration of disciplinary 
perspectives from urban design, landscape architecture and engi-
neering, represented by the group members. This integration was 
achieved through a methodology known as a ‘sandbox’. A sandbox 
is an interdisciplinary approach used to explore tasks broadly and 
inventory the necessary knowledge to arrive at a shared problem 
definition and approach. This method allows the collective practi-
cal experience of the group to be harnessed, building a preliminary 
collective understanding of the design challenges, shaping the de-
sign brief, and helping to further define initial propositions as a 
group. This was done on the first day of the sandbox meeting, and 
resulted in forming five interdisciplinary teams, each composed of 
an urban design, landscape architecture and engineering firm. The 
locations were then distributed among these teams. On the sec-
ond day, the teams presented the strategies they had developed for 
their locations. Following these presentations, the disciplines re-
convened within their disciplinary groups to draw conclusions at a 
broader scale, ensuring the five propositions were connected into a 
cohesive whole.

These propositions were further refined using the ‘Casco 
Concept’ – a design instrument developed in the 1990s to stimu-
late sustainability (Sijmons, 1991) – in a workshop facilitated by 
H+N+S Landscape Architects. H+N+S had been commissioned 
by the RDD study to revise its existing design tool, the Layer Ap-
proach – a planning tool to help making priorities on the basis of 
dynamic, prioritizing slow (the substratum layer) over fast, the oc-
cupation layer (De Hoog et al., 1998). H+N+S adapted the Layer 
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Approach and Casco Concept to make them applicable for future 
delta design (H+N+S, 2023). The workshop results led to a shared 
foundation for all five teams: the soil and water system, rather 
than land use, would form the basis of future developments. This 
approach ensured that all proposals were grounded in the same 
logic, culminating in a comprehensive plan for the entire southern 
Dutch delta.
	 This unified plan was supported by a manifesto advocating a 
‘new Dutch’ design approach to flood risk management. The man-
ifesto emerged from the participants’ desire to create an indepen
dent, collective voice from the design discipline in discussions 
about developing a sustainable Delta system. The manifesto con-
sists of six key propositions, three of which are about decision mak-
ing:
	 – �We are here to stay, we take responsibility and we can change
	 – We need to know more
	 – We dare to make painful decisions
The other three are on design:
	 – �We utilize the delta paradox: regulation within the dynamics
	 – We design the delta bottom-up
	 – The design of the delta starts with the section
These propositions are represented in the work of the five teams 
and are considered as shared values needed to be able to design 
the delta of the future.
	
Midden-Delfland Project

The team Midden-Delfland with ZUS, Flux and Sweco investigat-
ed the relationship between city and polder. The water regimes 
in both land uses perform very differently. In the polder there are 
many different water levels, making it a complicated and inflexi-
ble system. The three partners envisage Midden-Delfland as a Na-
tional Park in which water, food and raw materials are produced 
for the adjacent cities, which will remain within strict contours. 
The design is based on a simplified water system with fewer dikes, 
pumps and sluices, with opportunities for increasing biodiversi-
ty, supplying raw materials such as wood and food, and offering a 
solution to flooding, subsidence and the threat of salinization. As 
a result of population growth, Delft and Rotterdam are becoming 
more densified within the urban contours, increasing the need for 
nature, water and clean air. Midden-Delfland will become a green 
lung that contributes to the liveability of the highly densified 
urban environments along the edges. Those who live in the polder 
will be in very close relationship with the water system; they will 
no longer rely on large-scale public protection measures, as each 
house will be able to cope with all water conditions (Figure 1).
	 The project is reflective of the RDD manifesto proposition 
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‘making painful decisions’ by creating a strong divide between 
city and countryside. It also represents the three design proposi-
tions by utilizing the small scale as a flexible unit within the larger 
frame of the polders and designing the soil water system in inter-
disciplinary fashion.

The results of the study were published in several maga-
zines and newspapers, resulting in interest from the local polit-
ical party OpenGroenProgressief (OGP) in the municipality of 
Midden-Delfland. It aims to make its party program inclusive by 
organizing thematic discussions in community buildings about im-
portant societal topics, in order to involve citizens in thinking how 
society can respond to big challenges. OGP dedicated one meeting 
to the importance of water management in Midden-Delfland under 
the title ‘Pump or drown?’ The event aimed to engage citizens in 
discussions about critical issues such as soil subsidence, rising sea 
levels and increasingly extreme weather patterns. The goal was to 
involve the community in forward-thinking conversations about 
how to keep Midden-Delfland safe, liveable and accessible in the 
future (OGP, 2023).

The party believes that by bringing together people with di-
verse knowledge and perspectives, the best ideas can emerge. To 
this end, it invited the RDD team working in Midden-Delfland, 
known for innovative and sometimes extreme design concepts, 
which can help inspire realistic solutions. Additionally, three local 
experts were invited to contribute their insights:
- Marcel Vissers from the Water Board Delfland, who provided
expertise on local water management.
- Arie van den Berg, a farmer with extensive experience in
farming in harmony with nature, offering deep knowledge about
the agricultural possibilities and limitations in the area.
- Lobke Zandstra from the Water Board Delfland, who focused
on the preservation and expansion of recreational water use.
Following a presentation by the RDD team, the evening continued
with smaller group discussions, where participants could share
their knowledge and ideas. These discussions were designed to fos-
ter dialogue about the future of Midden-Delfland, allowing resi-
dents to voice their concerns, wishes and ideas.

While the RDD research primarily focuses on long-term solu-
tions, which can be challenging for citizens to relate to, OGP chair-
man Jakob Jongsma identified several actionable steps that resi-
dents can begin working on immediately. These include greening 
gardens to improve local biodiversity and manage rainwater more 
effectively, replacing solid tiles in parking spaces with open tiles 
to enhance water infiltration and reduce runoff, and collecting and 
using rainwater during dry periods instead of draining it through 
the sewer system. These practical measures can help residents 
contribute to the resilience and sustainability of Midden-Delfland, 
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aligning with the broader themes discussed during the event.
Following this event, the ZUS and Flux teams continued their 

collaboration with the Water Board of Delfland to expand and scale 
the ideas of their initial plan. Their goal was to apply these con-
cepts to a broader area within the Water Board’s jurisdiction, with 
a particular focus on addressing the issue of freshwater short
ages. ZUS took the initiative further by establishing a local lab in 
a farming area within the region. This lab serves as a space where 
ongoing dialogue between designers and the community can take 
place, ensuring that the conversation continues beyond the initial 
event. By fostering this continuous exchange, the lab aims to cre-
ate a platform for co-creating solutions that are grounded in both 
expert knowledge and local insights, contributing to the long-term 
resilience and sustainability of the area.

Future of Everyday Life in the Delta

The RDD study adopts a dynamic, longue durée perspective (Brau-
del, 1949) on the Dutch delta system, contrasting with the top-
down approach in Deltares’ solutions, which are based on sys-
tem characteristics and focus on four scenarios: protected-open, 
protected-closed, seaward and flexibility (Haasnoot et al., 2019). 
Deltares explores these extremes to define the playing field.

In the protected-closed scenario, hard or soft protective meas-
ures – such as water defences, sand nourishment or wetlands – are 
implemented, and river arms are closed with dams. The protect-
ed-open scenario uses similar protective measures but maintains 
open river connections to the sea. The seaward scenario creates 
new, elevated land to shield the delta from flooding, while flexibil-
ity reduces vulnerability to sea level rise through adaptive strate
gies, including salt‑ or water-tolerant land use (e.g., floating build-
ings or infrastructure on piles), raising land, spatial planning and 
relocation.

However, the Deltares study lacks a longue durée perspec-
tive, which considers the long-term dynamics of the water-soil sys-
tem in shaping these scenarios. Instead, its perspectives are purely 
future-oriented. The longue durée approach (Bloch, 1935; Febvre, 
1935; Braudel, 1949) encompasses a tripartite system of short-
term événements, medium-term conjunctures and long-term struc-
tural elements. This method, incorporating insights from economic, 
urban, social and general history, examines cycles and structural 
factors, such as prevailing attitudes, resistant frameworks and the 
enduring influence of the natural environment on human activity 
and communication.

Although limited to the soil-water system and part of stand-
ard urban design analysis, the RDD study of five areas – or five 
‘moments’ in the delta – was conducted in alignment with a longue 
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durée approach. This approach considered both temporal and spa-
tial dimensions, selecting locations that represent different quali-
ties and challenges of the delta system. The resulting designs and 
manifesto propositions align with historical concepts.

The three decision-making propositions of the RDD mani-
festo – (1) we are here to stay, we take responsibility, and we can 
change; (2) we need to know more; and (3) we dare to make painful 
decisions – can be linked to historical approaches described earlier 
in this paper. These include designing with a vision for the future, 
anticipating future developments, and integrating them into cur-
rent planning. For example, the historical approach of designing 
at different levels – such as situating human settlements on high-
er ground to avoid flooding – would involve deciding to stop build-
ing in deep polders and retreating to higher areas of the country, 
which would be a painful decision as well.

The design propositions also reflect historical concepts. 
Proposition 4 – we utilize the delta paradox: regulation within the 
dynamics – aligns with the historical approach of protection at 
local and regional scales, which involved creating socially cohesive 
dike rings tailored to specific communities. This remains relevant 
in contemporary Dutch society. For example, in Midden-Delfland, 
residents and farmers recognize the need to adapt to changing con-
ditions, acknowledging that the engineered landscape is no longer 
sustainable and that they must actively participate in solutions. 
Propositions 5 – we design the delta bottom-up – and 6 – the de-
sign of the delta starts with the section – correspond to the histori-
cal approach of working with the natural system, respecting natu-
ral boundaries and the environment’s carrying capacities.

The past, present and future of deltas are deeply intercon-
nected through the dynamics of the water-soil system and human 
occupation systems that interact with it. Awareness of historical 
approaches is crucial for future delta management. Understanding 
how we arrived at the current situation requires unravelling how 
the delta was shaped over time and exploring how we can reassem-
ble it in harmony with nature. Citizens need to be a part of this, 
because it is a system change that will affect everyday life in the 
delta.
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Figure 1: Living with the dynamics of nature and water. Redesigning del-
tas design study. Zus, Flux and Sweco, 2022.
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Should We 
Even Live 
Here?
Gaby S. Langendijk

Is this land meant for water or for humans? Should we even 
live here? The Netherlands. The Dutch identity and culture 
have been defined by centuries of struggle against water. 
While trust in the country’s advanced water management 
systems keeps the perception of risk relatively low, climate 
change is increasingly challenging the sustainability of 
these systems and, consequently, the safety of the Nether-
lands. As the limits of adaptation approach, four potential 
strategies for the country’s future are explored. Surviving 
in the Netherlands is not just about engineering solutions 
and innovation; it also requires a cultural shift – one that 
acknowledges vulnerability, alters perceptions of risk and 
embraces loss and mourning. Cultural heritage and the 
arts offer valuable resources for climate change adaptation 
and must be considered if the Dutch are to continue living 
in this land.
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Waar eens ‘t gekrijs der meeuwen	 Where once the cry of the seagulls
Verstierf aan ‘t eenzaam strand,	 Perished on the lonely beach,
Daar schiepen zich de Zeeuwen	 There the Zeeuwen created
Uit schor en slik hun land; 	 From the sludge and mud their land; 
En kwam de stormwind woeden,	 And the storm came raging,
Hen dreigend met verderf,	 Threatening them with destruction,
Dan keerden zij de vloeden	 Then they turned back the floods
Van ‘t pas gewonnen erf.	 From the newly won land.

Zeeuws-Vlaams anthem (Pattist & Vreeken, 1917).

The Netherlands: a country where the land fades into the sea. A 
country where the population has battled the water as long as peo-
ple can remember. The first verse of the anthem of Zeeuws-Vlaan-
deren, the most South-Western area of the Netherlands, is one of 
many lyrics describing how the Dutch fought the water and creat-
ed land for living during the last hundreds of years. The main bat-
tle of the Dutch is one of people against the water, where the Dutch 
aimed at conquering vast areas. They largely succeeded turning 
water into land, resulting in over 4000 low-lying reclaimed areas, 
called polders (Steenbergen et al., 2009). Nevertheless, with 26% of 
the country lying below sea level, the Netherlands remains heavily 
prone to flooding from both sea and rivers, and the battle is a con-
stant undertaking. An impressive system of dikes, pumps, weirs 
and storm surge barriers is operated day and night to manage 
water levels as optimally as possible, to safeguard the populations 
from flooding. The water management system of the Netherlands 
had been on the winning end and long-term ceasefires between the 
Dutch and the water had been called in recent decades. It seemed 
the time had come to draw up a peace treaty and declare the battle 
won...

However, no such treaty was ever signed. And while humans 
have gotten confident in their belief of victory, the water might just 
be regaining strength in the meantime. With human-induced cli-
mate change creeping around the corner, humans might even be 
lending their opponent a hand. Rising sea levels and increases in 
heavy rainfall events already lead to intensified flooding and will 
continue to exacerbate flood events over the course of the coming 
years and decades. The water is striking back. Climate change-
related water challenges form a severe threat to the water man-
agement system of the Netherlands. The water is mobilizing itself 
to take back the reclaimed land. The Dutch, who have existed in 
a constant battle with the water, are facing unprecedented chal
lenges and are required to step up their game. Ancient questions 
find their way to the forefront once more, but with a new layer of 
uncertainty due to climate change. How high should the dikes be 
to protect the population from flooding? How much water needs to 
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be pumped out of the country? Can the Netherlands remain pro-
tected from the sea and river flooding? The underlying question 
is: can the Dutch sustain their battle with water in the light of cli-
mate change? While wondering if the Dutch shall continue the bat-
tle, they are ultimately asking themselves: is this land destined for 
humans or for water? Should we even live here?
	
Adaptation to Climate Change is Not Limitless

An old legend tells that a little boy was called the ‘hero of Haar-
lem’ after he stuck his small finger in a hole in a dike, preventing 
a flooding disaster in the hinterlands (Schultz, 2019). Dikes serve 
as a barrier between life and death in the Netherlands, and ensur-
ing their functionality is therefore logically regarded as a hero-
ic act. Since then, the water protection and management systems 
have become increasingly sophisticated and new technologies and 
techniques now offer plentiful innovations to safeguard the pop-
ulations from flooding events. This long-standing experience and 
continuous innovation has created a feeling of security among the 
Dutch population, a belief in the ability to protect themselves.
	 Nevertheless, the ability to adapt to climate change impacts 
isn’t limitless, not even for the Dutch. Coastal systems and urban-
ized areas at coastlines, such as the areas below sea level in the 
Netherlands, are particularly susceptible to the so-called limits 
to adaptation (Leal Filho et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2021; Martin 
et al., 2022). Being at the forefront of experiencing sea level rise, 
these areas only have a limited array of adaptation options to safe-
guard them from rising sea levels. There is a limit to the number 
of ‘little boys’ the Dutch can deploy, or to the height of the dikes. 
These limits to adaptation are divided into two types. Firstly, so-
called ‘hard’ limits refer to situations in which adaptive actions to 
avoid intolerable risks are no longer possible. Examples of ‘hard’ 
limits are extreme heat unbearable to the human body, or, as in 
the Netherlands, rising sea levels submerging coastal communi-
ties. Secondly, ‘soft’ limits denote contexts where adaptation op-
tions may exist but are not currently available due to, for example, 
insufficient access to funds, weak governance structures and lack 
of political will. Soft limits can be overcome through social, institu-
tional or technological innovations and transformation (Thomas et 
al., 2021).
	 Hard limits to adaptation are appearing on the horizon 
for the Netherlands. Though, it is uncertain at which speed and 
strength these limits will occur, as the rate of climate change de-
pends on our efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions still 
on the rise. Sea level rise projections show possible increases of 
0.26 m to 1.24 m by 2100 (compared to 1991-2020), or up to 2.5 m 
if highly uncertain and extreme melting events are considered 
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(KNMI, 2023). Under these uncertain circumstances, a diversi-
ty of strategies can help in adequately planning and implement-
ing adaptation action. Developing a range of strategies can help to 
understand options, as well as to change course under unfolding 
climate change impacts over time. A few key strategies are consid-
ered for the Netherlands, ranging from fully protecting the country 
to accommodating sea level rise (Haasnoot et al., 2019). Under a 
‘protect-closed’ strategy the Netherlands is enclosed by tidal barri-
ers and a plentiful number of pumps are employed to manage the 
water; it can be seen as a ‘fortress Netherlands’. A lighter version 
of a protected Netherlands can be envisioned in a ‘protect-open’ 
strategy, where a myriad of dikes and elevated infrastructure and 
housing provide dry feet to the Dutch population. A third strate-
gy looks at advancing the country towards the sea in a floating and 
partly protected manner, so-called ‘advance’. Another possibility is 
to ‘accommodate’ sea level rise through living with the water and/
or moving parts of the population to higher grounds (Haasnoot et 
al., 2019).

So, the battle with water continues. Our fit for fight is not 
only determined by the dikes and barriers we can build. Our adap-
tation to climate change is also limited by the values, perceptions, 
processes and power structures within society. Whether the var-
ious strategies for the future of the Netherlands will be followed 
through depends heavily on cultural perception, political will and 
the mentality of the Dutch, among other factors. The values and 
perceptions of a group of people are shaped by the culture of that 
community. Hence, if culture is a decisive factor in limits to adap-
tation, it is also decisive for the ability of communities to adapt 
their societies to climate change. As culture is a constantly evolv-
ing and fluid concept, a deeper dive into Dutch culture is required 
to understand how it influenced adaptation in the past and how it 
could influence adaptation in the future (Berger et al., 2023).

Dutch Cultural Identity

Hoe ook door overmacht, nood en 
zee bedreigd,

No matter how threatened by force 
majeur, crisis and sea,

Oeroude, lieve Friese grond, Ancient, dearest Frisian soil,
Nooit werd die hechte, taaie band 
verbroken,

That close, tight bond was never 
broken,

Die Friezen aan hun land verbond. which bound Frisians to their land.

Frisian anthem (Halbertsma, 1826).

The Frisians, living in the northern part of the Netherlands, start-
ed building dikes around 2000 years ago. These dikes were rela-
tively small at the time, with remains of 70-cm-high dikes found 
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in the Frisian villages Peins and Dongjum (Kranenburg, 2015). 
Around 1200 CE large-scale dike building started to play a cen-
tral role in the Netherlands and a new institution was established: 
the Dutch water boards. Ever since, this oldest democratic insti-
tution in the Netherlands has been responsible for water man-
agement, governed through an independent voting and tax sys-
tem (Rijksoverheid, n.d.). The establishment of the institution was 
essential to the country, because the Dutch had to work togeth-
er to drain the land, manage water levels and ensure everyone 
remained safe from flooding. A lot of conversation and time was 
needed to reach consensus on how to do this. Together with the 
water boards, the Dutch way of working as a group, called ‘polder-
en’, was also founded.

Land gemaakt door mensenhanden, Land created by human hands
vol vertrouwen en met kracht. full of confidence and with power.
Waar de zee werd teruggedrongen Where the sea was pushed back
die zoveel verschrikking bracht. that brought so much terror. 

Anthem of Flevoland (Zeiler, 1985).

Land manufacturing, creating land for living: the province Flevo
land would not have existed without the Dutch’s ability to turn 
water into land. The word ‘maakbaarheid’, roughly translatable 
into ‘manufacturability’, is at the heart of the deep conviction of 
the Dutch that they can engineer and innovate a way out of all wa-
ter-related matters. The saying ‘pompen of verzuipen’ (pump or 
drown) originally used in the context of a ship leakage, is appli-
cable to large parts of the Netherlands now. Day in, day out, the 
pumps are working and the water is pumped from the low-lying 
areas towards the sea. The second sentence of the anthem of Flevo
land, ‘full of confidence and with power’, illustrates this mentali-
ty. Living by and with the sea for so long, the cultural identity of 
the Dutch is shaped by it. The Dutch have a winner’s mentality – a 
mindset that believes in the power of engineering and innovation, 
a belief system that is confident that, being Dutch, we can manage 
the water.

Dutch Delta Roulette

Although aware of its existence, the average modern-day Dutch 
citizen seems to take the sophisticated water management sys-
tem as a given, underestimating its fundamental role in the day-
to-day existence of the country (Kester, 2024). The Dutch generally 
believe in a safe future for the country, at least for the foresee-
able period. This is characterized by the willingness of citizens 
to buy houses in the most low-lying areas, such as the famous 
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cheese-making city of Gouda. The region around Gouda is heav-
ily subjected to land subsidence, and is sometimes nicknamed 
the bathtub of the Netherlands. Despite water levels and unsta-
ble soils threatening the region, a new neighbourhood is being 
constructed in Gouda and citizens have already moved into their 
homes (Municipality of Gouda, 2024).
	 Why do people keep on building houses in such areas? Why do 
we still buy these houses? The perception of risk is at play. Dutch 
Delta Roulette. A gambling game where we hope everything will 
turn out to be alright. A game where the Dutch act as this self-as-
sured player who joins the table and goes all-in on water manage-
ment. With the risk of losing it all. Are we foolishly optimistic, or so 
smart that we can actually engineer and innovate our way out?
	 While limits to adaptation are approaching, it becomes hard-
er and harder to protect ourselves from the rising waters. Cultur-
al beliefs and a sense of security are deeply ingrained in the Dutch 
mindset, but could be slowly losing their legitimacy. What if the 
Dutch would start seeing themselves as a vulnerable population 
at risk? Would this change the course of action; would it change 
the risk perception of the population and thus their behaviour? A 
mindset shift towards a stronger acknowledgement of vulnerabili-
ty would certainly require a change in belief systems, which are so 
closely tied to identity. It would require imagination. What would 
the lyrics of an anthem then become?
	
Cultural Heritage for Adaptation

Zuiderzee, Zuiderzee,	 Zuiderzee, Zuiderzee,
Oude, trouwe, blauwe zee,	 Ancient, loyal, blue sea,
Je verdwijnt met je wel en wee,	� You will disappear with your good 

and bad,
Met je botters en je jollen,	 With your botters and your dinghies,
Met je harinkies en schollen,	 With your herrings and your plaice,
Neem je straks ons hart ook mee.	 You will also take our hearts away.
Zuiderzee.	 Zuiderzee.

Zuiderzee, excerpt (Davids, 1933).

We can keep on battling and keep on gambling. However, limits to 
adaptation will arise and the way the Dutch live their lives will 
change. The vast lands of the Netherlands did not look the same 
throughout the last centuries. The Zuiderzee, once a wild sea, has 
been turned into the IJsselmeer after the Afsluitdijk was con-
structed, tempering the wild sea into a subdued closed-off lake. 
The song Zuiderzee provides a melancholic perspective from fisher-
men saying goodbye to the sea that disappeared.
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De zee ontziet geen mens, geen land; The sea spares no man, no land; 
Een stem spreekt, en de dijken breken, A voice speaks, and the dikes break,
En, machtiger dan vele preken, And, mightier than many sermons,
Raakt die stem hart en ingewand: Does that voice touch heart and organs:
Eerst als de kracht ons is bezweken, Only when our strength has failed us,
Is het ons weer een keer gebleken, It becomes apparent once more to us,
Dat wij zijn allen in Gods hand. That we are all in God’s hand.

Ballade van den Watersnood/Ballad of the Flood, excerpt (Werumeus 
Buning, 1970).

Countless songs and poems, stories and monuments, rites and tra-
ditions, were developed over time in response to natural hazards, 
changes in land management or climatic changes (Berger et al., 
2023). A distinct subgenre in the Netherlands is centred around 
disasters, so-called ‘rampenliederen’ (disaster songs). A large 
share of these poems and songs are about water-related challeng-
es, such as floods. The Ballade van den Watersnood is just one ex-
ample (Metz, 2022). At the time, these songs helped people to deal 
with loss and find consolation. In the future we might face loss of 
land and lives due to intensified flooding and sea level rise once 
more. This type of cultural heritage could help us cope with climate 
change impacts; it can support the mourning process.

Culture is a reflection of the values, customs, beliefs and sym-
bolic practices by which men and women live (Berger et al., 2023; 
Eagleton, 2016). The related production of arts and artefacts with-
in a cultural setting can reorient values and meaning, as well as 
forms of thinking and feeling, and therefore help shape the identi-
ty of a larger group. The Dutch identity of engineers winning the 
battle with water is under pressure. The arts can stimulate imag-
inations towards a different identity for the Dutch, for instance 
one that underlines its vulnerability to water-related challenges. 
The arts may help reshaping narratives around climate risks and 
the liveability of the Netherlands, to better understand what is at 
stake in playing Dutch Delta Roulette. The arts and cultural her-
itage have the potential to serve as a rich resource for climate ad-
aptation – not solely for communicating climate change, but for 
reshaping narratives, dealing with loss and mourning, as well as 
imagining an identity change for Dutch society.

Closure

Is this land destined for water or for humans? Should we even live 
here? The Dutch identity and culture are shaped by their battle 
with water during the last centuries. The perception of risk is rel-
atively low, because of a sense of trust in the water management 
and innovation capabilities of the country. Dutch Delta Roulette 
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seems still a game to play for many. Climate change is increasing-
ly pressuring the Dutch water management system and thus the 
safety of the country. The limits to adaptation are closing in and 
four different strategies for the future of the Netherlands are laid 
out. Continuing to live in the Netherlands is not solely about engi-
neering and innovations; it requires a cultural change which em-
braces its vulnerability, shifts its risks perception, and can deal 
with loss and mourning. For this, cultural heritage and the arts are 
rich resources for climate change adaptation which must be con-
sidered if we wish to continue to live here.

Is the Netherlands a logical place to live? No, but we do and 
we will. The battle with water continues.

Note: This piece reflects the personal opinion of the author and does not 
express the views or opinions of the affiliated institution. The excerpts of 
the anthems, poems, and lyrics are freely translated into English by the 
author of this piece.
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Climate & 
Health:  
A Shared Pre-
scription for a 
Better Future
João Cortesão and Agnès Patuano

Urban climate resilience and public health are inextrica-
bly connected. While the body of knowledge on these two 
topics is growing, little attention has been paid to their in-
tersections. In this article we plead for thinking of urban 
climate resilience and public health as integrated concepts, 
as this can lead to more complete and, thus, more benefi-
cial solutions for society and space. After introducing the 
context behind this argument, we present a brief theoret-
ical perspective on urban climate resilience and public 
health explaining why integrated approaches to both mat-
ter. The article then presents projects and studies that il-
lustrate what that integration can mean in practice. The 
examples we present come from the academic (Wageningen 
University & Research) and business (Sweco Netherlands) 
sectors and refer to both practical engineering and policy 
topics. We then delve deeper into the integration of climate 
and health by mapping their intersections and identifying 
the trade-offs inherent to these intersections. We conclude 
with the foreseeable impacts of the integration of climate 
and health on society and space, in delta regions and else-
where.
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Context

Urban climate resilience and public health are cornerstones of 
urban resilience. The former relates to spatial measures that (re)
shape urban areas towards coping with the impacts of extreme 
weather, for example heat waves or flooding. The latter deals with 
protecting and improving the quality of life and wellbeing of the 
people living in these areas, for instance, by providing better op-
portunities for physical activity, relaxation or social connections. 
These topics are interconnected: health depends largely on the 
physical context one lives in; urban climate resilience, albeit of a 
design and engineering nature, is ultimately about securing every-
day life and improving the health and wellbeing of urban resi-
dents. It is precisely this interconnection that renders both climate 
and health core assets of urban resilience. A better understanding 
of these intersections can lead to more systemic, integrated (holis-
tic) resilience approaches.

While there is solid knowledge on the topics of urban climate 
resilience and public health, their intersections and trade-offs are 
underexplored. The few studies that associate these topics tend 
to go in depth on one topic while addressing the other at a more 
superficial level. For example, studies may indicate a given heat 
stress reduction by increasing the urban tree canopy without re-
ferring to the potential effects of that intervention on pollen aller-
gies or mental health. Integrated approaches combining climatic, 
natural, ecological and urban planning considerations with social 
and health considerations are vital to address the complex rela-
tionships between these topics. These approaches allow for a more 
holistic understanding of how climate and health are intercon-
nected and enable more effective, long-term solutions to be devel-
oped and implemented. This can be of profound influence in delta 
regions, where the impact of rising sea levels, climate change, and 
human activities can significantly affect land use, time, and daily 
life.

Fuelled by these concerns, this article expands on the need 
for thinking of urban climate resilience and public health as inte-
grated concepts, as this can lead to the integrated spatial solutions 
that urban resilience calls for. We map the intersections between 
urban climate resilience and public health – namely between key 
climate risks, urban climate resilience measures and health ben-
efits – along with the trade-offs inherent to these intersections. In 
doing so, this article builds on existing knowledge to unveil path-
ways towards integrated approaches to climate and health. Thus, 
we bridge science and practice to propose a perspective for ad-
dressing the climate crisis and its effects on health in urban areas.
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Climate and Health in Theory

As concepts, urban climate resilience and health have much in 
common. Both span a wide range of scales, attributes and factors. 
They are both used as umbrella terms to express different phe-
nomena, which depend both on internal characteristics of individ-
uals or cities (such as genetic predispositions or urban structures), 
and on external factors (such as pollution or unpredictable weath-
er events). Urban climate resilience and health are complex con-
cepts that we define for the sake of clarity as:

Urban climate resilience: the capacity of an urban area to 
maintain or quickly return to desired functions in the face of 
climate-related chronic stresses and/or acute shocks, to adapt 
to changing and uncertain climatic conditions, or to rapidly 
transform in ways that build climate-adaptive capacity across 
temporal and spatial scales. The result of infrastructural 
measures ... with the ultimate purposes of preserving infra-
structure and increasing the capacity of urban populations to 
cope with the impacts of climate change in ways that main-
tain a shared urban identity (Cortesão & Copeland, 2021, 1).

Health: a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity 
(World Health Organization, 1948).

We can trace back studies on urban climate resilience over several 
decades, within the scope of spatial design and engineering. Initial-
ly used for military and aerospace applications, the 1960s shed light 
on the importance of ‘thermal comfort’ (Jones, 2001). The following 
decades saw the rise of key concepts such as ‘sustainable urban de-
velopment’, ‘urban regeneration’ (Couch et al., 2011), the ‘sustain-
able city’ (Jenks et al., 1996) or ‘green urbanism’ (Calthorpe, 2011). 
More recently, ‘climate-responsive design’ and synonyms such as ‘bi-
oclimatic design’ or ‘climate-conscious design’ have been providing 
an array of spatial measures for various climatic regions, with the 
Netherlands playing a particularly fruitful role (Kleerekoper, 2016; 
Tammingaet al., 2020; Kluck et al., 2021; Brandsma et al., 2024).

Meanwhile, the effect of the built environment on health has 
long been recognized, with its significance dating back to the mo-
ment John Snow identified a single contaminated water pump as 
the source of a severe cholera outbreak in London in 1854 (Camer-
on & Jones, 1983). This groundbreaking discovery not only marked 
the beginning of modern epidemiology but also highlighted how 
urban planning and infrastructure design could directly influ-
ence public health outcomes (Corburn, 2004). Since then, urban 
planning and design have evolved with a growing awareness of 
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the need to build healthier cities, mitigating the harmful effects 
of rapid industrialization by considering factors like sanitation, 
housing quality, and access to clean water and air (Corburn, 2004). 
Recently, the scope of this relationship has expanded beyond just 
physical health to include mental health. Indeed, the built environ-
ment impacts overall wellbeing (Barton, 2005; Mouratidis, 2021). 
Factors such as noise pollution, access to nature, walkability, and 
social interaction opportunities all contribute to mental health 
and quality of life (Mouratidis, 2021). This broader understanding 
is reflected in the growing popularity of the One Health approach, 
which further strengthens the connections between human, ani-
mal, and environmental health (World Health Organization, 2024). 
Although there is no universally agreed-upon definition, One 
Health acknowledges that human health is deeply intertwined 
with the health of other species and ecosystems. As our under-
standing of health evolves, this approach emphasizes the need for 
integrated strategies that consider not just the prevention of dis-
eases but also the promotion of physical and mental wellbeing in 
everyday urban and natural environments alike.
	 The intersections between the two concepts are not obvious: 
although the ultimate goal of urban climate resilience is to contrib-
ute to health and wellbeing in urban areas, it operates mostly at 
the biophysical level of the built environment, while health is still 
primarily a human-centred topic. However, these intersections do 
exist. Both urban climate resilience and health exist at the percep-
tual (experiential) and physical (factual) levels.
For example, climate and atmospheric conditions can impact our 
perceptions in quite different ways. The physical experience(s) of 
an environment and the health outcomes it leads to can depend on 
palpable spatial characteristics, such as paving materials or num-
ber of trees, as much as they depend on individuals’ specific health 
conditions or needs. Visiting green spaces seems to be more ben-
eficial to people from lower socio-economical classes (Mitchell & 
Popham, 2008). Likewise, the impacts of extreme weather events 
depend on spatial elements such as flood defences or the orienta-
tion of building blocks. But the perceptual experience depends on 
personal factors such as age, gender, body mass or previous ther-
mal experiences (Nikolopoulou et al., 2001; Tseliou et al., 2010; 
Lenzholzer & Nikolopoulou, 2020). Bottom line: physical and per-
ceptual experiences might not necessarily match. That is why, for 
example, the temperature one actually feels outside is a more use-
ful indicator than air or surface temperatures when it comes to es-
timating the impacts of heat stress on public health.
	 Integrated approaches to urban climate resilience and pub-
lic health are thus topics subjected to uncertainty and variability. 
The healthy and safe everyday life of urban populations in delta 
regions and elsewhere is strongly dependent on this integrated un-
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derstanding. But where does biophysical urban climate resilience 
intersect with human-centred public health? And what are the 
trade-offs inherent to these intersections?

Climate and Health in Practice

Let us start answering these questions by discussing some pro-
jects and studies that illustrate what this integration can mean in 
practice. These examples are diverse as they were conducted with-
in the academic (Wageningen University & Research (WUR)) and 
the business (Sweco Netherlands) sectors and refer to both prac-
tical engineering and policy topics: the practice-oriented research 
GreenQuays (WUR); the research project ‘Blue and green infra-
structure to beat the urban heat – BENIGN’ (WUR); the white 
paper ‘Voorkomen is beter dan genezen’ (‘Prevention is better than 
cure’; Sweco, 2022); and the policy-oriented research ‘Een prak-
tische verkenning naar een Nederlandse groennorm’ (‘A practi-
cal exploration towards a Dutch green standard’; Sweco, 2024). We 
briefly describe these projects and highlight their lessons in rela-
tion to the integration of climate and health.

GreenQuays
GreenQuays was a project co-financed by the European Region-
al Development Fund through the Urban Innovation Actions In-
itiative. The project gathered partners from different disciplines 
and sectors engaged into delivering a systemic approach to cli-
mate and social resilience. Partners on the academic side includ-
ed WUR and TU Delft, while the practice side was composed of the 
City of Breda, the Netherlands, and its design team, five regional 
flora and fauna associations and one plant nursery. Transdiscipli-
nary and cross-sectoral practices were key for coupling climate re
silience with nature-inclusiveness, feasibility and the municipali-
ty’s vision for the site.
	 The project gave back the river Mark to the city of Breda 
by daylighting its buried segment and refurbishing its open-air 
stretch (Figure 1). The analysis of the site revealed its vulnerability 
to urban heat stress and pluvial flooding, which led to the underuse 
of the public spaces adjacent to the river and a lack of significance 
in people’s everyday life. This was mostly due, climate-wise, to the 
excessive exposure to direct solar radiation combined with pre-
dominantly hard-paved outdoor spaces with little or no vegetation 
(Cortesão & Forgaci, 2023). To address these challenges, Green-
Quays developed a network of self-sustaining green or soft-paved 
spaces characterized by the increase of shade and evapotranspira-
tion, local rainwater retention and through the ‘Nature-Inclusive 
Quay’ technology, that supports the natural growth of small plants, 
mosses and trees in the quay walls (Mulder et al, 2023).
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Integration of climate and health
The GreenQuays project comprised the improvement of the health 
and wellbeing of local populations through the provision of more 
and better-quality public spaces, more vegetation, more contact 
with the water and all the physical, mental and social benefits re-
sulting from looking at and being amidst green and blue spaces. 
For instance, GreenQuays applied knowledge on the cooling effects 
of small urban water bodies (Jacobs et al., 2020), such as increas-
ing shade along the water body or enabling more access to water. 
The climate-resilient design measures were targeted at people, at 
improving the conditions offered for better health, wellbeing and 
social interaction. While these measures were thought at the bio-
physical level of the built environment, their aim was human-cen-
tred: physiological (less heat stress on the body) and psychological 
cooling (the sensory experience of shaded, green water environ-
ments). The ultimate effects were improved recreation and social 
interaction and cohesion.

BENIGN
The BluE and greeN Infrastructure desiGned to beat the urbaN 
heat (BENIGN) project is an ongoing research funded by the 
Dutch Research Council (NWO) that aims to investigate how blue 
and green infrastructure (Figure 2) can be employed in urban 
areas to create healthy living conditions. Healthy living conditions 
are defined as the results of indoor and outdoor climate on physical 
and mental health. This can be seen in the effects of heat stress, 
changes in water quality and plant diversity on health. In this pro-
ject, urban living conditions and their effect on citizens’ health are 
investigated. BENIGN employs an integrated approach by com-
bining the disciplines of health with thermophysiology, water and 
plant ecology, spatial design, spatial planning and governance, 
behavioural and cognitive science and geo-information science. 
This multidisciplinary approach is ensured by members of differ-
ent parts of the knowledge chain: fundamental (knowledge institu-
tions), applied and practice-oriented (companies) and civil society 
organizations (municipalities, citizens and civil organizations).
	 The end goal is to synthesize the project findings into a deci-
sion support system for municipalities to assist them in creating 
healthier urban living conditions. To achieve this outcome, the pro-
ject includes real-life physical and social experiments in the built 
environment by co-designing and implementing blue and green in-
terventions in three living labs in three municipalities in the Neth-
erlands.

Integration of climate and health
In this project, climate and health are integrated through three 
main pathways considering the effects of heat on: 1) water quali-
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ty, 2) pollen allergies, and 3) vulnerable urban residents’ percep-
tion and use of green and blue spaces during heatwave periods. 
The starting point of the project was the acknowledgement of the 
intersections between urban heat and health issues, the belief that 
these issues are best addressed with the implementation of green 
and blue climate-resilient infrastructure, and by deeply consid-
ering the health outcomes resulting from this infrastructure. The 
clearest example of how climate and health are embraced as one 
in this project is that the climate resilience spatial measures pro-
posed by the project will be pay specific attention to the health and 
wellbeing of people with chronic health conditions, such as asthma 
or cardiovascular disease, who are amongst the most vulnerable 
during extreme heat periods. Taking pollen allergies into account 
adds a layer of complexity to the employment of vegetation in the 
climate resilience measures developed. This needs to be reasoned 
bearing in mind not only the cooling effects they lead to, but also 
the utmost minimization and prevention of release of allergenic 
substances.

‘Voorkomen is beter dan genezen’
The white paper ‘Voorkomen is beter dan genezen’ (‘Prevention is 
better than cure’; Sweco, 2022) connects scientific knowledge and 
practice on the increase of vegetation in urban areas (urban green-
ing) with the physical and social domains, where health and well-
being is a core component. The paper is a ‘manifesto’ on how urban 
greening with climate concerns is essential for preventing health 
hazards in cities, in particular related to heat stress. Drawing on 
scientific knowledge, a four-steps plan is outlined for Dutch munici-
palities to plan and implement smart, fair and healthy urban green-
ing strategies (Figure 3). The paper also includes a calculation of the 
financial benefits of urban greening, based on scientific insights and 
using neighbourhood data from 104 Dutch municipalities.

Integration of climate and health
Sweco’s white paper confirms that increasing vegetation in the 
built environment can positively impact health and wellbeing by 
reducing the vulnerability of people to extreme climate conditions 
(Sweco, 2022). By doing so, it supports the conception of climate 
and health as integrated concepts. The step-by-step plan offers 
municipalities guidance to capitalize their greening potential (that 
is, surface area available for increasing vegetation) in a way that 
holds the best health impacts. Sweco’s analysis of different Dutch 
neighbourhoods shows that those where the most health benefits 
can be achieved through urban greening are often socio-economi-
cally vulnerable neighbourhoods. This is of particular importance 
as lower income residents are amongst the most vulnerable groups 
when it comes to coping with the effects of climate change.
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Regarding costs, the paper shows that every hectare of extra 
urban greenery means, on average, more than eight fewer resi-
dents requiring health care during heat stress periods. This rep-
resents significant financial savings in social costs (especially 
associated with hospital admissions and death tolls) both for mu-
nicipalities and for other parties within and outside the healthcare 
sphere. The savings amount to approximately 125 million euros 
per year for all municipalities analyzed. The paper argues that if 
the greening actions applied in these municipalities were to be ex-
tended to all Dutch municipalities, annual savings could reach 400 
million euros. The paper emphasizes that urban greening target-
ed at improving health transcends the spatial domain and requires 
innovative collaboration and financing mechanisms.

‘Een praktische verkenning naar een Nederlandse groennorm’
The policy-oriented research ‘Een praktische verkenning naar een 
Nederlandse groennorm’ (‘A practical exploration into a Dutch 
green standard’; Sweco, 2024) was set up to inform the establish-
ment of a green standard for the Netherlands. The motivation be-
hind this research is that green standards can back up the in-
crementation of vegetation in cities (Figure 4) and, thereby, help 
address the climate and health challenges brought on by climate 
change. A national green standard sensitive to local circumstances 
has the power to accelerate change in the deltaic Dutch land-
scape towards climate resilience by providing guidelines for deci-
sion-makers, spatial designers and planners and developers.

Sweco conducted this research anchored by the question: 
is there already a good green standard that can be used across 
the Netherlands? To answer this, scientific knowledge was com-
bined with practical experience on the topic among municipalities, 
provinces and developers and data from the Groene Stad Chal-
lenge. The focus of the study were ten existing Dutch and inter-
national green standards well-known in the Netherlands. Not all 
documents were green standards per se, but they were widely rec-
ognized reliable sources of information which, fully or in part, form 
the backbone of urban greening in the Netherlands. The standards 
were assessed and compared to one another, which resulted in a 
list of top 3 best-rated standards. Based on the conclusions of the 
assessment process, the research provides five recommendations 
for a green standard applicable to the Netherlands.

Integration of climate and health
This research concluded that, as of yet, there is no good green 
standard in the Netherlands. The main reason is that none of the 
examined standards fully addressed important policy themes 
around urban greening: climate, health and biodiversity. Follow-
ing urban resilience thinking, a good green standard should be 
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integral and provide guidelines on these themes. The examined 
standards mostly focussed on one theme, or unequally addressed 
themes when they (seldom) combined them. For example, a guide-
line about increasing shade to combat heat stress would not speci-
fy or mention the benefits this entails to health. Likewise, a guide-
line stating the importance of movement outdoors would not refer 
to the importance of shade in allowing outdoor activity to hap-
pen. This research therefore recommends establishing an inte-
gral green standard, that is, a standard that can address extreme 
climatic phenomena, as well as improve health and support urban 
biodiversity. The integration of climate and health is, therefore, a 
core principle in this research.

Proposal for Integrating Climate and Health

Intersections
Now that the integration of climate and health have been sketched 
both theoretically and practically, we propose an alternative defi-
nition of urban resilience. Urban resilience can be defined as ‘the 
ability of a socio-technical-environmental system to sustain, im-
prove and innovate its key functions – through absorbing, reacting 
to, recovering from, adapting to or reorganizing – in response to 
chronic stresses, abrupt shocks, and disruptions’ (DeSIRE, 2020).

Based on this definition, we propose the following: urban re-
silience is the capacity of an urban area and all its residents to 
maintain or quickly return to desired states and functions in the 
face of chronic stresses, acute shocks and/or disruptions, to adapt 
to changing and uncertain conditions, or to rapidly transform in 
order to preserve its infrastructure and a state of complete physi-
cal, mental and social wellbeing, with a minimum amount of dam-
age and losses.

Above, we raised the question: where does biophysical urban 
climate resilience intersect with human-centred public health? 
With our definition of urban resilience in mind, and based on the 
literature listed in the bibliography, we propose answering this 
question with Figure 5. This figure depicts an overview of the main 
intersections between urban climate resilience and public health. 
These intersections are ‘mapped’ taking into account: 1) key cli-
mate risks in urban areas like heat stress, pluvial flooding, (flash) 
flooding and drought; 2) the main urban climate resilience mea
sures that address those risks, where one measure may address 
more than one risk; and 3) the main health benefits resulting from 
these measures. Soil subsidence, a key climate risk in delta areas, 
was excluded from Figure 5 as it is often entangled with droughts 
or floods, and therefore relates to similar urban climate resilience 
measures and benefits to public health.

The intersections depicted in Figure 5 vary and can relate 
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to multiple key urban climate risks and health benefits resulting 
from urban climate resilience measures. In other words, a benefit 
to health might relate to more than one measure and key climate 
risk. Furthermore, all intersections are bilateral: urban climate re-
silience influences health; health is the fundamental goal of urban 
climate resilience. We believe it is critical to acknowledge and un-
derstand these intersections, as well as to proactively implement 
measures that target mitigating the impacts of climate change in-
trinsically support health in urban areas. These measures can be 
both infrastructural and managerial; the former relate to spatial 
design and engineering solutions, while the latter relates to, for 
example, adapting healthcare systems to be better prepared for 
health risks associated with the impacts of climate change.

Recent integrated approaches to health, such as One Health, 
broaden our understanding of health and encourage us to work in 
more inter‑ and transdisciplinary ways, in order to propose more 
effective and impactful solutions that foster both climate resilience 
and health. Embracing the presented intersections is a collective 
effort that requires the involvement of a broad spectrum of stake-
holders including spatial planners, public health professionals, 
environmental scientists, policymakers, community organizations 
and society generally.

Relevance to Delta Regions
Delta regions are a good example of why the integration of urban 
climate resilience and public health is of critical importance: they 
are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change due 
to their low-lying geography and their dependence on water re-
sources. One of the main risks is flooding, either through extreme 
weather events, like storms or heavy rainfall, or as a result of 
sea-level rise.

Floods cause injuries and drownings and spread waterborne 
diseases (Agache et al., 2022). The contamination of water sources 
with sewage, industrial waste, and agricultural runoff can intro-
duce pathogens such as bacteria, viruses, and parasites into the 
water supply (Agache et al., 2022; Ahern et al., 2005; Paterson et 
al., 2018). Floods caused by sea-level rise create saltwater intru-
sion into freshwater sources which threatens drinking water sup-
plies and agricultural land (Schmidt, 2015).

Flooding can also damage infrastructure, affecting access to 
healthcare services and critical resources like electricity, food and 
clean water. Floods cause material damages to individuals and 
their homes which might force them to relocate. The displacement 
of populations creates its own health risks, as affected populations 
often face overcrowded living conditions in temporary shelters or 
informal settlements. Such circumstances can increase the risk of 
disease transmission due to poor sanitation and limited access to 
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clean water and healthcare services (Paterson et al., 2018). Fur-
thermore, the loss of one’s home has been associated with elevat-
ed levels of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder 
(Ahern et al., 2005; Paterson et al., 2018). Floods also have an im-
pact on erosion and soil stability, which can further damage infra-
structure.

The intersections identified in Figure 5 for ‘pluvial flooding’ 
and ‘(flash)flooding’ are the most relevant to delta regions as they 
relate to the main climate risk there: flooding. Although we will not 
discuss this for conciseness, we acknowledge that the remaining 
risks are also of importance to delta regions.

Trade-offs
Above, we also raised the question: what are the inherent trade-
offs of the intersections of climate and health? Our answer is that 
although we see these intersections as key for the future of society 
and space, they do entail trade-offs which cannot be overlooked. 
Here, we highlight some critical points:

The mismatch between benefits to climate and benefits to 
health. An urban climate resilience measure good at improving 
urban microclimates might impoverish the conditions offered for 
health. For example, employing minimal paving or soft pavers are 
efficient solutions for decreasing surface and air temperatures 
(coping with heat stress), allowing rainwater to infiltrate local-
ly (coping with pluvial flooding) or for allowing to store rainwater 
underground (coping with drought). Depaving also often involves 
community engagement and participation, providing opportunities 
for residents to come together to improve their neighbourhoods 
(social health) (Tamminga et al., 2020). Spaces created through 
such initiatives can serve as gathering places for social interac-
tion, recreation, and relaxation, contributing to overall community 
wellbeing. However, removing hard surfaces might also limit ac-
cessibility to more vulnerable populations, such as elderly people 
or those with reduced mobility. This can have negative consequenc-
es for their ability to access vital resources but also increase their 
risk of social isolation, leading to loneliness and depression. So, 
whereas this type of measure might be effective climate-wise, that 
might not be the case health-wise. Likewise, an effective health-fo-
cused design like improving accessibility, might not be effective cli-
mate-wise, for instance, if there is no compromise between paved 
(for accessibility) and depaved (for example, for local water infiltra-
tion) ground surfaces. Dialogue with local communities combined 
with smart design choices might help prevent the negative impacts 
of this trade-off.

The risk for urban greening to promote social injustice. In-
creasing green spaces and vegetation in urban areas can signif-
icantly contribute to coping with extreme weather (for instance, 
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heatwaves), to improve air quality and to enhance overall wellbe-
ing. But urban greening can also contribute to rising property val-
ues and thus to displacing low-income residents (gentrification), 
as vegetation makes neighbourhoods more desirable. Thus, while 
urban greening is one of the most effective measures for delivering 
benefits for both urban climate resilience and public health, care-
ful planning and community engagement are essential to mitigate 
the risk of exacerbating socioeconomic inequalities and ensure 
that these benefits are equitably distributed among all residents 
(Wolch et al., 2014).

Plants and allergies. While increasing vegetation in urban 
areas is, climate-wise, the measure holding the most benefits, some 
species might release pollen that can exacerbate allergy com-
plaints in urban areas. Furthermore, higher temperatures mean 
the flowering season of grasses, trees and herbs begins earlier and 
lasts longer. Consequently, more people are developing pollen aller-
gies (Damialis et al., 2019). This should be considered when decid-
ing on the type and characteristics of the plants chosen to be im-
plemented in an urban area. A different weighing between the use 
of plant types is necessary. Hiemstra (2018) and the Dutch organi-
zation Natuur & Milieu (2023) have published databases that can 
assist with this endeavour.

Investment and collaboration. Implementing measures that 
integrate climate and health requires sufficient funding and calls 
for engaging a variety of stakeholders. Funding might not always 
be available, or it might not prioritize implementing these mea
sures. Next to this, collaboration requires coordinating stakehold-
ers with different expertise, priorities and objectives, which can 
be challenging. Such challenges may require bridging gaps the be-
tween academic disciplines and fostering effective communication 
and cooperation amongst parties. Channelling funding and ensur-
ing positive collaboration among stakeholders takes considera-
ble time and dedication. At the same time, the climate and health 
crises call for urgent and decisive action.

Need for space. Implementing measures that integrate cli-
mate and health requires sufficient space, which might not be 
available. This is particularly challenging in urban contexts where 
spatial pressures are high (for example, downtown districts). These 
pressures can relate to lack of room in the streetscape, buildings, 
underground and overground infrastructure, or to natural circum-
stances such as water bodies in delta regions.
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Conclusion

This article is a plea for integrated solutions addressing two crit-
ical challenges for the future of society and space: climate and 
health. Our aim is to contribute to developing an unexplored ap-
proach to urban resilience for delta regions and elsewhere. We sup-
port the perspective that new urban developments should be based 
on the integration of urban climate resilience and public health. 
We mapped the main intersections between the two fields as we 
believe that acknowledging these intersections is vital for render-
ing urban areas and societies in delta regions (and elsewhere) fu-
ture-proof. Without urban climate resilience we cannot address the 
climate crisis. But climate-resilient design solutions are a means 
to achieve the goal, not the goal itself. The goal is the health and 
wellbeing of urban populations, both present and future ones, in 
delta regions and beyond. Without healthy people outdoors, the 
public realm loses meaning and so does, thus, the purpose of spa-
tial design.

Acknowledging and understanding the intersections and 
trade-offs between climate and health illustrates how the tradi-
tional hard engineering approach is evolving, thanks to transdis-
ciplinary and cross-sectoral research and practice. The projects 
and studies presented above illustrate the importance of transdis-
ciplinary research and emphasize the growing need to implement 
scientific findings into tangible urban resilience actions. Scientific 
and business partners can and must support climate transition ef-
forts. The examples presented above show how, for example, WUR 
is doing this by investing in practice-oriented and open access re-
search, and Sweco is translating scientific insights into concrete 
recommendations for policy and urban projects.

We would like to finish with highlighting the red thread of 
our ‘prescription’: acknowledging and implementing the integra-
tion of climate and health represents a leap forward in urban resil-
ience knowledge and practice. This has two inextricably connected 
beneficiaries: our urban areas and our societies. Be it in delta re-
gions or be it elsewhere.
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Figure 1: View of the river Mark after refurbishment during the Green-
Quays project, Breda. Photo: Veerle Hemerik, 2024.

Figure 2: Blue and green infrastructure can help create healthy urban en-
vironments for everyday life, Utrecht. Photo: João Cortesão, 2024.
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Figure 3: An urban green space comprising smart, fair and healthy urban 
greening strategies, Parc de Bruxelles. Photo: João Cortesão, 2024.

Figure 4: Example of urban greening by the incrementation of vegetation 
in urban areas, at both the public space and building levels. These actions 
can excel when backed up by green standards. Tokyo, Japan. Photo: João 
Cortesão, 2023.
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Figure 5: Overview of the main intersections of urban climate resilience 
and public health. João Cortesão and Agnès Patuano, 2024.
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Eco-Empathy 
and the New 
Delta Work
Joost Adriaanse and Ester van de Wiel

The emergence of a new delta culture and the formulation 
of eco-social delta futures require ‘empathic field work’. 
Ongoing involvement by the authors with a wide variety of 
biotopes, sociocultural practices, materials, organisms and 
‘skilled practitioners’ through design research has helped 
articulate a multitude of eco-social practices for the delta 
and its human and non-human inhabitants. These specula-
tive practices, framed as ‘the New Delta Work’, are a prod-
uct of a collaborative design research strategy called ‘em-
pathic field work’. They explore our shared future in the 
dynamic zone known as the Dutch delta, the collective es-
tuaries of the rivers Rhine, Meuse and Scheldt, heavily in-
fluenced by man for safety against floods. Based on these 
research experiences, the authors call for what they see 
as one of the most important and highly needed cultural 
changes of our time: eco-empathy. This sensitivity is culti-
vated through action. Once developed sufficiently, it will 
allow us to envision and enact the delta through the lens of 
care and cohabitation.
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Towards a Delta Manifesto: Eco-Empathy and The New 
Delta Work

The search for the New Delta Work is an ongoing design study that 
we have been working on over the past three years. It is based on 
empathic field work, a sensitive joining of the many delta situa-
tions that produce both situated knowledge and new relationships. 
It is a highly productive endeavour that has led to detailed sce-
narios on participatory coastal regeneration and natural defenc-
es, new roles and product lines, as well as co-production models 
and attitudes co-developed with the many human and non-human 
Delta Workers we’ve come to know during these years. We refer the 
interested reader to our website www.zee-plaats-werk-land.nl, an 
online platform and research tool, for more details on its progress. 
Its impact cannot easily be described in words alone, as its most 
profound result is its contribution to a different way of thinking 
and acting in the delta. It has engendered a certain growing sen-
sitivity in those who are bound up in it. Its effects are thus implic-
it and tacit. Nonetheless, describing these largely implicit results 
is useful. It gives us the opportunity to reflect on certain strategies 
and allows us and the reader to begin to see and understand the 
delta through different frames. Words are powerful when put into 
action, and it is our hope that our words here inspire action in the 
reader.
	 In our ongoing search for the New Delta Work, language 
plays an important role in formulating and exploring the possible 
futures that this new type of work might lead to. Words, when ex-
plored and performed hands-on and in situ, open up many possible 
worlds. They are kernels from which whole worlds might sprout. 
In our design research, words inspire action as they describe roles 
and name tools, products or strategies that get enacted. It is these 
actions that bridge the gap between the conceptual and the prac-
tical and propel the research forward. They generate new knowl-
edge, and play into our existing, tacit knowledge. When put into 
action, words entangle with the complex delta realities of the pres-
ent. We might say that present reality and possible future produc-
tively meet. Based on our design research actions, we conclude 
that a manifesto for dynamism is due – one which leads to further 
action and helps the New Delta Work develop. To learn how to re-
late differently to the delta, we must engage with it. What we need 
is hands-on thinking and acting.
	 Our call is based on our own hands-on and in situ design re-
search experiences in the delta. Figures 1-4 show an example of 
such an in situ and hands-on exploration: the delta scenario ‘Eat-
ing against sand hunger’. This involved an eat-work session where 
taking care of the delta is just a dinner away. A biotopian-chef 
serves locally harvested shellfish in what can only be described as 
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an ‘eat-build menu’. The empty shells of the seafood used in the 
dinner form the bio-based building material for the on-site crea-
tion of anti-erosion reefs on the mudflats. We eat, work and build 
reefs that form habitats for the many bio-builders in the inter-
tidal zone, who protect the saltmarsh from eroding and in turn 
strengthen flood safety. New words, roles and strategies are put 
into action in this ‘sketching-in-dialogue’ session to further ex-
plore participatory coastal strategies and forms of the New Delta 
Work. With contemporary Delta Workers, we physically explore 
the Delta Work of a possible future. The participants included an 
offshore industry CEO, a geographer and aspiring island builder, 
the daughter of drs. A. C. Drinkwaard – a prominent delta figure 
and biologist known for his banned speech ‘Geeft ons geen Oost-
erscheldedam, maar wat dan?’ (‘Don’t give us an Eastern Scheldt 
Dam, but what then?’; Drinkwaard, 1965) – two bio-based archi-
tects, a marine ecologist and two design researchers. They take on 
the roles of biotopian-chef, reef building recreationist, patchiness 
ecologist and habitat workers.

All of them are ‘skilled practitioners’ as described by Riet-
veld and Kiverstein (2014), with their own sociocultural practic-
es, experience and skills. When skilled practitioners from different 
fields of expertise and sociocultural practices come together on site 
in a specific material setting, things start to happen. It can lead to 
the joint discovery of new possibilities for action for and by Delta 
Workers. This scenario explores how known nature-based coastal 
strategies in the delta (reefs as coastal defence components) might 
interweave with the various ways of life in the delta. In other 
words, this scenario explores how nature-based solutions (Euro-
pean Commission, 2024) might lead to a nature-based culture and 
future. As such, it leaves behind the solution frame and focuses 
on the possibility of forming and changing ongoing delta relation-
ships. In a collective effort of eating and building habitats for the 
non-human bio builders (flat oysters, Japanese oysters, mussels), a 
dialogue with and about the delta is sparked. A hands-on explora-
tion unfolds. We are where all delta worlds seem to meet: the inter-
tidal flats outside of Yerseke.

Offshore industry CEO and biotopian-chef Jaap intertwines 
his professional offshore knowledge with his culinary and person-
al experiences as he prepares and serves locally harvested oys-
ters on the grounds of machine factory Bakker in the fishing port 
of Yerseke. Patchiness ecologist Jim, a marine ecologist, chimes in 
and elaborates on the local sediment erosion reality and his search 
for new nature-based spatial arrangements that might be success-
ful in protecting the estuarine nature area just a few kilometres 
east. In a back and forth and in multiple small conversations, de-
sign researchers, geologists and architects explore how our role 
as reef building recreationists might form a super-local participa-
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tory coastal practice. Many hands make light work and salt marsh, 
mud flat and reef are better suited for manual labour than heavy 
machinery. What might an extensive mussel reef fishery look like 
when combined with ecological monitoring and reef recreation? 
What new tools do we need to facilitate that? What type of land-
scape might be the result? As we eat and talk, the tide has gone 
out. We move towards the edge of the mudflat to position the fruit 
of our recreational labour: a reef-sock knitted from locally grown 
flax, filled with the empty shells of our meal.

As they secure the reef-sock in place, patchiness ecologist 
Jim and reef recreationist Idco, a geographer, discuss the possi-
bilities of reef building recreation as an intergenerational form of 
both reef and island making. Many people living in the delta have 
no intimate knowledge of the relations between various biotopes, 
ecosystems and their well-being, let alone their entanglement 
with our current ways of life, spatial planning and delta activities. 
Long-lasting collective and participatory scenarios such as these 
might be able to begin to change that, moving coastal defence, na-
ture conservation, restoration and spatial development out of the 
closed realms of technical expertise and into the shared public do-
main. Changes in our living environment are inextricably linked to 
changes in living with our environment. To create a shared future 
where the many different human and more-than-human ways of 
life are attuned to one another, we must find ways to entangle our-
selves and engage in delta relationships.

Entangling as Design Work

The delta is continuously being enacted. Its performers range from 
tidal flows, marine bio builders, migratory birds and salt marshes 
to oyster fishers, dredging ships and all sorts of organizations, in-
stitutions, traditions, humans and non-humans that are bound up 
in them. Our ongoing action research is performed together with 
these Delta Workers, both human and non-human. In a reflec-
tive hands-on conversation with them we explore how each Delta 
Worker contributes to shaping the delta. Through their words, 
frames, protocols, movements, actions and materials, and through 
their stories, relationships, interactions and the many ripples they 
create in the dynamic watery world that is the delta, we get ac-
quainted with it. We have successfully used this continually evolv-
ing strategy in previous projects (Verstraete et al., 2021; Hamers 
et al., 2021). In this case it is applied as an open-ended exploration 
of the possibilities of ‘being delta’ in its many forms. Our goal is to 
learn how the delta ‘is’ and how it could be, to propose possible fu-
tures that are strongly connected to the present and are composed 
of the ways of life of the many Delta Workers that we have come to 
know.
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	 This process of entangling ourselves with the complex prac-
tices and delta lives of these Delta Workers is in part reflective. As 
they move through biotopes and work fields, operate and think in 
varying scales and live with different time horizons, engaging with 
them gives insight into how things are being done. It is a way of 
experiencing the myriad flows and goings-on that enact the delta 
as we know it. It is reflection in and on action. As such, it allows 
for a reconceptualization of the delta and the creation of alterna-
tive pathways through design action. This is where the call for dy-
namism rings loudest. We strongly encourage the human Delta 
Workers reading this publication to engage in what we call ‘em-
pathic field work’ (Figures 5-7). It requires us to work alongside 
other skilled practitioners in the field and learn about their ways 
of working and seeing, their vocabulary, their way of framing the 
delta and their contribution to its many forms by quite humbly 
‘being there’ and working alongside them with our senses attuned.
	 As such, we’ve not only experienced the world of the mussel 
fisherman or the wild seaweed cutter, but also the lives and entan-
glements of the mussels, oysters and seaweeds themselves through 
adopting this attitude. Working alongside these Delta Workers, you 
experience the local effects of ordinances and permit systems, and 
see how bristle worms’ lives, baiting practices and saltmarsh mor-
phology are intertwined. You feel the strength of the tide and expe-
rience the beautiful colours of seaweed. You get a taste of the prac-
tical reality of working on a mudflat, of navigating tidal flows and 
the many other entanglements of systems, people, places, things 
and forces hands-on. Our proposals and scenarios that explore the 
New Delta Works are all based on empathic field work. Through it, 
the swarm of involved Delta Workers grows, allowing for hands-on 
explorations like the one in Figures 5-7. Empathic field work al-
lows us to move between realities and find frames and practices to 
bisociate and formulate new possible worlds.
	 Bisociation, a term coined by Koestler (1964, 35), means to 
productively cross two frames through which one can perceive a 
situation – ‘two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames 
of reference’ – out of which new knowledge, insights and possibili-
ties might emerge. Bisociation as a design strategy is discussed in 
more detail in our publication on caring confrontations (Hamers et 
al., 2021). For now, it suffices to say that empathic field work and 
bisociation rely on the ability to be open, interested, unbiased and 
reflective. Our role has been that of a conduit, finding productive 
overlap, friction or possibilities between different fields of experi-
ence and expertise, in order to inspire and invigorate one another 
in search of possible futures. But it is not just design researchers 
that ought to engage in empathic field work. This is in part the es-
sence of our call.
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Life in Interrelation

We need to learn to ‘live with’. We need to learn to join in and live 
in interrelation. In a delta that has been most dominantly shaped 
and altered by human actions firmly rooted in engineering tradi-
tions and safety frames, we need to reorient ourselves and expe-
rience the delta from multiple perspectives and through differ-
ent frames. The common ways of framing the issues of concern 
in the delta and our responses to them have more often than not 
been through a lens of techno-optimism. Yet the current state of 
the delta calls for a new attitude towards things. We need to cul-
tivate eco-empathy and learn to see the delta for the ongoing and 
dynamic complexity that it is: a whirling and vibrant assemblage 
of things, matter and all kinds of human and non-human actants 
(Bennett, 2010). Ever moving, always in process. However, think-
ing in processes, continual change, stochasticity, fluidity and dy
namism has proven hard for us humans and our institutions. Hard 
borders have become a cultural reflex. Abstraction, reductionist ap-
proaches, rigid frameworks and simplification are ingrained in our 
ways of thinking about and acting in and with the delta. Through 
time we have come to expect and demand a delta that obeys our 
rigid frameworks.
	 Through our collective and open-ended exploration of the 
ways of the delta and the act of proposing possible futures in close 
dialogue with those that live and work in the delta, we make way 
for a new dynamism: an intimate entanglement with the world, 
a shift from techno-optimism to eco-empathy. Eco-social thinking 
and doing calls into question existing categories, frames and atti-
tudes. Yet, the rigid border persists in our thinking. All too often 
we place ourselves outside of nature, outside of the living world. 
While we are inextricably linked to and form part of the biotopes 
and habitats of others and vice versa, we remain emotionally dis-
connected from this dynamic reality. The search for the New Delta 
Work is a search for an eco-social future and a call for eco-empathy. 
This call for eco-empathy is a hopeful call, for it is in our nature. 
For us to reconnect with the one world we all inhabit and to under-
stand its intricate entanglements, we must become active partici-
pants in its becoming and learn to see, feel and be in interrelation.
	 Proposed possible futures and scenarios through which we 
can learn to live in interrelation must have a footing in present re-
ality. No far-flung and disconnected futures that feel so far away 
they become impossible to imagine reaching, but scenarios that 
can emerge from the present, right here, right now. Finding room 
for the future within the present leads to scenarios that are root-
ed in the critical space between what is and what could be. Such 
scenarios speak to those whose world you collaboratively propose 
to see differently. Ecosystem service duty (Figures 8 and 9) repre-
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sents one such scenario. It speculates on governmental protocols 
and addresses contemporary civil servants in the delta. Ecosystem 
services are often seen from an egocentric perspective, as the ser-
vices that ecosystems provide to humans. Yet we are an intricate 
part of these ecosystems. This scenario challenges the bureaucrat-
ic order of Excel sheets, the permit apparatus, the national govern-
ments, and calls into being the Agency for Eco-Social Affairs. You 
have been called to Ecosystem Service Duty!
	 This speculative vision is conceptualized as a workstation for 
the civic servant, calling up civilians for ecosystem service duty. 
This call, by means of a formal letter, goes out to all eligible inhab-
itants of the country, drafting them for a periodical contribution to 
the various ecosystems within the Netherlands. The workstation 
exhibited at the International Architecture Biennale Rotterdam 
2024 contains the letter, notifications, videos, models, shells, exam-
ples of habitat work and workwear. After the exhibition it will find 
its home in the offices of the Province of Zeeland, alongside con-
temporary civil servants’ workstations.
	 Meanwhile, the exploration of this possible future continues 
as eco-system-service-duty t-shirts dyed with local seaweeds are 
given to Delta Workers, along with a personalized call to perform 
their ecosystem service duty right now, in the present. These Delta 
Workers range from those within government and politics to those 
working in the actual water of the delta. For the Delta Workers 
closely involved in the articulation of this scenario (through em-
pathic field work, tagging along in their day-to-day delta practices) 
these ecosystem service duties are often a reframing of activities 
they already perform. For instance, the work of marine ecologists 
like Jim is often already geared towards gaining insight into the 
wellbeing of ecosystems and their role in coastal morphology (van 
Belzen, 2023). However, his call to eco-system-service-duty focuses 
on exploring the possibilities of opening up his scientific fieldwork 
for the public to participate in. This makes him one of the Delta 
Workers with whom others could possibly perform their ecosys-
tem service duty, thus contributing to the saltmarsh biotope and 
strengthening human-saltmarsh relations.
	
A New Dynamism

Scenarios like those described in the figures shown here inspire a 
sense of possibility. They point us in possible directions for answer-
ing the questions of how to collectively become comfortable with 
dynamism and learn to live with the dynamic natural world. So 
how do we cultivate eco-empathy? How do we perform it and put it 
into practice in each of our own lives? If any place can teach us dy-
namism, it is the delta with its intertidal zones. Twice a day land 
becomes water and becomes land again, flocks of birds migrate in 
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and out, shellfish and worms surface and dig back into the mud, 
while seaweeds sway with the tides. In this zone, the delta’s dy-
namism synchronizes with our own sense of time. The longer you 
spend there, the more you start to see and feel. It is time to become 
active participants in the living delta. It is time to experience the 
human and non-human entanglement that is the delta. It is time 
to become delta.
	 The Delta Manifesto is being ‘written’ as we speak. At this 
moment it consists of a table of contents, a series of provision-
al chapter titles (each of which will spawn new projects), multiple 
email conversations, images, drawings, future scenarios, a lexicon, 
job and role descriptions, a new speculative branch of government, 
a product line, the remnants and shells of the flat oysters that 
have provided the material for recent reef restoration projects, 
clothing, models, various in situ actions and a set of working prin-
ciples. More importantly, the manifesto is an attitude that grows in 
the minds and bodies of the many Delta Workers that continue to 
be involved in this project. Parts of the manifesto have been given, 
loaned or shipped to other Delta Workers throughout the delta, 
in line with the idea of creative entanglement. The manifesto is a 
contribution to what we see as one of the most important and cru-
cial cultural changes of our time: eco-empathy. This sensitivity is 
cultivated through experiencing, seeing, feeling, hearing, engaging 
with and relating to the life around us, both human and non-hu-
man. Eco-empathy can grow through ‘correspondence’: dynamic 
and responsive engagement with the world and its many unfold-
ing ways of life (Ingold, 2011). When grown sufficiently, it allows us 
to no longer see the world through the frames of domination, but 
through those of care and cohabitation.
	 Developing this sensitivity is an experiential skill, so to 
speak. Therefore, we follow a set of working principles and atti-
tudes that aid us in this process. Inspired by the investigative 
practices and philosophies of Bruno Latour (2004; Latour & Wei-
bel, 2020), Henk Oosterling (2020), Isabelle Stengers (2018) and 
Tim Ingold (2010; 2011), we adhere to several guidelines for hands-
on thinking and doing. We encourage you all to actively apply them 
in your own field of work. For now, while we continue working 
towards a manifesto, we leave you with the following important 
working principles that are part of the ever-growing delta mani
festo.

/ Embrace complexity, do not simplify
/ Embrace what we don’t know
/ Be curious
/ Feel time (time, timing, rhythm, slowness)
/ Be open and not biased
/ Be generous; share
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/ It is never finished (always in the making)
/ Compose and bring together
/ Move between scales and disciplines
/ Collaborate
/ Go out into the world!

The national Delta Commissioner, Co Verdaas, emphasized (albeit 
implicitly) the importance of such working principles and explo-
rations in his keynote lecture during the Southwestern Delta con-
ference on 4 July 2024, when he proposed to be adaptive, to not 
strive for perfection, to just start, try out and learn. He summa-
rized these principles with the phrases ‘stumble intelligently’ and 
‘find the fuss’, echoing the words of both Bruno Latour’s matters of 
concern (2004) and Donna Haraway’s call (2016) for staying with 
the trouble. Our call to learn to think, act and live with dynamism 
seems to have a common goal with the words of the Delta Commis-
sioner: an exploration of new narratives and the start of a new dis-
course. As far as we’re concerned, these narratives draw not from 
the frameworks of domination that have inspired much of the en-
gineering in the delta over the last centuries, but from a sense of 
dynamic entanglement and eco-empathy. As such, and when acti-
vated through in situ, collaborative actions, and materialized in 
speculative prototypes, tools and scenarios, they contribute to the 
composition of a dynamic and eco-social delta culture.

In concluding this call for eco-empathy, the Dutch word ‘mee-
bewegen’ comes to mind. ‘Meebewegen’ can be translated as ‘to 
adapt’, ‘to move along with’ or ‘move along together’. It conveys 
the ideas of adapting to changes, being flexible, moving in concord 
with and dynamically corresponding with. In it lies the call for a 
reorientation of our relationship with the natural world. With it, it 
perhaps inspires a reinterpretation of the Deltares research track 
Meebewegen (Deltares, 2020). As Ingold (2021, 22) writes: ‘we have 
forgotten how to correspond with the beings and things of which 
[the natural world] is comprised’. In our preoccupation with ‘the in-
teraction between ourselves and others . . . we have failed to notice 
how both we and they go along together in the current of time’. As 
such, ‘meebewegen’ in the context of the delta implies to co-exist, to 
co-inhabit and to embrace more-than-human perspectives in an at-
tempt to learn to eco-socially participate in the work of the swarm 
of bio-builders and Delta Workers that enact the delta. Towards 
eco-social delta futures!
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Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4: A ‘sketching-in-dialogue’ session to explore the delta 
scenario ‘Eating against sand hunger’ and its participatory coastal strate-
gies as form of the New Delta Work. Yerseke, 2023. Photo: Walter Herfst.
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Figures 5, 6 and 7: Learning alongside the human and non-human Delta 
Workers through empathic field work. Dutch Delta, 2023. Photo: Joost 
Adriaanse (above) and Ester van de Wiel (below).
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Figures 8 and 9: Drawings, design and materialization of the delta scenar-
io ‘eco-system-service-duty’ during the International Architecture Bien-
nale Rotterdam 2024, titled ‘Nature of Hope’. Rotterdam, 2024. Photo: Jac-
queline Fuijkschot.
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Figure 10: Seaweed farmer Joost. Veerse Meer, 2023. Photo: Suzette Bousema.
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Figure 11: Impression of the scenarios that are currently being envisioned. 
Studio Ester van de Wiel + Studio Joost Adriaanse, 2024.
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Video showing the ecosystem service duty letter being written. Vimeo, 
Deltawerker. Studio Ester van de Wiel + Studio Joost Adriaanse, 
2024:

https://vimeo.com/975348192

Video about the development of the delta scenario: Eating against sand 
hunger. Vimeo, Deltawerker. Studio Ester van de Wiel + Studio Joost 
Adriaanse, 2024:

https://vimeo.com/975340432
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. . . En de zee 
was niet meer, 
Bert Haanstra, 
1955
Rommy Albers

. . . En de zee was niet meer (. . . And the Sea Was No More) 
is a kind of counterpoint between Dijkbouw and Delta 
Phase 1, the two other commissioned films Haanstra made 
about the Netherlands and its struggle against water. Both 
the latter films show the construction of hydraulic works: 
the traditional dike construction in the former Zuiderzee 
and the large-scale caisson dams rising as part of the Delta 
Works in Zeeland and Zuid-Holland. These hydraulic works 
were part of the effort to protect the Netherlands and at the 
same time gain more farmland, after the storm disasters 
in 1916 and 1953 had shown the need for defence and the 
intensification and mechanization of agriculture demand-
ed a new arrangement of the land. The latter requirement 
was met with the closure of the Zuiderzee and the reclama-
tion of the IJsselmeer, long before the Delta Works had even 
begun.
But this development also had a downside. Many port towns 
on the former Zuiderzee were cut off from the outer sea. 
Fishing fleets had to move, old ports silted up; an old culture 
was in danger of disappearing. There were protests against 
this from the very beginning and we see the repercussions in 
film. In pre-war films like Dood water (Gerard Rutten, 1934) 
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and De laatste dagen van een eiland (Ernst Winar, 1938), but 
also in post-war films like . . . En de zee was niet meer, the 
loss was present.
. . . En de zee was niet meer was supposed to be about the 
old crafts and customs in the towns and villages along the 
IJsselmeer. Haanstra sticks to his task and goes further. In 
the film, he follows the course of man’s life: birth, childhood, 
adulthood, old age – and death. Then, he makes a hard tran-
sition. He cuts from the earth thrown on the coffin to a grip-
per dumping the last cargo of clay into the last hole in a sea 
dike. The old times of fishing, vivacity and prosperity are 
over; a new, uncertain time is dawning.
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Dialogue with 
Digna Sinke
Digna Sinke and Sophia Arbara

This dialogue took place in June 2024 at the Faculty of Architec-
ture and the Built Environment at TU Delft, following the Report-
ing the Delta screening series held during the 2023/2024 academic 
year. The series featured selected films about the Dutch delta, ac-
companied by discussions with invited guests. One of the featured 
screenings included Digna Sinke’s film Weemoed & Wildernis (Wist-
ful Wilderness; 2010), which served as a starting point for this post-
event conversation between Digna Sinke and Sophia Arbara. The 
dialogue reflects on the role of filmmaking as a mode of inquiry, the 
preservation of memory through landscape and film, and the lay-
ered spatial and cultural transformations within the Dutch delta.

Digna as a Filmmaker

Sophia Arbara: On your website I read: ‘I’m a filmmaker. I see that 
broadly. I don’t know where it ends and where it begins . . .’ What 
does being a filmmaker mean to you?

Digna Sinke: For me, filmmaking is a way of life. It is about 
observing things, human beings and the world around me. 
Exploring while asking myself questions about it. What is it? 
Can I be part of it, or do I reject it? Do I feel connected to it or 
not, and why? In a way filmmaking is not only a profession, 
it’s a way of life. Nowadays, filmmaking is very professional-
ized. When I went to the Dutch film school, the Nederlandse 
Filmacademie in Amsterdam, you could pick between tracks 
A and B. A was more about designing, production, writing and 
directing; B was more on the technical side. I went there be-
cause I was a kind of a fanatical photographer. I didn’t know 
much about it, but I very much liked watching and exploring. 
I liked going out in Utrecht, where I lived, with my camera on 
weekends and free afternoons, choosing what kind of things I 
would like to take a picture of. It started there. Or perhaps it 
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started even earlier, when I was drawing quite a lot as a kid. I 
was not drawing the usual stuff for a little girl – no fairytales. 
Instead, I drew the haystack of our neighbour. Our neighbour 
was a farmer; he kept hay on a dyke to feed the animals. I 
liked that shape. Back then I was seven years old, and I didn’t 
realize that was not a ‘normal’ thing for a little girl to do. 
Only later I realized it was quite strange.

Is filmmaking also a way for you to describe and connect with your 
own territory?

I try to describe my territory, but I also don’t know exactly 
how big it is. Maybe it’s endless. It’s there, but it’s also not. To 
me, it also means to go over the boundaries.

In the film Weemoed & Wildernis (2010), in Tiengemeten, the dikes 
offer the boundaries.

Yes, this is also connected to my youth. I was born on the is-
land of Schouwen-Duivenland. Later I moved to the peninsu-
la of Sint Philipsland and then to another peninsula, Wal-
cheren. Later I moved to the mainland, in Utrecht. So, for 
me, having a territory with boundaries is somehow the nor-
mal situation. In Tiengemeten, beyond the dikes there is the 
wilderness, an imaginary. But imaginaries are in a way every-
where, not only beyond the dikes, and not only spatially.

You mention that filmmaking is part of who you are, navigating 
between your own personal stories while trying to understand the 
world, asking very genuine questions. Is understanding the out-
side world connected, in a way, to understanding who you are?

Filmmaking started as a way to understand the world around 
me, but also to feel a sort of connection with it. I always felt 
kind of like an outsider, and the only way to solve that and 
find peace in these thoughts is by trying to understand it. 
To include myself, to be part of the rest of the world. But 
then you have to work; it doesn’t just come to you. You have 
to come to the world. You have to find out how it works, how 
things work and what you can do to be part of it. And then, 
you also have to ask yourself: ‘but who am I that I want to do 
this? Why do some people have questions and other people 
have no questions at all?’ That is strange.

What about taking a stand through filmmaking on issues such as 
spatial transformations, to raise awareness or as a kind of activ-
ism?
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I think awareness is the right word. I am not a real activist. 
Sometimes I am, but not really in my films. What I try to do is 
to find neglected aspects and indeed create awareness. I aim 
to show people a wider world than the one they read about 
in the papers. Film can be more than that, of course. You can 
make very activist films. And in the 1960s and 70s, I was 
close to activist film groups making films about, amongst oth-
ers, housing speculation and urban development. People from 
Amsterdam had to move to new cities due to all these devel-
opments. We recently rewatched the films with a young audi-
ence and young people were very surprised that these films 
were made so long ago and the issues are still present today. 
We still have to tackle the same issues. At that time, there 
was the ‘Club of Rome’ and if you re-read their report, you see 
a lot of questions that are similar to what we’re dealing with 
now. What has happened in all this time in between?

Was there more optimism then, which is gone today?

Yes, but it was rapidly gone, that optimism. I am not an opti-
mist; sometimes I like to be one, but I can’t convince myself.

On Memory and Preservation

Time and transformations over time are very present in your films. 
Why do you think this concept is important for you?

I have not the slightest idea, I don’t know. I was always in-
terested in history. I am from a real Zeeland family. My 
great-grandmother was a really old woman. I also met her 
sisters. They were around 90 years old; this was considered 
very old in the 1950s. They had all kinds of stories about plac-
es that I knew because I lived in the same place. It fascinated 
me that they could tell stories about what I could partly still 
see. An old barn, a part of a farm, an old tree, part of a road, 
stones that they used for building the dike. My grandmoth-
er always told me a story about my house in Zeeland. She 
told me that when she was three years old, they made new 
windows in that house. Now we think they are quite small, 
but for that time, they were very big. So big that the children 
from the kindergarten were calling it the ‘ice cream shop’. So, 
I know exactly when it happened. My grandmother was born 
in 1897 – I know those new big windows were made around 
1900. That fascinates me – I always liked it. You see a build-
ing and then you hear the stories about it – you create an 
imaginary of what was once there. Don’t forget that this was 
also a time before television, so people were telling stories. 
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Storytelling was normal. Not only fairytales, but also weird 
stories about strange accidents; about anything.

I read that you also like to preserve and keep all sorts of things, 
both material and immaterial. Is film for you a way to preserve 
memory?

I posed a similar question to an American guy whose solution 
is to take photos of everything with his telephone and keep 
the pictures, but not the physical things. And my final conclu-
sion in the film Bewaren – of hoe te leven (Keeping and Saving 
or How to Live; 2018), where my mother is touching a piece 
of fabric, is that it’s also about feeling and touching things. It 
is about the physical aspect. It is not only about looking, but 
also about sensing things. This is so different from digital 
preservation. It is not only about memory – I see preservation 
as a duty, also in my own family. If you want to know who you 
are, then you have to know where you come from. So, your 
own history is important for who you are now and, again, for 
what your connection to the world is.

Do you think there is also a generational aspect in terms of phys-
ical versus digital preservation? Do people today preserve only in 
the digital sphere?

Yes, it could be, and we don’t know how this is going to change 
in the future. My family told me the stories when there was 
no television. Today, nobody tells those stories anymore. If 
someone tells a story, it is more in a scientific way, on rural 
preservation for example. Not among family, on a birthday 
party. That’s really gone. So maybe even that way of keeping 
memories is gone.

This way of keeping memories and preserving everyday stories 
also has an archival research component in it . . .

It would be a pity to destroy it. Do you know the book by 
Orhan Pamuk (2008), Museum of Innocence? It is about col-
lecting things. He wrote the book, a love story; and apart 
from the book he made a museum. His own museum, simi-
lar to what I do with my house. You can still visit it in Istan-
bul. It is his love story from the book, a semi-autobiographical 
love story about Pamuk, son of the director of the lemon-
ade factory, who falls in love with a girl. That’s the girl in the 
love story of the book. And then he collects things about that 
lemonade factory. He collects things about the films he went 
to see with that girl, in movie theatres in Istanbul that do not 
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exist anymore. He collects cigarette butts because he smoked 
those cigarettes with his love. The kind of costumes he wore, 
everything is there in a vitrine. It’s amazing. It’s kind of fic-
tional, but also nonfictional. Collected items, but in a very 
personal space.

Perhaps you do the same with your house, which connects to the 
films?

In a way I do the same, yes. My house is connected to the 
films. I held an ‘open garden’ with a little exhibition in the 
village where I was born, in Zonnemaire. Sometimes I give 
a kind of lectures about the history of the village, with old 
folks from my family, because it’s so interesting. You see those 
family photos, let’s say the fortieth anniversary of someone’s 
marriage. But behind the group of people, you see the houses, 
you see the village, you see a dike. There is a kind of history 
behind the family photos, so I like them very much. It is also 
about temporality. You can see things now, but maybe tomor-
row they are gone. In a way, it’s so amazing that we all live in 
that world, with all those changes we hardly see, but they are 
always there, at every moment. That is amazing and fascinat-
ing, and also a pity, that they will be gone before you have a 
chance to watch them exactly.

That’s also maybe a core part of your films, right?

It is about how short our life is.

In terms of preserving collective memory in the Dutch landscape, 
what should we preserve in this territory?

I like it very much when you can still see the history of a 
landscape in the landscape now. Of course, things change, 
that’s the way of it, but I like it very much when I still can 
think and see – at least partly – what was there long ago. 
Now in Zeeland we have the UNESCO Global Geopark. 
There is a lot to see; the man-made landscapes but also old 
creeks. There is one just behind my garden. If you know it 
has been there, you can see it. It is not a creek anymore, 
but a small waterway. It has been there since 1300, so that 
is 700 years ago. That’s interesting, you can see parts of life 
that existed 700 years ago . . . Maybe you even have to keep 
some big fields in the Flevopolder for future generations. I 
think that man-made landscapes are very beautiful places, 
lots of parts are man-made and they are great. You see a lot 
of ditches and they are so typically Dutch in certain areas. 
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They are all man-made, a very nice and interesting part of 
the landscape.

On Socio-Spatial Transformations in the Delta

In Weemoed & Wildernis (2010) we see constructed landscapes, re-
flecting the Netherlands’ largely man-made nature.

Of course, there is almost no area in the Netherlands that is 
untouched. Even the dunes are touched, even though they 
are maybe the most ‘original’ nature. My Canadian family 
came to the Netherlands and I showed them Tiengemeten. 
They were so surprised that in such a small country like the 
Netherlands you have such different landscapes. You’ve got 
polder landscapes, dunes, woods, industrial areas, beautiful 
towns. All in a very small piece of land. A Siberian filmmaker 
working in the Netherlands once told me that we have much 
more nature than in Siberia. There, there are only monocul-
tural woods. Here, it might be that you designed it, but it’s 
there, a more diverse landscape.

Growing up in the Dutch delta, how did you perceive the changes, 
especially after the execution of the Delta Works?

As a child I experienced the great damaging flood: 1900 peo-
ple died in that flood in 1953. It was not so strange that they 
had to do something about it – water was everywhere!

So, any response at that time would have been a good response?

Yes, of course. That’s how I grew up, that is what everyone 
told us. And I really grew up seeing those big machines, mak-
ing new dikes, changing the landscape. I saw the first dam; I 
think between Walcheren and Noord-Beveland. I was a child 
and we went there by bike to see what people were doing. We 
admired all the busy people building new dams to connect 
two islands. They were heroes in a way; they saved us. I was 
three years old and our house was full of water. I remember 
that.

Looking back now at all these transformations, what is your reflec-
tion today?

It is interesting that they never made a plan to build a dam 
in the Western Scheldt. It’s impossible because it’s too impor-
tant for the economy of Antwerp. It followed the money, that’s 
how it works. If you want to have a vivid agricultural area, 
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then you have to build a dike and dams, otherwise you lose 
that land. Building the Eastern Scheldt dam with open barri-
ers was partly also for economic reasons; oysters and mussels 
were a prosperous industry.
What they did in Tiengemeten was different. Every part of 
the Netherlands has to have a specific percentage of nature 
reserve. There was even a law, I think from 1995. I was there 
from the beginning. Five reports were written by RIZA (Main 
Department of the Inland Waterways Service), the organiza-
tion doing the research on how to make a new area, how to 
ensure ecological quality and infrastructure, but also recre-
ation. They also made a report about the buildings – there 
were seven farms, but quite old; the initial idea was to demol-
ish them all. What surprised me was the way they have real-
ly organized that island very thoroughly. They moved the top 
layer of the soil about 60 cm because it was too fertile to turn 
it into nature. If you keep that soil, you can only grow net-
tles and blackberries, and they wanted to have more diverse 
nature. They used the soil to build dikes and removed one 
road, an enormous, long asphalt road – a lot of work. They put 
the asphalt in a breaker in order to reuse the asphalt, and 
instead of the road they made a creek. Yes, you can make a 
creek, but it’s bizarre. They had to cut the trees because they 
would die due to too much water coming in and visitors would 
not like to see dying trees. So, they cut them all.

With your films, you give a voice to people. Is this intentional; giv-
ing a voice to communities or people that may not be heard other-
wise?

In a way, my mother is an important part in the film Bewaren 
– of hoe te leven (2018). I really think I gave her the opportu-
nity to say something about a way of living, a way of looking 
at things which is quite unique. I give people from the past a 
chance to explain how valuable things were to them. Now we 
can buy everything everywhere. You can fill in a form on the 
computer and it comes to you; they deliver it to your house. 
But in that time, you could be so happy with a small thing be-
cause it was special; now you can order whatever you want 
online. So, yes, I give her a voice, talking about a period that’s 
gone, and I think that’s also in the film about industrial ar-
chaeology, or for example in Tiengemeten where I give a farm-
er a voice. You can feel, in the film, how important that island 
and the work he’s doing are.
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On Reporting the Delta

Linking your work with the Reporting the Delta project, how do 
you see the attempt to bring arts and sciences closer together?

It’s difficult for me to judge, because I am just coming in. I 
like the initiative very much, of course, and I very much like 
that connection between artists, filmmakers, and science. It’s 
always been there, but it’s coming again. Part of the KNAW 
(Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences) is for art-
ists, so they know that there is a kind of connection. Research, 
exploring things, that’s what the connection is between those 
two groups. They do it in a totally different way, but there 
they have something in common. I like that.

What do you think they have in common?

The exploring part; trying to find out, trying to understand, 
analyzing, curiosity, that’s what the connection is. I liked the 
films that were shown in the Reporting the Delta project. I 
only knew the ‘new’ film about Nagele [Terug naar Nagele 
(Back to Nagele; van Gasteren, 2012)] and I knew, of course, 
Louis van Gasteren. I was pleased to see the ‘old original’ film 
[Een nieuw dorp op nieuw land (A new village on new land; 
van Gasteren, 1960)]. The discussion that followed the screen-
ing was a little bit strange to me, in the sense that there was 
some criticism on the houses because they were too common. 
They were very modern in that period and with very new 
ideas about how you would build up such a community. It was 
not really judged well, I think, not exactly placed into that pe-
riod in time and context. But I can imagine that since there 
were all young people without lots of knowledge about that 
period, now it seems like nothing special, but it was some-
thing special in that time.

It’s important to see things also in context.

Yes, of course, on the one hand, but then you may also see it 
from today’s perspective. I was surprised at the screening pre-
senting my own film Weemoed & Wildernis (2010). I initial-
ly thought, the Architecture department, they will have all 
kinds of technical questions about how many square meters, 
these kinds of things. So, I had prepared myself a little bit for 
such questions, but it was not at all like that. Instead, it was 
about wilderness, Dutch wilderness. There were people com-
ing from Greece who told me they don’t have a special word 
for wilderness because for them, everything is wilderness and 
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cultivated land is something special. So they have names for 
that, but not for the rest. That’s the normal thing. That’s of 
course just the opposite in the Netherlands. So, what is wil-
derness in the Netherlands? What kind of wilderness do we 
have here, if everything is constructed? For me, wilderness is 
nature taking over.

What do you think about the experiment of non-filmmakers using 
film as a way to bring together different disciplines?

That’s great, that you can do this. Why not? I see that only in 
a positive way. I think most of my colleagues wouldn’t mind. 
I’m doing the same thing: I also use archival material, which 
was not at all meant to be used the way I use it.

Anything else that you would think you want to add to our conver-
sation?

Let me see. Awareness, we talked about it. Also in politics; 
that’s what the film Onder de oppervlakte (Below the Surface; 
2015) is about. Maybe someone’s viewpoint is right, but to get 
your point across is difficult when trying to organize nature 
or to organize regulations on nature. So you have to find peo-
ple to support your policy. But to get those people interested, 
you need that awareness. Democracy only works when people 
are well-informed and know what to decide and how to vote. 
Nowadays that’s sort of a problem, I think.

Do you think we have too much information?

Yes, but also false information. How can we organize that? 
How can we gain trust again in the really important things? 
And how do we know what to trust? We need to be precise on 
what the sources are. I still think that science is not only an 
opinion. Science is real science, and that it is based on facts 
and on research, and not only on what we feel it is. Nowadays, 
this has changed, and it is very frightening. Activism, yes. 
Places are very important to me, yes. And memories.
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Een nieuw dorp 
op nieuw land, 
Louis van 
Gasteren, 1960 
+ Wieringer- 
meer, Alex 
Roosdorp, 1938
Rommy Albers

Een nieuw dorp op nieuw land (A New Village on New Land) is 
a documentary commissioned by the Ministry of Housing and 
Construction about the creation of the village of Nagele in the 
Northeast Polder, one of the reclamations in the IJsselmeer. 
Nagele is one of the smaller centres in the new polder. A num-
ber of architects and urban planners, like Aldo van Eyck, Cor 
van Eesteren, Gerrit Rietveld and Jaap Bakema, drew the 
plans for the new residential community, combining old ideas 
with new insights in modern architecture and urbanism: a 
central core with a church and shops, surrounded by a shelter-
ing hedge of willow. Exemplary in this process is the move of a 



13
7

farm worker from his home near Kampen to a modern house 
on the new land. The film exudes the typical atmosphere of 
reconstruction after World War II; the optimism of the 1950s 
and early 1960s to rebuild the Netherlands in a concerted ef-
fort after the German occupation.

In 1938, agricultural filmmaker Alex Roosdorp had 
already shot footage in another reclamation area: the 
Wieringermeer. Roosdorp did not focus on infrastructure, 
but entirely on agriculture, in this case the grain harvest. 
The images he shows are un-Dutch: instead of small plots 
still being worked with horsepower and scythes, we see large 
fields of wheat from which the harvest is brought in with 
combines. This model farm is more reminiscent of the large 
granaries in Canada or the Soviet Union, but certainly does 
not fit the image of Dutch agriculture in the 1930s. Land ex-
traction and reclamation brought great changes; new so-
cial engineering with modern village‑ and town planning 
and large-scale and mechanical tillage of the land. The new 
world presented itself.

In 2012, Louis van Gasteren made a sequel to his film: 
Terug naar Nagele (Back to Nagele). He talked to archi-
tects, planners, architectural historians and residents about 
present-day Nagele, and discussed whether the village still 
meets the demands of the present or whether social engi-
neering turned out to be a utopia after all.
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Dialogue with 
Lia Franken- 
de Vries
Lia Franken-de Vries and Carissa Champlin

Apparently, there is a lot of trust in the knowledge and capability of 
the Dutch in keeping their feet dry.

Dutch folklore tells of an age-old struggle to hold back the water. 
Many of these stories lay dormant, submerged under the tidal cur-
rent of everyday life. In this remote, asynchronous interview with 
Lia Franken-de Vries, reflection surfaces early memories of disas-
ter tourism and visiting the Delta works under construction. Later 
as alderwoman by the Municipality of Hollands Kroon, North 
Holland Province, Mrs. Franken-de Vries shares stories of a new 
adversary: the data centre. In the context of scarce freshwater re-
sources and growing demand for energy production, these Dutch 
polder regions are feeding the world’s appetite for data storage at 
the cost of the resource needs of local people, livestock and nature. 
Is this a new Dutch struggle in the making?

Growing up in the Delta

Carissa Champlin: Living with water was and is still a hallmark 
of life in the Netherlands. You were born and raised in Bergen op 
Zoom, a city located in the Brabant Province directly next to Zee-
land. What are your earliest memories of living with and next to 
the water in your city? Was dealing with water a part of your daily 
life?

Lia Franken-de Vries: Bergen op Zoom sits higher than the 
surrounding villages and I cannot recall that water played 
a significant role in my youth. We did however take regu-
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lar weekend trips to the Schelde to collect cockles. We would 
camp in a caravan in Zeeland, but the campsite was protected 
by high dunes.

You were born a couple of years after the 1953 flood disaster. Was 
there a lot of talk about the disaster when you were a kid? What 
sort of after-effects did the disaster have on your city?

I was born 2 years after the disaster and when I was old 
enough to understand what people were talking about, al-
ready quite some time had passed. People did not speak much 
of it. This could be because we did not lose any family mem-
bers or homes during the disaster. My uncle lived in Vlissin-
gen and his family was evacuated. But he was able to return 
to his house later. When we would visit, we would look at how 
high the water stood. This marking was still visible on most 
homes. Other than having evacuees in the city, as far as I 
know, we did not experience any further effects.

The film De lage landen (Hold Back the Sea; Sluizer, 1960) details 
the large programmes to build the flood defences as quickly as 
possible. What did you see related to the construction of the Delta 
Works in your surroundings or on the news?

There were many reports on the progress of the Delta Works 
in the news programmes on tv. But don’t forget that in the 
1960s the news outlets were not as extensive as today with 
social media. I can remember that we would sometimes go by 
bicycle to look at the Works.

In what ways did the Delta Works change your everyday life and 
society in and around Bergen op Zoom and nationwide? Did older 
generations speak much about what it was like before the mega 
water projects?

The Delta Works did not change my daily life in any way. 
But they did have consequences for the fisheries and others. 
Eventually, there was only 1 anchovy fisherman in Bergen op 
Zoom because the water behind the Delta Works by and large 
became brackish. The older generation did not tell any signifi-
cant stories about life before the Works.

Living in a protected ‘polder’ area

More than half of the Netherlands is vulnerable to flooding. You 
were an alderwoman for 12 years in Hollands Kroon. A signif-
icant portion of the municipality lies between 2 and 5 meters 
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below sea level. At the same time, North Holland is optimally 
protected against flooding by its natural dunes along the coast-
line and its large waterworks such as the Afsluitdijk that spans 
32 km, closing off the IJsselmeer from the Wadden Sea. Regard-
ing water and flooding, what were the most important subjects 
for your constituents?

Hollands Kroon is primarily an agricultural municipality. It 
was and still is important that water is drained in a timely 
manner during heavy rainfall events. In addition, retaining 
sufficient water in dry periods has also become increasing-
ly important. It is also important for agriculture that ‘salty 
seepage’ is prevented as much as possible. This is bad for the 
irrigation of crops and the drinking water of livestock.

During your time as alderwoman, several large projects were im-
plemented in Hollands Kroon including the new housing district 
De Sluis and Google and Microsoft data centres. What consider-
ations did these businesses, and the local residents and farmers 
find important with regard to life in the polder area? What were 
the main topics of conversation in relation to safety and flooding in 
and around these large projects?

The arrival of the data centres and the large wind farms was 
not met by everyone with enthusiasm. There were people who 
understood that the polder area was a suitable location, but 
others thought that they caused the landscape too much dam-
age. We all use energy and data, but we also all struggle with 
the ‘NIMBY’ [Not in my backyard] effect. The most impor-
tant considerations for the businesses were to have sufficient 
access to (wind)energy and water in addition to a calm social 
climate. Costs no doubt also played a role. It never ceased to 
amaze me that such large investments were being made in an 
area that lies 5 meters below sea level. Apparently, there is 
a lot of trust in the knowledge and capability of the Dutch in 
keeping their feet dry.

Now that there are more and more data centres arriving, 
pushback from residents is growing. In projects still to be re-
alized, self-sufficiency in the required energy and water sup-
ply will surely become a larger part of the considerations. To 
my knowledge, flooding or flood risk has not been a significant 
part of the discussion, perhaps due to the trust factor I men-
tioned earlier. Or that these discussions already took place at 
an earlier stage with Google and Microsoft before the projects 
were implemented.
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What new developments have happened within the municipali-
ty since you stepped down as alderwoman? And to what extent do 
considerations over nature, climate and safety in the face of cli-
mate-related disasters play a role? Do you have the impression 
that priorities have changed since you were alderwoman or per-
haps since you were growing up in the delta?

Since I stopped serving as alderwoman in 2014, more data 
centres have been constructed. At the same time, the discus-
sion has begun on whether this sort of decision can be left to 
an individual municipality or whether the province should 
play a larger role. Since the construction of the first data cen-
tres, more and more attention has been paid to their integra-
tion into the landscape and the demands placed on water and 
energy. Especially in consideration of drought: everyone is 
asked to be conservative in their water use, but does that also 
apply to cooling water, etc.? Or do companies have to make 
provisions for this themselves?

Climate change and the continued subsidence of our soil will 
certainly become more important in the discussions. Not only 
the danger of sea level rise, but also rainwater, which is far 
less manageable, that enters our country via the rivers will 
require us to look differently at large projects or housing con-
struction. We in the Netherlands have always been good at 
draining water as quickly as possible, but now ingenuity is 
also required to absorb heavy rainfall and to retain rainwater 
for dry periods.
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The Edges of 
the Centre
Marilena Mela

This essay examines how contemporary critical environ-
mental and decolonial frameworks and their emphasis on 
local knowledge can be relevant to European landscapes. 
This question arises in response to today’s multiple crises, 
which make it evident that the focus on progress and eco-
nomic development, supported by geoengineering or ter-
raforming, accelerates environmental catastrophes and 
reproduces social injustice. Many scholars trace the histor-
ical roots of the climate crisis to Western modernity, with 
colonialism, imperialism and capitalist expansion bringing 
prosperity to European landscapes, leading to extraction, 
exploitation and destruction in other parts of the world. 
Now European landscapes also face the consequences of 
planetary ecological degradation. In light of this crisis, crit-
ical and decolonial frameworks point toward alternative 
ways of relating to the environment, including pre-modern, 
non-Western and local perspectives. How can these per-
spectives stay relevant for European landscapes without 
overshadowing the historical and systemic unevenness en-
tailed in their shaping? I examine this question by focusing 
on a well-studied edge of Europe – the Dutch coast, specifi-
cally the Wadden Sea area – exploring the potential of the-
ory to build reparations, resistance, and solidarity, and dis-
cussing its implications for spatial practices.
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Beyond Geoengineering

This essay is an effort to bring different worlds together. Report-
ing the Delta examines the coast of the Netherlands and the lega-
cies of planning and engineering works. It also explores landscapes 
and other ways of understanding their past, present and future – a 
need made urgent by the accelerating environmental crisis. These 
‘other ways’ are my focus here. To explore them, I draw on theories 
and approaches by thinkers who have examined how the painful 
consequences of Western colonialism and globalized capitalism in 
non-European places – often in (post)colonial contexts – give rise 
to paradigms of resistance, environmental caretaking and co-cre-
ation, building on systems of local knowledge. As the planetary 
crisis makes collective action necessary, how can the study of the 
making of European landscapes be situated within this discussion?
	 In the Netherlands, the transformation of territories at the 
interface of land and water is a central theme in virtually all his-
torical accounts. Petra van Dam describes Dutch culture as an 
‘amphibious’ one, linking memory and culture with environmen-
tal history (van Dam, 2016). The numerous small stories of envi-
ronmental adaptation by communities, which transformed land-
scapes in order to dwell, grow food, exchange goods and socialize, 
are central in any regional imagination in the Netherlands (Rit-
son, 2018). Over time, these small-scale adaptations were supple-
mented or replaced by larger projects, including land reclamation, 
industrialization and resource extraction. This shift occurred over 
an extended period, beginning with advancements in engineering 
and technology in the late Middle Ages, accelerating with the inte-
gration of many regions into the market economy in early modern 
times, and further intensifying with the industrialization of the 
late modern era (Lotze et al., 2005). It is in this period that land-
scape transformation took on the characteristics of rigorous geo-
engineering – terraforming on a scale and intentionality that led 
to the country being described as ‘a self-made land’ (van der Cam-
men et al., 2012). After 1960, the persistent claim to protect and 
preserve nature has made nature preservation an equally potent 
agent in the making of this land.
	 All of the above is well-known, and the reader might wonder 
why I offer this elementary interpretation of the making of Dutch 
landscapes. The reason is that I aim to tackle a conceptual tension. 
In the Dutch context, accounts of geoengineering connect to narra-
tives of progress and development driven by the ingenuity of Dutch 
spatial planners. Indeed, the contributions of monumental spatial 
planning and engineering projects to safety and quality of life are 
unquestionable. However, contemporary thinkers in critical sectors 
of the humanities and social sciences see ‘geoengineering’ or ‘terra-
forming’ as typical practices of modernist, colonial and imperialist 
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expansion historically led by ‘the West’ – processes associated with 
catastrophe in other parts of the world, and eventually for the en-
tire planet. Indeed, Amitav Ghosh traces the origins of the climate 
crisis to colonial expansion, which, through its political and finan-
cial dominance, established certain ways of understanding and 
shaping the environment – including geoengineering – and erased 
others (Ghosh, 2022). The painful histories of the extermination 
and exploitation of people, landscapes and lifeworlds in colonized 
lands are dark legacies of this history. The change of climate and 
its widespread consequences are also legacies of the same system, 
affecting Earth and all her inhabitants. Existing responses to cli-
mate change remain inscribed within similar frameworks, defined 
– as Donna Haraway puts it – by ‘technotheocratic geoengineer-
ing fixes and wallowing in despair’ (Haraway, 2016). Meaningful 
responses should instead echo the call for ontological politics, as 
expressed in the work of Isabel Stengers. Stengers argues that the 
global West and its hegemony of ‘progress’, ‘rationality’ and ‘objec-
tivity’ became ‘machines’ that destroy ‘both ontologies and politics’ 
(Stengers, 2018, 86). Such crimes have destroyed many worlds, and 
politics ultimately has the collective responsibility to resist being 
destroyed. It thus becomes imperative to look for situated, living or 
latent alternatives to destructive systems.
	 In this context, thinkers direct attention to landscape prac-
tices that might point towards other pasts and futures for humans 
and nonhumans that inhabit them. Local knowledges of the land, 
the water, the mountain, the river, the volcano, exist as drivers of 
inspiration, resistance and resilience (Bocco Guarneri & Habert, 
2024; Harvey, 2015). These can be posed against imaginations 
about the planet as a set of resources that can be tamed, tailored 
and engineered. Paying attention to these ‘alternatives’, both living 
and historical, is crucial for two reasons: first, they uncover power 
imbalances that originate from centralized systems of seeing, plan-
ning and governing, which exploit landscapes and disregard the vi-
tality of communities. And second, they show the way toward sys-
tems with the potential to provide answers in this epoch of despair.
	 Let me connect these insights to the Dutch coast. In his work 
about climate change, Bruno Latour argues that ‘in the landscape, 
we find a place to land’, meaning that local landscapes make ab-
stract global challenges pressing and urgent and can act as an-
chors of empathy (Latour, 2018). Conversely, the histories of Dutch 
landscapes must be reconnected to a critical history of the planet. 
The reality of the climate emergency means that any change of ap-
proach needs to assume planetary and collective dimensions, with 
simultaneous resistance to extractive agendas and new ‘designs’ 
in different landscapes (Escobar, 2018). In this context, the em-
phasis on alternatives to growth and expansion is relevant for all 
landscapes, including those situated in the global North and West, 
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and particularly in peripheral, rural or economically marginal
ized places in these geographies. Of course, this is a dangerous 
conceptual endeavour: whatever the extent of their peripherality 
in their national contexts, the well-being of European populations 
and landscapes remains historically tied to the ending of worlds 
elsewhere. Building resistance, knowledge exchange and solidari-
ty in face of planetary threats must coexist with the recognition of 
this unjust imbalance and resist its reproduction. This is why crit-
ical environmental discourses must remain paired with decolonial 
frameworks.
	 The second reason is that research on local knowledge in 
the context of Europe rarely integrates insights from decolonial 
thought. In the face of climate change, scholars and practitioners 
study systems of traditional climate adaptation for their potential 
to address contemporary problems. In (post)colonial and indige-
nous contexts, research has often reproduced the marginalization 
of local communities, treating their knowledge as a resource to be 
extracted. Critical scholars and activists argue that these knowl-
edges cannot be detached from the social and political realities in 
which they were created, nor from broader political claims (Smith, 
2022). In Europe, such research remains depoliticized: the ‘vernac-
ular’ and ‘local’ are either romanticized as something irrelevant 
to today’s struggles, or reduced to merely technical perspectives 
(Bocco Guarneri & Habert, 2024). This gap highlights the necessi-
ty of learning from broader emancipatory discourses. Local knowl-
edges are crucial not only because they offer technical or engineer-
ing solutions, but also because they reveal different ways in which 
people have socialized, built, produced and governed land, as well 
as the contemporary continuities of these models. In other words, 
this perspective must prioritize both local diversification and glob-
al political urgency.
	 Can we then view places in the Netherlands – a country 
which was historically involved in colonial practices and expan-
sion – as having the potential to strengthen bonds between people 
and landscapes and offer alternatives to centralized geoengineer-
ing? What historical processes and current local needs make this 
endeavour necessary? And how can thinkers and practitioners in-
volved with Dutch landscapes learn from critical environmental 
and decolonial discourses?
	
Localizing the Debate

In the past few years, my research has brought me back time and 
again to the Dutch part of the Wadden Sea area. Drawing on my 
familiarity with the region, I will outline a few characteristics of 
its landscapes to illustrate how the above arguments can be local-
ized.
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	 The Wadden Sea is a mudflat area that submerges during 
high tide. The sea and its adjacent lands fall within the provinces 
of North Holland, Friesland and Groningen, and extend into Ger-
many and Denmark. It is a changing territory where sandbanks, 
inlets, shoals and islands constantly emerge or disappear due to 
the forces of tides and currents. The history of human habitation 
is characterized by unique examples of adaptation to the envi-
ronment, starting 7,500 years ago, when the first hunter-gath-
erers reached the area. Landscape transformations first intensi-
fied 2,500 years ago, including the use of ditches, small dikes and 
dwelling mounts (terpen) that remained dry in times of flooding 
(Bazelmans et al., 2012). In the past one-and-a-half century, mon-
umental defence works mitigated the centuries-old sense of risk 
that is interwoven with the area’s sense of place (Bankoff, 2013).
	 In the same period, and especially the second half of the nine-
teenth century, investors and developers saw land consolidation, 
industrial fishing, gas drilling and other infrastructures as ways 
to optimize the use of the area’s resources. A series of geoengineer-
ing projects took place that were typical for the Dutch spatial plan-
ning culture of the time. Examples are the plans for the reclama-
tion of the entire Wadden Sea as agricultural land in 1871, through 
the construction of a seven-kilometre dam (Figures 1 and 2); this 
plan was abandoned after a storm (Schroor, 2018). In 1920, further 
plans for the draining of the sea as part of the construction works 
of the Afsluitdijk and the reclamation of the Zuiderzee by Cor-
nelis Lely also remained unrealized. In 1974, J. Thijsse proposed 
the partial reclamation of the sea, which would be converted into 
a lake (van der Cammen et al., 2012). This last endeavour rough-
ly coincided with the discovery of gas in the Wadden Sea area and 
in Groningen. In Ameland, one of the Wadden Sea islands, a heat-
ed debate took place between 1964, when gas was first found, and 
1981, when the gas drilling infrastructures were put into use (Fig-
ure 3) (Hakkenes, 2020). Multiple studies confirm that biodiversi-
ty losses and destruction of landscapes occurred in this era as a re-
sult of these infrastructural projects (Lotze et al., 2005).
	 These large-scale projects of land consolidation and gas drill-
ing were met with intense reactions from environmental activists. 
After 1965, their actions managed to bring about a change of para-
digm in the management of the Wadden Sea area (Schroor, 2018). 
It was in this period that the sea came to be seen as a valued natu-
ral landscape, a process culminating in a trilateral World Heritage 
nomination of the area, extending from the Netherlands to Ger-
many and Denmark. This dominance of the importance of nature 
preservation came not without friction: local communities protest-
ed the loss of autonomy over the territory and its separation into 
strict zones of protection and development. In proclaiming the sea 
protected nature, its boundary with the adjusting land became 
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harder and more definitive (Egberts, 2019). Cultural geographers 
have argued that the longue durée of dwelling in the Wadden Sea 
area was instead characterized by a more porous interface be-
tween land and water that took into account temporal landscape 
dynamics, unpredictability and risk. Borrowing from the archaeol-
ogist Christer Westerdahl, and in contrast with the Wadden Sea’s 
popular representation as a primarily ‘natural site’, Hans Renes 
describes the region as a maritime cultural landscape and urges to 
take its cultural history into account in research and spatial gov-
ernance (Renes, 2018).

The past of Wadden Sea, where humans have conscious-
ly transformed the environment for millennia, makes it a ‘predic-
ament of the Anthropocene’ (Ritson, 2018). At the same time, its 
spatial history is characterized by planning and management ap-
proaches based on modern principles of objectivity and rationality, 
expressed in zoning and strict boundaries (Fainstein & DeFilippis, 
2016). Nature preservation has undoubtedly protected the ecosys-
tem of the Wadden Sea. Still, it has been less successful in engag-
ing locals in its management, thus reinforcing the separation be-
tween humans and nature (Descola, 2017). My interest lies in the 
ways centralized approaches coexist with other diverse systems 
of thought and practice, originating in the long past of landscape 
making.

First, we see people understanding the dynamic nature of 
their environments and finding ingenious ways to live with them. 
Take, for example, the creation of dwelling mounts; the multiple 
types of dikes, first around villages or farms, later on enclosing 
larger areas; the creation of polders and drainage systems; the de-
velopment of solutions for transport via water; the assembling of 
construction materials, often through recycling and reuse; the hy-
bridity and periodicity of using saltmarshes, peat bogs and reed 
beds; and the engineering of ditches, pumps, windmills and polders 
(Schroor, 2018). Wind, rain and snow in all their unpredictabili-
ty; the tides, the soil composition and the movement of sandbanks 
play roles in these adaptations. To understand them presupposes 
skill, craft, perception; in short, knowledge. But this is place-spe-
cific knowledge, one that is only transferable through experience 
and direct engagement. Déri and Sundaresan see local knowledge 
as connected to spatially and temporally defined communities that 
transfer it in intra-generational ways (Déri & Sundaresan, 2015; 
Geertz, 1983). As external observers, we may not be able to capture 
this knowledge. Still, we can sense its presence through the many 
spatial traces of the past and the continuation of traditional prac-
tices (Figures 4 and 5).

Second, learning from decolonial approaches means looking 
at the politics of land, its distribution, governance and manage-
ment, and how these politics might differ from modern conceptions 
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of public administration and planning. One example is the exis
tence of systems of common land ownership and use. In Ameland, 
which remained an independent lordship between the fifteenth 
and the nineteenth century, an agreement allowed islanders to 
regulate land use in a system of commons. Land was divided into 
parts, each with different ownership status and land use (Brouw-
er, 1936). Each farm made use of three types of land: sandy soils in 
the dunes were used as arable land; the peaty soils of the embank-
ment were used for pasture under a system of periodic subdivision; 
the land outside the dikes remained undivided and was used as 
common pasture. The Mark, the local assembly, was responsible for 
regulating rights to its use and for overseeing roads, ditches and 
dikes. Brouwer sees this as a necessary system of social organiza-
tion in response to drought, flooding, inundation, drifting sands 
and the shrinking of land, challenges that ‘made it impossible for 
individuals to protect against such threats alone’ (Brouwer, 1936, 
30). The Mark of Ameland was dissolved at the end of the nine-
teenth century, replaced by more central models of administration. 
Common lands were enclosed and subsistence activities gradual-
ly gave way to tourism and recreation. Jan van Zanden, discussing 
the dissolution of the marks in eastern Netherlands, observes 
how their existence might have favoured landless farmers or mi-
cro-ownership, and made it possible to avoid the overexploitation 
of land under specific conditions (van Zanden, 1999). The water 
boards, which in some cases replaced the Marks, are another form 
of socio-spatial organization based on collaboration and caretak-
ing. Their authority has been increasingly centralized and institu-
tionalized, but historically, they were closely related to local con-
ditions and local governance. The political underpinnings of these 
governance structures are examined by Kenneth Olwig, who has 
shown how the Dutch word landschap entails this political and 
territorial understanding of landscape (Olwig, 1996).
	 Third, seemingly intangible aspects – traditions, symbols, 
legends, rituals – are also linked to environmental conditions and 
imaginaries. In the case of the Wadden Sea area, which largely be-
longs to the region of Friesland, a strong regional identity is based 
on the history of the Frisian kingdom and the use of a distinct lan-
guage. Stories of origins are interwoven with a consciousness of 
the local landscape that engages with environmental events and 
memories, including the deification of the Sea, tales of drowned vil-
lages, commemorations of floods and celebrations of local ingenu-
ity. Legends such as Rixt van Oerd from Ameland, an old woman 
who lived in an unembanked area collecting driftwood and herbs 
and communed with the devil, or Ame Gijs, a spirit who lived by 
the water and threatened children, are personifications of the wild-
ness of an ever-changing and often dangerous landscape. In her 
work about literary imagination in the North Sea, Katie Ritson ar-



14
9

gues that stories show how space is invested with meaning, which 
makes it possible to reflect on humanity’s place in the world in the 
face of human engineering and ecological vulnerability (Ritson, 
2018).
	 The three previous paragraphs sketch an image of the mak-
ing of the Wadden Sea landscapes as space, politics and narratives. 
Local, vernacular, pre-modern, indigenous knowledges are sure-
ly multiple, interconnected and linked to changing cosmologies. 
However, in contemporary formal knowledge systems, the three 
approaches – spatial adaptation, systems of governance and story-
telling – have been compartmentalized. They are viewed separate-
ly as either technical expertise, historical accounts or folklore and 
tradition, each falling into different domains of science or policy. A 
look at indigenous systems might be helpful in shifting this per-
spective: spatial adaptation, governance and cosmologies in their 
pre‑ or anti-modern state are not separated, but are interconnect-
ed aspects of holistic understandings of the world (Harvey, 2015). 
Even though science and policy tend to compartmentalize them, 
we can hypothesize that the sense of place and local knowledge 
maintains this holistic nature as long as people continue inter-
weaving their livelihoods with landscapes.

Rescaling Is Not Upscaling

All this shows how this telling of the Wadden Sea’s history con-
nects to a broader critique of modernist ecological imaginations. 
Even within a ‘developed’ country such as the Netherlands, eco-
nomic peripheries and cultural margins persist. The destruction of 
ecosystems and the extraction of resources are linked to narratives 
of exploitation and land dispossession. Even celebrated instances 
of spatial planning and nature conservation originating in those 
same systems of thought have often excluded humans and nonhu-
mans from their home landscapes through the imposition of strict 
boundaries and realms of authority. I see such places as ‘the edges 
of the centre’, edges that can both benefit from and enrich critical 
environmental approaches.
	 I discussed the Wadden Sea landscapes as made, given mean-
ing to, governed and reenacted collectively and intertemporally in 
the longue durée of human dwelling. As heritage scholars David 
Harvey and Jim Perry propose, a creative engagement with the 
spatial history of the area shows how communities have navigat-
ed adaptation, loss and creativity in response to changing envi-
ronments and climate conditions (Harvey & Perry, 2015). Local 
legends and celebrations, corresponding to environmental im-
aginaries, connect to what Amitav Ghosh calls ‘vitality’, show-
ing landscapes and nonhumans coming to life through communal 
songs, performances and stories (Ghosh, 2022). The knowledge of 
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the land and sea, expressed in continued hybrid practices of farm-
ing, pasture and building, demonstrates its value as ‘pedagogy’, as 
described by Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg scholar Leanne Betasa-
mosake Simpson, who sees grounding knowledge in place as a 
pathway to resistance and resurgence (Simpson, 2014). Common 
ownership, use and governance of land – which is frequent in in-
digenous societies and part of the living history of Dutch coastal 
landscapes, even if it has been dismantled – link to political claims 
about local communities’ subsistence, agency and autonomy (Loef-
fler, 2021). These insights make it possible to see local knowledge 
of the Dutch coast as tied to an alternative human-landscape coex-
istence that has been ruptured but not completely broken.
	 The takeaways of this retelling of history for researchers and 
practitioners in Dutch landscapes can be multiple and multiplying. 
Below, I outline four lines of implications.
	 First, efforts have already begun toward hybrid, land-based 
environmental solutions that transcend hard geoengineering 
and embrace the knowledge of local landscapes. Even land de-
fence projects often go beyond rigid zoning and overly technocrat-
ic solutions, prioritizing hybrid designs and dynamic land man-
agement. For instance, the Living Dikes project experiments with 
nature-based and climate-responsive alternatives to convention-
al dikes (Borsje et al., 2025). Other examples in the Dutch context, 
spanning various scales, include nature preservation and biodi-
versity, food production and landscape adaptation. What is urgent-
ly needed is not only to multiply such efforts but to connect them 
within broader frameworks that transcend disciplinary bounda-
ries.
	 Second, prioritizing local knowledge, both in research and 
governance, must go hand in hand with prioritizing local people. In 
the Netherlands, governance has indeed shifted toward participa-
tion, democratization, community empowerment and dethroning 
the expert, particularly in ‘softer’ fields like heritage (Janssen et 
al., 2017). However, more is needed. We need to actively learn from 
scholars outside Europe, where systems of oppression and disem-
powerment tied to research apparatuses have long been critical-
ly examined (Smith, 2022). Researchers, practitioners and policy-
makers must take local communities seriously as knowledgeable 
and creative assemblies that govern their inherited landscapes 
under principles of accountability, collaboration and sustainability.
	 Third, efforts like Reporting the Delta itself showcase the 
power of arts, through cinema, literature, painting and other medi
ums, to illuminate and critique cultural imaginaries that resist 
hegemonic paradigms. As this book demonstrates, films and docu-
mentaries have long engaged with the lifeworlds intertwined with 
geoengineering projects and shown the need to politicize debates 
surrounding them. The unveiling of modernist troubles comes 
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through the approach of landscape as a holistic milieu that con-
stantly evades rigid boundaries and categorizations. Such means 
also have the potential to make people feel, and eventually act, as 
being led by empathy and creativity.
	 Fourth, the history and future of Dutch landscapes must be 
situated within the broader history and future of the planet. Crit-
ical environmental discourses cannot be divorced from decoloni-
al claims – both for reasons of social justice and because of the 
sharedness of planetary challenges. We must first acknowledge 
that constitutional structures and epistemologies of Western mo-
dernity can be traced to knowledge situated not far from the Wad-
den Sea. Immanuel Wallerstein has illustrated how the Dutch ex-
pertise in taming their landscapes enabled their ascent to global 
dominance in the seventeenth century, leaving painful legacies of 
colonialism and the slave trade (Wallerstein, 2011). Recognizing 
this history demands solidarity with the resistance of underrepre-
sented or marginalized communities in (post)colonial geographies. 
This needs to become a firm basis for any new paradigm of plane-
tary stewardship.
	 In this essay, I explored possibilities for linking critical envi-
ronmental and decolonial discourses with the future of European 
landscapes, using the Dutch Wadden Sea region as an example. I 
recognize that I have employed terms such as ‘the West’, ‘moderni-
ty’, ‘decolonial discourses’ and ‘local knowledge’ somewhat mono
lithically, which risks oversimplifying their dynamic coevolution 
across scales and geographies. Nevertheless, I take this risk be-
cause I believe it is essential to connect previously disconnected 
domains to contribute to new alliances and forms of resistance. 
Once again, I argue that, in the context of the climate crisis, there 
are valuable insights in the relationships between people and their 
environments that offer alternatives to modernist models of expan-
sion and the associated research, governance and planning frame-
works. These answers persist in spatial traces, stories, governance 
models and latent practices – including those in landscapes of so-
called ‘developed’ countries, where struggles might stem from the 
same modernist infrastructures. Rescaling our attention to local 
landscapes, their struggles, agency and embedded knowledge does 
not mean scaling up to new universal systems. The political poten-
tial of this rescaling, however, cannot be fully activated without an 
active recognition and unmaking of historically rooted unequal ge-
ographical relationships and the building of networks of empathy 
and solidarity. Instead, we must not only make space for different 
worlds to thrive in their diversity, but actively work to interconnect 
them in pursuit of larger, urgent claims.
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Figures 1 and 2: Plan of 1877 showing the proposed dam between Ameland 
and Holwerd and the projected results of the land reclamation. Amelander 
Historie, 2024.
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Figure 3: In 1897, state tax collector Jan Gabes Scheltema (centre) was 
photographed on the partially constructed, now-defunct dam to Ameland, 
which was intended to connect the island to the mainland as part of a land 
reclamation attempt. Asing Walthaus, Leeuwarder Courant, 21 August 
2020.

Figure 4: The NAM gas drilling platform, visible from the beach on the 
eastern part of Ameland, 2023. Photo: Marilena Mela.



15
4

Th
e 

E
d

g
es

 o
f 

th
e 

C
en

tr
e

Figure 5: Where the embanked and unembanked parts of Ameland meet, 
2023. Photo: Marilena Mela. 

Figure 6: Exhibition in Landbouw-Juttersmuseum Swartwoude, dedicat-
ed to traditional activities, including transport, farming, and animal hus-
bandry. Arable cultivation has largely ceased, but a significant part of the 
island continues to be used for pasture. Ameland, 2023. Photo: Marilena 
Mela.
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Art-Science  
Alliances and 
the Crisis of  
Authority
Jan-Philipp Possmann

Art-science collaborations have become increasingly pop-
ular in recent years, yet their promise often contrasts with 
the misunderstandings and misguided desires that can 
arise in practice. Drawing on a 25-year career in the cul-
tural sector and extensive involvement in such projects, 
including both successes and failures, this essay reflects 
on the challenges of interdisciplinary collaboration. While 
artists and scientists share many similarities, their inter-
actions are often hindered by idealized perceptions and 
a lack of understanding of each other’s professional real-
ities. Using Paul Feyerabend’s concept of ‘method plural-
ism’ as a lens, the essay examines the dynamics of these 
collaborations in the context of a broader crisis of author-
ity, exacerbated by the rise of populism in Europe and the 
USA. Through historical examples and personal experi-
ences, it offers insights into navigating the complexities of 
art-science partnerships and fostering more meaningful ex
changes.
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Introduction

Working in European live art institutions in the 2010s was very 
exciting and inspirational, but also very challenging. In the in-
stitutionalized arts, the decade was shaped by institutional cri-
tiques, including excessive hierarchies, lack of transparency, little 
diversity among the staff, toxic work relations and inappropri-
ate behaviours, unfair pay and, above all, worryingly homogene-
ous audiences. This all culminated coincidentally in the temporary 
closure of theatres and museums across Europe during the Covid 
pandemic in 2020, which felt like the coup de grace for a whole 
scene and an entire generation of artists.

I want to use some historical moments between 2010 and 
2020 to illustrate how the cultural sector has tried to deal with 
these issues and what role academia and particularly art-science 
collaborations have played and continue to play in the continuous 
adaptation of institutional art and academic science to a chang-
ing socio-political environment. Two quotes from public figures of 
the decade seem to me to summarize well the similar yet different 
challenges the cultural and academic sectors are facing current-
ly. The first is Dutch politician Geert Wilders calling art a ‘leftist 
hobby’ in 2010 (Fogteloo, 2010); the second one is Greta Thunberg 
calling on the UK Parliament to ‘unite behind the science’ in 2019 
(Thunberg, 2019).

As a cultural professional with 25 years of work experience in 
various institutions, mostly in Germany, I will do so by referencing 
my own work as well as focus on the practical matters of working 
professionally in the cultural sector. This also reflects my convic-
tion that many of the misunderstandings and misconceptions be-
tween artists, cultural workers and academic scientists that trou-
ble art-science collaborations are due to a lack of knowledge of the 
practical work conditions, rather than philosophical or political 
differences. In fact, as I will argue, artists and scientists have a lot 
in common sociologically, but also in their self-images, doubts and 
aspirations. Yet, I suspect that both groups tend to see the ideal 
rather than the reality in the other. As someone actively working 
in and struggling with the institutional constraints of the cultural 
sector, I want to contribute to the debate by sharing my own expe-
riences and mistakes in cultural production, addressing scientists 
in academia who are interested in art-science collaborations.

I use the term ‘collaboration’ instead of the more common ‘co-
operation’, following Max Glauner’s critical analysis of power re-
lations in collaborative work relations: ‘Collaboration is a mode of 
working together as equals: everyone has an equal influence on 
the process and the result. The starting point and framework con-
ditions can be negotiated and redefined by all participants at any 
time’ (Glauner, 2024). It should, however, be understood that this 
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formulates an ideal rather than a factual description of the reality 
of many art-science encounters.
	 Scientists on stage in cultural institutions were not new 
around 2010, but this was definitely a growing trend. I had been 
actively producing and promoting art-science collaborations since 
2009, when I produced an edition of Hannah Hurtzig’s ‘Black-
market for Useful Knowledge and Non-Knowledge’, an event in 
which visitors could book a 30-minute session with an expert of 
their choice. From 2010, I created and curated together with Adri-
enne Goehler a successful live talk show series at Nationaltheat-
er Mannheim, devoted to encounters between culture, science and 
politics. When the series concluded after 5 years, the theatre tran-
sitioned to a new format, replacing our informal, niche salon with a 
more prestigious and authoritative lecture series.
	 By 2015, lecture formats on theatre stages as well as online 
had become hugely popular. Videos of TED Talks became available 
online for free in 2006 and by 2011, TED Talks’ combined viewing 
figures surpassed 500 million (Kessler, 2011). The success of TED 
Talks online and of TEDx live events illustrates well the ambiv-
alence of the popularization of academic formats at the time. On 
the surface, TED Talks seem to pay tribute to the centuries-old 
lecture hall of academia. Consequently, from an aesthetic point of 
view, they are rather sparse and comparatively dull. What made 
them attractive for a non-academic crowd, I would argue, is that 
they were in fact not paying tribute to the academic system of val-
idation but rather to innovation, originality and most of all the 
charisma or performative skill of staging. The TED Organization 
describes itself as ‘devoted to curiosity, reason, wonder and the 
pursuit of knowledge – without an agenda. We welcome all who 
seek a deeper understanding of the world and connection with oth-
ers, and we invite everyone to engage with ideas and activate them 
in your community’ (TED Organization, 2024). Clearly the non-
elite, non-expert, egalitarian appeal is TED’s selling point. By pop-
ularizing the academic formal canon, these shows in fact funda-
mentally question its value system. Academic merits, long-earned 
expertise and scientific rigour are replaced by inspiration, emo-
tional authenticity and daring – qualities we usually seek in and 
attribute to artists and art works.
	 As I will show in this piece, TED Talks can be regarded as 
a good example of how academia and art have borrowed formats 
and discourses from each other in order to find ways to meet the 
demise of social authority which both have been faced with over 
the last two decades.
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What Is Art Anyway?

So, if TED Talks are not really science, are they art? Maybe the 
most fundamental question scientific institutions should ask them-
selves before engaging in art-science collaborations is this: what is 
art, or even better: what do we want art to be? The first place to go 
might not be an artist union or a museum but an art historian in a 
university.
	 Unfortunately, the question ‘what is art?’ has as many an-
swers as there are philosophy professors in Europe. For the pur-
pose of this article, let’s stick to the basics: I think it’s vitally im-
portant to differentiate between art as a profession and the many 
ways in which people refer to aesthetic experiences and aesthetic 
qualities in their everyday lives. Much to my surprise, this is still 
one of the most common misunderstandings I have encountered 
outside of my profession. While everybody has the urge to express 
themselves and everybody has a sense of beauty and of the cultur-
al – that is aesthetic – agreements within her or his social environ-
ment, we are not all artists. Obviously most scientists know this, 
but there is still surprisingly little insight and even interest in the 
methods and structures by which art as a profession is performed.
	 I assume that this is the fault of the artists themselves, who 
at least since the Romantic period in the early nineteenth century 
have invested a great deal of their craft into obscuring these struc-
tures and conditions. Why? It must always have been a very suc-
cessful marketing strategy. Since the development of what Theodor 
Adorno called the ‘administered world’ (Adorno et al., 1989), there 
is a deep yearning in modern societies for life outside of these re-
strictions and regulations – let’s call it the capitalist utopia. Art-
ists have successfully claimed a kind of gatekeeping position for 
this utopia, rivalled only by drug dealers and maybe children. Part 
of their strategy has been to obscure the professional, more struc-
tured side of what artists do.
	 My definition of professional art might seem rather dull, com-
pared with the popular discourse, but it has served me very well 
in 25 years of work in the field. Professional art in the European 
tradition is an experimental study of forms of communication. Put 
differently: artists investigate, disassemble and reassemble forms, 
sometimes creating new ones that eventually become used by oth-
ers. And since we live in capitalist societies, where contemplation 
is valued very little and consumption very much, form is not some-
thing many people spend time wondering about. This definition of 
art also has the advantage of assigning a clear social functionality 
to it: applied science of communication. While you may argue that 
any good researcher in any academic field should have an aware-
ness of language, imagery and physical performance, there is a 
big difference between using stylistic devices to improve your ar-
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gument and to fundamentally question the style. I believe that a 
rigorous, profound and critical questioning and reformulation of 
form is essential for democratic society. The problem is of course 
that any research is already informed in that sense. That’s why 
the job cannot be assigned to, let’s say, linguists or communication 
researchers in a university. When playing around with form, pro-
foundly, you are bound to confuse people. And we need professional 
institutions and spaces designated to this confusion: the museum, 
the theatre, the concert hall.
	 If we see artists as applied scientists of communication, the 
gap between academia and art of course narrows significantly. 
Like science, art is a specific, highly specialized profession, de-
veloped over time. As such it has rules, methods, limitations and 
working hours, as I will discuss below. Showing an interest in them 
and understanding them as much as possible is crucial for success-
ful collaboration, no matter how much display of unprofessional-
ism or extravaganza the artist puts on. Like all professionals, art-
ists know how to play their cards well and the artist’s trump card 
is unconventionality.
	
Freedom within Tradition

The historian of science Paul Feyerabend used the term ‘tradition’ 
to describe the various ways of knowledge production. I find the 
term useful as it highlights the historical aspects of the way we try 
to make sense of the world and find solutions for problems. A tra-
dition is not something you just decide to do or a way to do it, but 
is something you find, investigate and put to use. By adopting the 
tradition of scientific rationality or the tradition of mysticism, for 
example, you put yourself into that tradition and accept its basic 
rules. Progress usually takes place within these traditions – not 
across them. This was Feyerabend’s main argument in his book 
Against Method (Feyerabend, 1975), which gained him a very ques-
tionable reputation as the guy who proclaimed ‘anything goes’. In 
fact, what Feyerabend meant was the opposite. In art, just like in 
science, anything must not go. Knowledge or practical use can only 
be gained within and in relation to a specific tradition. The work of 
an artist or scientist is valued based upon this tradition. Whether 
all traditions are equally valuable in society (‘anything goes’) is a 
political, not a scientific question, argued Feyerabend.
	 In this respect, art and science are very much alike, much 
more, I think, than scientists and artists wish. Part of the appeal 
that the arts have for scientists is this misunderstood ‘anything 
goes’. Many scientists envy artists for what they believe to be free-
dom from methodological constraints. It’s true: artists do not quote 
fifteen pages of already existing literature only to be allowed to 
develop their own argument. But that is really only because they 
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usually work in different media than theoretical text. Most artists 
I worked with sound extremely ‘scientific’ and like to quote a lot of 
literature when they write about their work.

On the other side, artists tend to idealize academic science 
for its rigour, morality and social authority. Morality and author-
ity are the two trump cards in any scientist’s deck. Artists tend to 
overlook how rigorous their own profession is and how strong the 
traditions that they build on. And as far as social authority is con-
cerned, over the last decades academia has seen a severe deteri-
oration of status and authority, which I will discuss below. This is 
often not acknowledged by artists, who have been themselves sub-
ject to scrutiny and even downright hostility throughout the his-
tory of modernity, particularly since the latest rise of political pop-
ulism in Europe and the USA.

So what’s the takeaway from this little excursion into Paul 
Feyerabend’s 50-year-old theory? Two things: science and art are 
very alike. And: artists are not free. Still, freedom and innovation 
are obviously valued highly in our neo-liberal culture and in the 
arts as well. To illustrate freedom in the arts, I refer to one of the 
most famous artistic ‘gestures’, as US art critic Brian O’Doherty 
calls them in his history of the European Avant-garde (O’Doherty, 
2000).

In 1917, the artist Marcel Duchamps submitted a urinal to 
the exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists in New York 
and called it ‘The Fountain’. It was not exhibited but it was accept-
ed, as, according to the statutes of the Society, any artwork by an 
artist was to be accepted, as long as the fee was paid. Duchamps’ 
gesture was thus a gesture from an artist to his peers, fellow pro-
fessionals, who, willingly or not, accepted it. Duchamps did not de-
clare himself the author but he made clear his evaluation crite-
ria: ready-made objects like ‘The Fountain’ were ‘everyday objects 
raised to the dignity of a work of art by the artist’s act of choice’ 
(Martin, 1999). It’s the artist’s choice that creates value, not diplo-
mas, technical mastery or the likeness or emotional appeal of the 
work. In other words: art is what the artist decides. Full stop.

But was this really new? The point is that Duchamps’ stunt 
could only work because it referenced a social convention that was 
well established in Europe since the Romantic era. This period, 
the single-most important cultural revolution in modernity, es-
sentially established the concept of the artistic authority. And by 
1917 this concept had been well established through a whole set 
of (state-sanctioned) institutions, from the arts academy where 
artists taught other artists, to the national museums where art-
ists decided which artists to be exhibited. It was a closed shop, as 
we would say today. Thus, Duchamps did not so much break with 
conventions as push the envelope. And it was not the public or any 
other outside force that shook the institution. In fact, only much 
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later a photograph of ‘The Fountain’ found its way into public dis-
course.
	
What Audience?

Authority in the arts, like in science, traditionally is the result of 
an elaborate system of peer review. Usually, to get a spot in the 
spotlight, you have to know and be respected by a large number 
of professional peers. While some art forms require little materi-
al and institutional investment, becoming seen and heard does. 
Whether a visual artist, a musician or a choreographer, the audi-
ence can only love you when they know you. And while it is true 
that digital media today lowers the barriers significantly, it also in-
creases competition drastically. And, at least as far as I can see, in-
stitutionalized cultural production has maintained the established 
hierarchies and authorities. When we admire artistic daring and 
radicalness in an artwork, this radicalness is usually performed in 
a tightly institutionalized setting, and very often without an audi-
ence. Does the audience then matter at all? Yes and no.
	 Another specificity of professional art is that it is not theoret-
ical. Of course, the definition of theory and practice is unstable and 
historically shifting, but in general terms, I would argue that art 
works through manifestation. Art is an investigation of the terms, 
shapes, tones, colours and so forth, in which emotions or thoughts 
can be expressed. The investigation is carried out through exper-
imentation, not theorization. Public exposure of course matters 
and is an integral part of artistic practice. However, much of what 
finds entry into the art canon had little to no public repercussions 
at the time of publication. The history of performance art in the 
1960s and 70s is particularly insightful here (Van Mechelen, 2006). 
This is very important to realize and in fact is rather similar to 
academia.
	 To put it bluntly: art does not necessarily have an audience. 
Some artists don’t care or are not even interested in having one. 
And it’s not always a good idea to pick an artist for a collaboration 
based on their popularity. It depends on the goal of the collabora-
tion. If artists and scientists decide to work together in order to 
find new or larger audiences, to popularize an idea or a scientific 
finding or to influence public opinion, things like TED Talks or sci-
ence slams are a successful formula and you might not have to look 
much further. In other cases, however, designers, campaigners and 
journalists are much more suited for collaboration than artists.
	
Artists versus Institutions

In 2013 I developed a residency program for art-science collabora-
tions in Stuttgart, Germany (Possmann, 2015). To set it up, I called 
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a lot of university deans and heads of departments to make them 
enthusiastic about one-on-one collaborations between researchers 
and artists. I was very surprised to find that in German universi-
ties, institutions do not tell researchers what to do and that pro-
fessors regard it as an insult if anybody tries to do so. This might 
have changed slightly over the last ten years, but the freedom of 
research remains an important cornerstone of academia – just like 
the ‘freedom of art’ (Schorlemer & Stoll, 2012).
	 In art-science collaborations, however, I think it’s crucial 
whether and how institutions are included. The role of the cultural 
institution in shaping art is often overlooked. In the end, the direc-
tors, actors and painters are the stars of the show. But especially 
when it comes to public access and public awareness, it’s the insti-
tutions that control it. The undervaluation of the institution is a 
particularly serious problem in art funding and cultural politics. 
Because here, like anywhere else, the attention goes to the stars, 
while it should go to the structures that enable the artists to work, 
and to work sustainably.
	 There are literally no employed artists, at least not in most of 
Europe and the USA. While we still have big classical orchestras 
with long-term employment contracts and unions, all choreogra-
phers, writers, directors, scenographers et cetera are freelance or 
are freelancing next to part-time employment. The same applies to 
visual artists, writers and filmmakers. Thus, the partnership be-
tween artist and institution is one of competition and negotiation; 
ideally, both partners are powerful enough to shape the outcome 
for the better.
	 Bypassing institutions in the arts is problematic, because 
it creates fragile and short-lived work relations and puts a lot of 
pressure and workload on the artist which would otherwise be 
shared by the institution. Making art is in most cases a very re-
source-intensive and costly business, despite what many people 
seem to think. Therefore, it is crucial to know what a specific cul-
tural institution can supply and what it cannot. Asking an artist to 
create an artwork without including a cultural institution will re-
sult in endless debates about production budgets, spaces, technical 
equipment and so forth – all things of vital nature to any art work, 
even if it’s just a painting.
	 It’s interesting to note that also within the arts, the role of 
the institution is usually downplayed. Few artists openly admit 
that it is in fact the context that creates the aesthetic experience 
in an audience, not the artwork as such. But since contexts are no-
toriously fleeting, hard to control and even harder to analyze, our 
attention tends to go to the artwork as an object or quasi-object. 
This is for obvious reasons particularly problematic in the per-
formative arts, where for decades the scientific discourse tended to 
focus almost exclusively on written text (drama) or scores (music 
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or dance) rather than on what audiences actually witness and ex-
perience (Fischer-Lichte, 2008). But if art is all about applied com-
munication, then place, time, atmosphere and people are what re-
ally matters (Mackintosh, 2023). And these are for the most part 
created and controlled by institutions. Clever artists know this and 
create strong and mutually beneficial working relationships with 
institutions. In fact, since there is no such thing as art without 
institutions, artists always work for and within specific settings. 
Very rarely have I encountered serious artists who just didn’t care 
about the setting, whether it’s a museum, a series, a festival, an 
addressee or technical media. Granting an artist ‘total freedom’ 
is actually more a sign of ignorance than of generosity and might 
even be regarded as an insult. For good reasons, I would say.
	
How to Be Popular

Many scientists take it to their hearts that the wider public finds 
them difficult to understand or their professional output inacces-
sible or elitist; too complicated to be meaningful. While I would 
argue that simple things often tend to be meaningless and not the 
other way around, the wish to be understood and thus to gain reso-
nance (Rosa, 2019) is of course understandable. But unfortunately, 
artists by and large suffer the same pain and have no clue either 
how to solve this.
	 There are two structural reasons why art is not a popular 
business, at least in Europe and in the USA. Both are structur-
al and not easily solved. One is the basic concept of development 
through critique, which the arts share with academic science. Pro-
fessional artists conventionally relate to other artists and the tra-
dition of art before them. And they usually are forced to do so with-
in one genre only, as they are not able to master more. The longer 
and richer the tradition, the more advanced and the more specific 
their art will be. Eventually the craft becomes highly specialized 
and it becomes hard for any audience to follow these developments 
in a meaningful way. The other reason is that forms of communica-
tion are highly specific in the first place. Understanding art as I do, 
as a kind of applied science of communication, any understanding 
is necessarily limited to the confines of cultures and even subcul-
tures.
	 Art is thus anything but universal. To make an analogy to 
science: if we describe artworks as experiments, then these exper-
iments have very specific laboratory conditions. You cannot easily 
repeat an experiment in different conditions. The language bar-
rier is the most obvious example, but I have witnessed countless 
times how dance pieces or performance shows have triumphed in 
one place and completely flopped in another. The same goes for all 
kinds of genres, even within one country or within the same city. 



16
7

And sometimes time makes all the difference – what worked beau-
tifully and excited audiences last year, might be irrelevant to the 
same audience today. It keeps astonishing me that the myth of uni-
versal art is maintained and how both artists and actors in other 
fields do not cease to call upon the arts to ‘bring people together’, 
‘to unite’ and ‘to bridge all differences’. Because if art is about cul-
ture, it is all about differences. Not the type of differences that lead 
to war and political oppression necessarily – although that does 
frequently happen – but the type of differentiation that makes so-
cial life fun in the first place.
	
Political Role – What is it For?

This of course brings us to the question of public or political legit-
imization: why do we need art or science? Why should it be public-
ly funded? I will not go into the various arguments for and against 
public funding, but rather compare the current environment that 
both professional groups find themselves in in Europe and the 
USA and what conclusions might be drawn from this.
	 If the arts are not universal, do not bring world peace and 
are not even relevant to 90% of the population in Germany – who 
needs them? (Almannritter, 2017). Obviously, this is a question 
that has troubled artists for a long time and particularly so dur-
ing the years leading up to the Covid shut-down in 2020. From 
my observation, the main strategy in the European art scene to 
answer this scrutiny within the last decades has been to form al
liances. One could say: the arts have tried to borrow legitimization 
or authority from other social fields, mainly from science and social 
work; sometimes more and sometimes less successfully.
	 In the professional environment I have been part of subgenres 
like conceptual dance and documentary theatre, which borrowed 
heavily from academia, and had been dominating the theatre stage 
at least since the 1990s. This movement from emotion to intellect, 
referred to in cultural studies as a discursive turn, is still quite rel-
evant today. The discursive turn in the 1990s was followed by the 
social turn and a shift of attention from formal investigation to po-
litical and ethical discourse. While conceptual art and artistic re-
search in the 1990s and 2000s tended to be conceptually challeng-
ing at best and self-centred, highly inaccessible and elitist at worst, 
social art was trying to bridge the class divide, create new access 
paths, tear down immaterial barriers and create alliances with 
non-art actors and fields like social work, campaigning, identity 
politics, and anti-capitalist, anti-racist and anti-colonial activism.
	 For cultural institutions like the publicly subsidized or run 
theatre and museum, this was not an easy task. In Germany, social 
workers, also largely dependent on public money, understandably 
saw their jobs and activities in competition and often in opposition 
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to these cultural endeavours. Social work lacks the cultural capital 
and bourgeois appeal of the arts. Cultural work lacks street credi-
bility and social capital among proletarian and marginalized com-
munities. I often encountered animosity and rejection myself in 
trying to form alliances with migrant activists and social workers 
while working from inside the cultural institution.
	 With scientific institutions and professionals, this has proven 
somewhat easier. Scientific and cultural professionals by and large 
share the same bourgeois background and use and understand the 
same bourgeois codes as artists. This does not mean that either un-
derstand a lot about the other’s profession at all. But at least they 
express their misunderstandings in the same language and have a 
similar level of self-confidence in dealing with them.
	 Yet I suspect there is something else at play. Art and sci-
ence are both subject to critical scrutiny from various political di-
rections. That’s a pretty good reason to unite and, interestingly 
enough, both groups seem to think that the other is somehow more 
successful in fighting back. For several decades now, political pop-
ulism across Europe has targeted artists and scientists, cultural 
and academic institutions; from the Dutch right-wing extremist 
Geert Wilders branding the arts a ‘leftist hobby’ (Fogteloo, 2010) 
in 2010 to Donald Trump’s campaign manager Steve Bannon pre-
senting ‘alternative facts’ and thereby discrediting scientific ra-
tionalism in 2017 (Blake, 2017). Both strategies proved extreme-
ly successful: the once exemplary performative arts system of the 
Netherlands is undermined, the environmental movement in the 
USA marginalized.
	 Despite these similarities, I see a profound difference in how 
populism is changing science and how it is affecting the arts. Due 
to the historical developments of art within capitalism since Ro-
manticism, art now operates largely outside of the political arena, 
as a sort of alternative politics, alternative space and often enough 
as ‘alternative facts’ (Blake, 2017). And for a long time, artists 
have made themselves comfortable in that space and did not care 
whether they mattered all that much.
	 The social capital of scientists, however, is quite different. Re-
member the trump cards in any scientist’s deck I mentioned be-
fore? This game is changing. By openly questioning the authority 
of scientific rationalism, populism is making use of and reinforc-
ing a more general crisis of authority. It seems to me that populist 
strategists like Steve Bannon are in fact using the logic of the arts 
against science and other former authorities. Saying that anybody 
can have facts, and my facts are as good as your facts, is in fact like 
playing the artist card. If Marcel Duchamps can say ‘an urinal is 
an art piece’, so can I. Did Steve Bannon think of Duchamps’ uri-
nal, when he suggested in 2018 ‘the way to deal with them is to 
flood the zone with shit’? (Stelter, 2021).
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Good Crisis, Bad Crisis

Like any good crisis, the crisis of authority is not simply good or 
bad. Whether you see this crisis of authority as a political disaster 
and profoundly unsettling, or whether you embrace it as a neces-
sary step in social revolution, I guess is up to your authoritarian 
personality traits. Right-wing extremists did not bring it about; 
they are just using its effects for their cause and I don’t see any 
reason why progressive socialists should not.
	 The question is: if our established ‘knowledge traditions’ 
(Feyerabend, 1975) had been all about argument and reason, why 
could a businessman like Donald Trump win major political office 
in 2016? I would argue that the ‘alternative facts’ claim worked, 
because by 2016 no one could honestly claim proof that scientif-
ic facts were any truer. The truth of the matter is that for most of 
us, scientists, journalists and politicians are only authorities as 
long as we agree to regard them as such. They are trusted because 
of a social contract that bestows authority regarding certain mat-
ters on certain professions, not because they are particularly con
vincing.
	 I close with what is to me another foundational moment in 
this crisis. In 2019, sixteen-year-old Greta Thunberg coined the 
rallying call ‘unite behind the science’ (Thunberg, 2019). The claim 
was successful for some time, but has by now disappeared com-
pletely from the public arena. This call for discursive order, if you 
will, was issued by no other than a very public figure that embod-
ied the crisis of authority more than any other: the child that spoke 
truth to power.
	 The tale of Greta Thunberg can be seen as a modern-day 
myth and maybe the most lyrical political performance piece of 
the recent past: a child reminding the powerful to follow an estab-
lished authority. Anthropologically speaking, the child or the mad 
person who defies authority and conventional wisdom is a pro-
found and very old cultural figure. You might say that it was essen-
tial for the survival of social institutions of all kinds to question 
power in this way from time to time. So, in a time of profound cri-
sis, Greta Thunberg became the ultimate authority on knowledge 
for the very reason that, as a minor, she could not be held account-
able for delivering argument and proof.
	 That a child called on the UK Parliament to ‘unite behind the 
science’ is a piece of surrealist theatre as great as anything the 
surrealists ever wrote. Greta Thunberg’s performance captures 
the same ambivalent desires I see in populist rhetoric or TED 
Talks: it’s a simplistic and highly authoritarian gesture, offering 
a sense of clarity, reliability and security, paired with the promise 
that everyone is entitled to that stage and that role. We all can be 
Greta; we all can be the authority: a guide in times of information 
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overload and disorientation, and a foot in the behind of the author-
ities. It’s a desire as naive as a sixteen-year-old’s sit-in in front of 
the national parliament.
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Amnesia of a 
Forbidden  
Future
Kamar Ahmad Simon

The Bengal Delta, the world’s largest river delta, stands at 
the confluence of colonial legacies, post-colonial geopoli-
tics and mounting environmental crises. This paper ex-
plores the complex interplay of human agency and nat-
ural processes in shaping the region, with a focus on the 
socio-ecological impacts of river management on the Tista 
and Jamuna Rivers. Through an interdisciplinary lens, it 
revisits the colonial origins of water infrastructure, the en-
during challenges of transboundary governance and the 
ecological consequences for marginalized communities in 
Bangladesh.
Drawing from personal experiences in creating a cinemat-
ic water trilogy, the paper interrogates how dominant nar-
ratives of modernity and development overshadow local 
knowledge and histories. It critiques the systemic inequal-
ities embedded in global and national frameworks that 
continue to shape the delta’s socio-environmental future. 
By integrating historical, geographical and cultural per-
spectives, this work highlights the urgent need for decol-
onized, inclusive approaches to address the region’s chal-
lenges. The paper furthermore examines the role of cinema 
as a tool for amplifying marginalized voices, questioning 
whether it can transcend entrenched power structures and 
offer pathways for reclaiming subjectivities and narratives 
of resistance.
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Once There Was a River

Like a ship with a broken mast, a small two-storied boat is stuck 
in the river bottom. The small wooden boat is abandoned near Ba-
lasi Ferighat, swaying in a sea of sand (Figure 1). Locals call the 
ship M.V. Mohabbat Express. Who knows where the last passen-
gers went! Aptly named after their pump engines, such shallow 
boats are homemade vessels powered by modified diesel pump en-
gines, originally designed for extracting shallow-surface water, 
primarily for farming. The initial M.V. of the vessel name is an 
acronym: M stands for Marine, V for Vehicle. ‘Mohabbat’ is a Per-
sian word meaning ‘love’, while ‘Express’ obviously refers to speed. 
It must have been the fastest means of transport available, when 
there was a river. The word ‘Mohabbat’ echoes a time when Persian 
flowed through Bengal as its official language of court for over six 
centuries, from 1203 to 1837 (Bilah, 2021). ‘M.V.’ brings us back to 
the British occupation (1757-1947), which replaced Persian with 
English, reshaping the region’s linguistics to serve the subjuga-
tion. Just like rivers have defined the delta’s landscape, the history 
of Bangladesh is intertwined with its language and subtexts.
	 Balasi Ferighat, near Fulchori in the Gaibandha district of 
northern Bangladesh, is a stark reminder of the once mighty con-
fluence of rivers like Tista and Brahmaputra. The Tista River, born 
in the Himalayas, winds 315 kilometres across the Indian states 
of Sikkim and West-Bengal, where it is heavily obstructed by more 
than two dozen dams. After this choking journey, the dying stream 
of the Tista flows another 109 kilometres into Bangladesh, where 
it meets the Brahmaputra, locally known as the Jamuna. The 
Brahmaputra River, as part of the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna 
(GBM) river basin, is a vast transboundary system covering over 
1.7 million km², with its area distributed among India (64%), 
China (18%), Nepal (9%), Bangladesh (7%) and Bhutan (3%). 
Nepal lies entirely within the Ganges River basin, while Bhutan 
is fully encompassed by the Brahmaputra basin. The Brahmapu-
tra begins its journey in Tibet, winds through the Himalayas, and 
flows into Assam (India) before merging with Padma, the name 
of Bangladesh’s part of the Ganges. The Ganges forms the largest 
river delta in the world, joining the Meghna and eventually reach-
ing the Bay of Bengal. It has shaped the socio-cultural, economic 
and political lifelines of the region over millennia.
	 The course of the Brahmaputra and Meghna Rivers runs 
through mostly hilly terrain and it contains a lot of sand, which 
settles at the entrance of the plains of these two rivers. Therefore, 
the Bengal Delta is largely formed by sediments from the Ganges 
River, which are carried from the cultivated lands of the Ganges 
basin in central and northern India and deposited in the plains of 
Bengal. The Sundarbans, the estuary of this delta, was formed by 
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the sedimentation of freshwater from upstream and vegetation 
growing in the estuary above (Chardi, 2024). Estimates indicate 
that Bangladesh had more than 1,200 rivers (Anam, 2024) even in 
the 1970s, intricately weaving through the nation as the last leg 
of the Himalayan river system. Today, however, only about 710 of 
these rivers are estimated to be still in existence, with many strug-
gling to survive (Biswas, 2018). Among these, 57 are transboundary 
rivers, with 54 shared with India, highlighting the complex web of 
cross-border waterways (Alam, 2021).

The photo of the M.V. Mohabbat Express, stuck in the sand, 
was captured during one of my research trips in northern North 
Bengal, on the Bangladesh side. I have frequented the region 
since 2016 in search of the final script of my Water Trilogy. This 
photo echoes the opening scene of Are You Listening! and the clos-
ing of Day After . . ., the first two parts of my trilogy. The story of 
this trilogy began back in 2009, when I stumbled upon a picture 
in the daily newspaper. The picture captured thousands of people, 
armed with only spades, desperately trying to hold back the water 
from a broken bund by piling up clay mounds with their bare 
hands. Bunds and bundals are simple earthen walls, strengthened 
with bamboo, of an indigenous design learned through genera-
tions, which safeguard farmland and settlements from river ero-
sion and seasonal floods. The bund in the newspaper was broken 
after a tropical cyclone named Aila swept through and ravaged the 
coasts of Bangladesh. In 11 out of 64 districts, the cyclone caused 
widespread devastation, damaging or destroying around 600,000 
thatched homes, 8,800 km of roads, 1,000 km of embankments and 
123,000 hectares of land. The disaster impacted approximately 9.3 
million people, leaving 1 million homeless (Walton-Ellery, 2009).

The Bengal Delta has long relied on natural flooding cycles 
to sustain its agrarian traditions. As a result, bunds, bundals and 
larger dams have been central to water resource engineering in 
the Indian subcontinent, designed to protect farmland and settle-
ments from seasonal floods. These low-lying earthworks reflect the 
region’s deep-rooted expertise in managing water flow. One of the 
earliest examples of flood control infrastructure is the Kallanai 
Dam, built in 150 CE by Chola king Karikala in Tamil Nadu. Simi-
larly, in the twelfth century, Kaivartya king Bhima constructed the 
Bhimer Jangal (Khan, 2021), a highway-cum-embankment still 
known in northern districts like Bogra, Sherpur and Gaibandha, 
aimed at protecting the area from annual monsoon floods. Howev-
er, in recent decades, the frequency and intensity of cyclones in the 
south have tripled, while in northern Bangladesh, most flash floods 
are caused by the release of water from large concrete dams built 
across almost all transboundary rivers with India.
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Purus of the Delta

Something in the newspaper picture reminded me of the works of 
SM Sultan (1923-1994). Born in Narail, in southern Bangladesh, 
Sultan became one of the leading decolonial painters from Bang-
ladesh. He explored the world and, although he did not complete 
his studies at Calcutta Art College, he took part in an exhibition 
in London with artists like Dali, Matisse, Picasso, John Brack and 
Paul Klee in the early fifties. Returning to his village in Narail by 
the River Chitra (an offspring of the Padma), Sultan embarked 
on creating evocative paintings employing jute canvas and locally 
sourced pigments made of herbs, vegetables and plants (Figure 3). 
Through his masterful brushstrokes, Sultan adeptly captured the 
villagers’ indomitable spirit and resilience in the face of the myr-
iad challenges posed in the ordinary lives in the delta. The peas-
ants in his canvases resemble the bison hunters of Altamira’s cave 
paintings – children of the untamed soil, bounded by a timeless 
vow to cultivate the land.
	 The positioning of the delta in Sultan’s canvas has profound-
ly influenced me since my student days. I visited Mehendiganj, 
the village shown in the newspaper picture, nestled in the estuary 
where the Meghna River meets the Bay of Bengal. Captivated by 
the stories of fishermen and peasants, for the next three months, I 
journeyed 200 km along the riverways towards the east, up to the 
Indian border. The line was drawn in 1947 by the British lawyer 
Cyril John Radcliffe, who had little understanding either of the 
delta or the hydrography of the Himalayan river basins (Pilla-
lamarri, 2017). My trips have taken me to dimly lit tea shops, filled 
with thick wood smoke. Characters like those in Sultan’s canvas-
es have shared their stories of Sundarbans, of the mangrove forest, 
of the Bengal tiger and of Puru, the ghost-spirits of those who got 
lost in the woods and never returned. Their pirate tales recount-
ed the Portuguese, who turned the Bay of Bengal and the Sundar-
bans into their hunting grounds, capturing men and women to sell 
as slaves across the globe. Accounts of people displaced by rising 
waters sounded like a never-ending saga of the delta, which has a 
past but no future.
	 For three years, I lived among villagers in southern Bangla-
desh who had rebuilt their lives atop a bund after coastal surges 
swept their land away. This journey became Are You Listening! 
(Simon, 2012), a 90-minute non-fiction feature film exploring de-
ception, betrayal and the politics of those on the margins in the 
southern delta. Yet, their story felt incomplete. Characters like 
Puru haunted me, pushing me to connect missing links – land 
loss in northern Bangladesh, cross-border river dynamics and the 
erosion of livelihoods under postcolonial statehood. Compelled by 
their voices, I embarked on a loosely-connected water trilogy. From 



17
6

A
m

n
es

ia
 o

f 
a 

F
o

rb
id

d
en

 F
u

tu
re

the southern delta to the capital, I travelled aboard a century-old 
paddle steamboat, a relic of British colonialism, which became 
both a character and a stage. It carried a diverse cast – rich and 
poor, powerless villagers and powerful politicians – all caught in 
a post-colonial conundrum. This eight-year journey culminated in 
Day After . . . (Simon, 2021), a 115-minute hybrid feature capturing 
these vivid contrasts and everyday struggles. Yet, the film strug-
gled to fully link the rivers’ troubled legacy with the socio-political 
crises of the modern delta.
	 For Till the Last Drop; , the final chapter of my water trilo-
gy, I turned to northern Bangladesh, where rivers are dying. Since 
2016, my focus has been on the intricate Tista-Brahmaputra con-
fluence and its vanishing islands, anchored around Balashi Fer-
ighat in Fulchori, Gaibandha. A metafiction unfolds here, led by a 
50-year-old school teacher, Faruq Hossen, and his troupe of misfits. 
They recreate scenes intertwining the historic fall of Sirajuddaula 
to the British East India Company in 1757 and the recent uprising 
that toppled Hasina’s regime, long seen as India’s puppet. Lokman 
and Laskar, two brothers, roam the barren sands with their buffa-
lo, searching for remnants of the once-mighty rivers. Hazrat, a pas-
sionate artisan, works with his team near Balashi Ferighat to con-
struct their own Noah’s Ark, bracing for the inevitable floods when 
upstream dams are released during the monsoon.
	
Between History and Memory

Around 325 BCE, Greek and Latin historians wrote that Alexander 
withdrew from his Indian campaign to avoid confronting the pow-
erful Gangaridai, a kingdom named ‘Ganges in the heart’, centred 
on the delta (Chowdhury, 2021). Spanning 350 km, the delta nur-
tured civilizations as ancient as the Nile, Indus and Euphrates, yet 
distinct in its philosophy, social structures and agriculture. Known 
for its six-season agricultural cycle and three-crop calendar – aush, 
aman and rabi – it supported flourishing empires like the Maury-
an, Gupta, Pala and Sena between the third century BCE and the 
twelfth century CE (Goldberg, 2024a, b; Zeidan, 2024, 2025). The 
Sompur Bihar ruins, the second-oldest residential university after 
Nalanda, attest to the delta’s Buddhist scholarly legacy. Evidence 
suggests Persian Sufis arrived in the eighth century, providing 
refuge to oppressed lower-caste and indigenous peoples, blending 
local traditions to create a unique Bengali Islam rooted in resist-
ance. Between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, Bengal’s in-
dependent sultanate defied Delhi until the Mughals took control. 
By 1700, Mughal India was the world’s largest economy, with Ben-
gal as its wealthiest province. Renowned for textiles, ship building 
and high living standards, Bengal supplied 40% of Dutch Asian im-
ports (Hancock, 2022), solidifying its place as a global economic hub.
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The British East India Company’s control over the Indian 
subcontinent began with the Battle of Plassey in 1757, where po-
litical manoeuvring and alliances with local factions led to the de-
feat of Bengal’s ruler (Roychowdhury, 2024). This event marked 
a significant shift in regional governance and economic systems, 
allowing the Company to consolidate power through social op-
pression and resource extraction. In 1765, the Company secured 
Mughal-sanctioned Diwani rights to collect revenue in Bengal, 
Bihar and Orissa. The subsequent implementation of stringent 
taxation policies, coupled with environmental factors, severely im-
pacted the agrarian economy. These conditions contributed to the 
1770 Bengal famine, which resulted in the deaths of an estimated 
10-15 million people, illustrating the profound socioeconomic and
demographic consequences of colonial administration.

Famine became a recurring tragedy during two centuries of 
British occupation, culminating in the Bengal Famine of the 1940s, 
which killed five million people. Beyond the famines, British oc-
cupation reshaped Bengal’s landscape and livelihoods, leaving ir-
reversible damage. Before British intervention, Bengal’s intricate 
network of over a thousand rivers sustained millions through nat-
ural flooding cycles and river-based agriculture. Villages were in-
terconnected via canals, linking sub-districts and districts through 
major rivers with a significant riverway every 15 km. Travel 
spanned up to 120 km during the wet season, employing millions 
in river transport (Biswas, 2018). The ganj, river entrepôts, served 
as critical commercial hubs, connecting micro‑ and macro-econ-
omies. However, under the guise of development, colonial engi-
neering projects, such as railway bridges for faster military mobi
lization and dams to expand taxable farmland (Gilmartin, 1994), 
disrupted this millennia-old ecosystem. The rise of markets near 
railway stations gradually replaced the ganj, undermining the so-
cio-economic symbiosis of the riverine trading and agriculture that 
had thrived for centuries.

The British occupation of Bengal, lasting longer than in any 
other part of the Indian subcontinent, faced persistent rebellions of 
the indigenous people and the peasants, from the Chuar Rebellion 
(1766-1834) to Fakir-Sannyasi Uprising (1771), Titumir’s Narkel-
beria Jang (1831), the Santal Rebellion (1855) to the First Indi-
an War of Independence (1857-1859), described by Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels (1959) as a significant resistance. Despite the re-
sistance, by the 1860s, the British replaced the East India Compa-
ny with the Imperial Civil Service (ICS) to promote the so-called 
‘Bengal Renaissance’. By the 1872 census, the British fostered a 
discrimination policy categorizing people by religion, in opposi-
tion to the broader Indian concept of Dharma (Baghat, 2006). This 
solidified the Hindu-Muslim divide, enabling the British to main-
tain control over the next century. By the time of India’s parti-
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tion in 1947, this divide had become irreversible. Bengal was split 
into Hindu-majority West Bengal, part of India, and Muslim-ma-
jority East Bengal (later East Pakistan), part of Pakistan, with a 
2,204-kilometer border separating the eastern from its western 
counterpart. Post-independence, colonial legacies and communal 
divisions continued to shape the region.

During the two centuries of British occupation, along with 
selectively constructed histories, much of the region’s indigenous 
science and technology was erased through violence. The colonial 
ideas of ‘liberalism’, ‘modernity’ and ‘enlightenment’ brutally dis-
rupted thousand-year-old local skills and knowledge in medicine, 
engineering and architecture. The colonial myth of development, 
grounded on Eurocentric models, was ingrained in the educa-
tion system so deep that even after independence, it continued to 
rule the worldview of the political class of India and Pakistan and 
shaped their vision for the future. Both the newly liberated nations 
neglected the intricate ecological balance built over millennia of 
their common hydro-basins, unilaterally building an infrastruc-
ture of irrigation and flood control projects. The lack of a common 
vision on the river basin not only intensified the region’s environ-
mental degradation but also disrupted traditional water manage-
ment systems passed over generations for centuries.

Following the military crackdown in East Pakistan in 1971, 
characterized by widespread violence and significant loss of life, 
India intervened militarily in support of East Bengal. The nine-
month conflict, referred to as the War of Independence in Bangla-
desh and the India-Pakistan War in other contexts, culminated in 
the emergence of Bangladesh as an independent, Muslim-majori-
ty state. The new nation inherited 57 transboundary rivers, along 
with the environmental challenges associated with shared water 
resources. India’s upstream infrastructure development, including 
dam construction along key rivers, has altered the natural flow in 
the Bengal Delta, impacting ecological systems and resource avail-
ability. These changes have disproportionately benefited India’s 
West Bengal region while creating ecological and socioeconomic 
challenges for Bangladesh. Disputes over equitable water sharing 
have persisted, with Bangladesh often perceiving India’s policies 
as dismissive of its concerns. As the downstream estuary of the 
Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna basin, Bangladesh faces significant 
vulnerabilities, with up to 67% of its land submerged during mon-
soons and only 11% during the dry season (Bangladesh Planning 
Commission, 2018). Water diversions via dams such as the Farak-
ka, Tista and the proposed Tipaimukh Dam exacerbate river ero-
sion and siltation, disproportionately affecting Bangladesh due to 
its geographical position and dependence on these shared water 
systems.

Shortly after independence in 1947, India’s Prime Minister 
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Jawaharlal Nehru hailed dams as the ‘temples of modern India’, 
launching projects like the Farakka Barrage, first proposed in 1853 
by British engineer Arthur Cotton to clear silt from Kolkata’s port. 
Despite warnings from engineer Kapil Bhattacharya about severe 
flooding and siltation in East Bengal (Bangladesh) and West Ben-
gal, the dam opened in 1975, causing the Padma River in Bangla-
desh to dry up, triggering desertification and ecological collapse. 
In 2017, Bihar’s Chief Minister Nitish Kumar called for the dam’s 
decommissioning, blaming it for floods in Bihar (Chari, 2016). The 
Tista River, flowing through Sikkim, West-Bengal, and a major 
tributary of the Jamuna (the downstream Brahmaputra in Bang-
ladesh), reflects another post-colonial dispute. Proposed for irriga-
tion by the British in 1935 (Sarker et al., 2011) and revived in the 
1960s, both India and Bangladesh built similar dams just 100 km 
apart in the late 1980s, exacerbating ecological crises. India now 
operates 28 hydroelectric projects on the Tista, generating 5,494 
MW but devastating the river’s flow and causing siltation across 
northern Bangladesh. The Tipaimukh Dam, first proposed by the 
British in 1926 on a tributary of the Meghna, is now under con-
struction near Bangladesh’s northeast border, intensifying hyd-
ropolitical tensions and threatening the livelihoods of the delta’s 
once-thriving communities (Thakur, 2020).
	
Shadows of the West

In Day After . . ., the second part of my water trilogy, a native trav-
eller asks a German tourist how to reach the ‘Europe country’. 
For the tourist, the river journey is an exotic adventure, but for 
the native, the German represents Europe as a dreamland with 
solutions to his suffering – an image rooted in colonial-era rever-
ence. This post-colonial view extended from the fine arts to water 
resource engineering. By 1957, the British Minister Julius Krug 
proposed a flood control plan (Faruque, 2021). Drafted in 1964 by 
American firm IECO, it led to embanked polders that initially ben-
efited agriculture but later disrupted natural silt deposits, wors-
ening flooding and waterlogging in the delta (Gani Adnan et al., 
2019). After the 1947 independence, the 1950s-60s saw artists from 
Bangladeshi (then East Pakistan) studying in Europe, while deco-
lonial artist SM Sultan rejected this and fled London. By the 70s-
80s, as Edward Said (1978) critiqued ‘orientalism’, many settled 
in Europe, occasionally returning to extol Europe as the knowl-
edge epicentre. Institutions like the British Council, USIS Library, 
Goethe-Institut and Alliance Française reinforced this pro-West-
ern mindset. The US Agency for International Development, in an 
effort to counter the spread of the ongoing ‘Red Revolution’ in Asia, 
including the Naxalite-Maoist uprisings in Bengal, facilitated the 
export of the ‘Green Revolution’. During the pro-democratic move-
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ments of the 80s-90s, as Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) wrote in Pro-
vincializing Europe, intellectuals – echoing Frantz Fanon’s (1952) 
critique of ‘white masks’ – shaped Bangladesh’s cultural landscape 
with a westernized lens (Schmalzer, 2015).
	 Are You Listening!, the first part of the trilogy, features vil
lagers constructing bundals: simple yet effective flood control 
structures passed down through generations, using local resources 
and collective effort. This tradition starkly contrasts with neo-lib-
eral capital-driven models and challenges the alienation Marx 
warned about, especially in matters of survival. In contrast, the 
Bangladesh Delta Plan 2100, devised under the recently toppled 
Hasina regime – which was marked by corruption, violence and 
kleptocracy – ignored traditional wisdom and deltaic complexi-
ties (Khalequzzaman, 2016). Developed by Dutch consultants with 
knowledge of the regime’s exploitative practices, the plan reflects 
earlier ecological challenges, such as NEDECO’s 1960s polder pro-
jects in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). These embankments 
prevented seasonal floods and supported agriculture at the cost 
of natural silt deposition cycles, causing waterlogging and salin-
ity. By the 1970s, these issues had worsened, altering the hydro-
morphology of southern Bangladesh and severing river-floodplain 
connectivity in the north. As downstream water flow decreased in 
the Padma River due to the Farakka and Tista Dam projects on 
the other side of the border, the upstream tidal pressure increased, 
raising the riverbeds in the Sundarbans and worsening the salini-
ty levels. Over time, this has exacerbated environmental degrada-
tion in southern Bangladesh, particularly in Satkhira and Khulna, 
where alluvial deposits from the Ganges no longer replenish the 
land. As a result, these southern regions are sinking, while north-
ern Bangladesh experiences a natural rise of about 3 millimetres 
per year due to alluvial deposition. Although NEDECO’s interven-
tions initially provided protection, they highlight the dangers of 
large-scale, poorly integrated flood control projects (Islam, 2016).

Cinema as an Iceberg

To me, cinema often resembles an iceberg. What appears on screen 
is merely the tip of a much larger and deeper reservoir of emotions, 
dilemmas and scars. My journey has traversed a wide spectrum of 
experiences, from facing local challenges to get my films released, 
to receiving prestigious invitations from renowned festivals such 
as IDFA, Berlinale, Locarno and Cannes, among others. While 
gathering field notes for the first chapter of my trilogy, Are You Lis-
tening! (2012), I traversed nearly the entire coastal belt of south-
west Bangladesh. Since 2016, I have been drifting along the sandy 
islands where the Jamuna River converges with the desolate Tista 
in the north, compiling notes for the final film of the trilogy, Till 
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the Last Drop; . The Covid hiatus provided a necessary pause, al-
lowing me to reflect on the journey I have undertaken since 2010. 
I was struck by the depth of pain and untold stories that often re-
main buried beneath the surface during the filmmaking process. 
The self-censorship I encountered came not only from local au-
thorities but also from international bodies adhering to modernist 
ideals of objectivity and universalism. Their cultural biases, influ-
enced by coercive frameworks and patronization practices, prior-
itizing ‘important others’ over a more fragmented and pluralistic 
view of reality that includes ‘lesser others’, profoundly impacting 
my thoughts and writing.
	 Despite receiving critical acclaim, Are You Listening! faced 
significant delays, remaining shelved for months while awaiting 
approval from the Bangladesh Film Censor Board. Established 
under the British-era Cinematography Act of 1918, the board has 
evolved through various political regimes, with changes in name 
and amendments, yet its role in regulating content, including po-
tential suppression of dissent, remains a point of contention.
	 In the case of Day After... (2021), the film faced prolonged 
challenges, with the Certification Board (formerly the Censor 
Board) withholding mandatory clearance for over a year. The cer-
tificate was finally issued in March 2025, largely thanks to the 
July Uprising of 2024, though it still required considerable effort 
to get the film cleared. An official response from the board raised 
concerns over its themes, suggesting possible political sensitivities. 
The project, produced under Arte-France’s prestigious La Lucarne 
program, also encountered creative disagreements. The Arte com-
missioner – a European writer, producer and curator – disagreed 
with the filmmaker’s vision for the final cut, with the French pro-
ducer advocating for a shorter version. These creative differenc-
es escalated when the Norwegian producer supported the French 
perspective, highlighting complex power dynamics within the 
collaboration.
	 This experience illustrates the challenges faced by indepen
dent filmmakers from the Global South when working within Eu-
ropean funding structures. It underscores how creative disagree-
ments can be compounded by imbalanced power relations, adding 
layers of difficulty to the production process. A simple email ex-
change between the French and Bangladeshi teams quickly es-
calated into a diplomatic issue when the French producer com-
plained to the French consulate in Bangladesh, which forwarded 
it to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The conflict was eventually 
resolved through intervention of the former Director of the Inter-
national Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam-Bertha Fund 
Director, but this involvement came only after the film was select-
ed for IDFA’s main competition. This underscores that the inter-
vention was aimed to support the filmmaker as a co-producer, as 
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well as to ensure the project was salvaged for the festival, reflect-
ing the often-subjective nature of international support in such 
productions. As I prepare to wrap the final chapter of the water 
trilogy, I’m daunted by the task of interpreting this baggage of the 
past, given the question of selective freedom today. As dams choke 
my delta, reshaping my landscape, I struggle to craft the story of 
a ‘lesser other’ to compete with the ‘urgent’ and ‘important’ others. 
My burden is shaped by my limited choices and my relevance with-
in this transboundary captivity, century-old colonial-politics hover-
ing over me in the name of unfolding politics.
	
Questioning the ‘Question Itself’

In a post-global world, when the international mainstream is fed 
as a local trend, even distant conflicts like the war in Ukraine be-
come subjects of conversation at the family dining table in Dhaka. 
Meanwhile, critical local issues, such as the challenges surround-
ing the Tista River, often fail to garner sufficient attention with-
in their own context. Furthermore, the ability to discern the truth 
is increasingly challenging, as media outlets often present events 
through the lens of their own biases, shaping public perception and 
discourse. Narratives of denial and oversimplification often domi-
nate, obscuring deeper complexities. Similarly, the pressing global 
crisis of climate change transcends its surface-level framing, re-
vealing underlying political and systemic failures that remain un-
resolved beyond seminar discussions and global events like COP 
conferences.
	 The prioritization of military expenditures over climate ac-
tion exemplifies this disconnect. In 2021, global military spend-
ing reached $2 trillion, while only 5% of that amount – $100 bil-
lion – would have been sufficient to significantly mitigate climate 
risks. This reflects a broader trend of development strategies that 
marginalize large portions of the global population, leaving them 
excluded from dominant discourses and disproportionately bur-
dened by their consequences. In this era of post-truth, questioning 
foundational assumptions has become increasingly difficult, as log-
ical fallacies and denial often take precedence over critical reason-
ing and meaningful action. To question the ‘question’ itself appears 
impossible.
	 When climate risk management funds are converted into 
loans, trapping climate-vulnerable countries in a new debt cycle 

(Woolfenden & Khushal, 2022; Oxfam, 2023), the western narra-
tive of climate justice loses its relevance in the global south. In my 
opinion, ‘climate change’ now rather appears like a distraction, ob-
scuring the ongoing impacts of colonization in the new names and 
forms, much as ‘human rights’ have been weaponized against the 
south instead of addressing the question of injustice by the north. 
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As I have witnessed, the post-Covid period pushed for de-global
ization instead of rights to vaccines for all. Climate issues are like-
ly to be sidelined, if not forever, at least until a new global order is 
established in this evolving multi-polar world. Almost half (44%) 
of the world’s habitable land is used for food production; two out 
of every three people are likely to be living in cities by 2050 in a 
world with a population near about 10 billion. My hypothesis is 
that cinema, when used as a tool of hegemonic power to assert se-
lective objectivity and preferred agency in dominating metanarra-
tives, fails to trace the colonial roots of my scripts, preventing me 
from raising the question of subjectivity. This adds to my dilemma, 
as I realize more and more that cinema is being used as a ‘glob-
al integration’ project for the south, and the old-spirit of the nev-
er-ending enterprise of ‘civilizing’ or ‘modernizing’ by the north en-
dures.
	 As a filmmaker, navigating national grants requires aligning 
with dominant local political narratives, while on the internation-
al stage, the pressure shifts to conforming to selective narratives 
favoured by western funders. These alignments often reproduce 
the grand narrative of the west, leaving little room for alternate 
streams. In today’s polarized world, binary choices erase middle 
grounds and block grey zones, leaving devastating impacts. Every 
year, 50,000 of my compatriots are displaced due to flooding and 
erosion, and with climate change accelerating, rising sea levels 
could render 20 million people homeless by 2050 (UNB, 2021). Yet, 
such urgency is overshadowed by reproductive ‘mainstream’ nar-
ratives. The key question remains: how can a filmmaker from the 
global south remain politically correct while challenging these in-
terconnected frameworks that often seem impossible to confront?
	
The Role of Cinema

Libraries close, fleeting images dominate learning, corporate so-
cial media overtakes traditional broadcasting and AI algorithms 
are shaping our decisions. Is this a risk or an opportunity? When 
television came to Bangladesh (then East Pakistan), it was hailed 
as a revolutionary tool for ‘distance education’, but devolved into 
a medium for trivial entertainment, altering culture within the 
confines of urban life. Satellite channels brought promises of glob
alization yet ultimately colonized local culture. The internet, once 
seen as a platform for global participation, amplified existing 
power structures, leaving many as passive consumers rather than 
active participants. Each technological advance carries the risk of 
control unless critically reclaimed. As AI has started to write film 
scripts, how do we ensure it doesn’t consume the selective story of 
‘them’ and render ‘us’ deaf or dumb subjects again? Though cinema 
wields unmatched potential, its purpose often eludes even its cre
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ators. Every morning, as I draft papers and pitches for Till the Last 
Drop; , the final chapter of my Water Trilogy, doubts consume me. 
What is the point of dedicating my best years to a trilogy if it nei-
ther preserves the history of my water nor confronts the existen-
tial challenges facing my delta?

As an architect-turned-filmmaker, it took me a decade to 
trade my pen for a camera, followed by another decade of unlearn-
ing to find my own cinematic language. My heritage – thousands 
of years of memory carried in my genealogy, centuries of history 
shaped through ontology and epistemology, and a decade of festi-
val experiences – shapes my choices and leaves me questioning: 
where do I take the next ten years, perhaps my last decisive years, 
without failing to uncover the deeper truths beyond the subtexts? 
Cinema, as the youngest and most dynamic art form, connects bil-
lions instantly, yet remains tethered to mechanisms inherited from 
colonial enlightenment enterprises. Narratives become doctrines, 
and festivals celebrate palatable stories while sidelining ‘lesser’ 
others as mere sidebars. Despite its transformative potential, cin-
ema often fails to recognize and internalize the wounds of histo-
ry, leaving it burdened by centuries of unresolved grief and guilt. 
In an age of digital reproduction, to borrow from Walter Benjamin 
(2008), cinema still falls short of healing collective pain or address-
ing deeper subjectivities, raising the question of whether it can 
ever fulfil its profound promise.

Figure 1: Balashi Ferighat, Gaibandha, northern Bangladesh, 2022. Photo: 
Kamar Ahmad Simon.
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Figure 2: Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) basin. Pfly, Wikimedia 
Commons, 2011.

Figure 3: Journey (যাত্রা). Oil painting, 120 x 180 cm. S.M. Sultan, 1986.
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Figure 4: Still from Are You Listening!( শুনতে কি পাও). Kamar Ahmad Simon,
2012.
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Alex Roosdorp made a large number of agricultural public 
information films in the 1930s and 1940s, including on the 
grain harvest in the new Wieringermeer polder and on the 
reclamation of the Northeast Polder. In April 1945, after the 
liberation of his hometown Deventer by the Allies, he began 
filming the devastated Netherlands. During the summer 
months of 1945, he and his wife Marie Roosdorp-van den 
Berg travelled the country by bicycle, filming the battered 
and destroyed landscape and infrastructure. The final result 
was an eighty-minute documentary, Herwinnen door werken 
(Reclaiming by Works), in which they show not only the dev-
astation but also the first attempts at recovery and recon-
struction.
	 The Roosdorps also visited two flooded areas on their 
trip: Walcheren and the Wieringermeer. On Walcheren, the 
sea dikes near Westkapelle and Vlissingen among others 
had been bombed by the Allies on 3 October 1944. This flood-
ed much of the island and killed some 180 people in West-
kapelle. A month later, Walcheren was occupied by Allied 
troops and the sea route via the Western Scheldt to the port 
of Antwerp fell into Allied hands. The Wieringermeer was 
destroyed by retreating German troops in April 1945. They 
blew up the dike in two places, after which the polder flood-
ed in two days. In Herwinnen door werken, the results of 
these actions are shown: the land of Walcheren, made in-
fertile by being flooded by saltwater, and the apocalyptic 
Wieringermeer, where the remnants of buildings stick out 
like palisades above the surface of the water.
	 It was not only the Roosdorps who filmed on Walcheren 
and in the Wieringermeer in 1945. The filmmakers Jo de 
Haas and Mannus Franken also made films about the de-
struction and reconstruction of both Walcheren and the 
Wieringermeer. In these, the new future is also shown to 
emerge. Because the infrastructure in Walcheren had dis-
appeared, land consolidation allowed for more modern and 
larger-scale farms. Some of the farmers for whom there was 
no room left were given priority to move to the newly re-
claimed and designed Northeast Polder.
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Liquid Cinematic 
Spaces
Nina Bačun
	
This paper explores the fluid and dynamic nature of cinematic 
space within the contexts of climate change, digital technolo-
gy, and modernity. Drawing on Zygmunt Bauman’s concept of 
‘liquid modernity,’ it examines how film reflects the instabili-
ty of contemporary society, contrasting abstract spaces with 
meaningful places shaped by human experience. Emphasis is 
placed on the role of cinematic space in framing identity and 
subjective experience, with particular attention to how film 
techniques such as montage and camerawork contribute to 
this perception. Cinematic space is conceptualized as an ac-
tive counter-archive – one that preserves and reinterprets cul-
tural memory in the digital era.
The discussion addresses the evolving nature of film as both 
a ‘living’ and a ‘dead’ image. It reflects on the materiality and 
immateriality of images; particularly how digital reproduc-
tion influences our perception of history and culture. It also 
considers the preservation and understanding of cinematic 
spaces, promoting them as critical tools for constructing mem-
ory and identity. A new lens for examining the materiality of 
cinematic space is proposed through the integration of image 
theory, spatial theory, and film theory.
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Prologue: Crisis and Reimagining Spaces

The era of affordable oil is ending. Deforestation and other indus-
trial activities, marked by the wasteful use of resources and en-
ergy, coupled with the modernization of housing, have collectively 
led us to where we find ourselves today: in a state of emergency. 
Even though modern comfort was dependent on the availability of 
fossil fuels (Rahm, 2023, 11-16), today it is evident that we must 
diminish the amount of carbon dioxide emissions. The world’s 
infrastructure was built for a climate that no longer exists. Ac-
knowledging this is not sufficient; the question remains: How do 
we proceed? In Manifestes 6: The Anthropocene Style, Philippe 
Rahm (2023) suggests an action of redefining our formal and ma-
terial choices, and ultimately, our aesthetic, cultural and social 
values. An environmental emergency necessitates a reconsidera-
tion of the use of space and materials. In cinema, the portrayal of 
crises often leads to the breakdown of conventional spatial rep-
resentations. ‘Liquid cinematic spaces’ frequently emerge in re-
sponse to crisis or transformation, whether environmental, social 
or psychological, creating fluid, hybrid spaces that challenge tra-
ditional forms.
	
Cinematic Space as Fluid and Dynamic: Architecture of 
Fragments and Figments
	

Fluids travel easily. They ‘flow’, ‘spill’, ‘run out’, ‘splash’, ‘pour 
over’, ‘leak’, ‘flood’, ‘spray’, ‘drip’, ‘seep’, ‘ooze’; unlike solid, they 
are not easily stopped – they pass around some obstacles dis-
solve some others and bore or soak their way through others 
still (Bauman, 2000, 2).

	
This text explores the concept of ‘liquid cinematic spaces’, exam-
ining how modern cinema has evolved to present fluid, flexible 
spaces that disrupt conventional notions of spatial representa-
tion. The concept of fluid cinematic space encompasses not only 
the presentation of physical environments, but also the liberation 
of narrative structures and temporal sequences from traditional 
linear or static frameworks. It initiates a discussion on interpret-
ing cinematic space in light of climate change and the digital era, 
proposing it as a counter-archive – an alternative form of histori-
cal and cultural documentation distinct from traditional archives. 
Examining its potential to become a valid digital asset requires a 
multifaceted approach. The key question is: how is cinematic space 
constructed, perceived and potentially reinterpreted?
	 By examining how modern cinema engages with and rede-
fines space, such spaces can resist, challenge and even rewrite 
dominant narratives. Each section of this essay looks at a specific 
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facet of cinematic space, from its visual representations to its role 
in reshaping memory and history.
	 Introducing the concept of ‘liquid modernity,’ Zygmunt Bau-
man (2000) argues that the contemporary era represents a contin-
uation or late development of early modernity. Instead of ‘post-
modern’, Bauman proposes the term ‘liquid’ to capture the state of 
continuous flux and displacement within contemporary societies. 
Accordingly, modernity has inherently been dichotomous. In the 
first case, it signifies a concept of perfection, order, prediction and 
manageability – ‘the idea of a final destination’. Yet it embraces 
change as continual transformation, with the aim of dismantling 
old concepts and traditions. The nature of change itself is the pri-
mary distinction between the initial ‘solid’ and the contemporary 
‘liquid’ phase of modernity.
Cinematic space, whether imagined, real or hybrid, exists as a 
nexus between constructed and lived realities, intertwining ele-
ments of the mundane with the extraordinary. We can perceive it 
as an architecture of fragments and figments – things believed to 
be real but existing only in imagination – especially given that cin-
ematic spaces are primarily constructed through formal or phys-
ical montage techniques. Film director and scholar Éric Rohmer 
identifies three types of space in film: image space (the spatial 
conditions and characteristics within a single shot), architectural 
space (the arrangement of landscape, buildings, and objects prior 
to filming), and cinematic space (the virtual space constructed by 
the viewer’s imagination using the fragmentary elements provided 
by the film) (Kretzer, 2021, 43). It encapsulates how cinema creates 
a unified, immersive world by synthesizing these elements into a 
cohesive whole. The term cinematic space also refers to the imag-
inary environment that viewers construct through the film’s nar-
rative and montage. Additionally, this space forms in the viewer’s 
mind as they connect various shots and scenes, relying on their in-
terpretation and perception of space. The film’s editing, continuity 
and spatial relationships shape this perception.
	 ‘Liquid cinematic spaces’ represent constant change and in-
stability. Similarly, the depletion of fossil fuels reflects a shift in 
global stability, where our resources, energy and spaces are no 
longer secure, stable or ‘solid’. This mirrors how contemporary 
films portray spaces that flow, evolve or transform. The fluidity of 
space in cinema challenges human dominance over space. Liquid 
cinematic spaces also reflect a world where human control is no 
longer absolute, and environments become dynamic, responding to 
forces beyond human intervention. This relates to the suggestion 
that we must rethink our values in the face of environmental col-
lapse.
	 To deeply analyze cinematic space, one should understand 
the image and medium of film itself, its historical development and 
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the technological impacts that have shaped our perception. A start-
ing point entails synthesizing different theories of image, space 
and film and applying them to specific examples. This approach, by 
rethinking the practice of archiving cinematic architecture, interi-
ors and landscapes and expanding it into the digital realms, aims 
to refresh our perception of something familiar. This, in turn, could 
potentially lead to entirely new directions of inquiry.
	
Space versus Place
	

While places are constantly creating and molding our identi-
ties, spaces allow us to examine the identities which have been 
made (Feireiss, 2019, 17).

	
A fundamental aspect of humanity’s existential nature, space 
serves as a crucial prerequisite for our exploration of the world. ‘It 
serves as the storage media of our historical situatedness and tes-
timonial of the cultural fabric in which we live’ (ibid.). In everyday 
language, we frequently use the terms ‘space’ and ‘place’ inter-
changeably. Both represent distinct aspects of our spatial expe-
riences and interact dynamically across various fields of study. 
Lukas Feireiss (2019) defines a space as an abstract concept, a 
blank slate that awaits personal experiences to imbue it with 
meaning. A place is ‘a location created by human experiences’, and 
can be seen as a space that has acquired meaning through human 
perception and interaction.
	 Space is more abstract and general, whereas place is specif-
ic and filled with cultural, social and personal meanings. Under-
standing the differences between space and place enriches our 
comprehension of how individuals and societies perceive, experi-
ence and utilize their environments.
	
Fixed and Stable, Peripatetic and Fragile Spaces
	

Everything participates in the reality of spaces. Animals and 
plants, natural sceneries, colors, fragrances, taste, language, 
sex, and money have spatial effects, too (Baier, 2020, 86).

	
Franz Xaver Baier developed a significant and comprehensive 
theory of ‘lived space’, distinguishing various types of experiences 
within spatial contexts. This radical theory of space highlights the 
subjective and experiential aspects of architecture and urban envi-
ronments. It provides a framework for understanding how individ-
uals experience and interact with their spatial surroundings, inte-
grating sensory, emotional and cognitive dimensions. Baier (2020, 
84-98) presents new phenomenological viewpoints on architecture, 
art and various other domains of experience, setting them apart:
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1. 	� Existential space is inseparable from objects and places; 

it emerges as a result of existential interrelations.
2. 	� Space in leaps and bounds: fractal geometry of lived 

space; here, ‘approximations and distances’ are more sig-
nificant than ‘strict positions and definitions.’

3. 	� Situational space: the most sensitive space, which medi-
ates universal reality with our specific circumstances.

4. 	� Meaningful space: space of total presence encourages a 
perspective that values openness, exploration, adapt-
ability and a deep awareness of the vast and complex 
web of relationships that shape our existence.

5. 	� Perceived space highlights the active, subjective and dy-
namic nature of perceiving and constructing reality.

6. 	� Self-similar space invites contemplation on how we per-
ceive and navigate spatial relationships across different 
domains of existence, from the physical to the abstract.

7. 	� Invisible space: interior reality embodies the concept 
that real-life space can be invisible, concealed, camou-
flaged or protected by visible reality.

8. 	� Virulent space: embracing chaos advocates for a shift in 
perception, from seeking rigid order to embracing the 
chaotic and dynamic aspects of life.

9. 	� Peripatetic space: individual small space is an intimate 
space that possesses both interiority and exteriority and 
can be activated by humming, crooning or whistling.

Our lives consist of numerous life spaces coexisting simultaneous-
ly. These spaces vary, sometimes remaining fixed and stable, while 
at other times they are peripatetic and fragile. All phenomena are 
defined by spatial aspects and simultaneously result in spatial con-
sequences (Baier, 2020). Cinematic spaces, which reflect and rein-
terpret ‘lived spaces’, engage audiences emotionally, intellectually 
and aesthetically. They enable viewers to experience and contem-
plate various aspects of human existence and the environments we 
inhabit, whether real, imagined or somewhere in between.
	
Space is Cinematic: The Complexity of Cinematic Space

When we talk about space in films, we are essentially referring to 
‘cinematic space’. The assumption is that cinematic space, in all its 
complexity, heavily relies on ‘scalelessness and relational thinking’, 
which are key aspects of contemporaneity (Fernández Contreras, 
2021). In today’s context, where engagement with the constructed 
or built environment, public or private space, landscape or interior, 
room or house, increasingly relies on mediation rather than direct 
experience, montage has the potential to enhance or even facilitate 
a ‘performative aspect of space’.
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	 By blending artifice and realism, cinematic space reveals the 
present as a synthesis of past experiences. Cinematic space con-
veys stories through spatial manipulation, often contrary to the 
usual understanding of built architecture (Martin, 2014, 8-9) – di-
verging from traditional architectural interpretations and chal-
lenging conventional perceptions of architectural design. Further-
more, not only editing techniques shape meanings in cinema, but 
also mise-en-scène and cinematography, each contributing to the 
formation of cultural narratives.
	 The spatial dynamics created by the montage in the film 
closely exemplify Bauman’s concept of ‘liquid modernity’ in space. 
One could argue that Russian avant-garde filmmakers such as 
Dziga Vertov (Man with the Movie Camera, 1929) and Sergei 
Eisenstein (Battleship Potemkin, 1925) were already intuitively 
engaging with this notion through their experimental approach-
es to montage. Their approach deeply investigates the interplay 
of space, time and representation. As a result, we can identify cin-
ematic space as ‘liquid space’, enabling us to explore the various 
forms and dispositions it adopts.
	 According to Jacques Lévy (2013), cinema encompasses a va-
riety of spatial languages, primarily composed of images. Lévy as-
serts that cinematic space manifests the coexistence of ‘space as 
an environment’ and ‘spatiality as action’ – geographicity. Lévy 
discusses the four types of cinematic spaces, primarily identified 
by André Gardies (1933, 9-14): 1. ‘Cinematographic space’ refers 
to the ‘institutional’ setting, such as a movie theatre or domes-
tic environments with screens, that immerses or exposes view-
ers; 2. ‘Diegetic space’ refers to the reality that the film constructs, 
independent of the story – the film’s geographicity, a space that 
serves as a set or context – also known as ‘anecdotal space’. 3. ‘Nar-
rative space’ relates to the specific spatiality of the characters, 
which gives substance to the story, as a framework for the action. 
4. ‘Viewer space’ is a subjective space, the spatiality produced by 
the mode of communication that the film adopts towards the view-
er. While all these diverse types of space shape our cinematic ex-
perience and serve as a compelling domain for experimentation, 
diegetic space – space as an environment – stands out for its po-
tential for further exploration (Figure 1).
	 The relationship between space and cinema is inherently am-
biguous. Despite space being omnipresent in film, it often goes un-
noticed or remains invisible, unless the viewer becomes fully im-
mersed in the narrative.
	 Cinematic space as heritage treats film as a living medi-
um that challenges our experience of space. By depicting spaces 
through fictional narratives, film adds layers of meaning to public 
and private locations, linking them to cultural memory and collec-
tive identity. This reframing influences how we celebrate and pre-
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serve public and private spaces, particularly in a post-digital age 
where fiction often replaces truth, blurring reality and representa-
tion. In this context, moving images transform everyday mun-
dane places into sites of memory, making cinematic space an ac-
tive counter-archive. Cinematic spaces thus encourage us to reflect 
on the memories we might pass on to future generations and how 
these curated spaces form or contribute to our cultural legacy.
	 The omnipresence of moving images also reshapes our en-
gagement with our surroundings. In a post-digital landscape dom-
inated by screens – on phones, walls and urban installations – 
these projections create spaces that are both real and imagined. 
Such representations influence our perception of space, inviting us 
to inhabit environments enriched by personal memories, collective 
narratives and digital traces.
	 The relationship between cinematic space and architecture is 
multifaceted and dynamic. Films act as a medium through which 
spatial experiences are performed and reimagined. The fluid, liq-
uid nature of cinematic space – combined with montage and the 
interplay of different spatial languages, as articulated by Lévy 
(2013) – provides a platform to challenge traditional architectural 
narratives and explore new possibilities in spatial representation.

Memory, Space and the Fluidity of History

The recognition of filmic architectural heritage is less evident 
than that of film as a form of intangible cultural heritage. If his-
toria magistra vitae and film preserves the entirety of our outer 
reality – our ‘collective subjectivity’ – then we could use cine-
matic spaces to (re)construct memory for the digital archives of 
our future (Bačun, 2023). Given that the archive’s fundamental 
characteristics include fragmentation and unpredictability, it is 
straightforward to draw parallels with cinema. However, wasn’t 
the traditional archive originally created with fragments and fig-
ments of reality?
	 Normally, we perceive an archive as something passive – a 
field of dormancy, a place of storage for something at rest. Tradi-
tional archives, whether physical or digital, serve as repositories of 
history but are often constrained by institutional bias. In contrast, 
the fluid, subjective nature of cinematic space offers a stark depar-
ture from the more objective, static nature of traditional archives. 
Cinema’s inherent flexibility allows for a more nuanced explo
ration of historical and cultural issues. Cinematic spaces provide 
an alternative, enabling filmmakers to rewrite, resist or reimagine 
historical narratives. Films that present alternative histories or 
reframe historical events through subjective experiences or fiction-
alized spaces allow cinema to function as a counter-archive. Cine-
matic recreations of historical events act as counter-memory, chal-
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lenging dominant narratives through imaginative reconstructions 
of space and time.
	 These spaces complicate the notion of what constitutes an ar-
chive, suggesting that memory and history are not fixed but fluid, 
much like the spaces that cinema creates. Cinematic space is em-
powered to destabilize our understanding of history. Films that 
blend past, present and future – such as Hiroshima, Mon Amour 
by Alain Resnais (1959) – disrupt conventional temporal bounda-
ries, challenging the idea that history follows a linear progression 
(Figure 2). This approach not only depicts the unfolding of events 
but also shapes the construction, reconstruction and deconstruc-
tion of memory and history. It emphasizes that the interpreta-
tion of history is subjective, shaped by the spaces we inhabit, both 
physically and cinematically.
	 The spatiality of an archive is another compelling topic. What 
if cinematic space could embody that specificity and become a 
metaphor for a city, a library or something more? Resnais’ (1956) 
seminal essay film Toute la mémoire du monde (All the Memory in 
the World) exemplifies the relationship between an archive and its 
content (Figure 3). Resnais constructs a unique cinematic space by 
portraying the library as both protagonist and metaphor for col-
lective memory, thus facilitating the process of remembering. He 
emphasizes the power of representation in the affective memory of 
images. This context views remembering as a performative act.
	 We can view history from a variety of angles, offering differ-
ent perspectives on the phenomenon of memory and how we con-
struct it. Indeed, what happens when one goes beyond the confines 
of an official archive, engages previously overlooked, unrecognized 
and unspoken sources, and broadens the focus from the individual 
to the collective?
	 An intriguing perspective on archiving comes from profes-
sor of film studies Paula Amad (2010, 96-133), who interprets the 
emergence of cinematography as an example of a home cinema 
with no utilitarian purpose. It ‘merely exists to be forgotten, due to 
its focus on the incidental, the everyday, the non-essential infor-
mation’ (Horak, 2011, para. 3). This means questioning the coher-
ence and objectivity of traditional archives and challenging the 
value of an archived item – whether its significance is historical or 
merely derived from its long-term preservation. The question is: 
can collaborative practices and subjectivities of cinema serve as a 
counter-narrative to an archive?
	 The collective voice could act as a curator, as it already does 
on resilient collective outsourcing systems like The Pirate Bay – a 
BitTorrent site – and various social media platforms such as Face-
book, Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, etc. These platforms, acting as 
‘private’ archives, can become influential in determining what is 
valuable to preserve and thus mark the end of institutional cine-
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matography as we knew it (Bačun, 2023). This deterritorialization 
arrangement in relationships could potentially address the ques-
tion: who holds authority?

A ‘Living’ or a ‘Dead’ Image: The Constantly Evolving Image 
of a Film
	

What is seen on the film screen, in the present moment of pro-
jection, is simultaneously the past; thus, the world’s film ma-
terial is transformed into a cinematic event that is always al-
ready in the past (Šakić, 2016, 16).

	
While film is often regarded as a ‘living image’ capturing and re-
flecting the past and history, it can also be seen as a ‘dead image’ 
from the moment of its creation. Film theorist Dušan Stojanović 
(2009, as cited in Šakić, 2016, 17), influenced by André Bazin, de-
scribes film as a composition of moving images of deceased individ-
uals; it revives something that has died – something that was once 
reality and now reappears before our eyes. In this sense, cinematic 
space consists of dead buildings that either existed in reality once 
or never did.
	 In the book Cool Memories II (1987-1990), Jean Baudrillard 
discusses the freeze-frame in cinema, which captures and arrests 
the entire movement of the city. Unlike photography, which freezes 
and preserves a moment of time, ‘the cinematic image . . . through 
the addition of movement, is considered to represent the very un-
folding of time, thus giving the illusion of the same duration as our 
experience’ (Orlow, 2007, 178-179).
	 Baudrillard’s distinction between film and photography high-
lights how the temporal qualities of each medium shape our expe-
rience of time, memory and the representation of reality. The film’s 
‘ever-changing image’, portraying the vitality of the present, con-
trasts with the photograph’s static representation of the past and 
mortality, reflecting deeper philosophical insights into the nature 
of images in contemporary society. This concept suggests that films 
constantly transform and evolve, reflecting the fluid nature of re-
ality and perception. We can apply it to analyze how films function 
as cultural artefacts, constantly reshaping our understanding of 
reality and memory through their evolving visual and narrative 
forms.

Film as a Medium for Constructing Memory with the 
Image’s Immateriality

When one knows that something will soon be removed from 
one’s gaze, that thing becomes an image (Benjamin, 2006, 
115).
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The philosopher Henri Bergson, diverging from a purely materi-
alistic view of the world, introduces the concept of reality as com-
prising not only physical objects but also images (Bergson, 1911). 
These images serve as mediators of collective memory, referring 
to the shared experiences, traditions and cultural narratives that 
shape a community or society’s identity and understanding of the 
world. Bergson’s non-traditional perspective enriches our under-
standing of how subjective experience and memory contribute to 
our perception of reality and our place within it. In other words, 
Bergson speaks of the interconnectedness of human experience be-
yond empirical observation.
	 Reproducible technologies like film and photography have 
profoundly altered the relationship between history and material-
ity. Before the advent of digitalization, Walter Benjamin (2008) ar-
gued that the reproduction of images threatened the authority of 
the ‘object’. However, in the digital era, the exponential growth in 
the production and reproduction of virally shared and endlessly re-
produced imagery has changed. In contrast to Benjamin, artist and 
critic Hito Steyerl associates the value of the reproducible image 
with its ‘usability’. With each download, post, like and share, the 
value of the image grows, establishing a new approach to dissemi-
nation and archiving. In digital environments, Steyerl (2010; 2012, 
52) addresses the concept of decay symptoms:

It is a complete mystification to think of the digital image 
as a shiny immortal clone of itself. On the contrary, not even 
the digital image is outside history. It bears the bruises of its 
crashes with politics and violence. ... The bruises of images are 
its glitches and artifacts, the traces of its rips and transfers.

Steyerl explores the concept of objectivity and examines how im-
ages alter the relationship between subject and object in identifi-
cation. She shifts perspective. In her essayistic video, How Not to 
Be Seen: A Fucking Didactic Educational.MOV File (Steyerl, 2013), 
inspired by a Monty Python sketch from 1970, she teaches various 
strategies for remaining ‘unseen’ in the digital environment. Stey-
erl’s concepts offer a new approach to digital archives and digital 
heritage, providing a fresh perspective on materiality in digital en-
vironments.
	 Additionally, theorist, writer and curator Claudia Giannetti 
(2021, 66-93) introduces the concept of the ‘ecology of images and 
media’ to illustrate how our visual environment is saturated with 
‘hyper-representations’ – highly mediated, filtered and manipulat-
ed images that claim to reflect reality but instead distort it. These 
‘hyper-representations’, constructed through layers of filtering, 
editing and curation, present a version of reality that acts as a 
fragmented mirror. In our daily interactions, we often fail to rec-
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ognize how they shape and alter our understanding of the world. 
Giannetti’s concept challenges us to rethink the ‘truths’ conveyed 
in our image-saturated world, urging us to question the reliability 
and interpretations of media content sources. The ‘ecology of im-
ages and media’ invites us to examine how multimedia affects our 
understanding of contemporary issues, events and even our identi-
ties. It encourages us to critically reflect on the media shaping our 
worldview, distinguishing between generated narratives and the 
complex realities they represent.

Film Experience: Cinematic Space as a Sequence of Images

Chantal Akerman reflects on the perception of time in cinema:

When you read a text, you’re in your own time. That is not the 
case in film. In fact, in film, you’re dominated by my time. But 
time is different for everyone. Five minutes isn’t the same thing 
for you as it is for me... (Rosen, 2004).

Ronald Barthes notices: ‘Do I add, to the images in movies? I don’t 
think so; I don’t have time: in front of the screen, I am not free to 
shut my eyes; otherwise, opening them again, I would not discov-
er the same image’ (Barthes, 1981, 55). Seeing a film half a century 
ago was a different experience than it is today, with the ability to 
manipulate, stop, fast-forward, rewind and replay movies easily at 
will. New technologies, particularly the advent of video recorders, 
DVDs, personal computers and smartphones, recontextualize all 
media in various ways. According to David Company (2007), the 
complete film experience, with its particular way of viewing known 
as ‘the integral film’, is over, despite cinema studies’ efforts to pre-
serve it. New viewing techniques are reshaping this ‘old object’. 
Cinema is no longer exclusive to specialists; it has entered the do-
mestic sphere.
	 Jacques Rancière (2009) asserts the emancipation of the spec-
tator. Today, spectators, unlinked from the physical space of the 
cinema, engage with the medium as active participants and can 
manipulate it more easily than ever before. Time unfolds before 
and after the cinematic experience, especially through virtual ex-
tensions on social media, where they ‘mix, remix and republish 
visual content in a constant flow of images’ (Duarte, 2022, 11).
	 In the post-digital era, moving images are in our hands, 
on our wrists, in our pockets and on walls that have turned into 
screens – essentially, everywhere around us.
	 Victor Burgin (2004), drawing on Michel Foucault’s lecture 
‘On Other Spaces’ (Foucault, 1986), refers to ‘cinematic heteroto-
pia’, a network of distinct yet overlapping interfaces and viewing 
habits where images undergo delays and replays, storage and ad-
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vertising and occasionally serve as replacements for actual images 
from memory. According to Burgin, memory is spontaneously or-
ganized into a succession of short-sequence images through inter-
actions between an individual and their cinematic environment, 
creating a narrative. He provides a compelling perspective on re-
visiting cinematic spaces methodically, seeing them as sequences 
of images, especially with the concept of the still image, which is 
closer to the process of remembering than film. Burgin’s concept 
highlights how effectively still images capture the operation of 
memory, often storing moments as vivid, fragmented sensations 
rather than seamless, fluid sequences. We engage with cinemat-
ic spaces in a way that allows each frame to convey its own mood, 
emotion and spatial significance by seeing film as a collection of 
distinct images rather than a continuous narrative. Within this 
methodological lens, each image uniquely contributes to the spa-
tial and emotional layers of the story, enabling a more thorough 
analysis of how film constructs meaning. This process deepens our 
understanding of how films affect and resonate within the viewer’s 
memory landscape, allowing cinematic spaces to transcend their 
immediate on-screen representation and embed themselves in per-
sonal memory as a series of powerful, isolated experiences.
	 Our understanding of film shifts with this analytical ap-
proach, which reveals how each frame’s spatial composition and 
emotional undertones combine to create a comprehensive, memo-
ry-like experience that is both intensely personal and universally 
accessible. By analyzing a film as a series of images, we can explore 
the multifaceted nature of spatial construction, narrative devel-
opment and the emotional resonance intrinsic to cinematic story
telling. This method not only enhances our understanding of film 
as an art form but also enriches our appreciation for how cinematic 
spaces unfold and resonate with viewers and their environments.

Conclusion: Liquid Cinematic Space as a Counter-Archive

Our existence unfolds across both space and time, compelling us 
to consider ourselves within these interwoven realms that contin-
uously shape our perception and understanding of the world. In-
stead of providing definitive answers, this exploration suggests 
that space is fluid, time is an asterisk, and daily life remains un-
predictable – especially in the context of climate change. Recogniz-
ing how technology has historically framed society enables us to 
better anticipate how current cinematic developments might influ-
ence the future. In this context, the act of revealing – rather than 
merely conveying a message -adds critical value to both analysis 
and interpretation.
	 The essence of cinema lies not merely in its capacity to repro-
duce physical reality, but in its potential to interpret, reconstruct, 
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and reimagine that reality in meaningful ways. In this regard, film 
operates not as a passive observer but as an active agent – inviting 
viewers to experience reality as a dynamic construct shaped by the 
interplay of image, narrative, and emotion.
	 When perceived as ‘liquid,’ cinematic space becomes a site 
where traditional structures of memory and history are disman-
tled and reimagined. Its ability to challenge conventional notions 
of space, time, and memory allows cinematic space to emerge as a 
counter-archive. These fluid spaces invite audiences to engage with 
history and memory in subjective, fragmented ways. By provid-
ing alternative visual and narrative representations of the past, 
cinema challenges the rigidity of traditional archives. In doing so, 
it empowers cinematic spaces to question and redefine dominant 
historical narratives, preserving overlooked or marginalized expe-
riences and voices. This transformative potential enables cinema 
to turn the fixed into the fluid, reconfiguring spatial records into 
living, evolving forms of cultural memory. Through the study of 
these cinematic spaces, we may uncover new methods for archiving 
memory-methods that honour both heritage and the future – while 
deepening our understanding of how profoundly moving images 
shape our environments.
	 When analyzed through the lens of ‘liquid modernity,’ cine-
matic space reveals its mutable nature, mirroring contemporary 
uncertainties marked by climate change and accelerated techno-
logical development. As we navigate this mediated ecology, critical 
engagement becomes essential for understanding how such spaces 
influence identity, memory, and the narratives that link our past to 
the futures we imagine.
	 In contemporary cinema, spatial representation frequent-
ly mirrors the complexity and instability of modern life. Employ-
ing computer-generated technology (CGI), fragmented editing, and 
non-linear storytelling, filmmakers transcend static forms to em-
phasize movement, transformation, and unpredictability. These 
cinematic spaces open up new narrative possibilities, offering im-
mersive and multifaceted experiences. By embracing fluid envi-
ronments, filmmakers challenge traditional spatial boundaries, 
crafting worlds that blur the distinctions between reality and 
imagination, the physical and the virtual – both in the past and 
today.
	 Although film inherently captures life’s motion and resists 
immobility, analyzing it through still images remains a productive 
and insightful method. Isolating individual frames allows us to 
pause the flow of time and examine them as discrete compositions. 
Each still encapsulates a moment within the broader narrative, re-
vealing deliberate choices in framing, lighting, and symbolism that 
might otherwise be overlooked in the continuous movement of a se-
quence.
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While some films present information too explicitly – leav-
ing little space for discovery – others invite viewers to notice sub-
tle details and embrace multiple interpretations. These films, in 
which images stimulate critical reflection rather than overwhelm, 
are particularly valuable for archival preservation, regardless of 
genre.

Though it may seem as if we have seen it all before, revisiting 
cinematic spaces with fresh eyes – setting aside prior knowledge 
and cultural biases – can reveal new insights. By accepting the 
fragility, transience, and vulnerability of ever-changing spaces, we 
become more attuned to their dynamic nature, thereby deepening 
our appreciation of them. This shift in perspective can strength-
en our relationship with the environment: welcoming change and 
impermanence fosters a heightened sensitivity to the delicate bal-
ance that shapes both cinematic and real-world spaces. In doing so, 
we are invited to rethink and adapt our values, acknowledging and 
embracing the transient and interconnected nature of the world 
around us.

Figure 1: A graphic representation of André Gardies’ four types of cinemat-
ic spaces, expanded through Jacques Lévy’s concepts of space, with a par-
ticular focus on diegetic space, further enriched by Fernández Contreras’ 
insights into the performative aspects of space. Nina Bačun, 2024.
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Figure 2: Composition of still images from Hiroshima, Mon Amour 
(Resnais, 1959). © No further use allowed.
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Figure 3: Composition of still images from Toute la mémoire du monde 
(Resnais, 1956). © No further use allowed.
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Rhythms of 
Rural Life 
Behind the 
Dikes
Peter Veer

Documentary films offer valuable insights into the societal 
and ecological impacts of large-scale water management 
projects, yet their narratives often reflect dominant ide-
ological perspectives. This essay explores how historical 
Dutch documentaries framed rural life and environmental 
transformations, focusing on three government-distribut-
ed films: Eiland van vertrouwen (Island of Faith; Fernhout, 
1950), Luctor et Emergo (I Struggle and Emerge; Van Essen, 
1956), and Van oud naar nieuw (From the Old to the New; 
Penning, 1957).
Drawing from theories in film and cultural studies, I ana-
lyze these films using close viewing and audiovisual rhet-
oric methods to reveal their underlying messages. I in-
troduce the concept of ‘engineering films’ – a genre that 
highlights technical processes while neglecting the lived 
experiences of local communities. Inspired by Henri Lefe-
bvre’s concept of rhythmanalysis, I reflect on the rhythms 
of rural life and the ways audiovisual narratives construct 
perceptions of landscape and modernization.
This interdisciplinary approach underscores the impor-
tance of critically engaging with historical media to under-
stand past infrastructural projects and their long-term so-
cial and ecological consequences, bridging the gap between 
technical disciplines and the humanities.
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Introduction

Documentaries can offer valuable insights into the societal and 
ecological implications of large-scale water management projects 
in the past, present and future. Like other media, films are full of 
information, profound or hidden messages and meanings. The lan-
guages of images and audiovisuals are very well equipped to trans-
mit these cultural and ideological convictions (Hall, 1997). But how 
can the cultural meanings about social and physical environments 
in the films be unveiled?

In my doctoral thesis Framing the Dutch Landscape (Veer, 
2020a and 2020b) I studied the film practises of the Dutch Min
istry of Agriculture in the period from 1945-1985. The corpus is 
the extensive collection of 533 informative films distributed by the 
Film Unit of the Ministry. In the study I also analyzed the produc-
tion, distribution and promotional practices connected to the films. 
In this essay I will use ‘societal and ecological implications’ as key 
concepts to elaborate on the films. I will focus on three productions 
in the collection of the Ministry: Eiland van vertrouwen (Island of 
Faith; Fernhout, 1950), Luctor et Emergo (I Struggle and Emerge; 
Van Essen, 1956), and Van oud naar nieuw (From the Old to the 
New; Penning, 1957). Using the last film as an example, I will ex-
plain an experimental research tool to unveil the hidden meanings 
from the storyline and in the audiovisual layers of a film (Hesling 
& Peters, 1985; Hall, 1997; Banks, 2001; Vos, 2004; Van Leeuwen, 
2005; Rose, 2012). The work of the French sociologist and philoso
pher Henri Lefebvre (1992) on rhythmanalysis is a major source 
of inspiration for this essay. However, I begin with a personal anec-
dote.

Anecdote: Some Rhythms of Rural Life

On a cold and wet day in May 2024, I installed myself behind the 
computer. That afternoon, I dived further into the information 
about the TU Delft project ‘Reporting space, time and everyday life 
in the delta’. The Instagram account ‘Reporting the Delta’ (2024) 
gives an impression of about 65 films studied in the project. One 
reel in particular drew my intention: Als het water stijgt (When the 
Water Rises) from 1975. This shows part of the story of one of the 
many reinforcements of the dike near Dodewaard, in the Betuwe 
region along the river Waal, the majestic main stream of the Rhine 
in the Dutch delta. I felt I needed more information about the his-
toric context of that film, as the Waal was personally important to 
me.

When I was young in the 1960s and 70s, I cycled over this 
dike very frequently (Figure 1). My parents were fruit farmers 
with tens of thousands of apple, pear and cherry trees. My primary 
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school was in the village nearby and every morning and afternoon 
my siblings and I biked along the river, all year around. In early 
spring, when the snow in the Alps melts and there is a lot of rain 
in the Upper Rhine Basin, the floodplains on the river side of the 
dike change from lowland meadows into an inland sea. With strong 
winds and heavy rains, the waves crashed almost to the top of the 
dike. Although we pedalled extra fast, we often arrived at school 
late, a bit breathless and soaking wet.
	 Later in the season, crops are sown, and calves, piglets and 
chicks are born. On the weekends we saw tourists in cars and 
buses admiring the fruit trees in full bloom. In the summer, all 
kinds of grain, hay and other crops were harvested. The water 
level in the river decreased, the freight ships came by only par-
tially loaded, and we swam in a small lake that was the result of a 
historic dike breach. In the autumn, apples and pears were picked; 
the sugar beet harvest trucks with clay on their wheels made the 
roads slippery. Trees lost their leaves; the cattle were put in the 
stables. In cold winters we could skate on De Strang, a quiet an-
cient river branch just along the dike.
	 A few days later in 2024, I visited the village of my youth and 
cycled on the dike again. At first sight the rhythms of daily life had 
hardly changed over the previous decades. I took a picture on the 
same location where Als het water stijgt (Boelens, 1975) was shot 
about fifty years ago. I asked myself what I could contribute to the 
group of professionals who are managing the Instagram account. 
What else is needed, except a proper translation of the voiceover 
text, to understand the Dutch-language film? These questions are 
important to learn more from the films making up the rich historic 
corpus of Dutch documentaries. How can hidden significance and 
meanings be distilled out of these films, most of which are embed-
ded in Dutch culture and regional history? What basic film analy-
sis techniques could help scientists to better understand the films 
about the large-scale, technology-based infrastructural works and 
their impact on citizens and their daily lives in the past, present 
and the future?	
	 The film Als het water stijgt is about the reinforcement of the 
dike in the first years of the 1970s. On Instagram only a short part 
of the film is presented. A male voiceover speaks in Dutch. The 
images change slowly. They are all wide-angle; no close-ups are 
shown. The focus of the images is on large excavators and diggers, 
on piles of sand and clay; no people are portrayed. The represented 
space is a construction site and the storyline shows the rhythms of 
the large machinery and their operators.
	 Due to my personal connection to this place, I can tell lots of 
stories about the cultural and historical context of Als het water 
stijgt, such as the local impact of dike breaches in former centuries. 
I know the stories I was told about the floods in the low-lying cen-
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tre of the Betuwe during the winter of 1944, when the region was 
a battlefield after the failure of the Market Garden operations. I 
know what the dike looked like when I was a boy.
	 In Als het water stijgt, the experienced space and time of the 
local community in that period is hardly represented. The frag-
ments highlight efforts to prevent future dike breaches and detail 
the technical execution of the reinforcement works. No images are 
shown of people living in the region, how they used the dike, no 
stories told about what houses were demolished; no inkling that 
the works caused traffic congestion for many months because the 
dike was the only connection to other villages and regional towns. 
I know there were also positive consequences: the Betuwe became 
a safer place due to reducing the risk of flooding, the reallocation 
of the local garbage dump, and the new, wider dike could accom-
modate the growing traffic flow better. So, the film gives hardly 
any clues about the impact of the large-scale water management 
projects on the dike on the local people. Due to the reinforcement 
works the old river branch De Strang, a unique ecosystem, was re-
designed. In the 1970s the impact of public works on the natural 
environment was a minor issue. That is probably why Als het water 
stijgt gives no insight in the consequences of the works for the local 
ecology.
	 To learn more about the societal and ecological implications 
of the dike reinforcement I could suggest other films, which show 
why and how dike reinforcements were conducted, but also por-
tray the social resistance that such projects evoked in local com-
munities. A selection can be found on the Mijn Gelderland web-
site (2024). Other films give insights into the events in 1995, when 
the water rose to extremely high levels, the river dikes almost 
broke and 250,000 people in the region had to evacuate from their 
homes and farms (NOS, 2020). Other dike reinforcements are now 
planned by the regional water board Waterschap Rivierenland. Yet, 
Als het water stijgt gives me a starting point to elaborate on what 
can be learned from historical documentary films about everyday 
rural life in the Dutch delta.
	
Films in Their Cultural-Historical Context

My first viewing of Als het water stijgt (Boelens, 1975) as a film his-
torian raised many questions. Who were the commissioner and the 
filmmaker and what audience did they have in mind? What was 
the message they intended to convey to their public? What did this 
movie contribute to the specific societal debates about dike rein-
forcements in the 1970s? To answer these questions, we may dive 
into the discipline of film studies.
	 Basically, the medium of film consists of two simultaneous-
ly presented lines of information: moving images and sounds. Both 



21
4

R
h

yt
h

m
s 

o
f 

R
u

ra
l L

if
e 

B
eh

in
d

 t
h

e 
D

ik
es

lines compose a third layer, that of meaning. Filmmakers combine 
the creative arts, crafts and techniques of image and sound design 
and of cinematographic storytelling. Film is a technology-based, 
modern medium, invented almost at the same time at the end of 
the nineteenth century in France, the United Kingdom and the 
United States. From the beginning of the film, it was obvious that 
it would have significant impacts on societies, norms and values of 
people all over the world. According to a famous anecdote, at the 
first presentations of the film L’arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ci-
otat (Lumière & Lumière 1895) in Paris, the audience, out of fear 
the train would run over them, screamed out and hid themselves 
on the floor.
	 Genres in film history are groups of audiovisuals with for in-
stance common production techniques, corresponding forms, styles, 
similar themes, subjects or likewise purposes. In film there are two 
main genres with no strict distinctive characterizations: ‘fiction 
films’ are mostly seen as a product of human fantasy and meant 
for entertaining and making profit. The starting point of ‘non-fic-
tion’ or a documentary is in the real world; the experienced space 
and time can be far away or close by, in the past, present and fu-
ture. These films are mostly used for information, education and 
communication. Still, the taxonomy in audiovisual genres is not 
well defined and the boundaries are vague. In film studies a doc-
umentary is mostly seen as an artistic piece of work that also re-
flects the creative vision of the author or maker (Monaco, 2009; 
Nichols, 2010).
	 The term ‘documentary’ was coined by the Scottish filmmak-
er, producer and researcher J. Grierson in 1926. An early applica-
tion of the medium of (documentary) film in science was in anthro-
pology. One of the few films he directed himself was Drifters (1929) 
about the work and living conditions of British herring fishermen. 
The rhythms in the montage of this film can be seen as a cine-
matographic translation of the difficult life of these people, on their 
boats, in the harbour, in the fish processing industry and during 
the distribution to the consumers in towns and cities. Still, docu-
mentary films could raise debates. The documentary Nanook of the 
North by Robert J. Flaherty (1922) is a famous but controversial 
example. It pretended to report on the everyday life of indigenous 
people in Canada. However, in contradiction to the anthropologi-
cal paradigm and the claim of the film itself, some sequences were 
staged. In the montage, the filmmaker did not respect the order 
and rhythm in life of the Inuit people.
	 Film history shows that audiovisual stories can contribute to 
major social changes. An example is the use of films by the young 
Soviet Union in the 1920s and 30s to promote the ‘New Man’. For 
instance, in Old and New or The General Line directed by Sergei 
Eisenstein (1929) about communist rural reform in Ukraine, Ei-
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senstein developed a new film language based on montage and 
rhythms. Another example is the way in which Hollywood films 
still export the ‘American Dream’ across the world. Audio-visual 
media are thus the most dominant in spreading norms and values 
worldwide. Although many films are shown around the globe, there 
is no well-defined universal film language. Even when the film-
makers and the audience live in the same time period and share 
the same dominant culture, there is room for debate and misun-
derstandings. The message the makers intend to communicate can 
differ from the meanings the audience creates in their minds.
	 An interesting historical perspective for this essay is that of 
‘user films’. This is a collective term for educational and instruc-
tional films, corporate and advertising productions. These genres 
have in common that the message is intended to be instrumental 
to the commissioner. Already in the 1920s, large companies in the 
United States such as the Ford Motor Corporation and the finan-
cial company Western Union started to use films to regulate work 
processes according to the ideas of business experts like Frederick 
W. Taylor (1856-1915). By showing films, the management want-
ed to familiarize the staff with the routines, norms and values that 
applied to the work in their companies. The aim was mainly to pre-
vent mistakes. These films extended to marketing and information 
and also to non-commercial environments such as education, pub-
lic information and healthcare. They are, in line with Foucault’s 
philosophy, an institutionalized tool of cultural power to increase 
productivity in society (Hall, 1997, 44-51) In this way, audiovi
suals are a very powerful medium to inform people, influence their 
attitude and even change norms and values in societies. Just like 
other cultural products, film is part of a societal exchange of ideas. 
A filmmaker, who often works on behalf of a commissioner, has the 
intention to contribute to a debate. In archive films, the production 
represents in one way or another the issues that were important in 
a specific region in a certain period of time (Hediger & Vondereau, 
2009; Acland & Wasson, 2011; Hediger, 2024).
	 Als het water stijgt (Boelens, 1975) was kept in archives for 
almost fifty years. I presume that nowadays, I am one of the few 
people watching this production, as it recalls personal memo-
ries. Yet, the film will have a different meaning for the machinist 
shown in the film, the director of the regional water board or even 
my classmates at my primary school. And I am sure these mean-
ings differ from the message the filmmaker intended to transmit. 
So, the combination of moving images and sounds makes films 
multi-interpretable. How to find clues about the significance of an 
image, a clip, a sequence, a film?
	 In cultural studies, close reading is a well-known technique 
to analyze written texts and draw conclusions about the meanings 
of the story that remain hidden in everyday reading and sketchy 
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scanning of phrases. A similar ‘close viewing’ technique can be 
used when analyzing films. Close listening to the voiceover of Als 
het water stijgt makes clear that it does not use the regional di-
alect. It uses a grammatically passive way of speaking, is full of 
technical jargon and has an abstract tone. The fragment provides 
no information about the agent who was responsible for the rein-
forcement of the dike or who commissioned the film. The image 
line focuses on large machinery. The film does not include a social 
point of view and shows no empathy with the local inhabitants. 
The aim of the production is probably not to inform people in other 
villages about upcoming reinforcement projects. The film does not 
contribute to the serious societal debates going on in that peri-
od about the technocratic decision-making processes and working 
methods of dike reinforcement projects, which destroyed cultural 
heritage 50 kilometres downstream in the village of Brakel.

The voiceover and the image line give the impression that 
the filmmaker addresses their argument to technical engineers or 
other experts. My preliminary conclusion is that this film was com-
missioned by either the contractor of the excavation works or the 
technical unit of the regional water board responsible for the rein-
forcement of the dike. The intended audience would be colleagues, 
in order to convince them of the technical skills involved. The con-
tractor was probably looking for new assignments.

Als het water stijgt can be seen as an example of an ‘engineer-
ing film’. I will discuss this genre of audiovisual productions fur-
ther in this essay. This is a genre of films that focus on the techni-
cal practices of specific working processes. The films in this genre 
were mostly commissioned by engineers, who saw colleagues in the 
sector as the target group. The aim of an engineering film is to dis-
play technical craftmanship. This genre is also present in the col-
lection of informative films of the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture.

Dominant Land Use in the Dutch Delta: Agriculture

By nature, due to the fertile arable soils and the mild climate, land 
use in the Dutch delta is dominated by agriculture. To understand 
the rural life on the Dutch islands and in its polders, a discussion 
of farming and agricultural land is required. In the Netherlands, 
the Industrial Revolution started late around 1850. Steam engines 
made ships faster; trains opened up the countryside. The import of 
cheap grain from Ukraine and the Americas lifted the regional re-
strictions of the ‘Malthusian trap’.

In the First World War the Netherlands was neutral; com-
pared to Belgium, France or Germany the negative consequences 
of the war were relatively small. But after World War II, the coun-
try was ruined, and many people had been murdered or wounded. 
Society was in complete chaos. The urban population had suffered 
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from severe hunger in the final winter of the war. Rural sociogra-
phers observed that in large parts of the countryside many peas-
ants were very poor and lived in unhealthy conditions in huts and 
hovels. In 1945, the production of these small farms did not rise 
above subsistence; there was hardly any surplus to bring to the 
market. The agriculture production techniques were backward and 
could not guarantee enough food at low prices for an industrializ-
ing society (Bieleman, 2008; Blom, 2017; De Haas, 2013; Davids & 
‘t Hart, 2023).

Although in the last eighty years the Netherlands urbanized 
and industrialized rapidly, in 2021 agriculture still used about 54% 
of the national surface. This is more than in most other countries 
in western Europe except Denmark. It is astonishing that this rel-
atively small country is number two on the global list of agricul-
tural exporters after the United States (World Bank, 2024). These 
remarkable facts are the results of intensive structural policies of 
the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture in the period from 1945-1985, 
roughly in the Delta Works era.

The first Dutch Minister of Agriculture after World War II 
was the social democrat, former farmer and resistance fighter 
Sicco Mansholt (1908-1995). From 1957 to 1973, he was the first 
European commissioner for agriculture. In the reconstruction pe-
riod just after World War II, Mansholt introduced a series of in-
tegrated rural development policies. The original aims were to 
increase agricultural production to ensure enough food for Euro-
peans after the famine in the winter of 1944-45, to ensure suffi-
cient foreign exchange to repair the national war damage and to 
diminish poverty in the countryside. His major sources of inspira-
tion were the New Deal policy of US President F. D. Roosevelt to 
combat the 1929 Great Depression and the Tennessee Valley rural 
development project (Ellwood, 1989). The Marshall Plan import-
ed these ideas and promoted the ‘American Rural Dream’ in the 
Netherlands. Mansholt was the main promoter of the transition 
‘from traditional to modern’.

Land consolidation (ruilverkaveling) was an essential part of 
the government programme to implement these agricultural poli-
cies. Land consolidation consisted of readjustments and rearrange-
ments of fragmented land parcels and their ownership in regional 
projects. These projects were also used to improve rural infrastruc-
ture, water management systems and physical living conditions. 
This ‘rural makeover’ made the increase of agricultural produc-
tion possible. Land consolidation had significant social and ecolog-
ical implications on approximately two-thirds of the rural area in 
the Netherlands. To put the policy in practice, the new discipline 
of rural civil engineering (Cultuurtechniek) was created at the Ag-
ricultural University in Wageningen. The researchers at Wagen-
ingen University developed the programs on behalf of the Minis-
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try of Agriculture. Besides rural civil engineering, other disciplines 
like agricultural business administration, rural sociology, commu-
nication sciences and landscape architecture emerged and flour-
ished. Specialists educated in Wageningen became the technical 
and social engineers charged with carrying out the land consolida-
tion projects. The Land Consolidation Service (Cultuurtechnische 
Dienst), part of the Ministry of Agriculture, coordinated the nation-
al program and the regional projects. Local and regional author-
ities such as municipalities, provincial governments and water 
boards were involved. Landowners, farmers and later also tenants 
had voting rights regarding the projects, since, in order to carry out 
the regional projects, the government needed the cooperation of 
the agricultural communities (Andela, 2000; Bieleman, 2004).
	 During land consolidation projects all over the country, in-
tensive communications took place to promote modern working 
practices and lifestyles for the farmers, their wives and families 
(Figure 2). New communication techniques developed in the USA, 
such as film, were implemented (Van den Ban, 1982; Rogers, 2003; 
Karel, 2005). At the Ministry of Agriculture, a special department, 
the film unit, was active from 1945 to 1985. In these four decades, 
the unit managed and distributed a total of 533 films. These films 
were shown all over the nation at meetings of farmers and their 
families to disseminate all kinds of ideas about efficient agricul-
tural techniques and modern rural life. In probably all the villages 
along the dikes, on the islands and in the polders of the delta, the 
local people saw at least some of these productions. All these films 
tell us something about the changes in the rhythms in daily rural 
life in all the regions along the rivers and shores.
	 Due to the national land consolidation program, about two-
thirds of the agricultural land underwent a complete makeover. 
The look and feel of large parts of the Dutch landscape of today are 
determined by the design principles of the programme to stimulate 
efficient agriculture production. Even in regions which most people 
nowadays appreciate as ‘traditional’ and picturesque, the layout of 
fields, roads, waterways and tree lines is relatively new. Good ex-
amples are the former islands in South-Holland and Zeeland and 
the land in the polders along the rivers Rhine, Waal and Meuse 
(Andela, 2000; Blom 2017).
	
Two Dutch Agricultural Films about the Disastrous 1953 
Flood

In Bewogen landschap (Veer, 2020) I analyze two films made by 
the Ministry of Agriculture that explore the social and ecolog-
ical implications of the Delta Works. They represent different 
approaches to filmmaking. The first film, Eiland van vertrouw-
en (Fernhout, 1950),  is set on the island of Walcheren. After the 
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opening sequence, a picturesque impression is given of a farmer 
ploughing his field by horse power. Images of traditional land-
scapes and rural life are shown. In 1944, the last year of World 
War II, for strategic reasons the island was deliberately flood-
ed by the Allied Forces to liberate the port of Antwerp from nazi 
Germany. Although this flooding was man-made and only ravaged 
one island, the aftermath can be seen as a prelude to the disas-
trous 1953 storm floods that killed many more people and ani-
mals, and destroyed vast numbers of communities and large sur-
faces of arable land.
	 Eiland van vertrouwen focuses on the government policy to 
reclaim land from the sea and to redesign and re-parcel the agri-
cultural plots. The film reports the experiences of two local farm-
ing families suffering and recovering from the flood. To make their 
land fertile again, they are guided by rural extension officers. They 
also give the farmers a perspective on the future as free agricultur-
al entrepreneurs. The state creates a new landscape for the farm-
ers to work efficiently, so they can contribute to the food supply of 
the Dutch and European population (Figure 3).
	 In the resolution of the story, the Maljaars family stays on 
the rehabilitated island. The Wisse family leases a new farm in the 
newly reclaimed Noordoostpolder (Northeast Polder) and leaves 
Walcheren. The rational design of the Northeast Polder is present-
ed as most suitable, even ideal, for agricultural land use.
	 The film gives insight into how the two farming families cope 
with the impact of the flood of saltwater on their land. Set in the 
direct aftermath of World War II, ecological themes were not at the 
forefront of society’s agenda. But the film pays attention to cul-
tural heritage, to the destructive force of the saltwater, the heal-
ing power of the rain, the first harvests, the planting of trees and 
a surviving mouse. The civil servants and agricultural engineers 
leading the redevelopment of the island were well aware of ecolog-
ical and heritage values (Andela, 2000). I assume they discussed 
their motives with the filmmaker. Looking back, the ‘Walcheren ap-
proach’ also can be seen as an unintended ‘final rehearsal’ for how 
the Dutch government dealt with the disastrous flooding in the 
south-west in 1953. In the ‘country created by the Dutch / where 
in all regions / the voice of the water / with its endless disasters / is 
feared and obeyed’ (Marsman, 1936), the floods caused a national 
trauma. The nation was in mourning, but the flooding also gener-
ated a great social connectedness and energy. Large-scale national 
and even international aid programmes were set up. The practi-
cal Delta Works started even before they were passed into law by 
Parliament in 1958. The law not only initiated the building of the 
protecting dams, it also put an end to the isolated island culture. 
In most smaller harbour towns, fishing economies died. The law set 
the nation-wide standards for flood safety. These norms were the 
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motive for reinforcement works in all coastal areas and inwards 
along the rivers, such as in Dodewaard.
	 The second film, Luctor et Emergo (Van Essen, 1956) tells the 
story of the island of Schouwen-Duivenland just after the 1953 
flood (Figures 4 and 5). The title is also the motto of the Zeeland 
province: ‘I struggle and emerge’ – from the sea, obviously. The 
opening sequence shows that the film was commissioned by Gront-
mij NV, a rural development company. The focus in this film is not 
on the farmers and their work and lives, but on the heroic techni-
cal enterprise that Grontmij conducted. The voiceover relates how 
soil rehabilitation took place. The images show large excavators 
and diggers, vans at work in piles of sand and clay. In this produc-
tion, people are portrayed: hard-working blue-collar workmen and 
a few white-collar technical engineers. In the frames there are no 
women, no children, no farmers or other people who lived on the is-
land before or after the floods.
	 Like in the resolution of Eiland van vertrouwen, the image 
line in the last sequence shows a representation of modern agri-
culture, followed by a ‘traditional’ representation: after the large 
combine harvesting machine has harvested the field, the straw is 
pulled up on a cart by manpower and driven to the farm by a horse. 
The voiceover says: ‘now the time is coming up when the farmers 
of Schouwen-Duivenland will work on the land and have rich har-
vests from soils that were almost destroyed forever by our heredi-
tary enemy, the water’. At the end the bombastic voice refers to the 
contribution that Grontmij made to Luctor et Emergo.
	 This film gives no impression of how the local people of 
Schouwen-Duivenland experienced the flood and the large-scale 
civil and water management engineering works. On the other 
hand, it shows the enormous enterprise that had to be conducted 
to give agriculture and rural life a new start. The film represents 
the rhythm of life of the civil engineers, the workers, the large ma-
chinery. Although the Delta Works as a whole can be seen as a 
large-scale ecological intervention, in Luctor et Emergo (Van Essen, 
1956) the theme of how to deal with nature is absent. Like Als het 
water stijgt (Boelens, 1975) this film fits the category of what I de-
scribe as an engineering film. With the film, Grontmij shows its 
skills to its potential clients and the general public. The firm aims 
to increase their business in the reconstruction of the islands and 
polders in the delta.

Analysis of the Film Van oud naar nieuw (1957)

My intention in this section is to illustrate how an initial film anal-
ysis can be conducted by urban scientists and water management 
engineers. This approach provides a research strategy and method
ological framework for extracting the historical societal and eco-
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logical implications of large-scale environmental interventions 
from archival films. A more comprehensive description of this cine-
matographic method, specifically for analyzing documentaries, in-
formational and promotional films, is provided in Veer (2020a and 
2020b).
	 This rhetorical analysis method is designed to reveal mean-
ings within an audiovisual work that remain unnoticed during 
casual viewings, whether in cinemas or educational and infor-
mational settings. As a case study, I chose Van oud naar nieuw 
(From the Old to the New; Penning, 1957), a key production from 
the Ministry of Agriculture’s promotional film collection. The film 
documents a land consolidation project in the Maas en Waal-West 
area, located on the south bank of the Waal, inland from the Delta, 
across the river from Dodewaard. During this period, just after 
World War II, one of the first integrated rural development projects 
was undertaken here, parallel to the post-1953 flood reconstruction 
efforts in the southwestern Netherlands.
	 The film is structured in a format reminiscent of a Hollywood 
feature film. The protagonist, Van den Akker (Figure 6), a peasant, 
struggles under the weight of his burdens while dreaming of a bet-
ter future. By the end of the narrative, Van den Akker is a content 
farmer, fully committed to the modernization of agriculture and 
rural life. A copy of this production with English subtitles is avail-
able in the Framing the Dutch Landscape series playlist on You-
Tube (Veer, 2024).
	 In this analytical approach, a film is treated as a rhetorical 
artifact, part of a broader societal discourse. The sender (film-
maker or institution) employs rhetorical techniques to persuade 
the receiver (viewer). The key components of this analysis include 
its claims and its warrants. Claims are defined as the film’s core 
arguments, often embedded in the spoken narrative (voiceover). 
The warrants offer the justification for these claims, often pre-
sented visually rather than through abstract verbal statements. 
In Van oud naar nieuw, visual metaphors embedded in the real 
world function as warrants, reinforcing the film’s ideological mes-
sage.
	 In cultural studies, key concepts serve as analytical tools to 
structure and interpret meaning in texts, images and films. Com-
mon key concepts in film studies include problems, dominant val-
ues, wishes and dreams. Each research project may require spe-
cific additional key concepts derived from historical and cultural 
contexts. For this analysis, inspiration was drawn from the work of 
Hofstee (1960). In the same period that Van oud naar nieuw was 
produced, Hofstee formulated his sociographical theory on modern 
and traditional cultural patterns. His hypothesis suggested that 
to overcome the socio-economic stagnation of traditional rural life, 
the countryside and its inhabitants must be transformed through 
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carefully planned development projects – turning peasants into ef-
ficient farmers and ideal rural citizens in well-structured, modern 
environments (Hofstee, 1960; see Van den Ban, 1982).
	 The key concepts in this context correspond to the rhetorical 
structure of the film. To locate key sequences, one must analyze the 
voiceover in relation to these key concepts. Similar to close reading 
in literary analysis, sequences where the spoken text explicitly ref-
erences to key concepts constitute the core argument of the film. In 
a newly created ‘inventory film’, the most meaningful rhetorical se-
quences of Van oud naar nieuw were compiled. This inventory film, 
a short audiovisual work, is titled AV Rhetoric Analysis, Invento-
ry Film 2, Representation ‘Landscape’ 1957; it is available in the 
Framing the Dutch Landscape playlist (Veer, 2024). For the theme 
‘landscape’, these sequences were arranged chronologically.
	 The cinematographic inventory, and thus the film, opens 
with traditional landscapes, depicting the harsh working condi-
tions and poor living standards of Van den Akker and his family. 
These visuals establish the traditional cultural pattern, empha-
sizing the restrictive nature of the old landscape, holding back the 
entrepreneurial spirit. According to agricultural engineers, the 
outdated landscape was economically inefficient, needing modern-
ization. The land consolidation program is metaphorically present-
ed as a ‘rejuvenation treatment’ for the region. The modernized 
landscape in the final sequences represents the desired landscape, 
where small farmers’ problems are resolved, regional poverty is 
eradicated and social backwardness is eliminated. The new de-
sign mirrors the Northeast Polder, a well known example of large-
scale land reclamation. The film also subtly promotes an ‘American 
Rural Dream’ – a mechanized, large-scale agrarian model. The film 
concludes in the rejuvenated area, with Van den Akker settled in a 
modernized farm, symbolizing the realization of Hofstee’s theory.
	 The Ministry of Agriculture was proud of the results in the 
Maas en Waal-West area and made it a showcase for future land 
consolidation projects in the Dutch countryside nationwide. The 
aim of the film was to inform farmers of the benefits of the pro-
gramme. The production was shown at information meetings about 
land consolidation projects all over the country, which explains 
why geographical names in the film are absent in the film. In the 
Ministry of Agriculture’s overview of subjects in the film cata-
logue for 1960, Van oud naar nieuw is mentioned in six different 
categories. This indicates that the film’s story was in line with the 
dominant narrative of the integrated rural development approach 
of the land consolidation policy. Van oud naar nieuw represents 
the ideologically charged narrative of the land consolidation pro-
gramme and rural modernization policy.
	 This audiovisual rhetorical analysis shows that the main 
message of the film is that the enormous state interventions in 
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landscape and society are in the interest of the individual farm-
ers. The production metaphorically portrays the mental dimen-
sion of the ideologically tinted interventions as a farmer’s personal 
dream. The landowners, the farmers, held agency over the project 
in their own area by law. And, as with so many regional projects on 
a national scale, the farmers also had agency over the success of 
state policies for rural development. So, to conduct the land consol-
idation program, the Ministry of Agriculture had to influence the 
farmers in order to create a positive attitude to the land consolida-
tion projects. That is why the film ends with Van den Akker and his 
family are happily living and working on the modern farm.

Whether the production was successful in instilling a positive 
attitude towards the projects among farmers is difficult to assess. 
For more than twenty years the film, with the same description 
and without any comments, was part of the active film distribution 
collection of the Ministry. However, the Ministry of Agriculture’s 
1982 catalogue labels the production as ‘not available’. Later that 
year, the film Alles wisselt (Everything Changes; Goudsmit, 1982) 
was released to inform the public about the regional projects con-
ducted under the upcoming 1984 Rural Land Development Act.

Conclusion: Don’t Get Lost in Translation

Scientists in the field of urbanism, engineering and water man-
agement can gain cultural-historical insight by exploring histor-
ical Dutch documentary films. This approach brings together the 
paradigms of the technical sciences and the humanities, creating 
a journey that is both inspiring and creatively challenging, albeit 
sometimes a bit perplexing (Bod, 2015). The final section of this 
essay offers suggestions from the perspective of film studies for re-
searchers in technical disciplines. An important insight from the 
paradigm of cultural studies is that, just like other cultural prod-
ucts, an informative film is a part in a societal exchange of ideas, a 
debate full of rhetoric techniques, cultural values and ideological 
assumptions. When it is an archival film, it represents issues in a 
given region in times gone by. So, the study of historic films can be 
of great value to give insight into the dominant discourse. It’s dif-
ficult, however, to find a proper science-based method to study the 
enormous amount and unequal types of data in films. The meth-
ods and outcomes are always open for debate. The assignment of 
a researcher is not to find the ‘the truth’ on a topic, nor to design 
technical solutions to problems in society, but, based on facts and 
using proper arguments, to give better insights into the researched 
themes in a reliable and trustworthy way.

In his study Henri Lefebvre introduces the craft of the rhyth-
manalyst. He argues that rhythmanalyst ‘will have some points in 
common with the psychoanalyst’ (1992, 19). I suggest to borrow el-
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ements from the anthropological paradigm. This discipline on the 
edges of social sciences and the humanities analyses human be-
haviour, cultures, social connections and languages. Film is an ex-
cellent medium to study these topics, because it can capture these 
practices in a very direct way. Thus, the genre of documentaries 
with an ‘anthropological approach’ can give clues as to the impact 
of the Delta Works, agricultural mechanization or other large-scale 
programs had on the physical, social and cultural domains. They 
can show scenes of daily life before, during and after the works. 
The representations in films of the routines in these three domains 
can give clues as to how local communities experience and value 
the changes in their social and ecological environments.
	 In film studies, all kinds of analysis methods can be found. 
They vary from deeply psychological or philosophical studies to 
technical inventories and statistical analyses. The last type of re-
search focuses on frame size, the represented physical forms, used 
colours, spoken words or tones of music used in films or fragments 
of films. To find clues for the intentions the filmmaker wants to 
contribute to the societal debate, audiovisual rhetoric analysis can 
be of use. However, such an analysis is time-consuming. An alter-
native is the close viewing technique, as shown in the example of 
Van oud naar nieuw.
	 Most of the Dutch delta behind the dikes consists of rural 
land used for agriculture. The analytical video essays highlight 
that, in the Netherlands – much like the rest of western Europe 
– perspectives on rural areas are largely shaped by urban view-
points (Woods, 2005; Bieleman, 2008). In this context, the impact 
of the Delta Works on agriculture remains an important but often 
overlooked consideration.
	 The first practical suggestion I would like to give as a film 
historian is to describe various genres in the corpus of audiovisual 
productions. In this essay two genres emerged. The first is ‘engi-
neering films’. They can be useful to understand the historical de-
velopments of paradigms in water management, urban design and 
engineering. However, they provide hardly any insight into the im-
pact of such projects on local people. Their cinematographic stories 
pay no attention to the impact of such works on the physical en-
vironment and ecology. These themes are outside of the paradigm 
of the films, so any negative impact is probably seen as collateral 
damage. The other genre mentioned in this essay is the ‘anthro-
pological film’. In line with the intentions of this book, these films 
are, in my opinion, more suitable sources of information.
	 To improve the study of documentaries in the technical disci-
plines it would be wise to find information about the context of the 
productions. To get a first impression of the intended contribution 
to a debate, one could take a closer look at the opening and clos-
ing titles of the production. Usually, lots of metadata are given in 
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written text in the audio and visual lines of the opening scenes and 
in the last resolution sequences at the end of the storyline. There, 
hints can be found about the aim of a film, information about the 
commissioner, the filmmaker and the audience they had in mind. 
Also, some indications about the aim, message and location may 
be found, and the societal debate to which the production aimed to 
contribute.	

Analyzing films is not ‘hard science’. Audiovisuals are mul-
ti-interpretable; this can be very exciting, but also confusing for 
scientists. There is always a chance to get lost in interpretation 
and translation from one paradigm to the other, from one’s own 
cultural bubble to another, from the language of film to written 
text. In his study on space, time and everyday life, Lefebvre has 
practical advice to avoid getting lost: always go back to the physi-
cal rhythm of one’s own body and look with empathy to the people 
in the local situation in any given period of time. I add the sugges-
tion to the film researcher or rhythmanalyst to question oneself: 
how would I experience and value the situation, if I was in the po-
sition of a character in the represented story? This advice could 
also be very useful for all people who get lost in the worlds of theo-
ries, models and animated realities.

Figure 1: De Waalbandijk at Dodewaard along the river Waal on 31 May 
2024. Photo: Peter Veer.
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Figure 2: A poster of the Ministry of Agriculture to convince farmers of the 
usefulness and necessity of land consolidation. Cultuurtechnische Dienst 
Utrecht, 1946. VIII-1955-0402, Stadsarchief Rotterdam (Public domain).

Figure 3: An anthropological-like sequence. A farmer and his sons evaluate 
the large-scale land consolidation works. Still from Eiland van vertrouwen 
(Fernhout, 1950). © No further use allowed.
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Figure 4: Schelphoek, Schouwen, 1952, before the floods. Kadaster, Apel-
doorn. Topotijdreis, 2024.

Figure 5: Schelphoek, Schouwen, 1962, after land consolidation. Kadaster, 
Apeldoorn. Topotijdreis, 2024.
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Figure 6: Still image from Van oud naar nieuw (1957). © No further use al-
lowed.
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Research-by- 
Filmmaking in 
the Built Envi-
ronment
Saman Seyff

Filming has commonly been used as an assistive meth-
od for data collection in architectural research; however, 
filmmaking is rarely recognized as a research method in 
architecture and urbanism. Moreover, despite its poten-
tial, architectural film is hardly accredited as an academic 
research outcome. This essay explores architectural film-
making as a versatile research method that captures the 
dynamic essence of spatial characteristics while communi-
cating scientific arguments through creative narration. It 
addresses filmmaking as a creative platform for investiga-
tive mapping, curating archives, and storytelling that, by 
connecting dots, reveals hidden layers of space-time and 
adds depth to scientific discourse. Architectural filmmak-
ing, and the architectural film (ArchFilm) as its outcome, 
offers both a process and a medium that enable researchers 
to construct scientific arguments with artistic aptitude, en-
riching research by combining analytical rigor with imag-
inative visualization. This approach expands research dis-
semination, allowing ArchFilm to reach a broader audience 
beyond academia and foster public engagement. The essay 
also addresses challenges in employing filmmaking in aca-
demic contexts, such as maintaining objectivity and scien-
tific accuracy. It advocates for a dynamic, interdisciplinary 
methodology that bridges science and art in perceiving and 
presenting the built environment.
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Welcome to the Club!

Every time I attend presentations at architecture conferences or 
events, I’m struck by how often valuable film material is present-
ed in a surprisingly unsophisticated way. Typically, a long video file 
is opened, and the presenter struggles to locate and play a short 
clip. This often involves dragging the timeline back and forth, re-
winding and fast-forwarding, sometimes with accompanying sound 
issues. Ironically, these motion picture materials are often visual-
ly compelling and deeply relevant to the research being presented. 
:et, rather than embedding selected clips directly into the narra-
tive (archival or newly filmed) many presenters leave the audience 
watching a technical struggle.

If the act of navigating the film isn’t central to the research, 
why not extract and edit the relevant segments in advance? After 
all, when quoting a book during a talk, a presenter doesn’t flip 
through the entire volume on stage� they simply cite the relevant 
excerpt with proper context and attribution. So why isn’t this same 
logic applied to film? It’s unlikely to be a lack of technical ability� 
basic video editing today is as accessible as word processing. The 
issue, rather, seems to lie in a failure to fully integrate moving im-
ages into the research narrative with the same care and attention 
given to textual references.

This problem becomes even more clear when multiple films 
are involved. Here, I refer again to the most conventional academic 
writing approach, where scholars typically develop a thesis within 
a structured argument, supported by evidence-based analysis and 
proper citations from diverse references, all embedded in an origi-
nal narrative. This approach can be equally applied to motion pic-
ture materials.

This essay does not aim to critique researchers’ presentation 
preferences� rather, it focuses on exploring how the inherent po-
tential of architecture can be approached to push the boundaries 
of traditional research and enrich our understanding of the built 
environment. The emphasis, therefore, is on leveraging this poten-
tial for the sake of research and acknowledging and validating it 
within scholarly inquiry. This methodological note aims to explore 
architectural filmmaking as a legitimate and creative research 
method.

Applying filmmaking as a research method was, for me, the 
result of a process. It began with producing video montages of 
archival materials to explain the context. My research particular-
ly focuses on investigating the post-World War Two transformation 
of cities through the lens of their leisurescape, with a spotlight on 
clubs� it explores clubs not as singular and isolated buildings, but 
rather as socio-political and spatial assemblages within the urban 
landscape. As expected, buildings and urban fabric are mostly no 
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longer the same today as they were in the 1960s and 1970s. More-
over, in the case of my research, at the time of their construction, 
many of the clubs were developed with little or no blueprints or 
other design and construction documents. Consequently, there is 
usually no direct set of archives accessible, so I had to curate a set 
of archives from indirect sources such as documentaries, (main-
stream) fiction films, oral histories, podcasts, memoirs, photo al-
bums, catalogues, media reports, novels and, of course, maps.
	 A simple question, therefore, arose: how can this archipelago 
of archival materials, in various formats such as video, voice, text, 
photographs and cartographs, be used both in the research process 
and for presentation? Would traditional methods, such as mapping 
through 2D cartography, effectively contribute to unveiling hidden 
layers? As usual, finding a persuasive answer to a simple question 
is not easy. After a series of examinations and considering feedback 
from academic and public audiences through several presenta-
tions, my conclusion was filmmaking – a method that remains un-
dervalued or passively consumed within the academic sphere.
	 It seems valid to argue that the complex landscapes of our 
living spaces across the globe, characterized by multilayered and 
overlapping meshes, suggest that research in architecture and ur-
banism can rarely be adequately conducted using only a single 
quantitative or qualitative method. Accordingly, scholars tailor a 
set of mixed methods to meet the specific requirements of each re-
search project. On the other hand, presenting scientific findings, 
even to an academic audience, poses a real challenge. It is in this 
regard that, in many cases, the outcomes of research may be un-
inspiring and, I would argue, insufficient and passive, as though 
we have overlooked the tools that the spirit of architecture has in-
herently provided us. By ‘architecture’, in this essay, I refer to the 
term in its broadest sense, encompassing everything from interior 
spaces to metropolitan areas.
	
Architectural Cinematics

Architecture, in its very DNA, engages with space-time and the 
events that unfold within; film, in another way, operates on the 
manipulation of space, time and movement. This similarity is not 
merely metaphorical; it is embedded in how architecture and cin-
ema both engage the body and senses to produce a temporal flow 
through space.
	 The mutual fascination of architecture and cinema, as Beat-
riz Colomina (1994) asserts, often blurs the lines between interior 
and exterior, private and public, reality and illusion. Film, accord-
ing to Colomina, does not just capture architecture; it actively par-
ticipates in its interpretation and meaning-making process. The 
cinematic language, then, according to Giuliana Bruno (2002), can 
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articulate the experiential qualities of architecture, capturing the 
sensory and temporal dimensions of spaces that traditional archi-
tectural drawings and photographs might miss. In this respect, ar-
chitecture in film becomes a medium through which the filmmaker 
can explore broader social and cultural narratives.
	 The qualities rooted in the shared attributes of cinema and 
architecture essentially allow filmmaking to be considered an ac-
tive, process-driven research method in the field of architecture 
and urbanism. This method, therefore, goes far beyond merely por-
traying architecture in film and addresses the dynamics and artic-
ulation of space, time and movement.
	 Through the synergy of these shared attributes and the in-
herent cinematic qualities of architecture – which I refer to as ar-
chitectural cinematics – filmmaking as a research method enables 
researchers to investigate the intrinsic qualities of the built en-
vironment, emotional resonance and ideological critique, thereby 
creating dynamic architectural narratives. Although an individual 
building may appear cinemagenic, beyond the zoom-in and zoom-
out of interior and exterior perspectives, this method creates space 
for explorative research into architecture as a socio-spatial assem-
blage within its context and in relation to the multilayered and 
overlapping meshes of the built environment.
	 In the book Architecture Filmmaking (2020), editors Igea 
Troiani and Hugh Campbell discuss filmmaking as a tool for re-
search and explore how film can serve as a medium for ‘representa-
tion and analysis’, examining the spatial and temporal dimensions 
of architecture; ‘critical reflection’, facilitating new ways to analyze 
and reimagine architectural design and its societal implications; 
and ‘pedagogical innovation’, enriching architectural education 
through the visualization of movement, temporality and other dy-
namic elements. The volume includes contributions from architects 
and filmmakers worldwide, offering diverse perspectives on how 
film can inform architectural design, critique societal structures 
and enhance educational methodologies. Key sections address film-
making techniques, the reimagining of architectural and urban 
spaces and the integration of film in architectural pedagogy, mak-
ing it an essential resource for those interested in innovative ap-
proaches to architectural theory and practice (Troiani & Campbell, 
2020).
	 Richard Koeck (2013), in Cine-Scapes, describes existing cin-
ematic qualities in postmodern landscapes as a visual apparatus 
and a system that is based on movement, light and the body, which 
can be explored through kinematic, kinetic and kinaesthetic ways. 
He further elaborates on the idea of the urban environment as a 
cinematic space, where the rhythm of daily life, the flux of people 
and the play of light and shadow create a continuous filmic expe-
rience. This supports the idea that the city becomes a stage where 
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the drama of everyday life unfolds and offers endless narratives to 
its inhabitants.
	 Addressing the architectural cinematics in the urban land-
scape, François Penz and Andong Lu, in their edited book Urban 
Cinematics (2011), approach the topic methodologically in order to 
understand urban phenomena through the moving image. Cinema, 
according to them, has the unique ability to capture the fluidity 
and dynamism of urban life and provide an unparalleled perspec-
tive on the complexity of cities. Furthermore, cinema not only re-
flects urban spaces but also actively participates in the production 
of urban imaginaries. Penz and Lu argue that through the lens of 
cinema, the city becomes a site of endless negotiation between re-
ality and representation.
	
Researching Otherwise

The arguments presented in this essay are generally applicable 
to any approach to filmmaking, whether through original filming, 
the montage of pre-existing archival materials or a combination 
of both. This validity stems from the common values inherent in 
all forms of filmmaking, which methodologically empower the re-
searcher-filmmaker to ‘research otherwise’.
	 I borrowed the title of this section from the book Researching 
Otherwise: Pluriversal Methodologies for Landscape and Urban 
Studies (2024), in which filmmaking is one of the highlighted 
methods. In this book, Nitin Bathla, the editor, refers to his collab-
oration in producing the documentary Not Just Roads (2021) and 
draws on David MacDougall’s book The Looking Machine (2019), 
stating that the use of the cinematic method ‘does not become a 
way of narrating something that he already knew as a research-
er, but rather centres on the cinematic imagination’ (Bathla, 2024, 
30). Through the cinematic imagination, the researcher reveals 
hidden realities within a spatial ecosystem and documents an in-
terpretation that might differ from the official narratives of that 
context.
	 Functioning like a map, film orients the filmmaker-research-
er and viewer within the narrative of the space-time, while simul-
taneously reshaping their understanding of the living environ-
ment. Tom Conley (2007), in Cartographic Cinema, argues that the 
filmic image itself constitutes an active process of mapping that 
translates geographic and cultural environments into visual forms. 
According to him, cinema and cartography both provide ways to 
navigate and comprehend spatial complexity, linking the visual 
field with territorial meaning. Conley investigates how films can 
act as tools of spatial exploration, mapping both real and imagined 
terrains, and how films operate as cinematic maps that mediate 
our relationship to space, place and narrative.
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	 Whether filmmaking is done through archival footage mon-
tage or original filming, the moment a film is produced it holds the 
potential to become archival material. However, how uncut mate-
rials are initially produced and the type of footage which is used 
essentially influences the researcher’s approach to filmmaking 
and the research process, which in turn alters the methodological 
framework. In the case of my research on leisurescapes and clubs, 
the entire methodological framework is shaped around pre-exist-
ing reference materials. Consequently, filming and recording orig-
inal footage are not involved; instead, the emphasis is on montage 
and creating a collage that incorporates time as a fourth dimen-
sion.
	 The use of filmic techniques, such as montage and juxtapo-
sition, as Juhani Pallasmaa (2008) suggests, can reveal the rela-
tional qualities between different architectural elements and their 
contexts. Additionally, Shiel and Fitzmaurice (2001) argue that au-
dio-visual archives, when combined with narrative film techniques, 
can convey complex historical and spatial relationships in an ac-
cessible and engaging manner. Through the process of selection, 
interpretation and presentation, incorporating filmmaking into ar-
chival research offers a dynamic approach to historiography. It al-
lows the researcher to investigatively map the unfolding life of the 
space as it was captured at the time and produce a distinct narra-
tive derived solely from the montage of archival materials. This ap-
proach thereby positions the researcher-filmmaker, by default, as 
both a producer and curator of the archive, enhances the commu-
nicative power of architectural research, and fosters a deeper un-
derstanding of the historical spirit of the built environment.
	 On the other hand, when original filming through the field-
work is the initiative, Bathla (2024, 29) explains that ‘recording, 
regardless of the media we choose’ and ‘similarly, editing of media 
– be it film, image, sound, drawing or text – forces the research-
er to select what is meaningful to a specific situation or place, 
. . . [which] is a form of analysing’. In the process of filmmaking, 
Bathla (2024, 30) acknowledges ‘recording, as in paying atten-
tion; editing, as in analysing; and then later narrating everything 
to the viewer as a set of sequences’. Emphasizing filming, Denise 
Bertschi (2024, 216) points out ‘investigative filmmaking’ as a tool 
for mapping to be ‘researched otherwise’. Bertschi refers to Tim In-
gold’s (2022, 148) theory of ‘place making through movement’ and 
suggests ‘mapping through walking’. She describes this phase as ‘a 
performative act’ and ‘a gesture of the body’, based on Edward So-
ja’s thesis that ‘space matters’ (Bertschi, 2024, 217). Through walk-
ing with the camera, ‘the researcher physically emplaces themself 
in the urban space which they wish to investigate’. Through this 
method, by moving ‘between buildings’ and ‘around and within’, 
these architectural objects ‘become the sites of investigation, where 
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the researchers’ primary sensory experiences are made’ (ibid.).
	 Situating investigative filmmaking in contrast with classical 
cartography, Bertschi (ibid.), in addition to filming, highlights ed-
iting and subsequently presenting as integral components of the 
process in her research: ‘through editing the filmic sequences . . . 
the film suggests a potential range of new relations between these 
places, assembled through cutting and rearranging’. Referring to 
Ingold’s interpretation of the ‘meshwork’ of paths with varying 
intensities (Ingold, 2007, 80) and Henri Lefebvre’s notion of the 
meshwork, by which he means the reticular patterns left by people 
(Lefebvre, 1991, 117-118), she further explains that ‘the choice to 
present the final film as a multi-screen, with three different simul-
taneous projections, further highlights the interweaving of these 
places into one net of relations, or meshwork’ (Bertschi, 2024, 217-
218).
	
It Is All About Process

‘Process’ is the key concept that enables architectural cinematics 
to position filmmaking as a suitable method for architectural re-
search. More precisely, filmmaking is a matrix of processes in each 
phase, in which the components, although they could be deployed 
individually, resonate in interaction to each other. The key point 
is that we are talking about a creative, exploratory, process-driv-
en method where the researcher, as the filmmaker, can utilize all 
or some of these components in a manner that is both suitably and 
effectively tailored for the research. Just like ‘research by design’ 
or ‘research through design’, it is ‘research by filmmaking’ or ‘re-
search through filmmaking’. Similar to research through design, 
where the design process serves as a central tool for investigation, 
research through filmmaking constitutes a methodical approach, 
where filmmaking itself becomes an active form of inquiry. Just 
as research through design engages creative practices of design 
to uncover insights, research through filmmaking uses architec-
tural cinematics to explore complex phenomena. This method fos-
ters critical understanding by employing the act of filmmaking 
– through composition, editing and presentation – as a means to 
engage with, analyze and interpret phenomena. Therefore, the pro-
cess of making ArchFilm becomes an integral part of knowledge 
production in architecture.
	 A simplified, universal set of phases, providing a schematic 
overview of filmmaking, are Pre-Production, Production, Post-Pro-
duction and Exhibition, consisting of the components listed in 
Table 1.
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Phase Component

Pre-production
Scriptwriting
Storyboarding
Casting
Location scouting

Production
Directing
Cinematography
Acting
Sound recording

Post-production
Editing
Sound design & mixing
Visual effects
Rendering

Exhibition

Table 1: Standard filmmaking phases and components overview 1. Table 
compiled by Saman Seyff, 2024. 

This universal phasing also applies to architectural filmmaking, 
particularly when used for fictional storytelling. However, even 
when ArchFilms are considered non-fiction or documentary, they 
remain a production and, like any other, involve pre-production, 
production and post-production phases.
	 To be more precise, in Table 2, I suggest a tailored phasing for 
non-fiction architecture filmmaking, which is more flexible and de-
tailed than the universal standard phasing but can still, like the 
standard, be executed non-linearly. For instance, one could start 
by script writing and forming the narrative, then proceed to film-
ing and preparing audiovisual materials, while another filmmaker 
might approach the process the other way around.
	 Alternatively, in cases where the main research materials are 
pre-existing archival, as in my research, the editing phase becomes 
more prominent, as if footage montage is a tool for archival anal-
ysis. Hence, there is no first-in/first-out stack and no clear bound-
ary between phases. When the boundaries become blurry, writ-
ing, editing and analyzing form a cyclical dynamic that assists the 
researcher in creating a customized process or, rather, a tailored 
method derived from filmmaking phases. This shows that phases 
and components do not necessarily need to be executed linearly or 
sequentially; instead, they can be approached in a back-and-forth, 
interchangeable process. Indeed, it is all about the process!
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	 The phasing suggestion in Table 2, although it could serve as 
a guide or outline of instruction for some researchers, is primarily 
intended to demonstrate an example of a framework.

Phase Component

Concept
Concept development
Research hypothesis
Narrative development

Script and structure
Outlines
Scriptwriting
Storyboarding
Case studies

Cinematography Filming
Archival Selection

Visual aids

Illustrations
Drawings
Geospatial analytics
Infographics and charts
On-screen text
3D modelling
VR / AR

Sonic
Audio
Ambiance
Background music
Narration and voiceover

Editing

Ethical and Legal 
considerations

Accuracy and fairness
Permissions and rights

Final rendering

Exhibition

Table 2: Architectural filmmaking phases and components overview. 
Table compiled by Saman Seyff, 2024.

The fascination of filmmaking as a research method lies in its ex-
ploratory, adaptable nature and its capability for in-process crea-
tivity, which also makes it perfectly compatible with other qualita-
tive and quantitative methods. This exploratory, process-oriented 
and process-driven characteristic is the initial distinguishing fac-
tor of using filmmaking as a research method in architecture and 
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urbanism, which also differentiates it from conventional documen-
tary filmmaking. Given that both approaches share techniques 
such as narrative construction, visual storytelling and the docu-
mentation of subjects, it is noteworthy that architectural filmmak-
ing goes beyond mere technicalities and representation to actively 
engage with the built environment as both an object of study and a 
medium of expression.

In architectural research, filmmaking is essentially employed 
to investigate spatial features, as well as the interactions and re-
lationships with life as it flows through spaces. The focus, there-
fore, is not just on documenting facts but on interpreting the space 
through the researcher’s lens. This reflective method expands the 
scope of how architecture is understood and communicated by en-
couraging researchers to not only present findings but also criti-
cally examine how spaces are perceived, experienced and trans-
formed.

ArchFilm Negotiations

Among the many features and capabilities of architectural film-
making as a tool of research method, the ones that stand out 
most to me are those that create room at some point for negotia-
tion within the research-production process and open up space for 
greater interaction between the researcher and the study, as well 
as between the ArchFilm as the outcome and the audience. These 
negotiations, in a mutual way, both drive and are driven by anal-
ysis, interpretation and presentation. I refer to these as ArchFilm 
negotiations: positionality, storytelling and openness to a public 
audience.

However, one might argue that while ArchFilm negotiations 
can enhance the appeal and accessibility of research findings, they 
also risk compromising the objectivity and rigour required in aca-
demic work. As a rule of thumb, like any other scientific outcome, 
all scientific and ethical standards must be upheld in the produc-
tion of ArchFilms. Hence, researchers, regardless of the methods 
used, must adopt a framework that ensures the scientific validity 
of their narratives. In the production of ArchFilms, the filmmak-
er, as Lucy Suchman (2007) states, must navigate the tension be-
tween artistic expression and factual accuracy to ensure that their 
work remains both engaging and truthful. The artistic aspects of 
filmmaking should, therefore, function to enhance rather than un-
dermine the scientific validity of the research.

Thoughtfulness and deliberateness are also apt notions for 
addressing the challenge of maintaining objectivity when employ-
ing filmmaking as a research method. This method equips the re-
searcher with a robust toolkit for exploring positionality, which, to 
a great extent, corresponds with Donna Haraway’s critique of ob-
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jectivity (1988). Considering Haraway’s argument that all knowl-
edge is contingent, influenced by context and always situated 
within a network of relationships, filmmaking provides a toolkit 
for producing ‘situated knowledge’ in architecture and urbanism, 
which, according to Haraway, is a more accountable, collective, re-
flexive and politically aware form of objectivity.

When a researcher employs filmmaking as a method, they 
initially position themselves as a filmmaker. This means that the 
researcher acknowledges their agency in creating narrative(s), an 
agency derived from the active nature of the method. The research-
er-filmmaker must therefore choose not only the research lens-
es but also the film frames, which, to a degree, will overlap and 
function interchangeably. Moreover, the researcher is in a position 
to determine the degree of zoom in each frame, the rhythm of the 
frames and the use of original sound or voiceover. It is up to the 
researcher to determine how the audience will be navigated from 
A to B to C in both space and time. Filmmaking offers research-
ers a unique platform to articulate scientific arguments through 
visual storytelling. This dual approach – combining rigorous anal-
ysis with imaginative visualization – enhances the communicative 
power of architectural research.

Whether fiction or non-fiction, what distinguishes a storytell-
ing narrative from a non-storytelling one? A simple answer is that 
while both types of narratives might describe a series of events, a 
storytelling narrative actively shapes those events into a cohesive 
and purposeful story with clear progression. A storytelling narra-
tive involves more than just the description of events – it incor-
porates elements such as character (for example, the protagonist 
could be architectural, such as buildings), plot, tension and resolu-
tion to engage the audience and convey a deeper meaning or mes-
sage. By employing narrative techniques and creative visual sto-
rytelling, researchers can convey complex architectural and urban 
concepts in a manner that is both engaging and accessible.

The assertion that the general public can more easily engage 
with a storytelling narrative in the form of a film, as opposed to 
an academic journal paper or book, is widely accepted. While the 
primary audience for practical research is typically not the gen-
eral public, the use of cinematic media allows researchers to ex-
tend their reach to a broader audience, including those outside 
academia. This broader dissemination fosters public understand-
ing and engagement with architectural and urban studies by effec-
tively bridging the gap between science and art.

Filmmaking as a research method and as a powerful tool for 
visualizing and interpreting complex spatial and social phenom-
ena also aids in disseminating knowledge. It allows for a narra-
tive-driven exploration of architectural and urban issues, making 
them more accessible and engaging. This approach offers a unique 
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way to democratize knowledge, making architectural research 
more relevant to the public and providing a platform for diverse 
voices to contribute to discussions about the future of living  
spaces.

The opportunities presented by filmmaking in architectural 
research are substantial, as it raises public awareness of existing 
dilemmas in living spaces and future concerns. Furthermore, it en-
courages citizens to participate more actively in discussions and 
decision-making processes related to the built environment. This 
is especially relevant when filmmaking is integrated with other re-
search methods, such as focus groups, and employed in collabora-
tive contexts like co-creation or participatory design. By combining 
these approaches, researchers can create a more inclusive and dy-
namic dialogue with the public, encouraging a more participatory 
role in shaping the spaces in which they live.

Ending

Cinema is a complex and delicate art/industry with over a centu-
ry of history, continually evolving – technologically, technically, 
narratively and in terms of content – and often regarded as state-
of-the-art. Nevertheless, leveraging cinematic techniques and in-
vestigating through film production processes offer researchers an 
enhanced toolkit that can be employed as a research method in the 
field of architecture and urbanism: research through filmmaking.

A review of the limited references cited here reflects the 
long-standing discussion on this topic, which has been active for 
at least 30 years. However, the limited application and outcomes 
so far highlight how much filmmaking as a method has been over-
looked. Compared to 30 years ago, technological advancements 
have significantly transformed the approach to producing mo-
tion pictures, making all four phases – pre-production, production, 
post-production and exhibition – more accessible than ever before. 
This is evidenced by the widespread use of social media, where a 
mobile phone enables anyone to film and edit outside the tradition-
al studio setting, and display their work without the need for a cin-
ema screen.

Overall, I do not believe that engaging with filmmaking as a 
research method requires a researcher to be a proficient filmmak-
er� they can, however, utilize the processes and phases of filmmak-
ing effectively. Given that inter‑ and multi-disciplinary research 
is often a collaborative effort, the presence of a cinematographer 
or editor in an architectural research project should be no more 
unusual than the involvement of an AI specialist or program-
mer in the field of architecture. The key point is that this meth-
od, in and of itself, does not impose limitations on its application. 
It can be employed as a simple qualitative method or in combina-
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tion with other quantitative and qualitative methods as part of a 
mixed-methods approach.

Understanding the built environment – past, present and fu-
ture – requires a thorough grasp of its complex, interconnected na-
ture. To deepen this understanding, we must continually enhance 
our toolkit by integrating tools from various disciplines and areas 
of expertise. An inter-, trans‑ and multi-disciplinary approach is 
crucial for expanding the methodological scope of our research, 
while continuously updating and refining the capabilities of a sci-
entific and systematic exploration of the built environment.

This essay is a methodological note on Architectural Film-
making as an exploratory, active and process-driven method. I 
believe that, just as sketching has developed its own identity as 
a unique architectural language, the same can happen for Arch-
Film, with ‘architectural frames’ establishing their own path. This 
debate, of course, did not start with this essay, nor will it conclude 
with its publication, yet the question remains: to what extent is the 
academic and research community open to alternative methods, 
and how agile is it in acknowledging less conventional approaches?
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Memories in the 
High Tide
Nicoletta Traversa and Giuseppe Ferrari

RI-PRESE memory keepers is a home movies archive based 
in Venice, Italy. The archive is important for the issues that 
are dear to the Reporting the Delta project: from the role 
of Venice as a symbol of the dissolving of private memories, 
to the need of a process of preserving and sharing territori-
al heritage contained in the home movies – an unparalleled 
legacy of the community – to the issue of preservation and 
salvaging materials that otherwise run the risk of degrada-
tion due to the high tides. So, high water becomes a possi-
ble interpretation of the entire archive: the city of Venice 
has undergone countless events of flooding, rising stead-
ily throughout the twentieth century, also due to climate 
change. The waters have contributed to shape, change and 
at times dissolve or suggest, stimulate or enhance new ob-
servation points on the landscape and on Venice’s private 
and community memories.
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Venice lagoon: the bow of a sanpierota, a wooden rowing boat with 
a flat keel, among the most popular in the Venetian lagoon tradi-
tion, is moving slowly forward. Reverse shot: a man, standing, is 
slowly rowing, watching the scenery. Ramo del Vino, San Marco 
district: a girl is walking back and forth in high water, along the 
fondamenta just outside her house. At the Zattere, a man and a 
woman are holding their child’s hands tightly, watching over her 
first steps.
	 These people are living in the 1950s, the 60s, the 70s, and the 
scenes come from moving images contained in home movies, which 
in the last ten years we have been trying to safeguard through the 
Venetian archive project RI-PRESE memory keepers. RI-PRESE 
is a project of collection, safeguarding, digitization, enhancement 
and research, fully devoted to the audiovisual private memories of 
home movies. These are small-gauge, amateur movies shot since 
the 1920s, on film supports like 9.5 mm, 8 mm, 16 mm, super8 or 
on videotapes like VHS or video8, for non-professional purposes. 
Many show, for example, the birth of a child, weddings, sports and 
social events, community get-togethers, trips . . .
	 The project originated in 2013, inspired by a course we took 
at the Faculty of Design and Arts of the Iuav University of Venice, 
which led us to deepen our interest in the issues of safeguarding 
private memories and in the creative reuse of found footage for ar-
tistic and cinematographic projects. Between 2013 and 2014 we 
began to collect various materials, including projectors, cameras, 
video recorders and reels of amateur films and video cassettes. We 
tried to develop artisanal techniques for digitizing films, and we 
began to find out about their contents. We realized almost imme-
diately the potential hidden in this audiovisual heritage, which 
forms precious memories for families, but is also an invaluable 
heritage of the communities which generated them. We started 
planning opportunities to enhance their contents, such as archive-
based films, exhibitions and film concerts.
	 Inspired also by similar projects developed since the early 
2000s in Italy and throughout Europe, we finally realized how es-
sential it was to undertake the mission of founding a local archive, 
based in Venice, our adopted city. RI-PRESE was born in this way, 
conceived over years of experimentation, proceeding through trial 
and error. As the archive project grew, so did the number of people 
who became interested in our mission. Venetian citizens increas-
ingly began to bring us their home movies, both to be able to re-
view their contents, as well as to share our goal of spreading and 
protecting the collective memory of the city. Today RI-PRESE pre-
serves more than 2000 individual home movies, shot on film be-
tween the 1920s and 1980s, to which must be added more than 700 
hours of footage on videocassettes, shot from the 1980s to the end 
of the century. 
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	 The project is aimed at citizens of the Venice area, who are 
encouraged to join the territorial memory archive. This means 
that people can bring us their movies, and receive in turn a free 
high-quality digitalization, which allows them to reclaim their 
private memories. Often elderly amateur filmmakers themselves 
want to give their children and grandchildren their filmed memo-
ries. Or it is the descendants of amateur filmmakers who contact 
us: they have found a box full of films hidden in the attic, in the cel-
lar, in some drawer at home. They have no idea how to recover the 
contents; often they have never seen the films, or they only vaguely 
remember their home screening.
	 Home movies tell the intimate stories of the people and fam-
ilies of Venice. Not only do they have a memory and sentimental 
value for every single one of them, but they are also crucial com-
munity heritage. These are pieces of a mosaic that can be placed 
close to one another, and the archive dynamics gives them the 
possibility to interact. So they can be seen in perspective, shared, 
researched and revised, and they make the story of the territory 
emerge, expressing a multifaceted, never exhaustive, never rhetor-
ical narration. Those who add their films to the archive are always 
aware that these films, beyond ‘going back home’ in digital form, 
will become part of a collective project. It is important to take into 
account the social value of safeguarding and sharing the audio-
visual memories that belong to the territory: who partakes in an 
audiovisual memory archive project like ours becomes an active 
contributor to the project. This key objective of RI-PRESE is also 
one of the motives that most captivates the people who join the 
archive, who feel like an active part of a project to revitalize collec-
tive memory. By sharing their own and their families’ memories, 
they assume the responsibility to acknowledge that these memo-
ries also constitute the substance of an identity, for all the fellow 
citizens that recognize themselves in these images and memories. 
They thus contribute to recovering a sense of belonging to the com-
munity and consequently caring for it.
	 By being audiovisual entities, not fully structured, with holes, 
‘badly-made’ – as highlighted by one of the most prestigious schol-
ars of amateur cinema, Roger Odin – they are also ready to be used 
in many ways. Home movies set free creativity, suggest impres-
sions and allow the subjectivity of film directors, artists and cu-
rators to put images and narrations back in a circle. They tend to 
enhance cultural projects also beyond a sheer documentary per-
spective (Odin, 1995).
	 The films in the archive find numerous opportunities of en-
hancement: they become part of film productions and museum 
exhibition projects, accompany concerts, and are studied and ex-
plored on occasions such as the Home Movie Days, a festival ded-
icated to private film memory which took place in Venice in 2023 
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in collaboration between the archive and the national association 
Re-framing home movies. Over the years, RI-PRESE has in fact 
developed a network of collaboration with institutions in the Vene-
tian area and throughout Italy, in order to develop shared projects. 
Finally, at the university, but also in schools of the Venetian area, 
RI-PRESE carries out educational programs, dedicated to the dis-
covery and reuse of the territorial audiovisual heritage stored in 
home movies.
	 Venice is a symbol of a place that feels an urge to not lose the 
roots of its recent past and to keep track of the city’s memory, even 
more so in times like now, when the social fabric of the city itself is 
swiftly deteriorating. The depopulation of the historic city comes 
along with the depopulation of the memories the citizens recorded 
and preserved over the whole twentieth century. The research, col-
lection, cataloguing, digitizing and enhancing operations that we 
implement in Venice through RI-PRESE are moreover considered 
urgent due to the nature of the materials involved. Home movies 
are recorded on supports exposed to a high risk of degradation, like 
films of cellulose acetate or magnetic tapes. As they are materials 
not traditionally thought of as objects to be preserved or archived 
outside the household, they are often kept in conditions that dam-
age their state and compromise their materiality. The preservation 
time of home movies shot on acetate film is between 70 and 100 
years and that of magnetic tapes about 30 years. But these evalua-
tions are subject to conditions such as regulated temperature and 
humidity, which can barely be achieved in households, or worse, 
in private citizens’ cellars or storerooms (Del Amo García, 2004). 
Moreover, unlike other audiovisuals like cinematographic, indus-
trial or commercial films, home movies are usually sole copies. Los-
ing them would mean to lose their content, the memory – irrepara-
bly.
	 Venice is peculiar also from the point-of-view of the climate. 
Struck by high waters with a growing frequency and intensity in 
the last decade, it is affected more than other places by the risk 
of a loss of memories contained on private, audiovisual supports, 
often kept and at times forgotten among other keepsakes left on 
ground floors. High water has touched the RI-PRESE archive at 
different levels: it is part of the story of the archive, is recorded in 
the Venetian home movies and is an agent potentially destroying 
and modifying film memories.
	 At 22.50 on 12 November 2019, due to a concurrence of cli-
mate and astronomical events (strong bora and scirocco winds, 
heavy rain and moon phase) the Venice lagoon was struck by the 
second-biggest high tide ever recorded since the beginning of the 
twentieth century. The resulting water height of 187 cm had not 
been forecast and caused massive damage to the city. This cata-
strophic high tide was called ‘Acqua Granda’, like a similar one 
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which happened in 1966, and can be considered the real founding 
event for RI-PRESE, although an embryo of our archive had al-
ready existed for some years. That night, the high tide hit, along 
with hundreds of businesses, homes and rooms on ground floors of 
the historic city, also the place where we stored the materials and 
the first film stocks collected by the archive. Some movies ended up 
soaked by the salty water.
	 Back then, in addition to keeping the materials in a ground 
floor room, we also lived in a ground floor apartment. This event 
was therefore particularly traumatic for us. Discouraged and tired, 
we were unable to keep the situation under control. Some friends 
of the project, including other Italian archives, scholars and en-
thusiasts, suggested we use crowdfunding. This might allow us to 
cover the costs of restoring the films and the damaged materials. 
The ‘help_riprese’ crowdfunding encouraged us to open communi-
cation channels for RI-PRESE, such as social media pages, which 
did not yet exist (the project was based on word of mouth up to 
that point), and to try to spread our idea of a Venetian home movie 
archive as much as possible, introducing it officially to the city. The 
crowdfunding was successful: it received excellent media coverage 
and made the project known to many people who until then had 
not known about it. In a few months, through huge support, we 
managed to raise the necessary funds to repair the damaged films. 
They were washed and restored with the help of the Archivio Nazi-
onale del Film di Famiglia in Bologna.
	 But the amount of donations, together with the help of a 
Dutch scanner manufacturer, Filmfabriek, and through person-
al investment, unexpectedly led RI-PRESE towards a new goal: to 
obtain a high-quality scanner for small-gauge films. This is a com-
plex and high-performance machine, which allowed us, after years 
of efforts, to digitize films in a more professional way and at a sig-
nificantly higher quality level. Being able to count on this type of 
equipment gave new life and courage to the project, allowing it to 
re-emerge from the drama of the flood, but also to better structure 
the operations, and to look with hope to the future of the archive it-
self. Furthermore, the trauma had allowed us as RI-PRESE found-
ers to expand and enhance our awareness of how important and 
urgent the mission is to safeguard private memories, also in light 
of what had just happened and how many people had taken an in-
terest in us.
	 High water, however, enters into the archive also in anoth-
er shape: some home movies preserved by our archive portray 
the high tide as a matter of fact, making it the protagonist of the 
takes. This becomes one of the elements of the identity of Venetian 
home movies; it occurs in residents’ movies as well as those shot by 
tourists who during the last century came to visit and portrayed 
the city. Actually, since its founding, we have strived on the one 
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hand to preserve and enhance the memories of Venice’s inhabit-
ants, and on the other hand to bring images shot by tourists from 
all over the world back to where they were captured. This is done 
through research and acquisitions that the archive periodically 
carries out, but also through connections with non-Venetian ar-
chive entities. It was actually very common for amateur filmmak-
ers who travelled to Italy or across Europe in the Twentieth Cen-
tury to visit and film Venice. It is also very common for Venetian 
amateur filmmakers to dedicate part of their films to other cities 
or territories, given that vacation is one of the most common mo-
ments to shoot amateur films. RI-PRESE has been sketching out 
for several years the idea of a protocol that could bring together 
various local archives. In this way, memories would be shared with 
the territories they were ‘extracted’ from. Besides, orphan cine-
touristic films that lost their connection with their family of origin 
and do not have information to trace them, may be reconnected 
with their makers. RI-PRESE tries to recover these orphan films 
and make them available to the archive, thus bringing these mem-
ories back to the city. All this is carried out in the belief that the 
cinetouristic images perform a gaze that has always been present 
and enduring in the city, capable of tracing trajectories and looks 
that are essential to take into account, and belonging to the identi-
ty of the city itself.
	 In both the movies of the ‘residents’ as well as in the ‘cine-
touristic’ ones, high water is usually seen when it is ‘harmless’, 
not traumatic. It usually emerges when it is possible for the film-
makers to leave aside the worries about a dramatic climate event, 
leaving them free to record the change that the water causes to 
the spaces and the city landscapes. And so the masses of tourists 
in San Marco square give way to a big basin cut through by small 
waves and beneath the arches of the Procuratie Vecchie boats keep 
sailing. At Rialto, people let themselves be transported on a cart so 
as not to wet their feet. High tide redraws Venice, questions bias, 
enacts new visions. The water of the lagoon has the potential, right 
when it trespasses its borders and abandons its perimeters, to re-
design and re-mediate the city.
	 There is also a third level at which the high tides of Venice 
come into the archive. Some film stocks have been affected by high 
waters likely several times over the course of the decades. This is 
the case, for instance, with the Gianese film archive. The collec-
tion is made up of 47 films in 8 mm format, shot from the 1950s to 
the early 70s, which had been kept in a box in a storeroom on the 
ground floor, forgotten or lost by the original family. The films were 
donated to our archive by someone who did not belong to the fam-
ily and had found them by chance. No one knew the content of the 
reels. The film director Bill Morrison has become passionate about 
the RI-PRESE home movie archive. Through famous films such 
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as Decasia (Morrison, 2002), Dawson City: Frozen Time (Morrison, 
2016) and many others, he devoted his entire thirty-year career to 
the creation of cinematographic works about the decay of film sup-
ports and the relationship between destruction and new meanings. 
Starting from a meeting with Bill Morrison, an analysis was devel-
oped to find the identity of the original family through the films. 
This project, which at the time of writing is in the research and 
study phase, has brought the films back to their own family and al-
lowed the Gianese family to regain their own story.

The films of the Gianese archive show on the material of the 
support and emulsion the effects of the high water, which marked 
them by its flowing: the images get transformed, sometimes 
erased, liquified, in other cases corroded. Sections of the films and 
of the memories contained in them vanish, others miraculously 
survive intact. Some sections of the films become abstract pictures 
and suggest new landscapes, with a strong visual impact, real im-
pressions and recordings of the passage of the tide. Today, these 
films hold within themselves different temporalities: the moment 
when they were shot, the moments they were hit by the high wa-
ters and finally the moment when they were digitized.

If on the one hand the deteriorated images become a creative 
propeller for artists and film directors, for the family they spur a 
moment of realization. Seeing these home movies made Giampao-
lo Gianese, one of the protagonists of the films, reactivate a series 
of memories about his own experience of the high waters of the 
Twentieth Century, including the most famous, the Acqua Granda 
of 1966. But it also brought about a reflection on the vulnerability 
and resilience of our memories and a parallelism between the dis-
solution of the memory and the decay of the records.

Venice can be understood as a planetary metaphor (Bev-
ilacqua, 1998). The fragility of the city and its lagoon imprints on 
this territory the capability to foresee universal issues, like global 
warming, the rising of sea levels and the life in areas directly af-
fected by these processes. Such fragility becomes, in our opinion, a 
metaphor of the relationship between home movies and the mem-
ory stored in them. In Venice, between the undertow of salty waves 
and waves of depopulation, this risks vanishing more and more in-
escapably.
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Figure 1: Capovilla family, 1957, 8 mm film. RI-PRESE Archive.  
© No further use allowed.

Figure 2: Catozzo Capovilla family, 1927, Pathé Baby 9.5 mm film.  
RI-PRESE Archive. © No further use allowed.

Figure 3: Gianese family, 1950s, 8 mm film. RI-PRESE Archive.  
© No further use allowed.



25
4

M
em

o
ri

es
 in

 t
h

e 
H

ig
h

 T
id

e

Figure 4: Kilmister family, 1978, 8 mm widescreen film. RI-PRESE 
Archive. © No further use allowed.

Figure 5: Gianese family, 1960s, 8mm film. RI-PRESE Archive. 
© No further use allowed.
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Dijkbouw, Bert 
Haanstra, 1953
Rommy Albers

Dijkbouw (Dike Construction) was the first commissioned 
film Bert Haanstra made for the Shell Film Unit, the oil 
company’s department that made promotional and informa-
tional films. Haanstra was asked in 1951 by Arthur Elton, 
leader of the film unit, to make a film on the use of asphalt 
bitumen in the construction of the new dikes in the IJs-
selmeer.

Dijkbouw gives a clear and straightforward picture of 
the work of the dike builders who construct the dike body, 
covering it with woven reed mats and reinforcing it with 
stone boulders. It’s a traditional craft. Then comes a novelty: 
a large asphalt plate is placed on the dike body and covered 
with poured asphalt. This further strengthens the dike and 
at the same time serves as a base for finishing the dike sur-
face.

Haanstra’s film fits perfectly in the tradition of ‘show 
and tell’; the whole process is shown in detail and insightful-
ly. Much attention is paid to the worker, from the dragline 
machinist to the reed mat weaver and porters of stone 
blocks. The film is also an ode to work, to the anonymous 
workman. At the end of the film, their boots are drying on 
wooden poles, like a collection of small monuments.

Dijkbouw is only about the work, about the progress of 
labour. There is no reference to an outside world. The how 
and why, the necessity of the work is not shown. It is simply 
recorded and depicted with great cinematic ability, entirely 
in the style of the pre-war avant-garde, with great attention 
to editing, framing and rhythm.
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Deltaic Curat-
ing of Dialectics
Floris Paalman

Audiovisual media have consistently engaged with spa-
tial issues, affecting spatial practices, policies and plans. 
Studying audiovisual media as both representations of 
and agents within spatial developments involves address-
ing their epistemological and ontological dimensions. This 
essay focuses on the Dutch delta, examining how audiovis-
ual media contributed to regional development through 
discourses expressing diverse visions and ideologies. At the 
same time, it addresses how archives bring such discourses 
to the fore, introducing the concept of ‘collective cognition’ 
to understand their functions and broader implications. 
Central to this inquiry is the way in which audiovisual-
ly mediated dialectics on the environment become mani-
fest in collective cognition. Using and elaborating on the 
theory of cultural ecology, the article examines factors af-
fecting spatial developments and debates about them. The 
study focuses on the 1960s-1980s, a period marked by rapid 
modernization and environmental activism, accompanied 
by, on the one hand, informational and promotional films 
about construction projects and industry, and on the other, 
critical media addressing ecological sacrifice, pollution 
and nuclear risks. By analyzing archival collections and cu-
ratorial practices, the article proposes ‘deltaic curating of 
dialectics’ as a framework for understanding and facilitat-
ing the role of audiovisual media and archives in shaping 
spatial and societal dynamics.
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Introduction

Audiovisual media have always engaged with spatial issues, from 
the experience of the city to geopolitics (Mediapolis, 2024). Doing 
so, audiovisual media have informed people, affecting spatial 
practices, policies and plans. Studying audiovisual media as rep-
resentations of spatial developments and as agents within them 
implies both epistemology and ontology. My book Cinematic Rotter-
dam has presented such a view, explaining how audiovisual media 
have contributed to urban development (Paalman, 2011). I will ex-
tend this approach to the perspective of the Dutch delta, where the 
rivers Meuse and Rhine converge, and diverge again into multiple 
outlets. Here I will examine how audiovisual media have contrib-
uted to regional development, but also address how audiovisual 
archives are part of this ontology, while affecting what we can 
know about it.
	 In film studies, on the one hand, archives usually remain in-
visible. Studies of audiovisual preservation, on the other hand, 
mostly concern archival care and management. But Jiří Anger’s 
archival film ontology connects these fields, as ‘the aesthetic and 
figurative function of the moving image is ontologically tied to 
the material world’ (Anger, 2024, 15). Anger demonstrates this 
through distortions in archival films, which reveal the production 
apparatus, as well as archives that have prolonged their existence 
(2024, 98). The apparatus can be extended to the Foucauldian dis-
positif. This broader technical and social-political configuration 
gives rise to discourse, which is governed by the archive (Foucault, 
2002, 145). The archive does so through a memory function, com-
monly understood as ‘collective memory’ (Halbwachs, 1925), exist-
ing within a specific environment and related to everyday life and 
politics, as well as ‘cultural memory’ (Assmann, 1995), which spans 
many generations and stabilizes society. Both concepts, often used 
interchangeably, have become paradigmatic in archival and her-
itage studies (McDowell, 2008; Harris, 2012; Cook, 2013; Apaydin, 
2020).
	 I will rely on Halbwachs’ concept for his emphasis on the en-
vironment (Halbwachs, 1980, 155). This is opposed to archival 
scholar Michelle Caswell’s view (2014, 45) of decentralized, digital 
transnational archives that create ‘memoryscapes,’ a conceptual-
ization inspired by Appadurai’s scapes of globalization. Appadurai 
(2010, 9) argues that ‘in thinking about area studies, we need to 
recognize that histories produce geographies and not vice versa’. 
But I see a two-way process, along with Dagmar Brunow (2017, 
106), who argues that online collections are still locally embedded.
	 Besides spatiality, another issue is at stake. Memory in the 
social context is now taken for granted, but in fact it is a metaphor 
based on the human mind (Errl, 2010, 4; Hedstrom, 2010). Memo-



26
0

D
el

ta
ic

 C
u

ra
ti

n
g

 o
f 

D
ia

le
ct

ic
s

ry in the individual is connected to other cognitive functions, such 
as evaluation and imagination. I therefore propose to see ‘collective 
cognition’ as the principal archival function, building on sociologist 
Niklas Luhmann (1997); while culture serves a memory function 
to distinguish between present and past, in order to evaluate and 
monitor developments, culture also performs the function of ‘oscil-
lation’, to move across existing categories, creating new ideas and 
possibilities.

In order to ontologically ground epistemology, I will research 
environmental discourses, especially dialectics – that is, ‘conver-
sations’ between oppositional views and voices, ‘mediated’ through 
audiovisual media – and how they come to us through archives. 
This leads me to the question how audiovisually mediated dialec-
tics on the environment have become manifest in collective cogni-
tion. Mediating here goes beyond relay; audiovisual media also 
participate in rhetorics. ‘Being manifest in collective cognition’ con-
cerns archival operations of preservation and access, which bring 
something into the present again, continuing discourses and im-
plied politics.

The concept of collective cognition aligns with Martina Löw’s 
concept of Eigenlogik (2013, 896), which shapes a city’s identity, 
as well as the concept of ‘culture core’ in cultural ecology, proposed 
by the American anthropologist Julian Steward. Cultural ecology 
refers to possibilities set by an environment, which can be actual-
ized through an interplay between ideas and resources (Steward, 
1976, 40). The culture core steers cultural growth; I call its regulat-
ing instance ‘collective cognition.’ As a pluralistic mind (Bateson, 
1987, 440, 490), it monitors and directs the development of which it 
is part. Collective cognition is specifically seen here as the implica-
tion of archives, including audiovisual media, besides other forms 
of expression existing within the cultural ecology (Zapf, 2021, 136).

According to Steward (1976, 41-42), cultural growth happens 
through environmental factors, which I call ‘internal factors’, and 
historical influences, such as diffused ideologies or technologies, 
which I call ‘external factors’. Their interplay enables ‘sociocultur-
al integration’ (Steward, 1976, 43). An expression makes sense at 
a certain level that integrates particular activities, interests and 
references. For example, a home movie addresses a household; re-
cordings of community life are meaningful within a town; and tele
vision programmes with general cultural relevance are meaning-
ful within a country. Accordingly, there are family archives, city 
archives and national archives. Collective cognition is manifest at 
all levels, moderating the interplay between internal and external 
factors, including cultural and social-economic exchanges, govern-
ance and politics. The moderating capacity is ultimately a matter 
of curating.

Appropriate in the context of the delta is Stefanie Hessler’s 
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‘tidalectic curating’, based on Brathwaite’s ‘tidalectics’, informed 
by the tidal action of oceans. Instead of an immediate cause-and-
effect relationship, tidalectics follows a holistic view, if always par-
tial and situated (Hessler, 2020, 252). Moreover, Hessler’s cura-
torial approach is ‘performatively engaging with the social and 
ecological structures of the systems in which it operates’ (2020, 
256). ‘Tidalectic curating’ proclaims openness, but it is still direc-
tional, towards a better understanding of ecological complexity, 
forging sustainable forms of living. I endorse and articulate this 
aim (cf. Newell et al., 2017), stressing Laura Marks’ (2004) idea of 
curating being based on an argument, as an ethical responsibility. 
Yet, I see such rhetorics as a process (Iacob, 2023, 35) and collective 
endeavour, which draws an epistemological horizon on which to po-
sition the case below.
	 In the Dutch delta, water and nature exist next to industri-
al areas and cities like Rotterdam, Breda, Middelburg and Vlissin-
gen. This has given rise to a dialectics of sorts. However, the delta 
has neither administrative status nor institutions of its own. In-
stead, there are different provincial and water authorities (Unie 
van Waterschappen, 2024). This compromises representation and 
delineation. Alternatively, one could consider the Netherlands as 
a whole. Dutch culture lives on water, as many Dutch film classics 
exemplify, from the first Dutch fiction film, De mésaventure van een 
Fransch heertje zonder pantalon aan het strand te Zandvoort (Mul-
lens, 1905), to the social drama Dead Water (Rutten, 1934), the 
classic documentary The Voice of the Water (Haanstra, 1966), and 
the epic feature Admiral (Reiné, 2015), to name a few. They serve 
the cultural memory of the nation.
	 Within the Delta region, Zeeland is the main province. In its 
capital, Middelburg, both the Zeeuws Filmarchief and Film Festi-
val Zeeland were established in 1989. Together they called for his-
torical films (Provinciale Zeeuwse Courant, 1990). While acquir-
ing and showing them, an inventory was made, published in 1992 
(Jongejan, 1991; Zeeuws Filmarchief, 1992). The festival contin-
ued and archival presentations remained part of its programming 
(NRC Handelsblad, 1992). Eventually it became the internation-
al festival Film by the Sea, in 1999 (De Bevelander, 1999). The film 
archive, in its turn, did not become an institution. Collected films 
went to the Zeeuws Archief, and in 1997, Omroep Zeeland start-
ed the archival compilation series Trugkieke, directed by Jan-Wil-
lem Antheunisse, one of the initiators of the film archive (Wij zijn 
de stad, 2018). About 350 of its episodes have been published on 
YouTube, from local amateur recordings to footage from national 
collections. The latter have mainly informed this study, especial-
ly collections at the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision 
(Beeld&Geluid, 2025) and Eye Filmmuseum (Eye, 2025), and the 
aggregate database Media Suite (Media Suite, 2025), which offers 
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selections from Dutch institutions online, accessible to students 
and researchers. A few other collections, platforms and YouTube 
channels have been considered too, including EUscreen (EUscreen, 
2025), an open-access database with audiovisual collections from 
all member states of the European Union. For contextualization, I 
have used the newspaper databases Krantenbank Zeeland (2025), 
Tijdschriftenbank Zeeland (2025), and Delpher (2025).

This research focuses on the 1960s-1980s, as a period marked 
by accelerated modernization and activism, in the light of environ-
mental issues. On the one hand, I consider in this paper informa-
tional and promotional films about industrial developments and 
construction projects. On the other, I consider critical media, ad-
dressing problems such as nature being sacrificed for industry, pol-
lution and the risks of nuclear energy. I will present their dialec-
tics, and in conclusion I will propose the concept of ‘deltaic curating 
of dialectics’.

From Safety to Spectacle

After the flood of 1953, the Delta Plan was developed. Many 
state-sponsored films recorded the execution of the Delta Works 
in the period 1953-1986 (such as the films made by Hoving, 1958-
1961; Batchelor, 1961; Haanstra, 1962; Breijer, 1969, 1974; Fern-
hout, 1968; Burcksen & Herblot, 1985-1988). All of them call at-
tention to the ingenuity and power of the works, for which safety 
is the main argument. This is already clear from Haanstra’s Delta 
Phase 1, about the closing of the Veerse Gat. The film shows, as its 
narrator says, ‘the first small link in a chain of grand works that 
should connect many islands into a close-knit and safe delta land’ 
(translated by the author). The catalogue of Sound and Vision lists 
several entries to Delta Phase 1, without cross-referencing. One 
of them says: ‘The film is introduced with images that suggestive-
ly show Zeeland as a land where life is dominated by the sea with 
all its evil sides. There are some poignant shots of the 1953 flood’ 
(Beeld&Geluid 2025a; translated by the author). This description 
reproduces the rhetoric of sea-as-enemy. The film is also preserved 
by Eye, whose catalogue says that ‘protests from the Veere fisher-
men . . . are drowned in the euphoric images of the festivities on 
the occasion of the closing of the flow hole. The fact that the festiv-
ities are somewhat delayed by the sudden fog only increases the 
build-up to the film’s dramatic climax – and is certainly not pro-
cessed as a critical comment’ (Eye, 2025a; translated by the au-
thor). These descriptions dialectically position the film.

While not publicly available through Sound and Vision and 
Eye, Delta Phase 1 has been put on YouTube, in low quality, by a 
user named mdftrasher (2023). A viewer asks if the film could be 
uploaded in HD; mdftrasher says ‘no’, as it comes from a VHS re-
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cording of a television broadcast in 1996, part of the retrospective, 
De films van Bert Haanstra (Haanstra & Van Fucht, 1996). A video 
glitch at the bottom and the channel’s logo at the top reveal this 
provenance, creating ‘weird shapes’ (Anger, 2024, 2). There is an-
other remnant: a part of an interview with Haanstra, before the 
film. In it, Haanstra speaks about a shot of only four seconds. It 
sits at the film’s climax, when the dam is being closed, witnessed 
by spectators and (foreign) cameramen, as the film shows – which 
is a self-reflexive image of sorts. When the job is done, the man in 
charge ‘takes his cheap camera to make a snapshot of the [closed 
dam], for his album, for mom’, as Haanstra says with mild irony. 
Within the broader dispositif, the ‘prefix’ with Haanstra speaking 
becomes a ‘weird’ self-referential artefact; the act of taking a snap-
shot, recorded on film, broadcast on television, taped on video, dig-
itized and shown on YouTube, overlaid with commercials, shows a 
layered ontology that corresponds to Brunow’s understanding of 
cultural memory being ‘constantly reworked through processes of 
remediation’ (2017, 98). The gesture of the snapshot documenting 
a reality is remediated and multiplied; eventually, it makes Haan-
stra’s irony applicable to his own film as well.

The end of Delta Phase 1 shows a new park with holiday 
homes. The narrator says: ‘the desire for quietness and freedom 
of the city dwellers from one of the most densely populated parts 
of Europe will take off in this Old Zeeland’ (translated by the au-
thor). Due to the dams and bridges, ‘Old Zeeland’ becomes accessi-
ble for city dwellers, which is also celebrated by Polygoon Journaal 
(1969-32) through a remarkable time-lapse motion. Its impact is 
the subject of the documentary Het proces Renesse (Schaper, 1966), 
directed by Rotterdam-based filmmaker Jan Schaper and produc-
er Jan van Hillo. From a realist perspective, they observe how Zee-
land changes: youths from Rotterdam flock together on beaches, 
spending the night in clubs. The narrator says: ‘The island makes 
the youth overconfident. The wind and the sun, the salty smell of 
the water. All this creates excitement in them. It makes them feel 
happy and tempts them to do silly things, so that many girls be-
tween 15 and 18 grow up here in one summer’ (translated by the 
author). This reality was unacceptable and moralists at the Chris-
tian broadcaster NCRV banned the film, as explained by the film’s 
sound technician and producer Christine van Rhoon (conversation 
with the author, 2010).

At the same time, there was criticism regarding the environ-
mental impact of the Delta Plan (Zeeuwse Ankers, 2024). Fish-
ermen, activists and academics joined forces in 1968. Their view 
gained momentum in the mid-1970s, through news reports, docu-
mentaries and educational programmes like the Bedreigde land-
schappen: De delta (Teleac, 1976). With the advent of a progres-
sive government led by Joop den Uyl in 1973, the planned dam 
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was changed into a pijlerdam (‘pillar-dam’), called Eastern Scheldt 
Dam (Oosterscheldekering). This allowed for tidal action, hence 
preserving the unique natural area. However, current affairs pro-
gramme Aktua (TROS, 5 October 1982) emphasized the budget gap 
of 700 million guilders, with interviewees blaming the government 
for mismanagement.
	 In 1986, the dam was inaugurated by Queen Beatrix, broad-
cast live on television by NOS for four hours. It is one of the few 
programmes about the Dutch delta available on EUscreen. One 
reporter recalls the discussion on the expenses, but explains that 
there was no way back. In the end, the dam was heralded as the 
jewel of the Delta Works, notably by TROS, broadcasting the film 
Delta Finale (Burcksen & Herbot, 1988). The film’s motto is: ‘A bar-
rier for safety and environment,’ which echoes Delta Phase 1, while 
adding ‘environment’. The title was affected by dialectics, spin-
ning the heroic story of the Delta Plan which attracted ever more 
interest. During the construction period (1979-1986), an informa-
tion centre was therefore established by Rijkswaterstaat on the 
work island Neeltje Jans. It showed films, especially Delta Finale, 
in three successive versions (Dutch Delta, 1983; Delta Finale, 1985; 
Delta Finale, 1988).
	 In Sound and Vision’s catalogue, the final version of Delta Fi-
nale is listed four times, under different titles, without cross-ref-
erencing. The reason is that film prints have come from differ-
ent collections, but this is unclear for users, which obscures their 
provenance and positionality. One entry (with 109 analogue car-
riers) mentions that the film was commissioned by the ministry 
of Transportation and Water Management, with the genre indi-
cated as ‘informational film’ (Beeld&Geluid, 2025b). The other en-
tries barely have any metadata, but they are indicated as ‘company 
film’ (Beeld&Geluid, 2025c, 2025d, 2025e). However, one of them 
(2025d), still mentions broadcaster TROS, suggesting that the film 
comes from the television collection. Surprisingly, under the se-
ries title ‘Bedrijfsfilms Baggerbedrijf Van Oord’ (company films 
for dredging company Van Oord), a digital copy is made available 
in Media Suite, left unmentioned elsewhere. With these confusing 
(series) titles and no integration of records, access is compromised.
	 However, Delta Finale is also available on YouTube (Kerker, 
2015). There are 79 comments, some concerning the film as such 
(translated by the author):

@gwvandersnel [2 years ago]
Thanks for posting this film! During the construction of the 
Eastern Scheldt Dam, this film was shown to visitors of the 
construction of the Eastern Scheldt Dam in a temporary 
building on the work island. I loved the movie then and I still 
do now. I was involved in the construction for a year and a 
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half, so on the work island itself, our company took care of the 
control of the gates. It was a fantastic time together.

@jansmalheer4514 [7 years ago] 
Film was shown for years in the temporary information cen-
tre at Neeltje Jans. I worked there for 4 years and the film 
and music bring back a lot of memories! A wonderful time 
with a very special job!

These quotes attest to a ‘double memory’: of what is being shown 
and of the film’s exhibition, as part of the spectacle of the Delta 
Works. In some comments, the subject and the film become vehi-
cles to convey life stories:

@bernardkannekens7286 [1 year ago]
My father worked on the construction of the storm surge bar-
rier in the Eastern Scheldt from start to finish. On the one 
hand, it is very symbolic, because my mother had to flee from 
the flood at the age of 14. The dike broke where her parental 
home was and they lost everything. On the other hand, we as 
a family have fond memories of the construction of the barri-
er. We regularly went to look and saw the barrier grow. In the 
weekend, we even sometimes went to ‘stay’ on the work island 
Neeltje Jans. We slept in a construction shed and had the is-
land and beach to ourselves for a weekend. You never forget 
that. Dad and mom are no longer alive. Of course, we had this 
film on a video tape at home. It has been a long time since I 
have seen it. It brings back many memories. We are still so 
proud of the construction of this barrier!

The writer explicitly mentions the video tape of the film, which 
is another instance of ‘double memory’. Besides sharing memo-
ries, some people comment on the film itself, praising its technical 
depth, while most respond to the film’s content, for example:

@antoinjanssen6875 [11 months ago]
It’s still a pity that we didn’t use that strong current for a 
tidal power station.

This remark concerns an unfulfilled potential, which is both ret-
rospective and prospective; memory enables oscillation. A tidal 
power station is a historical phenomenon, like the sixteenth-centu-
ry tidal mill in Middelburg (Molendatabase, 2023). Hence, history 
informs future prospects.
	 The information centre became a tourist destination, and 
developed into the theme park Deltapark Neeltje Jans, which is 
still showing these kinds of films. When Delta Phase 1 stated that 
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through the Delta Works new land was being created for industry, 
buildings and leisure, Haanstra may not have anticipated that this 
land would eventually accommodate screenings of films like his 
own – an ontological closed circuit. The shift from the rhetoric of 
safety through engineering to the presentation of the Delta Works 
as spectacle is a historical act of oscillation.

Future Horizon

Browsing Eye’s catalogue, a striking instance of oscillation ap-
pears: Bob Visser’s experimental science-fiction film Plan Delta 
(Visser, 1989), or so it seems, as the film itself is inaccessible. Its 
manifestation can only be reconstructed through written reports. 
The film tells a remarkable story, but its own story is similar-
ly remarkable. Shot on Neeltje Jans, it was screened there too, in 
control centre Topshuis, which anchors the film ontologically. It 
was a special event of the first edition of Film Festival Zeeland in 
1989, meant to stimulate tourism (Algemeen Dagblad, 1989). For 
the screening of Plan Delta, a shuttle bus brought spectators from 
Middelburg to Neeltje Jans. A second screening took place in Elec-
trobioscoop-Schuttershoftheater, Middelburg (Van Damme, 1989). 
The film literally moved between Zeeland’s old centre of trade and 
ship-building and Neeltje Jans, epicentre of the region’s renewed 
identity of deltaic engineering. Oscillating between past and fu-
ture, Plan Delta tells yet another story, through politics of the 
imaginary.

The film project began as a documentary production in 1983. 
Bob Visser, based in Rotterdam, heard about the planned inunda-
tion of the pijlerdam and rushed there to make recordings. He edit-
ed them into a seven-minute short for TAPE-TV (VPRO, 1 Febru-
ary 1984). Being born in Zeeland, Visser thought about the claim 
that the dam would protect the land for the next 250 years (Veld, 
1989, 20). More recordings were made on Neeltje Jans, support-
ed by Rijkswaterstaat, and in a studio in Rotterdam, Utopia Hal 4. 
In 1986, a draft was shown at the Nederlandse Filmdagen festi-
val in Utrecht. De Volkskrant reported on it, notably in its section 
‘Science & Society’. Visser is quoted saying that the Delta Plan has 
been presented to the Dutch as the summum of engineering. The 
result is that people are no longer afraid of the water and think 
they can conquer everything (De Volkskrant, 1986).

Later in 1986, the film was made into a theatrical show, with 
live music by the Californian new wave band Tuxedomoon. Band 
member Bruce Geduldig acted on stage as the film’s narrator. The 
show was performed six times, in different theatres, including Rem 
Koolhaas’ Danstheater in The Hague (still under construction at 
the time), where Visser filmed the projected images and perfor-
mance. The recordings were used again in the film, as temporal 
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layers for time travel (Veld, 1989, 20). The show received critical 
acclaim; Visser got additional funding (in total 350,000 guilders), 
and the final film eventually premiered at the International Film 
Festival Rotterdam in 1989 (Slavenburg, 1989).
	 The story goes as follows: anno 2330, the lowlands are flood-
ed. People live in an elevated bunker city, which is the pijlerdam, 
divided into different communities, each living in its own pillar, in 
apathy. They have gradually lost their virility, and need the help of 
two children, who were saved by an angel during the flood of 1953. 
In order to travel back and forth in time, people sit in a theatre 
and watch archival footage of the flood. An expedition is organized 
to search for healthy people, living in primitive conditions on the 
island Neeltje Jans. In the meantime, the bunker city is threat-
ened by water. An alien fleet comes to safeguard the city, and the 
fleet’s commander, who is also the film’s narrator (played by Bruce 
Geduldig), calls out to the people, but they don’t cooperate (Slaven-
burg, 1989).
	 Visser drew inspiration from British author Doris Lessing’s 
science-fiction novels, the series Canopus in Argos: Archives, pub-
lished 1979-1983 (Jager, 1989). He appropriated this ‘external in-
fluence’ for a Dutch context, where he saw the struggle against 
water as historically decisive (Veld, 1989, 20). This exemplifies how 
‘Science fiction displays a dialectics between reality and (im)pos-
sible experiences of the world . . .’ (Monticelli, 2019, 5). Visser also 
dwelled on Lessing’s religious tropes, which were relatable to him 
through the legacy of his father – who also sponsored his film – in-
cluding books about predestination and the conversion of people in 
Zeeland, published around 1900 (Jager, 1989). Visser was intrigued 
by the books’ archaic, moral language, which he projected onto fu-
ture speech. Calling his film ‘time fiction’, history informed a fu-
ture imaginary (Figure 1).
	 Journalist Peter Slavenburg appreciated the film as much as 
its theatrical iterations, which he called ‘magnificent, exceptionally 
impressive performances’. He added: ‘although less expensive than 
the Delta Plan, the film is almost equally grandiose’ (1989; trans-
lated by the author). But responses varied. Film critic Peter van 
Bueren (1989) called it an ‘incomparable and remarkable film’, and 
commented on its stream of images, writing: ‘Stand on the beach 
in a storm and let a giant wave wash over you. This experience is 
somewhat like undergoing Plan Delta’ (1989; translated by the 
author). Several other critics could not make sense of it (Kotter-
er, 1989; Kok, 1989). Slavenburg stressed that the film is actually 
about safety, and he quoted Visser saying that:

We can protect ourselves against the water, but the question 
is: for how long? In 1953, the idea of environmental pollution 
hardly existed yet. We built dams, but at the same time peo-
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ple messed around. Now, less than forty years later, we have a 
hole in the ozone layer and we are threatened by the green-
house effect. So it will never stop: the water will always rise 
again. It is the consequence of our way of life, which forces us 
to leave, sooner or later, exactly like the people in Bangladesh 
will have to leave the delta. In that sense, the Delta Plan is no 
different than the sandbags used in 1953 (Visser in Slaven-
burg, 1989; translated by the author)

	
In the 1980s, few people imagined that today water levels would 
rise so quickly that by the twenty-third century the Netherlands 
will be flooded indeed (Bregman, 2023). And few people saw this as 
a global problem the way Visser did. His reference to Bangladesh 
is telling; it was informed by Dutch television frequently reporting 
on floods there, in 1984, when Visser developed his idea (e.g, EBU, 
28 August 1984; NCRV, 16 November 1984; NCRV, 21 December 
1984), and just before the film’s release (e.g., TROS, 6 September 
1988; NOS, 11 September 1988; NOS: 13 September 1988; VOO, 21 
September 1988). This is another ‘historical influence’. Plan Delta 
is the result of memory and oscillation, by moving across times and 
places, categories and ideas, drawing a future horizon.
	 Visser extrapolated the issue of safety to the extent that an-
other way of thinking is required. Only now there are broad cam-
paigns advocating change. WWF writes: ‘The delta works protect 
us against flooding, but they have also disrupted nature in the 
delta’ (WWF, 2024; translated by the author). Through collective 
cognition, a new paradigm must be developed.

The Shock Effect

Along with modernization and industrialization, pollution had be-
come part of the discourse, fuelled by the documentary We stink-
en er in . . .! (1970) – the title meaning both ‘we get fooled’ and ‘this 
stinks’. It was made by director Jan Van Hillo, born in Maassluis, 
in the delta region, in collaboration with researcher Wolf Kielich 
and cinematographer Jan Schaper, with whom Van Hillo also made 
Het proces Renesse (Schaper, 1966). We stinken er in . . .! was pro-
duced by Christian broadcaster NCRV, which believed that God 
had entrusted humans to take care of the Earth. The documentary 
starts with the 1953 flood, saying that there had been critical voic-
es before 1953. Other disasters are similarly awaiting us if noth-
ing will be done. Van Hillo conceived of the documentary when di-
recting the documentary Mijlpaal in het Haringvliet (1970), about 
another ‘milestone’ of the Delta Plan. In turn, We stinken er in . . .! 
contends that humans have disturbed nature’s balance. The film 
alternates between developments in the Netherlands (e.g. Rotter-
dam) and abroad (USA and Japan), and between threats and per-
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spectives, while interviewing experts, such as Barry Commoner.
	 The documentary had an impact, but television was ephemer
al. The television ‘archive’ back then was merely a repository and 
not accessible. It made Van Hillo and Kielich decide to publish the 
film script as a book, with explanations about their decisions, ad-
ditional information, quotes and biblical references. The book (Van 
Hillo & Kielich, 1971a) became an annotated stand-in for the film, 
and an archive of sorts (Figure 2). Due to the shock effect of the 
film, a sequel was made, Het uur van de waarheid (The Hour of 
Truth; Van Hillo, 1971), which was immediately accompanied by a 
book (Van Hillo & Kielich, 1971b). We stinken er in . . .! was eventu-
ally developed into a series of five documentaries (Van Hillo, 1970-
1971), with many prominent speakers, such as Alvin Toffler, in 
an episode based on his book The Future Shock (Van Hillo, 1970). 
The series became a landmark in NCRV’s history (NCRV, 1 Sep-
tember 1989; NCRV, 2 December1994). The series is available in 
Media Suite, but there are inconsistencies and omissions in the ti-
tles, with limited metadata, and the books are not mentioned. This 
stands in contrast to the series’ impact.
	 While showing developments across the world, We stinken er 
in . . .! was ontologically embedded in the delta region, where Van 
Hillo conceived the series, and to which he linked back. The sec-
ond episode, for example, shows pollution in nature reservation 
area Biesbosch, which was highlighted in a local review (De Stem, 
1971). In this way, the series directly informed discourse in the re-
gion, propelled by newly established organizations, and existing 
ones, such as the Bond van Plattelandsvrouwen (Union of Rural 
Women). In November 1970, this union organized a study day in 
Goes, with expert talks about ‘environmental hygiene’ and the re-
sponsibility of housewives (De Stem, 1970), together with an ex-
hibition. It also showed the film Om het laatste groen (IVN, 1965), 
distinguishing welfare from well-being (IVN, 2024b). The docu-
mentary series facilitated discussions on industry releasing toxic 
gases into the air and waste being discharged into open water by 
local enterprises and towns, as reported earlier that year (AVRO, 
14 July 1970).
	 The issue of pollution in the delta was further elaborated by 
director André Truyman, also collaborating with Jan Schaper, in 
the documentary trilogy Het land van de dwazen (The Country of 
Fools), presented by catholic broadcaster KRO. The second episode 
(André Truyman, 19 January 1971) starts with speeches by a vet-
erinarian and a politician, on the impact of industrial pollution. 
The narrator continues: ‘What is happening here looks like a new 
kind of colonization. After all, the population itself does not seem 
to be directly involved in the decisions taken by the government 
regarding industrial establishments’ (translated by the author). 
But he also explains that most Zeelanders ‘suffer from paralyzing 
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fatalism and don’t resist’. These fragments have been included in 
an episode by Trugkieke: Zeeland in de Hilversumse kijker VI (Om-
roep Zeeland, 25 May 2020), on Zeeland’s presence on Dutch televi-
sion throughout the last 50 years. Broadcast in 2001, and digitized 
and made available on YouTube in 2020, supported by the Province 
of Zeeland, it shows archival activation, remediation and appropri-
ation of the discourse within the region.
	 In 1974, environmental organization Vereniging Milieu
hygiëne Zeeland began publishing a monthly magazine, De Goud-
en Delta (The Golden Delta), with texts, photographs and cartoons, 
criticizing technocrats and industrialists. It spearheaded the envi-
ronmental discourse in Zeeland (De Jong, 1984). Connections were 
drawn between industrialization, consumption culture and pol-
lution, an argument already made in the television documentary 
Polders voor Industry (Polders for Industry; Van der Velde & Smits, 
1961), which was critical of the extension of the port of Rotterdam 
(Paalman, 2011, 426). Political parties also joined the discourse. 
The film Socialistiese Partij (1976) explicitly addresses both envi-
ronmental and social problems in Rotterdam and elsewhere. It is 
preserved by the Rotterdam City Archive, where it is available for 
consultation on-site, but it has become detached from related print 
media and archival records. As it is often the case with audiovisual 
media, this compromises the archival principle of respect des fonds, 
‘in which all records originating from an administrative authority, 
corporation, or family would be brought together in a fonds based 
on their origins and function’ (Jimerson, 2009, 72).
	 Such archival disconnection is also exemplified by the ‘death’ 
of the magazine De Gouden Delta, after ten years of struggle. Call-
ing attention to their cause once more, the editors staged a ‘funer-
al’ on All Souls’ Day, 2 November 1983. NOS television came to 
record the ‘cremation’ of the magazine, which was put in the water 
of the Eastern Scheldt, floating away while burning (NOS, 9 No-
vember1983). This television report is now available online in the 
Media Suite, but the magazine itself is not easily retrieved from 
the hereafter; it is only available on-site at the Zeeuws Archief 
(Zeeuws Archief, 2002). As a result, the television report exists in 
isolation, having in fact eclipsed the magazine and its history. This 
archival dimension could not have been anticipated by the NOS 
television reporter when he asked if the death of De Gouden Delta 
meant the end of the environmentalist movement. An editor of the 
magazine responded that a new movement would emerge to coun-
ter the growing problems in which interrelated factors were at 
play. And indeed, in 1984, de Zeeuwse Milieufederatie (Zeeland En-
vironmental Federation) was established, in which various previ-
ous organizations got united (Zeeuws Archief, 2002).
	 Television programmes would continue to address environ-
mental issues. Artists also contributed to the discourse, like the 
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musicians Leo Cuypers and the Willem Breuker Kollektief in 
the film Zeeland Suite (Hulscher, 10 January 1978), addressing 
the uniqueness of the land. Alternatively, activist film collections 
should potentially be considered too, such as those of Greenpeace, 
which are stored at the International Institute of Social History in 
Amsterdam (IISG, 2024). However, this collection still awaits prop-
er archiving, like many activist media archives elsewhere, due to 
their non-conventional nature.

Changing Fights

With industrialization and urbanization, more energy was need-
ed. Nuclear power offered it. In various countries, including the 
Netherlands, films were made to explain the subject, such as Ato-
mos (Erends, 1960), a promotional film for Philips, with puppet an-
imations of Galileo Galilei and Einstein, in which Philips devic-
es were used for the generation of nuclear power. However, after 
the initial enthusiasm, safety became an issue. Films were subse-
quently made about responsible storage of nuclear waste, like Pro-
ject Salt Vault (Atomic Energy Commission, 1969), one of the many 
films commissioned by the US Atomic Energy Commission. Both 
films are part of Eye’s collection, although inaccessible – yet, many 
such films are made available online elsewhere (Touran, 2007-
2025).
	 While the Delta Plan was built on the rhetoric of safety, au-
thorities refrained from such language when building nuclear re-
actors, including the one in Borssele, Zeeland (1969-1973). It was 
meant to deliver cheap energy for the French aluminium producer 
Péchiney, to accommodate its establishment in Vlissingen (Alge-
meen Handelsblad, 1968). Being part of a larger industrial devel-
opment scheme, it raised criticism for destroying the landscape 
and for environmental pollution. Dutch television covered such 
issues over an extended period of time. For the period 1960-1989, 
Media Suite yields 123 results for queries concerning Zeeland and 
environmental topics (terms searched: ‘milieu’, ‘waterverontrei
niging’, ‘luchtverontreiniging’, ‘verontreiniging’, ‘milieuverontrei
ning’, ‘vervuiling’, ‘milieuhygiëne’, and ‘milieuvervuiling’). Tropes 
in the discourse were the lack of transparency in how decisions 
were made, the lack of citizen participation, secret agreements and 
risks not being communicated.
	 Before the reactor’s opening, television reported on activists 
handing out flyers to residents to make them aware of radiation 
(KRO, 12 May 1973; NCRV, 15 May 1973). After the opening, tel-
evision programme Brandpunt (KRO, 13 January 1974) paid at-
tention to the disaster plan. The plan was explained dialectically, 
through interviews with Borssele’s technocratic mayor and an en-
vironmentalist, but the report seconds the latter through audio-
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visual rhetoric. For example, when the plan is explained, a deso-
late cemetery is being shown and an alarm is heard. Travelling 
shots show empty streets, as if residents are already hiding in 
their homes. Moreover, the images are recorded with backlight and 
solar flares, having an alienating effect. The disaster plan was also 
ridiculed by Farce Majeure (NCRV, 26 January 1974). These three 
programmes make for a well-curated triptych, presented by Trug
kieke: Kerncentrale Borssele, 1973/74 (Omroep Zeeland, 2020). 
However, Trugkieke’s episodes barely garner comments by viewers; 
the curatorial potential of propelling discourses is not yet exploit-
ed.
	 Over the course of the 1970s, worries increased; the reactor in 
Borssele frequently featured in television reports. Different views 
were presented (e.g. Op uw gezondheid: Kernenergie en stralings-
gevaar; TROS, 23 January 1974), but scepticism grew, especial-
ly with the construction of a breeder reactor in Kalkar, Germany, 
close to the Dutch border. The Dutch Anti-Kalkar Komitee orga
nized a mass demonstration in 1977, which attracted media atten-
tion (besides television reports there is also for example the film 
Demonstratie Kalkar, 1977 by Heerkens, 1977).
	 Worries culminated when in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, a par-
tial nuclear meltdown took place on 28 March 1979, the so-called 
Three Miles Island Accident. Radioactive gases and radioactive 
iodine were released into the environment, which caused anxiety 
around the world. For multiple days, Dutch television reported on 
it (e.g., NOS, 1 and 2 April 1979; VARA, 3 April 1979; AVRO, 5 April 
1979), sometimes with alienating imagery and eerie electronic 
soundscapes (e.g., TROS, 7 April 1979). The Anti-Kalkar Komitee, 
renamed Landelijk Energie Komitee (National Energy Commit-
tee), pointed to similarities between the plants in Harrisburg and 
Borssele and announced a demonstration, demanding the closure 
of Borssele’s reactor. Socialist broadcaster VARA responded to 
their call (VARA-Visie, VARA, 3 April 1979), thus helping to mobi-
lize people.
	 The demonstration in Borssele was reported by the daily 
news report (NOS, 7 April 1979). It is available in Media Suite, but 
without comments, which were only read live during broadcasting. 
The remaining 16 mm footage has become a typical archival tele-
vision artefact, which resonates with Jiří Anger’s archival film on-
tology, for its indexical relation with the apparatus. Media Suite as 
interface remediates this artefact without mentioning its status. 
Moreover, an ‘archival reversal’ is being created here, as cinema 
newsreel Polygoon Journaal (Polygoon, 1979-16) has instead been 
preserved and catalogued properly, while by 1979, cinema news-
reels had already been less important than television news for two 
decades. Polygoon shows the demonstration, with comments by 
participants, followed by background information on the plant’s 
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safety measures, which implies a discursive position. Sound and 
Vision has posted it on YouTube, with 23 comments that lack any 
moderation. However, it has also become embedded in the reactor’s 
Wikipedia page (Wikipedia, 2023), which sketches a background.

The demonstration became a critical reference in the ongo-
ing discourse (see e.g. Villa VPRO; VPRO, 20 February 1980). For-
eign films contributed to this as well (De Ruiter, 1976), especially 
those distributed by Cineclub Vrijheidsfilms, such as the American 
production Lovejoy’s Nuclear War (Keller, 1975), and the German 
production Lieber heute aktiv als morgen radioaktiv (Better Active 
Today Than Radioactive Tomorrow; Gladitz, 1976). These militant 
films are preserved by the International Institute of Social Histo-
ry in Amsterdam. Although its catalogue does not link films with 
paper records, the materials still enable a reconstruction of the dis-
course.

The main target of the anti-nuclear movement became the 
reactor in Dodewaard, situated along the river Waal, feeding the 
delta. On 19 October 1980, 15,000 people came together for a block-
ade. Besides television reports, a one-hour-long film was made 
about it, Dodewaard gaat dicht: Blokkade van de kerncentrale Dode-
waard (Dodewaard Is Closing: Blockade of the Nuclear Reactor Do-
dewaard; Jansen & Elzinga, 1981), which is part of the Cineclub col-
lection. Shot on 8 mm and distributed on 16 mm, the film points to 
an alternative media practice, at the margins of a ‘parallel cinema’ 
(Croombs, 2019, 71-72). This ontology attests to the film’s current 
status too – unavailable, without metadata. However, an article in 
the communist newspaper De Waarheid (1981) makes clear that 
this film served a training purpose for the next blockade. That hap-
pened on Saturday 19 September 1981, when 15,000 people showed 
up again. The police carried out charges, but the blockade lasted for 
three days. The next Saturday, 40,000 people gathered to protest 
against both nuclear power and police violence (Laka, 2024).

Two other films deserve mention here. The first is a mid-
length feature, Fiction (Holthuis, 1981), which premiered at the 
International Film Festival Rotterdam. It is about the ‘fading bor-
ders between reality and fiction, caused by the anxiety and uncer-
tainty concerning nuclear energy’, as described in Eye’s catalogue, 
where the film is available on-site. The story is about a man work-
ing at a nuclear power station who experiences an accident due to 
managerial negligence. He then instigates a serious accident to 
provoke responses. A publicity leaflet for the film says that there 
is too much information about nuclear energy, which complicates 
an objective conclusion, but the main problem is that the ‘atomic 
lobby’ is in charge. It means that radioactivity will stay and that 
one must find a way to live with it. Rather than an activist inter-
vention, the film is an artistic reflection upon the discourse and the 
anxiety fuelling it.
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The second film is Armoede van de toekomst (Poverty of the 
Future; Entrop, Hopmans & Siegmund, 1981), an educational pro-
duction to enable discussions among young people about nuclear 
energy (Figure 3). It was developed by film collective Solidariteits
films from Breda, with support from activist fund X-Y. The film 
starts with the demonstration against the reactor in Borssele in 
1979 and then shows high school pupils discussing energy re
sources. In an interview with a regional newspaper, Marcel Sieg-
mund explains that the film was made for and by young people, 
and that Solidariteitsfilms merely enabled them to make this 
‘youth newsreel’, lasting almost an hour. He adds that: ‘This has 
clearly become a newsreel against the use of nuclear power. The 
youth fully agreed that enough money is already spent on propa-
ganda in favour of nuclear power’ (Provinciale Zeeuwsche Courant, 
1981, 9; translated by the author). Armoede van de toekomst is the 
second title in a series of ‘youth newsreels’, made after Erbij horen 
(Belonging; Hopmans, 1980), about consumption and peer pres-
sure, shot in Zeeland too. The newsreels were shown in more than 
250 places, at schools and youth centres, in Zeeland and elsewhere 
(Provinciale Zeeuwsche Courant, 1981, 9).

Solidariteitsfilms also made Speelgoed voor later (Toys for 
Later; 1981), a fiction short about toys being ideologically charged, 
casting kids in gender roles and prescribing social behaviour. High-
lighting things playfully, the film shows a toy manufacturer who 
wants to keep up with the times. He produces a nuclear reactor 
model, together with miniature protesters and a police squadron. 
Through film, youth learned how they had unconsciously learned 
things as kids. In this way, Solidariteitsfilms raised awareness 
about interconnections between social and environmental con-
cerns, and between industrialization and consumption. This fos-
tered critical thinking and political engagement, which affected 
actual developments. While the reactor in Borssele is still opera-
tional today, Kalkar’s reactor would never become operational and 
Dodewaard’s reactor eventually closed down in 1997 (Laka, 2024).

Extended Cultural Ecology

Interconnections between social and environmental concerns are 
not confined to one place. This causes a challenge for archival cu-
rating, which becomes clear when an extended cultural ecology is 
considered. As Visser (1989) referred to Bangladesh when discuss-
ing his film Plan Delta, one can examine, for example, how the two 
delta regions relate.

The Zeeuws Archief (2024) shows how Zeeland, and especial-
ly its capital Middelburg, took a prominent position in colonial-
ism. During the existence of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), 
1602-1799, its wharf in Middelburg built 336 ships that would 
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make a total of 1147 voyages to the east. This included Bengal, 
where the VOC established the Dutch Directorate (Prakash, 1985, 
40). It was an important source for fine cotton and raw silk, much 
of which was shipped to Middelburg (Wegener Sleeswijk, 2024, 40). 
Dutch Bengal continued to exist until 1825, when the British took 
over, according to the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824 (Bhaduri, 2020, 
60). Still, the Dutch stayed in touch with the British; when slavery 
was abolished in the Dutch colony of Suriname in 1873, indentured 
labourers were recruited in British India, including Bengal, until 
1916 (Gowricharn, 2024, 20). About half a century later, the Dutch 
returned once more, and Zeeland played a prominent role again.
	 Having gained experience with the Delta Plan, Dutch engi-
neers started working in Bangladesh (Thomassen, 1975). What 
began as developmental aid in 1972, soon developed into a business 
that ‘is good for our economy’ (Eversdijk, in Paumen & De Ruiter, 
1984). International charity campaigns raised millions of dollars 
for projects in Bangladesh, for which Dutch companies compet-
ed with Korean and Japanese companies (Van der Peijl, 1985; De 
Ruiter, 1985). The Dutch state also played an active role in getting 
orders for Dutch companies. In this period, Dutch television broad-
cast myriad programmes about events and developments in Bang-
ladesh, including politics, floods and construction projects. For the 
period 1960s-1980s, the query ‘Bangladesh’ in Media Suite delivers 
371 audiovisual records – and ten times as much if later periods are 
included too (3,677 audiovisual records and another 6,345 audio re-
cords). However, no context or framework is provided.
	 Strikingly, on EUscreen, with audiovisual collections from the 
entire EU, the query ‘Bangladesh’ yields only seven programmes. 
One is from Sound and Vision, Nederland herdenkt en zingt (The 
Netherlands commemorates and sings; Fijnvandraat, 2003), pro-
duced by evangelical broadcaster EO, to commemorate the 1953 
flood. In this programme, framed around a memorial concert in the 
St. Jacobskerk in Vlissingen, extensive archival footage is includ-
ed. At the end, an eight-minute report is shown about Bangladesh, 
showing a flood in 2002, with the purpose to raise funds to build 
shelters in Bangladesh. This is put in perspective through footage 
from earlier floods there, drawn from Dutch television. This be-
comes an archive of sorts, but the Bengali footage lacks metada-
ta. Most remarkable, the English summary of the programme does 
not even mention Bangladesh. Furthermore, I have been the first 
viewer to see this programme (and many others) on EUscreen, 
which shows that EUscreen struggles to meet one of its key aims, 
to serve the ‘cultural memory of Europe’ (EUscreen, 2025).
	 Other curatorial projects are needed to understand extend-
ed cultural ecologies, but also to provide counter-perspectives. This 
could happen through the international film festival circuit, where 
no integrated database exists yet. Searching for Bangladesh on the 
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website of the International Film Festival Rotterdam (IFFR, 2024) 
yields 20 films, such as Dukhai (Islam, 1997), which deals with 
the Bengali delta and was made with support by IFFR. While the 
‘archive’ of the International Documentary Festival Amsterdam 
(IDFA, 2024) is harder to navigate, one can still find two films by 
Kamar Ahmad Simon, Are You Listening! (Simon, 2012) and Day 
After... (Simon, 2021), both dealing with the Bengali delta and pro-
duced with IDFA’s support. They present different epistemologies, 
showing how people live with the water. These films call for anoth-
er dialectics and another curatorial approach, like Hessler’s tida-
lectic curating, following the oceans that connect the deltas within 
the extended cultural ecology.

Conclusion

In order to answer the question how audiovisually mediated di-
alectics on the environment have become manifest in collective 
cognition, I have elaborated on Halbwachs’ collective memory and 
Steward’s cultural ecology, examining audiovisual archival mate-
rial concerning the Dutch delta. Although archives hardly provide 
discursive positions of records, they have still allowed dialectics 
to become manifest. They are multifold, between technocrats and 
environmentalists, realists and moralists, artists and industrial-
ists. At the same time, there have been dialectics between moving 
images and the printed press, but also between audiovisual media, 
such as promotional films versus television reports. Promotional 
films on the delta did not directly respond to critics; they set their 
own agenda. They heralded ingenuity and created an image of 
wonder. But critical perspectives still became manifest. Sometimes 
this caused change, as with the Eastern Scheldt Dam, but in other 
cases, like the Borssele reactor, managers adjusted their tactics.

Dialectics are enabled by archives (Foucault, 2002), while 
‘becoming archival’ in turn. They rely on and propel functions of 
memory and oscillation (Luhmann, 1997). As such, dialectics are 
both directional and cyclical, through remediation (Brunow, 2017), 
as exemplified by (the YouTube versions of) Delta Phase 1 and 
Delta Finale, and through combining tenses. The latter is exempli-
fied by We stinken er in . . .! and Plan Delta, which projected histor-
ical references onto the future, but rather than rejecting the pre-
vailing rhetoric of safety, they shifted the focus to consequences of 
our way of living. This is a matter of actualization, which happened 
at different levels (city, region, country, world), but also between 
them. Industry was no longer confined to Rotterdam, but spread 
across the region, which caused tensions. Similarly, urban young-
sters came to Zeeland for leisure, which caused tensions too (Het 
proces Renesse). Global and local developments have similarly in-
teracted (We stinken er in . . .!).
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In cultural ecology, the culture core steers internal factors 
and channels external ones, and moderates their encounter. The 
resulting integration already happens in individual films, like 
in Plan Delta, in which archival footage serves as future memo-
ry, combining internal factors with ideas from Lessing’s Canopus 
in Argos: Archives. Integration eventually also applies to entire 
archives. Both Eye Filmmuseum and the Netherlands Institute for 
Sound and Vision are the product of mergers. Practically, however, 
such an integration causes ontological challenges. This is exempli-
fied by Delta Finale: four entries to it exist in Sound and Vision’s 
catalogue, as remnants of constituent collections which are left in-
visible. This complicates access and obfuscates their provenance, 
limiting the manifestation of dialectics in collective cognition and 
hence the potential for environmental processes and politics. In 
order to maintain ontological robustness and to make audiovisual 
discourses manifest, attempts to integrate collections, including 
aggregate online platforms, must observe lower levels and specific 
environments and leave traces visible (Anger, 2024).

Besides this ‘vertical’ dimension across levels, there is also a 
‘horizontal’ dimension of agents traversing different environments, 
which broadens the knowledge base, just as multiple coexisting 
archives can do. It opens up the possibility to think of an extend-
ed cultural ecology with multiple culture cores. While based on a 
different premise, I see this related to Caswell’s (2014) decentral-
ized network approach. But instead of conceptualizing it as memo-
ryscapes, the coordination of the dimensions is better served by an 
ontologically grounded ‘deltaic curating of dialectics’.

Memory in the individual interacts with other cognitive 
functions; archives may similarly serve ‘collective cognition’. This 
implies an epistemological shift, which needs direction through 
‘deltaic curating of dialectics’. ‘Deltaic’ is characterized by the river 
meeting the sea, where saltwater and freshwater mix, affected by 
the tides and other cycles. But the delta is also characterized by 
multiple streams, interconnecting but still directional, which re-
phrases Hessler’s ‘tidalectic curating’. Above all, the delta is a liv-
ing environment. Deltaic curating calls for an encounter between 
different forces and forms of life, which can be co-existing, comple-
mentary, symbiotic or opposed.

Deltaic curating aligns with the ecosystem of which it is part, 
and acknowledges its position in historical developments, while ac-
tualizing discourses. Deltaic curating of archival films goes beyond 
knowledge management and access. It provides an epistemological 
horizon that fosters multiplicity and dialectics. It enables evalua-
tion, envisioning and intervention in a continuous cycle. These may 
serve as prompts for curators, researchers and planners to keep 
track of discursive positions and dialectics that invite building on 
ontological complexity.
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Figure 1: Poster for the film Plan Delta (Visser, 1989). Collection Eye Film-
museum.
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Figure 2: Cover of the book We stinken er in . . .! (Van Hillo & Kielich, 
1971a, 1971b). Van Holkema & Warendorf (Public domain).
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Figure 3: Poster for the film Armoede van de Toekomst (Entrop, Hopmans, 
& Siegmund, 1981). Collection Eye Filmmuseum.
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Dialogue with 
Dirk Sijmons 
and Jord den 
Hollander
Dirk Sijmons, Jord den Hollander, Luca Iuorio and 
Sophia Arbara

The Rhine from Lobith to the Sea: 17 Years Later

This dialogue was conducted as part of the closing screening of 
the Reporting the Delta itinerant film club. The event, which took 
place in June 2024 at the faculty of Architecture and the Built 
Environment at TU Delft, included a screening of two movies by 
Jord den Hollander, Stroom: Collage van het collectieve geheugen 
(Stream: Collage of the collective memory; 2005) and De Rijn van 
Lobith tot aan zee 2007 (The Rhine from Lobith to the Sea 2007; 
2008), followed by a discussion with Jord van Hollander and Dirk 
Sijmons. Stroom is a film about the changing river landscape at 
Nijmegen based on hundreds of archive films. De Rijn van Lobith 
tot aan zee 2007 is a remake of the homonymous film by A. Ochse 
and A. M. van der Wel, produced in 1922. In the film, architect and 
filmmaker Jord den Hollander and national landscape advisor and 
landscape architect Dirk Sijmons retrace the journey by boat over 
the Rhine, reflecting on the changing landscape, 85 years later. The 
Reporting the Delta project discussed with Jord den Hollander and 
Dirk Sijmons – seventeen years after the film’s remake and 102 
years after the original film – the past, present and future delta 
transformations and the role of films and archival research in ur-
banism.
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Deltaic landscape transformations

Sophia Arbara: Reflecting on the century since the original film, 
De Rijn van Lobith tot aan zee (The Rhine from Lobith to the Sea; 
1922), and the seventeen years since its re-release, you men-
tion that there have been unimaginable changes but also ele-
ments that have remained consistent. Could you elaborate on 
these changes, particularly since 2007? You discuss a shift from a 
production-driven to a consumption-driven landscape in the 2008 
film. Do you feel we are still in an era of consumption, or have we 
entered a new phase?

Dirk Sijmons: The question of whether we remain in a consump-
tion-driven era has both a ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answer. Yes, because in a 
way the Rhine continues to serve as the artery for the country’s he-
donistic tendencies. The leisure industry, especially aquatic leisure, 
has grown exponentially since the film was made. But there’s also 
a contrasting trend – a second wave of privatization in the Dutch 
countryside driven by intensified agriculture. The first privatiza-
tion wave was marked by the disappearance of the public charac-
ter of the landscape and a decrease of public rights of way and dirt 
roads. These were the entry points to the landscape. It was a peri-
od where the small scale of the landscape was lost; the relics from 
earlier periods of land reclamations were lost in the effort to mod-
ernize and upscale agriculture after World War II.

In the recent past, after Jord’s film was made, the agricultur-
al sector scaled up even more and intensified, excluding any people 
from the farmyards that don’t belong there. It marked a gradu-
al new privatization of the Dutch countryside. So yes, things have 
changed, and I think I was very accurate in my prognosis about 
the leisure sector in introducing the ‘horsification’ of the landscape: 
we have more horses now than before the era of the tractor – but it 
has not been such a dominant force of the Dutch countryside as I 
anticipated seventeen years ago.

Sophia: The detachment of the agricultural sector brings up a re-
lated question about the different activities present in the deltaic 
landscape. In the 1922 film by Ochse and Van der Wel, we see a 
more harmonious relationship between elements like cattle and 
waterways, but in the 2007 version, these activities appear more 
segmented. The port, for instance, now seems isolated from the 
city, which has almost lost its port city identity. You also just men-
tioned an increasing detachment of the agricultural sector. Are we 
witnessing a growing polarization between the city and the areas 
beyond? If so, how do these transformations impact the cohesion of 
the landscape?
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Dirk: The Dutch landscape was never designed for aesthetic ap-
peal, yet in a way that is also part of its beauty. From the farm-
ers’ perspective, this detachment originates from the fact that the 
landscape is being seen as their property and perceived by them 
as an agricultural industrial estate. From an urban perspective, 
the Dutch landscape is perceived more and more as what I call the 
‘Unmoving Arcadian backdrop’: a rural escape from our dynam-
ic city life. This Arcadian landscape has been evolving rapidly over 
the last twenty years. Back in the 1980s, when I worked for the 
state forestry service, we helped design the new production land-
scapes across the Netherlands. That line of work ended in the mid-
80s and since then, the landscape has been shaped largely by au-
tonomous forces in the liberalized market, coming from within the 
farming sector itself. There has been a spectacular scaling up of 
the size of farms, while the number of farms has decreased rapidly 
compared to twenty or thirty years ago. This tendency is still accel-
erating, sadly. In my view, agricultural innovation is headed in the 
wrong direction with farm consolidation and intensification. My 
office was in Utrecht, near the countryside, and when we started 
there were still a lot of farmers. A decade later, when we moved to 
Amersfoort, there were only a few left, covering the same surface. 
Capital intensity and knowledge intensity have gone up too. It is 
a spectacular change in just two decades, and one that I believe is 
problematic; we need more, not fewer, farmers.

Jord den Hollander: As a filmmaker, I was deeply interested in the 
psychological and mental aspects of how we perceive landscapes. 
Not just as production landscapes or leisure landscapes, but rath-
er how the river and the whole delta are integral to nation build-
ing and national identity. In Ochse and Van der Wel’s film in 1922, 
the government was aware of the importance of building a nation-
al consciousness and the rivers, the IJssel, the Waal and the Rijn, 
played a very important role in this process. There are writings 
that speak about the taming of the river. At the same time, in the 
nineteenth century, our awareness grew. The Rhine was seen as a 
‘mother’ that nurtured those who came to live in the Netherlands. 
This connection between the river and the power of the nation is 
very strong, and reflected in many films which convey a sense of 
national pride of the Netherlands. This is reflected in how we can 
produce things that are ours; typical Dutch products, from Dutch 
cheese to cows, and the bricks we made, sourced from the clay and 
transported by the river. This theme of the river being almost the 
DNA of our country is still very much alive. You observe it in the 
new right-wing parties: the river is always used as a symbol for the 
bloodline of our production. It’s a very important feature and it has 
political meaning as well.
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Luca Iuorio: The word ‘production’ comes up often, both in the film 
and in our discussion. There seems to be a tension between this 
idea of production and the landscape’s leisure aspects. You suggest 
that, in a way, the landscape is still being ‘produced’ and that this 
production brings the river and water even closer. There’s a kind of 
beauty in that. In Ochse and Van der Wel’s film, traditional natural 
beauty is contrasted later with a ‘beauty’ that emerges from pro-
duction. Where do we find beauty in today’s landscape, especially 
in this kind of new production? If it exists, what does that beauty 
look like?

Jord: People relate to the landscape in completely different ways. I 
think the beauty lies in going to the landscape, observing the river 
and becoming aware of its deep, unseen history, hidden due to its 
constant flow. The endless water cycle, vaporizing, moving from the 
sea to coast and land, transforming into clouds and rain; it’s a re-
minder of continuity. The attachment that someone feels to such a 
landscape is part of the beauty. This kind of water landscape con-
nects us to nature on a deeper level; we are aware that there have 
been thousands of years of continuity. At the same time, we start to 
see what the culture, our culture added to it: the industry, the cul-
ture of agriculture, the recreation; and how it’s just a small part of 
a larger natural system. I remember that after Ochse and Van der 
Wel’s film, there was a period of fifty years in which the river was 
used as a sewage system. Recreation became possible only when 
the river was cleaned. It did not just happen. First, the water was 
cleaned and then suddenly people realized that they could swim. 
At that time, the filth of Europe arrived in the Netherlands and we 
accepted that because it brought us profit. Today, we have a com-
pletely different view of the whole river system.

Luca: In the movie you discuss the constructed landscape of the 
delta and comment on how fortunate we are to live in this delta. 
Do you still think we are lucky to live in this constructed delta?

Dirk: Indeed, the delta is constructed all the way up to its capillar-
ies. You could even say that the landscape of the west of the Neth-
erlands is a prosthesis that allows us to live and work below sea 
level. When the film was made, I think we were in the early stag-
es of the Room for the River program. By 2016, the last part of the 
Room for River project was executed. Since then, we have experi-
enced a couple of instances where the water level in the river was 
very high. I was very happy to see a lot of people coming to see 
these new floodscapes. It was to some extent a resurrection, and 
beautiful to see: a chance to witness something that once would 
have incited fear, such as high water levels, now controlled and 
managed. I saw it in Nijmegen, near where the film begins. All of 
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Nijmegen came out to see it and that is when I felt very fortunate 
to have made a contribution to a project like this. While there is 
a feeling of control, we have to stay very cautious, because we are 
still basically vulnerable; and in terms of climate change I’m afraid 
we have seen nothing yet.

This was an interesting part of the Room for the River pro-
ject. Culturally, there was a window of opportunity – that I’m 
afraid is closing down now – where people in responsible positions 
saw that climate change is not going to end in 2050, neither in 
2100 nor in 2200, and that we are now still able to give room to the 
river.

That brings me back to living in the delta. I think we might 
have an enormous influx of climate refugees from regions – in Eu-
rope and beyond – that are facing unlivable conditions. So, sprawl-
ing urbanization could be a restrictive element in giving more 
room to the river in the future. Maybe in 100 years we will not be 
able to execute projects like this. It will probably be much harder, 
so there was a window of opportunity for looking at our position in 
the delta in the very long term. Again, I’m afraid that window is 
closing slowly now.

Jord: But Dirk, isn’t it strange that most people are coming to 
deltas, although these are the worst places, because the sea level is 
rising? It’s kind of paradoxical. How come?

Dirk: I think it is because the forty or so large deltas of the world 
– and the Rhine-Scheldt delta is one of them – will be the last
stretches of fertile lands. They all were cradles of urbanization in
the old days and are still attractive to settle, because they are very
flat and have high natural soil fertility. I think they are vulnerable
and attractive at the same time.

Jord: In one sense they serve as guarantors for food . . .

Dirk: Yes, and high production . . .

Jord: . . . and we take for granted the price we have to pay for 
that . . .

Dirk: Yes, and I think that this is a paradoxical situation in deltas 
across the world.

Audience: Deltas are also very well connected with the global trade 
system.

Dirk: Yes, I think you’re right.
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Audience: You mentioned earlier that the Room for the River pro-
ject was not purely a technical project, but that the people who 
were in charge valued the spatial quality of the landscape. You 
said that now that window for projects like this has closed. Is that 
correct?

Dirk: Yes, I think you are correct. The spatial quality was the sec-
ond main goal of the entire Room for the River program and that 
was anchored in the planning of the project. This made the project 
multi-facetted and integrated in character from the beginning. It 
also allowed us to bring on board all kinds of designers, landscape 
architects, and so on. The ambition was to leave the river area 
more beautiful after the project’s completion. After the comple-
tion of all the 32 subprojects of the program, policy changed and 
stripped this approach to water safety from its integral charac-
ter. From then on, projects had to be strict and sober, following the 
perception that the quality aspect of the Room for the River pro-
gram was a ‘luxury’ – water safety was considered the only goal 
that mattered. Counterintuitively, this integral and quality-orient-
ed approach made Room for the River one of the very few large-
scale projects that stayed within both the planning timeframe and 
budget. Very, very few large projects achieve that.

Jord: Has it ever been considered that we should retreat, allowing 
the delta to move inland and stepping back from the first defence 
line?

Dirk: Yes, and it still is. Retreating is one of the four main scenar-
ios of Deltares, which calculated development and retreatment 
pathways for our delta. The first time I heard these prognoses out-
lined was by Henk Saeijs, director and engineer at the service of 
Rijkswaterstaat, around 1985, at the preparation of a workshop 
with designers for future scenarios on a national scale for 2050. He 
challenged designers, saying: ‘You need to study the future scenari-
os in the Netherlands. You’re focusing on interventions and invest-
ments in the west of the Netherlands, but you should be looking to 
the high grounds because the west might not be sustainable in the 
long term.’ Well, he foresaw what could happen with the sea level 
rise. He already said: ‘Withdraw.’ That will be a discussion for, I 
think, the next 100 years – because of course there are a lot of peo-
ple who want to give it a good fight and protect the delta as long as 
we can.

Jord: But you need money for that. We could afford it in the past, 
but today there is no income from natural gas, there’s no income 
from colonies like in the 1920s. That kind of funding is no longer 
available, to recreate the landscape and defend ourselves.
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Dirk: This is an existential discussion and a very interesting one. 
Within the design community, there is a lot of belief that with 
‘eco-modernist’ solutions we will find a way. Futuristic scenari-
os like enormous dikes around the southwestern delta, that could 
combine the water safety function with pumped hydro energy 
reservoirs to store electricity from the offshore wind turbines, and 
so on. For the consultancy and design companies and the contrac-
tors this is an opportunity. But I think these are temporary fixes 
that will only worsen the problem. The existential discussion about 
the Dutch delta will be one of the most interesting ones, intertwin-
ing politics, engineering, ecology and philosophy.

Research by motion

Sophia: Moving to the second part of our discussion, we wanted to 
touch upon the topic of research by motion. Through the Reporting 
the Delta project we aim to use film as a pretext to initiate discus-
sions like the present one, conduct research in a non-traditional 
way and bring in diverse perspectives and expertise. This approach 
allows us not only to get acquainted with the Dutch delta heritage 
but also to test unconventional research tools. How do each of you 
view the concept of using film as a research tool?

Jord: Since the birth of film at the end of the nineteenth centu-
ry, our perception of reality transformed completely, particularly 
our sense of place and time over these 150 years. Film even influ-
enced philosophers like Freud regarding the way in which we per-
ceive and define our being and our existence. Suddenly, we became 
aware there are so many layers beyond what we see and share. 
Film has become a very powerful tool to communicate our shared 
environment. I always mention that almost everyone who visits 
New York for the first time says: ‘I’ve been here, I know this.’ Our 
notions from films are so strong that reality has become a film. 
Even now, if we receive films or pictures we think ‘I have been 
here’, even though we’ve not; we look at the small screen and think 
it’s the reality. We are constantly informed and manipulated about 
reality. Dramatizing it shows a personal opinion on that reality or 
reveals another story, which makes it even more interesting. We 
are guided by all these stories to have an opinion on our reality.
	 Archival material today is growing by the minute: every 
minute, thousands of films and pictures are made and they’re all 
in the cloud. Who’s going to select, out of all that, what reality to 
trust? In this context, the filmed reality is already considered a 
lie. But what about the real reality? Can we still find out what the 
‘real’ reality is and communicate it to others?
	 This is also a challenge for any designer: to have a look at the 
future, where to start from, with what opinion, with what mentali-
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ty. Not just looking at the materialization of things, but also shap-
ing future mindsets, which I think is very important.
	 The latest challenge is artificial intelligence. AI plays a very 
important role in universities, but also in landscape architecture, 
in creating the landscape. Many people think that artificial intel-
ligence will take over. I think it’s a very interesting, strong tool 
that collects everything from the cloud and creates something new. 
It can do a million things better than humans. We are still at the 
wheel, but I would like to see artificial intelligence working with 
another artificial intelligence and creating babies for example – 
real ones, not on the screen.
	 So, consider all these layers and at the same time that we 
are human. We are aware of being alive, of our existence. We know 
we’re going to die, but we don’t know when or how. We suffer; we 
have fun. We have to define who we are in this world and that all 
plays a role when you think about the future of landscape and of ar-
chitecture. I think that’s a very interesting narrative to play with.

Sophia: It seems then that all the film material collected for 
Stroom, with future archival research, could be collected in an in-
stant. How will we then conduct archival research in the future? 
How do we select?

Jord: Well, there you used the word ‘selecting’. Selection has al-
ways been essential to life. Deciding which path to take or which 
information to prioritize has never been straightforward. Selecting 
and knowing where to find things will be one of the most important 
things for the future. How can we select? It’s not without reason 
that people become religious nowadays and that they want strong 
leaders, because they’re hopeless. They’re standing in this pool of 
misinformation, of all this information, and they want decisive fig-
ures. Someone who points in a certain direction. It’s a very politi-
cal thing and we have to realize that we are constantly archived. 
We are filmed here [refers to in the room], we know. The moment 
you enter this building, you know you are registered. Even on the 
way from the railway station in Delft to here [the faculty of Archi-
tecture and the Built Environment at TU Delft ] I counted twelve 
cameras – if I would kill someone now and jump out the window, 
they could follow me. I’m archived, everything is archived. The 
flow of the river is archived. It seems that we are in control, but we 
must remain critical about who holds this control.

Dirk: That’s a profound issue. A couple of months ago I attended a 
lecture in the Eye Filmmuseum in Amsterdam, where two film-
makers took on the challenge of Werner Herzog who said ‘not in a 
thousand years, anybody – not even AI – will make documentaries 
like Werner Herzog’. And these two filmmakers tried to do so by 
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creating a documentary using AI. Well, it just didn’t look the same, 
they succeeded only partially. They got the voice right, but I’m 
afraid the film didn’t go anywhere yet. Perhaps next year; it may 
be only a matter of time before AI can do this.

Jord: I can add something to that. Martin Koolhoven, a Dutch 
filmmaker, was scouting locations in East Asia for a film set in 
the 1940s and realized AI could generate the setting he wanted 
through a prompt: ‘1940s, typical eastern city, very vivid shopping 
mall, etcetera’. The result was impressive. Today, we could repli-
cate a river landscape in 2030 . . .

Dirk: I want to add something about the value of looking again 
at old footage. As designers, we have this topo-time travel thing. 
We can zoom in on topographical maps back at least to 1830 and 
we can see the ten-year changes. But that’s only the spatial ele-
ment. The important element of Ochse and Van der Wel’s movie is 
the fact that you can see the social side of it, you can almost smell 
it. You can see the little penniless girls looking for pebbles of coal 
washed ashore. And it’s sort of eye-opening, this social side. Old 
footage is a unique tool.

Jord: There will be, though, a moment where people will doubt the 
reality of this footage, thinking that it’s not true, it is made by ar-
tificial intelligence. There will be doubts about the reality of the 
past. We have to be aware, because that’s a political thing and cer-
tain politicians will try to put you in a mood of constantly seeing 
fraud. There will be a moment when, with all the material avail
able, people will be in constant doubt. This is the danger of it.

Audience: There is a paradox here. Film is becoming dehumanized 
in a way, although we tried to gain the human experience, some-
thing that you can’t grasp with other research methods. I was won-
dering if it still has a future, then? I hear you say now this is going 
in another direction.

Jord: We can hardly have a view on the future because it is devel-
oping that fast. The only thing we have is our five senses and our 
emotions. So we have to react based on that, and out of this reac-
tion a new one emerges. An instrument like filmmaking can still 
be a strong tool. Take as an example the low-pace film about the 
atomic bomb creator, Oppenheimer, which is about something that 
happened 70-80 years ago and is told in a very slow way. It still 
moves us. You can see in the way the story is told that there is still 
honesty in it. On the other hand, you have the Barbie film, which is 
complete nonsense, but is fun too. After watching it I wanted to live 
in a pink house and be Ken.
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	 It all has to do with human emotions and I don’t think that 
will change over time. We still struggle with the fact, as I said, that 
we are all going to die and we have to deal with that. Within this 
frame, we have to live and make decisions. So, if you think on that 
more existential level, I have no doubt that that film can add to 
that and this is an extra tool to use as research in your design.

Dirk: So, you think that film will have the tendency to go slower 
and slower? Is it going to be long shots which artificial intelligence 
won’t have the patience to do? Like a Béla Tarr movie, having a 
20-minute shot of a man sitting in front of a broken window and a 
fly buzzing around his head. Will that be the future of film?

Jord: Well, there will be many outcomes. I always talk with my stu-
dents and ask them: ‘Do you read?’ And there’s always the answer: 
‘Well, that takes too much time.’ And I respond: ‘So what? What do 
you think of life? That takes a lot of time? Reading adds another 
life to your life, so you live two lives instead of one. You gain time.’ 
Hard to explain. I think fantasy and dreaming are an essential 
part of our life, and the outcome can be a slow film like, for exam-
ple, the last Wim Wenders film on Tokyo, which is a fantastic film 
with constant repetition. But I like any action film or sci-fi film 
as well. There’s so many ways film has developed in the past 100 
years that you accept both the fastest and the slowest. I’m not sure 
what will be next. I am not sure what can be better after film, the 
fifth art.

Audience: TikTok?

Jord: Well, this is another outcome. A one-minute Béla Tarr. But 
look at music. Songs – since they were first developed in the 50s – 
are still at a three-minute span. Three minutes is for us what we 
consider a song. Well, say that to someone from India. After three 
minutes, they just get started. After three hours, that’s a song. It is 
a cultural thing too.

Audience: So, perhaps, there is a natural rhythm we seek that goes 
back to daily experience. What something says to your body, to the 
rhythm of your heart, the way you feel the environment around 
you. This is never artificial and it’s a good proof of what quality of 
life is.

Jord: This is a wonderful ending. It brings to my mind a personal 
story, a memory with my girlfriend. When I first met her, I told her: 
‘I’ll bring you to the place I love’. I grew up in Amersfoort, a very 
small town, and I brought her there. It looked really bad. She said: 
‘Why did you bring me here? What do you want to show me?’ I said: 
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‘I brought you here because this is the first place where I really fell 
in love for the first time.’ Suddenly this space was filled with mem-
ory and the memory is sometimes stronger than the space itself. As 
a designer, you should recognize this for any design, whether phys-
ical or cinematic. The longing for your youth, or nostalgia and gen-
uine emotions. I think that’s very important. The beat of the heart.
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Delta Finale, 
Joop Burcksen 
& Ruud Herblot, 
1988
Rommy Albers

The film Delta Finale is a commissioned film by the Ministry 
of Transport, Public Works and Water Management. The 
film was made to mark the closure of the Eastern Scheldt by 
a pillar dam – the final completion of the Delta Works after 
thirty years of labour. The title Delta Finale refers to Bert 
Haanstra’s film Delta Phase 1, the iconic film about the clo-
sure of the Veerse Gat in 1961. Not only the title refers to 
Haanstra’s film; the cinematography and content of the film 
are a direct homage to Haanstra too. Starting with the title 
sequence, the similarities are unmistakable. What follows 
is an edit in which the old Zeeland with its traditional cos-
tumes and churches is intersected with modern times: high-
rise buildings, industrial areas and ships sailing through 
the canalized landscape. The latter images seem to come 
straight out of another iconic film: George Sluizer’s 1960 film 
De lage landen (Hold Back the Sea).
Next, the construction of the pillar dam is shown in detail. 
The placing of the pillars and the preparatory work, the re-
search in the hydraulic laboratory, the completion of the 
dam and finally the official opening, which formed the com-
pletion of the Delta Works. Besides the Dutch Queen Beatrix 
and former Queen Juliana and their spouses, high-ranking 
foreign guests were also invited, including King Boudewijn 
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of Belgium, German President Richard von Weiszacker and 
his French counterpart François Mitterrand, and members 
of the British Royal family. The Netherlands wanted to show 
the world that it had completed its new ‘eighth wonder of 
the world’. No longer was Jacob van Campen’s Amsterdam 
city hall our national wonder of the world; now it is the wa-
terworks that protect the country. And with that comes a 
cinematic document that, in the full tradition of Dutch docu-
mentary filmmaking, captured this final chapter for eternity.

References

Burcksen, J. & Herblot, R. (directors, 1988). Delta Finale [film]. Mundofilm.
De Haas, J. & Franken, M. (directors, 1945). Walcheren [film]. Nederlandse 

Werkgemeenschap voor Filmproductie.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1950). Spiegel van Holland/Mirror of Holland 

[film]. Forum Film.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1953). Dijkbouw/Dike Construction [film]. Forum 

Film.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1955). . . . En de zee was niet meer/ . . . And the Sea 

Was No More [film]. Bert Haanstra Films.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1955). Strijd zonder einde/The Rival World [film]. 

Bert Haanstra Film/Shell Film Unit.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1958). Fanfare [film]. Bert Haanstra Film.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1958). Glas/Glass [film]. Sapphire Film.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1962). Delta Phase 1 [film]. Bert Haanstra Films.
Haanstra, B. (director, 1962). Zoo [film]. Bert Haanstra Film.
Mees, J. (director, 1954-1955). Westenschouwen, zomer 1954 en Zierikzee, 

zomer 1955 [film].
Mullens, W. (director, 1922?). Doode steden aan de Zuiderzee/Dead Cities on 

the Zuiderzee [film]. Haghe Film.
Roosdorp, A. (director, 1938). Wieringermeer [film]. Marofilm.
Roosdorp, A. & Roosdorp-van den Berg, M. (directors, 1945). Herwinnen 

door werken/Reclaiming by Works [film]. Marofilm.
Rutten, G. (director, 1934). Dood water/Dead Water [film]. Nederlandse 

Filmgemeenschap.
Sluizer, G. (director, 1960). De lage landen/Hold Back the Sea [film]. Shell 

Film Unit.
Van Gasteren, L. (director, 1960). Een nieuw dorp op nieuw land/A New 

Village on New Land [film]. Spectrum Film.
Van Gasteren, L. & Meerman, J. (directors, 2012), Terug naar Nagele / 

Back to Nagele [film]. Spectrum Film.
Winar, E. (director, 1938). De laatste dagen van een eiland / The Last Days 

of an Island [film]. Filmbureau Niestadt.



3
0

6
Authors

Joost Adriaanse is an independent design researcher and ac-
ademic, performing hands-on inquiries into the conditions and 
possibilities of life in the one world we all inhabit. His fields of 
interest and expertise involve environmental humanities, cultur-
al analysis, human-non-human relations, circular ecology, and co-
habitation. Through action research, writing, filming, prototyping 
and translating he explores eco-social futures. He works as pro-
ject initiator, design researcher, educator, writer, reporter, seaweed 
farmer and free thinker. His key projects include ‑zee -plaats ‑werk 
-land, RE-source (winner of Best Design Research DDA 2019), and
Nieuw Zeeuws Landschap Weids en Intiem. In addition to running
his design studio, Joost was a tutor at Design Academy Eindhoven,
researcher at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, and guest teacher at
Roosevelt University College and ArtEZ.

Rommy Albers is senior curator at the Eye Filmmuseum in Am-
sterdam. His fields of expertise are Dutch film history and exper-
imental film. He is editor of the book Film in Nederland/Film in 
the Netherlands (Amsterdam-Gent 2004) and numerous articles on 
Dutch film history and experimental film.

Sophia Arbara is an architect and urban designer whose work 
spans from urban design, landscape architecture and cultural her-
itage studies. Her research addresses socio-ecological challenges 
through spatial strategies that reveal both known and hidden 
narratives. As a postdoctoral researcher in Delta Urbanism, TU 
Delft, she explores food systems as spatial agents in delta regions 
and the role of soil in spatial planning. She earned her PhD from 
Roma Tre University and has taught and conducted research at 
UC Berkeley and the Federal University of Santa Catarina. So-
phia previously worked in the Netherlands, Greece, and Spain. She 
holds master’s degrees in architecture from the National Technical 
University of Athens and in urban design from UC Berkeley.

Nina Bačun is a designer, researcher, and educator exploring the 
domains of exhibition and set design, conceptual and speculative 
design and film. Her collaborations with the Zagreb-based collec-
tive OAZA reflect her holistic and multidisciplinary approach. She 
obtained her MA in Design at the Faculty of Architecture, Uni-
versity of Zagreb in 2007 followed by a second MA in Experience 
Design from Konstfack University of Arts, Crafts and Design in 
Stockholm in 2011. Nina is currently pursuing doctoral studies in 
Architecture and Urban Planning in Zagreb, focusing on the inter-
section of architecture, design, the built environment, and moving 
images.



3
07

Guido Borelli is associate professor of urban sociology at IUAV 
University of Venice. His research focuses on urban political eco-
nomics, Marxist critiques of urban policies and the relationship 
between urbanization and everyday life. He has published books 
and articles on the urban political economy of Italian, European, 
and American cities. Additionally, Borelli has authored numer-
ous national and international publications on the work of French 
philosopher Henri Lefebvre. He curated the Italian translation of 
Lefebvre’s last book: Éléments de rythmanalyse (1992).

Carissa Champlin is assistant professor of transdisciplinarity in 
the geosciences at the University of Twente. Her research engages 
design and diverse futuring approaches in the collective planning 
of resilient cities and urban regions. The inclusion of epistemic di-
versity in planning processes is central to her work, which inte-
grates evidence and the imagination through city gaming and the 
prototyping of new geo-information technologies. Her research con-
tributes to various transdisciplinary climate resilience and design 
research networks in the Netherlands and she serves on the advi-
sory board of Play the City. She holds a Master’s degree in urban 
planning from TU Berlin and a PhD in planning and the built en-
vironment from the University of Twente.

João Cortesão is an expert in urban climate resilience driven by 
the urgency to accelerate the transition to a resilient future. He 
has experience in developing and implementing climate-respon-
sive design measures and policy advice within the disciplines of ar-
chitecture, urban design, landscape architecture and spatial plan-
ning. João believes resilience is about collaboration and impact, 
which is why he leverages his experience to tackle the complexity 
of integral projects that connect climate with other topics. With 17 
years working internationally in both academia and the business 
sector, he pursues this mission by applying scientific knowledge 
and methods, orchestrating the integration of disciplines, sectors, 
scales and stakeholders. João has a publication record and is often 
invited to deliver lectures and talks in different international or-
ganizations.

Giuseppe Ferrari and Nicoletta Traversa are the founders of 
RI-PRESE Memory Keepers, a home movies archive dedicated to 
preserving the audiovisual heritage of the Venetian territory. Since 
2013, RI-PRESE has focused on collections by collecting, digitiz-
ing, and celebrating Venice’s home movies. These materials, span-
ning formats like 9.5mm, 8mm, 16mm, Super 8, VHS, and Video8, 
capture life in Venice as far back as the 1920s. RI-PRESE operates 
on the belief that these personal and intimate stories, often over-
looked in official histories, form a rich mosaic of the city’s cultural 
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identity. By preserving family memories, the archive contributes 
to resisting the erosion of Venice’s fragile and unique heritage. Be-
yond preservation, RI-PRESE promotes research, education and 
creative experimentation. Through the reactivation and sharing of 
collected footage, the archive fosters new ways of understanding 
and connecting with Venice’s past.

Lia Franken-de Vries is now retired and spent her youth in Ber-
gen op Zoom. After moving to the Kop van Noord-Holland, she 
studied labor market policy and personnel policy and worked at 
employment agencies and later as a department head at a smaller 
municipality. From 1994 to 2014 she was politically active, first as 
a municipal councilor and the last 12 years as an alderwoman.

Jord den Hollander has a Master’s degree in architecture from 
TU Delft and training in scenario writing from the London Film 
School. Throughout his career he has often combined both disci-
plines to make award-winning documentaries about art and archi-
tecture. He has written and directed acclaimed television series for 
children about art and science. In 2001, he co-founded the Archi-
tecture Film Festival Rotterdam, the world’s biggest architecture 
film festival. In addition, he has designed a unique oeuvre that 
includes children’s architecture centre Klokhuis, a mobile kid’s li-
brary, a floating hotel, a television studio from used cattle feed si-
lo’s and a tensegrity bicycle bridge. His films have been awarded at 
many international festivals. He is a much asked lecturer and jury 
member at international festivals and film and architecture insti-
tutions.

Fransje Hooimeijer is an associate professor in Environmen-
tal technology and design from the department of Urbanism at TU 
Delft. Fransje specializes in system integration of technical condi-
tions in urban design and interdisciplinary design. In her research 
and teaching, she takes the perspective of the city as a technical 
reconstruction of the natural landscape and investigates how these 
natural conditions can be utilized better, and how urban systems 
can adapt to new technologies, through urban design. The focus 
lies on design and planning processes and how, by representation 
of the city as a technical construction, it can be made climate-proof, 
energy-neutral, more biodiverse, and of better spatial quality.

Luca Iuorio graduated in architecture from IUAV University of 
Venice, where he also earned a doctorate in urbanism. He is cur-
rently assistant professor at TU Delft, working on the spatial de-
sign of future deltaic systems within the Environmental Technol-
ogy and Design section and the Delta Urbanism research group. 
His research focuses on the interplay between engineering, society, 
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and climate, examining how spatial transformations are shaped 
by human behavior, technology, and environmental forces. He 
approaches climate adaptation as both a spatial and social pro-
cess, using qualitative methods to understand lived experiences of 
change. Luca explores water infrastructures not just as technical 
solutions but as drivers of urban transformation, bridging urban-
ism, engineering and environmental sciences to rethink how we 
design with uncertainty.

Gaby S. Langendijk is a research scientist focusing on devel-
oping reliable and robust climate information and services, and 
supporting decision making processes and planning for climate 
resilient futures, particularly in urban areas. With a decade of ex-
perience, and through close collaborations with cities, she is spe-
cialized in climate adaptation, urban climate change and resilient 
pathways planning. While working at the UN World Climate Re-
search Programme (WCRP), the Climate Service Center Germany 
(GERICS) and Deltares, she contributed to global, European and 
national projects. Gaby connects research and practice through 
interdisciplinary and collaborative approaches, including explor-
ing the interface between science and the arts to drive effective cli-
mate action.

Marilena Mela is an architect and assistant professor in heritage 
studies at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. She holds a PhD from 
the same university, awarded for her thesis titled “Making the Ar-
chipelago: Heritage, Energy, Planning and Action in the North 
Sea and the Mediterranean”. Her research investigates the nexus 
between heritage, sustainability, landscape, and climate – more 
broadly examining relationships between inherited pasts and 
imagined futures. She teaches about heritage, climate, landscape, 
design and the city. She also collaborates with the collective Bou-
louki, whose work centers on traditional knowledge and building 
practices in the Greek landscape.

Floris Paalman, PhD, is assistant professor in the Department 
of Media Studies, University of Amsterdam. He is the coordinator 
of the MA programme “Preservation & Presentation of the Moving 
Image”, teaches courses on archiving, curating, media history, and 
research methods. He holds degrees in filmmaking, cultural an-
thropology, and media studies, and has a special interest in archi-
tecture and urbanism. His current research is focused on archiv-
ing and curating political cinema and the ontology of audiovisual 
media archives.

Agnès Patuano is assistant professor in landscape architecture 
at Wageningen University where she focuses on connecting re-
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search and practice through landscape design. She holds an MSc 
in landscape design & engineering from the Ecole Nationale d’In-
génieurs de l’Horticulture et du Paysage (ENIHP) and a PhD from 
the University of Edinburgh. Recognized for her work on land-
scape preference and fractal geometry, her aim is to develop ev-
idence-based methodologies to guide the design of mixed urban 
spaces that promote healthy lifestyles and behaviours. She has 
contributed to understanding how landscape design affects phys-
ical and mental well-being. Passionate about creating accessible 
outdoor spaces for all, she strongly believes that well-designed 
everyday urban environments are essential to fostering healthy, 
resilient communities.

Jan-Philipp Possmann studied theater‑ and political- science at 
Freie Universität Berlin. As a dramaturg, producer and curator he 
has worked internationally with numerous artists and developed 
and curated various programs for theaters and museums in Ber-
lin, Frankfurt, Stuttgart, Mannheim and other cities. From 2017 
to 2022 he was artistic and managing director of Zeitraumexit and 
Wunder der Prärie-Festival in Mannheim. Since 2022 he has been 
developing an agency and service range using cultural heritage 
to help communities deal with climate adaptation challenges. He 
lives in Mannheim.

Pınar Şefkatli is an architect and social scientist specializing 
in rhythms. She holds a PhD from the University of Amsterdam 
where she explored rhythmanalytical methods for urban research 
and practice. As a postdoc in urban planning at UvA, she further 
develops this approach within the context of socially-inclusive cli-
mate adaptation. She previously worked for the City of Amster-
dam, TU Delft, and architecture bureaus in Amsterdam and Rot-
terdam.

Saman Seyff is an architect, urban designer and amateur film-
maker. He is currently pursuing a PhD at TU Delft on Tehran’s 
leisurescape, particularly clubs between 1963 and 1979. With Mas-
ter’s degrees in urbanism and strategic planning from KU Leuven, 
he specializes in architectural humanities, human-centred design, 
and placemaking. His diverse international portfolio has garnered 
him recognition and several awards.

Paul Shepheard is a writer and trained architect based in Lon-
don. Since the publication of What is Architecture? (MIT Press, 
1994), he has focused primarily on writing and lecturing. His work 
explores architecture, landscape, technology, and utopia through 
essays, fiction, and poetry. Shepheard is the author of several 
books, including The Cultivated Wilderness (1997), Artificial Love 
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(2003), How To Like Everything (2013), Buildings: Between Living 
Time and Rocky Space (2016), and Slogans and Battlecries (2020). 
His autobiography was published by Canalside Press in 2025. He 
has taught at institutions including the Architectural Associa-
tion (London), the University of Texas at Austin, the Academie van 
Bouwkunst (Amsterdam), and Artesis (Antwerp).

Dirk Sijmons is a Dutch landscape architect known for inte-
grating ecology with spatial planning. He studied at TU Delft and 
worked for Dutch ministries before leading the Landscape Archi-
tecture Department at the Forestry Commission (1984-1990). He 
co-founded H+N+S Landscape Architects, a leader in sustainable 
design. He was professor of Landscape Architecture at TU Delft 
and curated the 2014 International Architecture Biennale Rotter-
dam (Urban by Nature). His publications include Landscape and 
Energy (2014) and Landscape (2002). Recognized for his impact, he 
received the Rotterdam-Maaskant Prize (2002), the Edgar Donck
er Prize (2007), and the Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe Award (2017). In 
2004, he was appointed the Netherlands’ first State Landscape Ad-
visor. His work continues to influence climate adaptation and ener-
gy transition in landscape design.

Kamar Ahmad Simon crafts narratives blurring fiction and re-
ality from the Bengal delta. His debut Are You Listening! opened 
DOK Leipzig and won the Grand Prix at Cinéma du Réel. His sec-
ond feature, Day After..., premiered in IDFA’s competition, won 
Open Doors (Locarno), Harrell Award (Camden), and aired on 
ARTE’s La Lucarne. He has been featured at Cannes Cinéfonda-
tion, Vancouver, Montreal, Zurich, Shanghai, and Sydney; and ex-
hibited at MoMI (New York), Centre Pompidou (Paris), and the 
RAI (London). Backed by Berlinale, Sundance, IDFA, and Göte-
borg, his works are archived by Bibliothèque nationale de France 
and Johns Hopkins. As juror and mentor, Kamar bridges cinema 
and academia, amplifying marginalized voices – even within the 
periphery of the ‘other’.

Digna Sinke graduated from the Dutch Film Academy in 1972 as a 
writer and director of fiction and documentary films. Her debut fea-
ture, The Silent Pacific, was selected for the 1984 Berlinale. In 2010, 
she completed a long-term documentary on Tiengemeten, a Dutch 
delta island transformed into ‘wild’ nature. Her hybrid film After 
the Tone (2014) and the documentary Keeping & Saving or How to 
Live (2018) were both selected for the International Film Festival 
Rotterdam, with the latter also nominated for Best Feature Docu-
mentary. She produces artistic films and has received several hon-
ors, including a knighthood in the Order of Orange Nassau (1998), 
the Groeneveld Prize (2016), and the Golden Calf for Film Culture 
(2023).
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Peter Veer grew up in a professional fruit nursery in the Betu-
we, the eastern part of the Dutch Rhine delta, during a transform-
ative era of land consolidation. He studied landscape architecture 
at Wageningen Agricultural University and spent 25 years direct-
ing documentaries on urban and rural development, architecture, 
landscape, sustainability, and heritage. In 2020, he earned a PhD 
with “Bewogen Landschap”, a cultural-historical study of Dutch 
Ministry of Agriculture films (1945-1985), a collaboration between 
the University of Amsterdam and the Netherlands Institute for 
Sound and Vision. Now an independent documentary maker and 
rural film historian, Peter lives in central Amsterdam while stay-
ing closely connected to the countryside and the quests in the agri-
cultural sector of today.

Ester van de Wiel is an independent designer, researcher, and 
program maker working in public space and the collective domain. 
Her work explores socio-material cultures, time coalitions, co-pro-
ductions, circular ecologies, and cohabitation. Through hands-on 
methods and empathic fieldwork, she collaborates with human 
and non-human participants, shifting between close observation 
and systemic reflection. Her approach combines participant obser-
vation, prototyping and dialogue to foster relationships and col-
lective insight. Key projects include RE-source (Best Design Re-
search DDA 2019), ‑zee -plaats ‑werk -land, and Between Realities 
(Best Curatorial Team PQ 2014). She currently tutors at Willem de 
Kooning Academy and has previously taught at the Sandberg In-
stitute, Design Academy Eindhoven and PolyU Hong Kong.





Acknowledgements

This publication is part of the project ‘Reporting space, time, and 
everyday life in the delta’, funded by the TU Delft Climate Action 
Programme (Seed Fund 2022) and organized within the Delta Ur-
banism research group, the section of Environmental technology 
and design, the department of Urbanism from the faculty of 
Architecture and the built environment, TU Delft.

The project was curated by Luca Iuorio, Sophia Arbara, and Caris-
sa Champlin, with Feike Smithuis, Amber Coppens, and Merel 
Garritsen, and developed in collaboration with Rommy Albers of 
the Eye Filmmuseum, Amsterdam.

This publication was made possible through the fi nancial support 
of the TU Delft Climate Action Programme and TU Delft OPEN 
Publishing, and benefi ted from the collaboration of the Eye Film-
museum, Amsterdam.





Colophon

Reporting the Delta 
An Exploration of Climate, Space, and Society Through Archival Documentaries

Editors:
Luca Iuorio1 - l.iuorio@tudelft.nl - https://orcid.org/0009-0001-1943-6889             
Sophia Arbara1 - s.armpara@tudelft.nl
Carissa Champlin2,3 - c.j.champlin@utwente.nl
1 Department of Urbanism, Faculty of Architecture and the Built Environment, Delft 
University of Technology, The Netherlands
2 Department of Human-centered design, Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering, 
Delft University of Technology, The Netherlands
3 Department of Urban and Regional Planning and Geo-Information Management, 
University of Twente, The Netherlands

Contributions: Joost Adriaanse, Rommy Albers, Nina Bačun, Guido
Borelli, João Cortesão, Giuseppe Ferrari, Lia Franken-de Vries,
Fransje Hooimeijer, Jord den Hollander, Gaby S. Langendijk,
Marilena Mela, Floris Paalman, Agnès Patuano, Jan-Philipp
Possmann, Pınar Şefkatli, Saman Seyff, Paul Shepheard, Dirk
Sijmons, Kamar Ahmad Simon, Digna Sinke, Nicoletta Traversa,
Peter Veer, Ester van de Wiel

Advisory Board: Roy Bendor (TU Delft Human-centered design),
Patricia Pisters (UvA Media studies), Marjolein van Esch (TU
Delft Urbanism)

Copyediting: Saskia Roselaar
Design: Joseph Plateau
Cover Design: Rens Muis, 75B
DTP: Perfect Service
Visual essay design: Luca Iuorio
Lithography: Pieter Reinink, PRDigitaal

Keywords:  
delta, documentaries, climate

Published by:
TU Delft OPEN Publishing | Delft University of Technology, The Netherlands and 
nai010 publishers

Production: Sara Duisters, nai010 Publishers 
Publisher: Marcel Witvoet, nai010 Publishers

Image credits cover:
…En de zee was niet meer, Bert Haanstra, 1955, Bert Haanstra
Films. Eye Filmmuseum.
Wakers en dromers, Annette Apon, 1994, Ariel Film. Eye Filmmuseum. De lage landen, 
George Sluizer, 1960, Shell Film Unit. Eye Filmmuseum. Delta Phase 1, Bert Haanstra, 
1962, Bert Haanstra Films. Eye Filmmuseum.
Een nieuw dorp op nieuw land, Louis van Gasteren, 1960, Spectrum Film. Eye 
Filmmuseum.



Copyright statement:

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International (CC BY 4.0) licence 

© 2025 published by TU Delft OPEN Publishing and nai010 publishers on behalf of the 
authors 

Electronic version of this book is available at:
https://books.open.tudelft.nl 

Funder information and grant number: TU Delft Climate Action Programme, seed 
fund 2022. This publication was made possible thanks to the support of the Eye 
Filmmuseum, Amsterdam.

Copyright clearance made by the TU Delft Library copyright team

Conflict of Interest: no conflict of interest to disclose.

Data Access Statement: 
No new data were created or analysed in the preparation of this publication. 
Therefore, data sharing is not applicable. Details of referenced sources can be found 
in the text and image credits.

Peer Review: This book has been peer reviewed. The peer review was single 
anonymous and applied to the scholarly essays included in the volume. Other 
contributions, including dialogues, carnets, and digests, were reviewed and edited by 
the volume's editors.

Disclaimer:  
Every attempt has been made to ensure the correct source of images and other 
potentially copyrighted material was ascertained, and that all materials included in 
this book have been attributed and used according to their license. If you believe that 
a portion of the material infringes someone else’s copyright, please contact 
l.iuorio@tudelft.nl

e-ISBN 978-94-6518-132-5
DOI https://doi.org/10.59490/mt.109

Reporting the Delta is also available in bookstores:
ISBN 978-94-6208-913-6

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en


The Dutch delta tells the story of constant struggle,

resistance and negotiation between land, water, and

people. It is always in motion – from fluctuating tides

and historic floods to flows of global trade and 

engineering mega works.

In Reporting the Delta, archival documentaries by, among

others, Bert Haanstra, Louis van Gasteren, and George 

Sluizer are used as tools to investigate the transforma-

tions of the Dutch delta. These films capture the ambition

of reshaping nature and mastering water’s movements 

and serve as points of departure for a broader exploration.

Through essays, interviews, and visual digests, Reporting 

the Delta weaves together voices from science, art, and 

design. The book offers a visual and narrative reflection on

the entangled forces of technology, climate, and daily life, 

resulting in a compelling journey through a delta in a 

constant state of adaptation.

Edited by 
Luca Iuorio

Sophia Arbara
Carissa Champlin
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