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From Modernist Landscapes to New
Nature: Planning of Rural Utopias
in The Netherlands

KEES DOEVENDANS, HAN LÖRZING & ANNE SCHRAM
Faculty of Architecture, Urbanism and Building Sciences, Eindhoven University of Technology,

The Netherlands

ABSTRACT After a general introduction considering the notion of ‘landscape’, this paper is
concerned with changes in planning attitudes and ways of design in the Dutch 20th-century
landscape. Such changes of attitude are exemplified by specific large-scale landscape projects as
paradigmatic cases. The main tendencies in the first half of the 20th century were modernization,
rationalization, and intensification of the landscape for agricultural production, as shown in the
case of the Netherlands, where such policies were initiated at a national planning level. At the end
of the century, however, an attempt is seen to find a balance between modernization and the
values of ‘nature’. Nature becomes an independent entity that can be designed and re-created, if
necessary, as is the case in the Dutch landscape. This shift marks an important change in the
approach to ‘landscape’: from a productive agricultural landscape to a re-naturalized landscape
for recreational purposes. At present both of these opposed—more rationalist and more
romanticist approaches—can be noticed in the practice of national and large-scale planning for
the Dutch rural environment.

KEY WORDS: landscape policy, Dutch landscapes, modernization, New Nature, land use
planning

Introduction

During the past century, the meaning of landscape as countryside has changed
considerably, developing from a productive rural entity into a more recreationally
oriented one. This contribution aims to discuss such changes, in which the
professional planner’s perspective shifted from rationalization and modernization of
the rural landscape towards a re-appreciation of nature as opposed to the cultural
landscape. This re-orientation upon nature involves, however, a sense of ‘make-
ability’ that has grown during the 20th century: nature appears to be no longer
a given, original landscape, but can now also be seen as an object of restoration and
re-creation.
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of such a shift on the national level. The case of the Dutch landscape is interesting
from two points of view. First the shift from productive landscape to romantic
re-creation of nature has been a profound one in this country. The theme of
artificiality connects to a long history of the constructed landscape in the
Netherlands, based on cultivation of land retracted from water. The second point
of interest is the rational approach to rural landscape at a national planning level.
From 1900, Dutch planning stands out internationally in terms of landscape planning
and thorough landscape transformation, realized for a large part in projects that were
conceived by the national government. Modernist manipulation and mastery of the
landscape has been a recurrent theme throughout the 20th century. In many parts of
the world, the (sub)urban use of the territory spreads itself in such a way that the
natural landscape becomes less evident and is increasingly intermingled with cultural
landscapes. The ‘urbanized landscape’ holds a long history in this specific region,
in the sense of cultivation. At the same time, this approach safeguarded strong
separations between the urban and the rural. The initial, rational approach of
the Dutch provides an interesting perspective, as do the subsequent changes—
which led to the artificial re-invention of a ‘natural’ environment in the form of New
Nature.

The theoretical discussion concerning the changes in the meaning of landscape is
illustrated here with examples from large-scale projects in the Netherlands during the
20th century.

‘Landscape’ and ‘nature’

Landscape is a term which tends to accumulate meanings, varying by discipline. The
Dutch philosopher René Boomkens argued that the most general notions of spatial
planning—concepts such as ‘city’, ‘countryside’ and also ‘landscape’—have become
themselves subjects of discussion. The meaning of these terms seems to transform
continuously. According to Boomkens (1999, pp. 63 – 80), this could imply that the
debate on urbanization and spatial planning has now taken on a fundamental
character. He refers to the work of the historian Simon Schama (1995), who traces
the word ‘landscape’ as imported in the Netherlands by the end of the 16th century.
‘Landschap’ in Dutch, just like its German origin Landschaft, refers simultaneously
to ‘a unit of human occupation, indeed a jurisdiction’ as to ‘anything that might be
a pleasing object of depiction’. Tom Mels (2005, pp. 321 – 322) also points to this
double interpretation of landscape around 1600, using the terms ‘spatial’ and the
contrasting ‘platial’. Next to the interpretation of landscape as a spatial way of
envisioning and representing—thus a construction that presupposes a certain
distance, also a qualitative logic emerges. Landscape is not only the quantitative,
geometric, spatial rationality of the map, but, as Olwig (2002, p. 16) has noted, ‘‘it is
rather a qualitative logic based on an analogic platial imagination’’. Mels argues that
around 1600 a ‘platial’ form of landscape dominated in the Low Countries, referring
to fine-grained units of human occupation and judicial meaning. This platial
landscape has a long tradition in local self-government and the communal effort
required to maintain defences against water (the historical politic bodies of
waterschappen) and to shape wet land into dry land (Mels, 2005, p. 326). In the
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distanced view grew to be of more importance.
Schama (1995) contrasts the Dutch or Northern European conception of land-

scape with its Mediterranean version, in which the landscape existed predominantly
as pastoral idyll, as a background for mythological tales. In the Dutch conception of
landscape, however, the ‘‘self-explaining story’’ (Boomkens, 1999) of the humanly
designed, made and used landscape is dominant.

The early modern and ‘spatial’ notion of landscape is still used frequently, with its
initial meanings: the geographical (as applied to a region’s physical morphology) and
the pictorial (as applied to a setting). However, during its history, the meaning of
landscape has been coloured with specialized meanings. For instance, in urban
sociology, the Chicago School of the early 20th century, connected the terminology
of the landscape to the study of social structures, in what was called an ‘ecological’
approach. Also in urban design ‘landscape’ evolved into a widely used term. In the
1970s, urban morphology, which arose especially in the United Kingdom and
France, spoke of ‘the urban landscape’. At the same time, in geography, a new
discipline of landscape ecology emerged. More recently the urban landscape has
become popular in the field of architecture, as the publication of Tom Turner’s City
as Landscape (1996) illustrates. References to the association of city and landscape
are currently omnipresent, and herewith the question arises whether the connection
between both is not made too easily.

Even though city and landscape are at present perhaps too easily joined, there may
also be good reasons to associate the categories of the urban and the landscape. For
one, this association is at the root of the study of urbanism. Patrick Geddes, the
proto-urbanist, proposed combining a sociological with a geographical approach at
the regional scale in his ‘Valley Section’ (1915/1968). After a period in which the
countryside and the city were conceptually divorced in urban planning and design,
we may once again come to see the regional, the landscape, and the urban altogether
as a complex continuity. With advances in transport technology and the ubiquity of
both road infrastructure and telecommunications, urban development has become a
regional phenomenon. Often there are no clear borders between countryside and
city, the two are interspersed, rather than adjoining. This brings the notions of city
and landscape into question. The city develops as a dispersed phenomenon, as well
as a regionally extended one. However, in physical planning, some societies, as is the
case in the Netherlands, may still want to operate from an understanding of the
totality of the regional city. In this perspective, it often seems that landscape
architects are better able than urban designers to offer concepts of form and process
at this large scale of dispersion.

At present we have to speak of an ‘urbanized landscape’, as the Swiss urban
planner and architectural historian André Corboz (2001, p. 143) states firmly. The
old polarity of city and country is regarded by Corboz as a rudimentary inheritance
of modernism—in which the rural landscape was predominantly approached from
the perspective of the dominating city. Now, city and country, or culture and nature,
can not any longer be interpreted as separated phenomena; they overlap and enclose
one another. The territory where this happens is best captured by the multivalent
term ‘landscape’, suggesting a distinct character, history, and genius loci. Corboz’s
notion of landscape differs from earlier (early modern) relationships with the land.

Planning of Rural Utopias in The Netherlands 335
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pragmatic view, where the land is seen in an abstract and reductive way: a resource.
Land is mapped by aerial views, to be exploited and shaped for economic and
military purposes. To a certain extent, the land could even be substituted by its map:
the surface could be manipulated because the map can be manipulated. From this
perspective, the landscape became an object for modern systems-planning and other
more recent digital and systemic applications. At the same time, however, the other
early modern perspective evolved, in which the land is seen as the outlet of the
urbanite: nature as a curative environment, where the human spirit can be cultivated.
The landscape developed in this way as a mystical entity, something with which
human beings could be in communion—according to Corboz, this view places nature
as a subject. These two perspectives point toward the simultaneity of the rational and
romantic approaches to landscape, both finding their origins in the early modernity
of the 18th and 19th centuries.

Beyond these two alternatives, Corboz calls for a professional ethics of
deciphering, caring for and preserving this identity of the ‘land’. The notion of
landscape has to be rediscovered, re-invented. The landscape is a construction, a
project, a product, an artefact—which includes more intrinsic values than the one-
time result of a plan or design. For instance, there is a strong emotional attachment
of human beings and landscapes. This re-invention of the term landscape means, to
Corboz, that we interpret the territory as a palimpsest, a surface with an original
(natural) text, however remote, which has been overwritten several times. The
surface, as we see it today, is then a layered whole of meanings and imprints.
Physical marks, traces have accumulated over time. Many old structures have been
partially erased by new structures, just as in theology new interpretations cover the
older texts; new structures have destroyed older ones or reduced their meaning, but,
nevertheless, the layers of the old texts can still be re-discovered. Similar insights into
the structure of palimpsests have been offered by theologians and literary critics; in
urban planning it appears that some parts of the original text have been overwritten
to strengthen the meaning of the text as a whole. Deciphering appears to be a very
delicate process.

Yet another way to look at landscape was proposed in the beginning of the 20th
century by Georg Simmel (1858 – 1918) in his 1913 essay Philosophie der
Landschaft. Simmel is regarded as one of the founders of the phenomenological
approach to the city and to urban social psychology. He opposed landscape and
nature: nature is to Simmel (1913, pp. 635 – 644) an all embracing totality and
continuum, where it is illogical and contradictory to separate any part. Landscape,
on the other hand, depends on an operation of demarcation and encapsulation—in
a mental, but also in spatial sense. A section and vision is demarcated before one is
able to speak of ‘landscape’. Simmel outlines the pictorial connotations of the
notion of landscape and compares the mental construction of a landscape with the
making of a painting. This way of working, he states, includes an operation of
detachment. One may conclude that, from Simmel’s perspective, ‘landscape’ must
be a typically modern phenomenon, in the end even a metropolitan one. Only in
the large cities of the first industrialization, are the conditions created which enable
contemplative detachment, or even make detachment a necessary condition
(Simmel, 1903).

336 K. Doevendans et al.
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One could ask whether Simmel’s definition of ‘nature’ has any place at all in the
constructed landscape of the Netherlands. For a collection of demarcated landscapes
should, in his view, not be able to form ‘nature’. But also the opposed interpretation
is plausible: one could argue that, from our present and strongly urbanized
perspective, the whole area ‘outside’ the city has mentally evolved into a continuum.
This continuum, then, could be regarded from the urbanite’s perspective as
estranged ‘nature’. From both sides, Simmel’s interpretation of the meaning of
landscape still is valuable: it operates as an instrument with which planners and
designers demarcate parts of the land surface and place it in perspective. Landscapes
can be extracted and abstracted from the larger nature.

Focusing on the Dutch landscape, it seems indisputable that the landscape appears
as a project, a construction and a product. The Dutch landscape is a cultural one—
an ‘artificial’ landscape. The man-made character of the Netherlands goes back to
medieval times, and the struggle against the water is often seen as its origin. The
common Dutch association of landscape with ‘man-made construction’ undoubtedly
finds its roots in the early origins of the term. As several sources point out
(Boomkens, 1999; Schama, 1995), the term ‘landscape’ was coined in 16th-century
Holland and first applied to painting. The discovery of ‘landscape’ as a worthy
subject for painting seems to have taken place in the southern regions of the Low
Countries, notably in Flanders and the county of Brabant (now part Belgian, part
Dutch). Soon afterwards, the northern Netherlands became the heartland of early
landscape painting. According to researchers like Schama (1988), Alperts (1983) and
Bruyn (1988), landscapes in those days were not just innocent, objective scenery; they
served as images of a country that had recently been taken both from the Spanish
kingdom and the North Sea. Sixteenth and 17th-century landscape paintings
depicted the contemporary countryside as a phenomenon to be proud of; the newly
reclaimed or conquered land became a metaphor for the country itself. The above
studies suggest that many motifs in fact represented nationalist themes; for instance,
the cows that were depicted by a range of painters, stood for the prosperity of the
young republic (Figure 1). These Dutch landscape paintings showed almost invari-
ably ‘modern’ landscapes, that is, landscapes that clearly referred to their man-made
origins. It was two centuries before romantic painters turned their backs on man-
made landscapes and retreated to the rustic parts of the countryside, like the more
natural forests and heathlands of the central and eastern Netherlands.

As a cultural construction, the Dutch landscape is a layered whole: on top of a first
layer of settlements in the lowlands of Rhine and Maas, other layers were formed by
networks of canals, roads, reclaimed agricultural land and urban growth. In the 20th
century a new layer developed, one of the world’s densest webs of highways, railways
and telecommunications. At the same time, important changes in the agrarian
sectors took place, by which consequence the previous rural landscape was partly
rewritten.

In the following paragraphs we will focus on the design and use of the Dutch
landscape in the 20th century to illustrate a sharp change of thinking regarding the
subject of landscape. The point of departure is that the added layers of rural
landscapes can be summarized in a few different kinds of projects. From these

Planning of Rural Utopias in The Netherlands 337
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projects, a certain paradigm of landscaping can be traced, which has been directed
towards rationalization. Towards the end of the century, however, distinct types of
project manifest themselves, amongst others, ‘New Nature’. These projects include
strong criticism of the one-sided paradigm of rationalization of the landscape, and
lead to a ‘weakening’ of this paradigm. It seems that with these new developments,
double meanings of the notion of landscape appear: geography and artificial setting,
use and experience, designed and spontaneous.

Dutch Constructions of Landscape during the 20th Century

The main tendency in the 20th century was the modernization, rationalization, and
intensification of the Dutch landscape for agricultural production. At the end of the
century, however, we see an attempt to find a balance between modernization and
the values of ‘nature’—at present developments of these opposed intuitions can be
noticed (Figure 2). The differing and changing attitudes of planning and design
emerge through a discussion of specific larger-scaled projects that function as
paradigmatic cases or exemplars (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 80).

In the last century the Dutch landscape experienced a double process of
enlargement of scale, and, paradoxically, also a reduction of scale. The first process

Figure 1. Landscape painting by Aelbert Cuyp, ‘Cows in a River’, 1650. (Oil on panel.
596 74 cm. Szépmüvészeti Múzeum, Budapest.)

338 K. Doevendans et al.
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was caused by modernization; the second was a result of intensification in the
agricultural sector. Important agrarian developments which influenced the landscape
during the last century were, as elsewhere, the mechanization which reduced the need
for human workers, and the use of fertilizer, which created a certain independence
from the natural fertility of the soil. Also rationalization by large-scale rural re-
allotment had a major influence; these processes not only interacted with the spatial
and economic structure of rural areas, but also improved the condition of the soil
and its water management. With the emergence of new types of cultivation not
bound to the soil, such as the growth of mushrooms in potted compost containers,
the meaning of the soil itself decreased in certain sectors of production.

At the same time a historical concern for ecological values can be observed, which
was previously combined with agricultural production in the Netherlands—for
instance, with the provision of space within the borders of the farm for bird colonies.
Seen from an international perspective, it seems remarkable that the schism between
government and those NGOs that defend ecological interests is relatively small. The
Dutch government has tried, especially in the second half of the 20th century, to find
a balance between economic interests and the interests of ecology, nature and
sustainability. The governmental ambition for this balance appears in legislature and
policies, ranging from the ‘Land Consolidation Act’ (Landinrichtingswet) of 1985, to
the ‘Ecological Main Structure’ (LNV, 1990).

In the following paragraphs we will trace, in general terms, a development of the
Dutch planning perspective upon landscape which changes from seeing the country-
side as a means of production for modernizing agriculture in 1900, to a situation in
which the landscape is thought of as a ‘new’ nature, directed predominantly by
recreational values.

Figure 2. Changes in agriculture and landscape development in the 20th century.

Planning of Rural Utopias in The Netherlands 339
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In very few countries has the landscape been as intensely and radically re-organized
and newly constructed as in the Netherlands—of which the largest operations are the
rural re-allotment and the polder constructions (Andela, 2000). The rural re-
allotment started in 1924 with the ‘Ruilverkavelingswet’ (Law on Re-allotment),
which aimed at rationalizing the allotment of the countryside in order to facilitate
economic growth of the rural sectors.

Small parcels were combined and their borders regularized to create larger parcels
for greater efficiency. The idea of increased efficiency was reflected in the relative
growth of the average size of farms: at the end of the 19th century a large farm would
comprise 20 acres; by the middle of the 20th century 45 acres had become the norm.
Previous existing small-scale natural borders, for instance hedges between parcels,
disappeared and were replaced by larger and higher strips of planting. Some of the
most well-known examples of 20th-century re-allotment projects are to be found in
Staphorst and Walcheren.

In Staphorst, agriculture had become increasingly difficult because of the strange
size of the parcels, which through the system of inheritance had been reduced to
around 10 meters wide, but could be up to 10 kilometres in length. These sizes were
adjusted in 1938 by filling up the ditches between the parcels, and constructing a new
pattern of roads, so parcels could become wider. As a consequence of this re-
allotment-project, the landscape of Staphorst, with its historical peat bog
reclamation (see Figures 3 and 4), completely changed in favour of agricultural
efficiency. The rural re-allotment was continued and intensified after the Second
World War in different regions, but most remarkably in the isle of Walcheren. Here
the agricultural land had not only been fragmented, but also the quality of the soil

Figure 3. A landscape typical for the Dutch peat bog cultivations. (Photo by Han Lörzing.)

340 K. Doevendans et al.
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had been damaged in the Second World War by the occupying Germans who
intentionally flooded the area with salt water to restrain the Allied forces. The great
flood of 1953 followed, which made it impossible to restore the original situation.
The re-ordering of the damaged landscape became a project of importance for the
national government, which had established special design counsels for this task.
Architects like Benthem, Bijhouwer and De Jonge realized landscape-designs at an
unprecedented scale, and Walcheren became a laboratory for post-war landscape
design.

The re-allotment projects took place over several decades, with the aim of creating
conditions for a modern agricultural mechanization, as part of the ‘Post-war
Functionalism’ (Naoorlogse Zakelijkheid). In the 1970s and 1980s, however, a
counter movement came to life, which judged the innovation to be too radical. The
appearance of the traditional landscape also served the common interest of society,
and the land was no longer to be regarded as mainly serving economic purposes.
This change of attitude led to increased attention for the protection of traditional,
existing, components of historical landscapes—not only by environmental groups,
but also from the perspective of the government. The so called ‘Landscape
Approach’ (Landschappelijke Aanpak) can be interpreted as a weakening of the
process of rational rural re-allotment. In this new approach, water corridors,
embankments, strips of tree planting, hedgerows and other plantings were saved in
order to be included in the new landscape. Early examples of this approach can be
found in the part of Holland between the two main rivers of Rhine and Maas
(Rivierenland), but also in Vijfheerenland (South Holland) natural reservation
became part of the allotment project. In the Mergelland of South Limburg not only
were natural elements restored and old road patterns preserved, but it was also

Figure 4. After and before a re-allotment project. (Legacy W. Thijsen, Eindhoven University
of Technology.)

Planning of Rural Utopias in The Netherlands 341
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covered with an upper layer of loam and gravel—a traditional technique for this
area. Finally, the ‘Land Consolidation Act’ (Landinrichtingswet) of 1985, the
successor of the Law on Rural Re-allotment, formalized the requirement that the
existing quality of the cultural landscape had to be taken into account.

Polders

The construction of new land by the draining of polders has a long tradition in the
Netherlands, starting in the Middle Ages and finding its temporary height with the
‘reclamations’ (droogmakerijen) of the 17th century—the Dutch ‘Golden Century’.
The areas which were drained in the 20th century were much larger in scale than the
early polders, such as De Beemster. The four new polders that were reclaimed from
the Zuiderzee were based on Plan Lely, which was approved by the Dutch
parliament in 1918. This plan contained the so-called ‘Enclosure Dam’ (Afsluitdijk,
finished in 1932), a large barrier closing the Zuiderzee from the North Sea, and
simultaneously forming a connection between the provinces of Friesland and North
Holland. It was this sea dyke that transformed the salt water Zuiderzee to a fresh
water lake, the IJsselmeer. The draining of this IJsselmeer then proceeded, with four
polders planned (Hemel, 1994) (Figure 5).

The Wieringermeer (1930), located in the province of North Holland, differed
from the traditional droogmakerijen in its landscape structure. The pattern of
allotments and roads did not follow the orthogonal grid structure, which had
characterized earlier polders. This difference was also the result of the manner of
parcelling, starting from the boundaries of the polder, often in a rectangular way. As
a consequence, in the centre of the Wieringermeer, a large variety in the forms of the
parcels is found. In this polder, four villages, accommodating 20 000 inhabitants,
were constructed.

In the creation of the second polder, the Noordoostpolder (1942), for the first time
a multidisciplinary team of landscape architects and urban designers was assembled.
The polder’s main structure was conceived around two axes of woods, running in the
north – south and east –west directions. The four quadrants were then divided
into smaller compartments using lines of trees and shelter belts. At the borders of
the polders the scale of the compartments was the smallest, in order to densify the
boundary. The design has not been realized totally according to its conception, but
much of it can be recognized in the present landscape (Figure 6). In the
Noordoostpolder, 10 villages were planned to contain in total 48 000 inhabitants.
The villages were laid out around its central town, Emmeloord.

Oostelijk Flevoland (1957) was the first part of the large polder drawn in the
original Plan Lely, finally realized in two parts. This third polder, the largest 20th-
century reclamation, comprising 54 000 acres, was only provided with two larger
settlements—Lelystad and Dronten. Because of the ongoing process of mechaniza-
tion in the agricultural sector, fewer dwellings for farmers and employees were
considered to be necessary. At the same time, due to the increasing mobility, larger
distances were judged to be acceptable. In the cases of the Wieringermeer and the
Noordoostpolder, it had been presupposed that all facilities had to be reachable by
bicycle or by foot.

342 K. Doevendans et al.
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The creation of villages and towns out of nothing, at this scale, was an
unprecedented experiment in Dutch urban planning. The transition from the
Noordoostpolder to Oostelijk Flevoland marks a remarkable change in architectural

Figure 5. The three largest reclamations in the former Zuiderzee. From top: Noordoostpolder,
Oostelijk Flevoland and Zuidelijk Flevoland. (Province of Flevoland.)

Planning of Rural Utopias in The Netherlands 343
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design: from a style with historical references (in which the influence of the ‘Delft
School’ of the architect Granpré Molière is recognized) to a more modernist
architectural vocabulary of which the village of Nagele in the Noordoostpolder is an
early example. In the ‘neo’-traditional style, of which examples are found in the
Wieringermeer and the Noordoostpolder, villages were planned around a central
square and village green, its residential areas containing stylistic references to older
Dutch villages. In this tradition, three churches are situated around the village green,
one for every main denomination: a Roman Catholic, and a Nederlandse Hervormde
en Gereformeerde church (two types of Protestant churches, both denominations
dating back to the Reformation). Also the construction of regionalist style farm-
houses in the areas surrounding the towns of the Wieringermeer and Noordoost-
polder should be mentioned—reflecting the architecture of traditional farms,
although their ways of production were standardized.

In Oostelijk Flevoland, however, modernist architecture became the main
architectural language, following the experiment of Nagele. This village was
designed by a team of architects, urban designers and landscape designers sharing
a functionalist attitude, in cooperation with the ideologically congenial groups
‘De Acht’ and ‘Opbouw’, which constituted the Dutch section of the International
Movement for Modernist Architecture (CIAM). According to CIAM principles the
village was based on functional zoning and orthogonal lines. In the middle of the
village there is a large lawn, and the village is surrounded by a straight line of trees.

The design of Oostelijk Flevoland was, at the regional scale, based on the ideas of
Cornelis van Eesteren, a head figure of Dutch modernist urban planning, who had
also been chairman of the CIAM. In Oostelijk Flevoland larger parcels were

Figure 6. Typical land pattern in the Noordoostpolder. Detail topographical map. (Legacy Wil
Thijsen, Eindhoven University of Technology.)
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7 drawn than in the previous polders, as a consequence of the modernization and

mechanization of agriculture. Also more emphasis was put on the provision of
facilities for recreation at a large scale. Both aspects, the enlarged spatial structure
and the insertion of recreational areas, result in a large spatial difference compared
to the design of the Noordoostpolder: more spacious and less strictly rectangular. At
the same time, the increase of mobility and the modernist vocabulary changed the
concept of centrality. The main town of Oostelijk Flevoland, Lelystad, was not
planned in the centre of the polder, but near one of its borders. On the level of
architectural style, the settlements in Oostelijk Flevoland were not traditionalist, but
their design was based on mild functionalist principles. The preliminary sketches
for Lelystad were drawn by Cornelis van Eesteren, based on functionalist ideas
regarding traffic circulation and the avoidance of congestion in the centre. Although
the original plan was only partly realized, rudiments of this concept are still visible.

The fourth polder, Zuidelijk Flevoland (1968) differed even more from the design
principles and assumptions that had guided the planning of the Wieringermeer and
the Noordoostpolder. Where the first polders were largely thought of in productive
terms, now considerably more space was to be reserved for recreational activities,
partly accommodated for by fast growing forests, but also by beaches along the
shore of the newest polder (Figure 7). Urban development claimed a larger role than
in the preceding polders. The main town, Almere, was not only thought of as a

Figure 7. Large-scale landscape design in the Zuidelijk Flevoland reclamation. (Photo by
Han Lörzing.)
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7 central place in a new agricultural landscape, but it also had the explicit function of

serving as an ‘overflow’ for the dense urban population of Amsterdam. Almere, then,
was not an agricultural centre, but an entirely new city in which commuters played a
large role. The initial design of the polder landscape shows a careful segregation in
zones. In the west an industrial and a residential zone were planned along the
coastline, while in the eastern part space for forests, nature and recreation should be
developed. The core of Zuidelijk Flevoland shows a large, rectangular agricultural
area—stressing the large scale at which the new landscape was conceived. However,
during the realization of the planned landscape, contingent changes were made. At
the western side, a natural area developed spontaneously (Oostvaardersplassen) in a
zone where a harbour and industry should have been located, and the central
agricultural area lost surface to the rapid urban development of Almere.

Intensification of Agriculture and Farming

During most of the 20th century, Dutch agricultural production made direct use of
the soil around the farmhouse. For arable, cattle breeding and horticulture, soil was
the means of production. Nowadays the original soil has become less important. In
horticulture, products grow in glass greenhouses, using containers filled with soil
from elsewhere. Mushrooms, as we noted earlier, are grown in concrete trays. The
intensive manner of cattle breeding has led to situations in which the average animal
no longer has contact with outdoor space. This intensive form of agriculture is not
territorially bound and is characterized by individual farms occupying relatively
small areas of land, although this way of farming is very capital intensive. These type
of farms are usually located close to urban concentrations and transport corridors
for fast delivery of fresh products—locations where the prices of land are high.

The consequences of this intensification in the various forms of agriculture are
many, especially those causing environmental problems: ammoniac pollution of the
soil, over-fertilizing, the rapid spread of animal diseases, monocultures, etc., the
cumulative nature of which sometimes attracts the label ‘ecological desert’. Another
consequence of cultivation which is no longer bound to the soil, are the special
constructions this type of cultivation demands. Large complexes of greenhouses
(sometimes two storeys high), form the so-called ‘glass cities’ and large stables
dominate the countryside in large parts of the Netherlands. Local governments often
try to limit these developments using zoning plans (bestemmingsplannen) as their
legal instrument, substituting residential zones for agricultural zones. However, the
greenhouses continue to expand because of the expert-orientation of this branch of
production. Large, intensive pig farms also survived, even though epidemic diseases
brought much damage to this sector in recent years. It is to be expected that in some
specific areas the concentration of pig farming will lead to a further intensification of
this industry and the building of larger complexes; anticipating such a development
the well-known architects MVRDV have already sketched a multi-storey pig farm.
The municipal purchase of rural land for purposes of urban expansion becomes very
costly, because of the capital intensive character of agri-industry. Besides, more land
than strictly is necessary for the construction of housing areas has to be obtained, in
order to form barriers to protect residents from the bad smell that often comes along
with intensive cattle breeding.

346 K. Doevendans et al.



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

By
: [

D
oe

ve
nd

an
s,

 K
ee

s]
 A

t: 
20

:1
5 

2 
Ju

ne
 2

00
7 New Forests, Casco Landscape and New Nature

After the Second World War, new forests were created which were not intended for
the production of wood, but purely for recreation. Instead of the traditional use of
conifers for planted forests, it was now predominantly native hardwood trees that
were planted. Between 1950 and 1980 many new forests were created as recre-
ational areas for the large cities in the western part of the Netherlands. Recently, the
opinion of local specialists has shifted to the idea that forests should be created and
maintained in an ecological manner. In practice, this means that an ecologically
appropriate composition of trees needs to be designed, while in the planted forest
dead trees should not be taken away because they provide the habitat for certain
animal species. Perhaps most importantly, the image of these recent types of forests
should no longer be ‘man made’ or artificial. The straight lines and grid structure
that characterizes older New Forest, are now replaced by more ‘natural’ looking
styles of designed landscape.

During the 20th century, interest gradually emerged in the protection of native
flora and fauna. The first to recognize small areas of protected nature were
individuals—owners of forests and country estates—and associations of individuals,
like the Dutch National Trust for Natural Monuments. Later the national govern-
ment also supported this tendency, for instance by offering funding to landowners
who wished to maintain natural areas in their lands or create special facilities for
nature. ‘Nature’ became in this way an accepted category in spatial planning, just as
‘ecology’ had in previous decades.

In 1990 the first Nature Policy Plan was published by the Dutch national
government (LNV, 1990). In this plan a landscape structure at a national level was
indicated, consisting of existing nature areas, and other areas that should be
developed as ‘nature’. This structure was called the Ecological Main Structure, and
comprised three types of nature: core areas with (inter)nationally important,
sustainable ecosystems which had to be maintained; second were the ‘nature
development areas’, offering a chance for relatively unhampered transformation. The
third type consisted of connection zones: ecological corridors that were to be
developed or to be strengthened. Priority was particularly given to ‘wetland nature’ in
the Ecological Main Structure: the central area of large rivers (Rivierengebied),
systems of brooks in the eastern and southern parts of the Netherlands, the Green
Heart and the Lake District in Friesland are the main regions where the creation of
swamps, forests, and wet grasslands is proposed, in order to create space for
ecologically valuable species. The Ecological Main Structure received its official
status by integration in the national policy document of the Fourth Report Extra
(VROM, 1991). Also its successor, the Fifth Report on Spatial Planning (VROM,
2002) shows a careful approach to the landscape. In this document, the landscape is
presented as a layered whole, and a distinction is made between the permanent
structure of the landscape and the more transforming infilling of this structure
with low dynamic and high dynamic functions. This concept is called the Casco-
landscape, distinguishing layers of the primary stratum, networks and occupation of
the land.

A turning point in the planners’ approach towards the ‘natural’ landscape can be
situated after the realization of the last large polder. In Zuidelijk Flevoland, the
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7 planned industrial zone was never realized, and instead, a natural zone

spontaneously developed—de Oostvaardersplassen. At this point in the 1970s, the
idea emerged that nature could be created as New Nature, not only by accident, as in
Flevoland, but also on purpose. Since that moment the creation of New Nature has
become an important assignment, which can be regarded as a complement to the
already existing preservation approach of the cultural landscape.

A design competition during the 1980s, which focused on Dutch river landscapes,
could be considered as an important impulse behind this approach. In one of the
resulting plans, ‘Plan Ooievaar’ (De Bruin et al., 1987) six landscape architects
presented their ideas on make-able nature. The winning design has been partly
realized. It involved the creation of a series of ‘ecological natural cores’, together
with smaller ‘stepping stones’, so the rivers could take up again their role as
ecological corridors. A border-crossing natural core area was to be formed near
Arnhem and Nijmegen, crossing over to Kleef and Emmerik in Germany. The
smaller ‘stepping stones’, enabling natural movement of animal species, are
constructed at regular distances. An example of such a ‘stone’ is the Blauwe Kamer
along the river Rhine near Wageningen (Figure 8). This project is situated in the
lower lands near the river, around a former brick factory. Existing levels in height are
strengthened, and a secondary channel for the Rhine has been dug out. Regularly
this channel overflows with water from the river, because one of the rivers
marshlands has been lowered. In this area half-wild horses (Koniks from Poland) and
Galloway cows are grazing.

Figure 8. Blauwe Kamer river marsh reserve as an example of New Nature. (Photo by Han
Lörzing.)

348 K. Doevendans et al.



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

By
: [

D
oe

ve
nd

an
s,

 K
ee

s]
 A

t: 
20

:1
5 

2 
Ju

ne
 2

00
7 The concept of New Nature is also applied elsewhere. In the eastern and western

part of the country, brook systems are being adapted following ecological principles.
The aim is to enable brooks, which were previously straightened, to meander again.
This ‘re-naturation’ is combined with the construction of areas in which the river
water is seasonally allowed to overflow the land—a necessity due to the lately
increasing volume of water that enters the Dutch rivers.

Dispersed Utopian Landscapes

The Dutch landscape, as we have seen, is largely an artificially created one, and
behind its creation different utopian visions or ideologies can be traced as driving
forces. André Corboz (2001) contrasted the technological utopia suggested by
Buckminster Fuller, who proposed to cover Manhattan with a polyester dome in
order to create a controllable climate, with an ecological or romantic utopia: the
dream to reconstruct the original wild forest. Both of these utopias appear to have
been important within the creation of the present Dutch landscape. Based on the
technological utopia of man-made systems and control, not only were the urban
areas envisaged as rational constructions of completed urbanity, but the agrarian
landscape was also driven by strong forces of modernization and rationalization.
One could speak of an agrarian utopia, based on advancing technology. It resulted
not only in the large-scale re-allotment projects and the construction of vast polders,
but also in the present intensive agricultural techniques. That this utopian drive
remains of current importance is illustrated by the notion of ‘greenports’ (referring
to the rural sector as an industry) in one of the latest national policy documents, the
Nota Ruimte (VROM, 2004). The 20th-century landscape represented predomin-
antly the idea of complete and detailed planning, in which the most influential
approach was a metrical one. The aerial view dominated, and the landscape existed
for a large part through its representation, the map (Waldheim, 1999). With the
technological utopia as frame of reference, the landscape had become an almost
neutral category—a field for progress and development.

On the other hand, in the last few decades the idea has emerged within the
planning disciplines that this technological utopia can also produce a ‘dystopia’, an
artificial vacuum—keeping the ‘ecological desert’ in mind. A change of the use and
meaning of the term ‘nature’ has probably been a direct result of the rational
planning ideal. Nature came to be positioned as ‘spontaneity’, entirely opposed to
the concept of planning. The meaning of the landscape as proposed by Simon
Schama (1995), a ‘‘narrative of human use and design’’, was corroded. Returning to
the notion of the landscape as palimpsest, in the word ‘nature’ this notion of
narrative was, at least for a large part, re-written. Nature and landscape are
increasingly reduced to an experience of the senses, moving towards a romanticism
that contrasts fully with the rationalism of the agrarian utopia. The ecological
utopia, which has developed most clearly since the 1980s, refers to specific areas
where ‘nature’ can be experienced in places of special value. Nature and landscape
mean, in this perspective, spots of beauty and rest, sensitive places—indicating that
the latter utopia is connected to a scenic and phenomenological approach. The
landscape has become idyllic. In terms of the spatial and ‘platial’ landscapes
described by Mels and Olwig, the current developments interestingly do not point

Planning of Rural Utopias in The Netherlands 349



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

By
: [

D
oe

ve
nd

an
s,

 K
ee

s]
 A

t: 
20

:1
5 

2 
Ju

ne
 2

00
7 directly to a return of the platial landscape. More accurately an ‘artificial platiality’

seems to be generated, embedded in the ‘spatial’ tradition of large-scaled plans that
shape the landscape from a ‘distanced’ point of view (Figure 9).

The modernized 20th-century landscape in the Netherlands now shows both
utopias, which are spread out as dispersed spots of difference. The collection of spots
of countryside includes intensified agriculture and orthogonal re-organized rural
landscapes, which are interrupted by newly designed ‘nature’, ecological corridors
and ‘Casco’ landscapes. Dispersed landscapes of rational and romantic scenes have
emerged—manifesting the Dutch landscape as a mixture of two opposed utopias,
which are locally condensed in different collections of open and green spaces. Both
utopian landscapes are artificial: New Nature is also man-made and seems to have
evolved as an inner contradiction. This is illustrated, for instance, by the recent
recognition that the ‘wild’ horses and cows which have been introduced into the re-
naturalized landscape, appear to threaten the native flora (Biersma, 2004). Or, in the
most artificial situation, cultivated trout have replaced the native ones which have
disappeared from our rivers, but now need to be saved from the water-wheels which
are increasingly used to generate ‘green’ energy.

At present we face the complex task of a geographical reconstruction of the Dutch
landscape, in between the urban field and the dispersion of both rural utopias. This
assignment asks for a mixture of traditionally divided disciplines—regional and
urban planning, landscape architecture, urban design, civil engineering, and
architecture. Perhaps in such manner, the notion of landscape can acquire a more
differentiated and profound content, allowing for the interpretation of the landscape
as palimpsest in future projects of (re)construction.

Figure 9. A wildlife crossing over the A50 highway near Apeldoorn. (Photo by Han Lörzing.)
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7 Controlled Urban Growth

Not only the rural landscape, but also the urban Dutch landscape has been
conceived as a rational project. During a large part of the 20th century, Dutch
urban development was driven by the projection of a completed ‘future’ city, as
Wil Zonneveld (1991) showed. The urban areas were thought of as compact and
tightly bordered entities, which would leave the countryside as open spaces. A slow
and controlled growth of population and urban functions was presupposed to fit into
plans of rationally ordered urban areas, following the precepts of modern design.
This was comparable to the technological view of the rural landscape which
dominated the first half of the century; modernization and progressive development
were assumed to lead to this project of completed cities. The development of the city
was regarded as an evolutionary and harmonic process, which was predictable and
guidable—urban dynamics were under control. However, it seems that the city which
materialized in reality during the last century, was more a conglomeration of urban
areas, with green spaces in between. In these green areas, the main possibility for
smaller towns and villages to take part in the general vision of ‘progress’, was to
become a willing subject of suburbanization.

In this way, the situation could emerge that the ideal view of the countryside was
not very much sustained by the reality of spatial development. Already in the 1950s,
the government had to acknowledge that cities kept growing and, although
suburbanization was regarded as a threat to the rural landscape, it was also an
inevitable phenomenon. From this point on, concepts like ‘bundled deconcentration’
and ‘buffer zones’ were to guide the boundaries for urban growth (RPD, 1966).
These terms show that the idea of the demarcated and completed future city led, in
practice, to a spatial concept that comes close to conurbation. The Dutch 20th-
century city manifested itself in practice to be far from complete: in contrast, it
appeared more as a nucleus or node for expansion and continuous change. The
urban area spread itself into the landscape and became a phenomenon of dispersion.
For spatial planning the perceived necessity was to limit urban growth, and to
protect the remaining green and open spaces of the landscape in between the urban
areas in more pragmatic ways. The best known example is the Green Heart, located
in the centre of the gradually conurbating main cities of Rotterdam, The Hague and
Amsterdam, and the many smaller towns and villages around these cities. In
thought, however, the traditional polarity between city and landscape retains its
directive force as the leading concept in Dutch regional planning, even up to the
present day. The Fifth Report of Spatial Planning (VROM, 2002) draws, just like the
first large-scale plan of the 1950s (RNP, 1958), clear boundaries around the Green
Heart. The tradition of dividing space sharply between countryside and urban areas,
is further formalized by proposing ‘red contours’ around many urbanized regions to
delimit further urbanization.

Transition of Landscapes

In the previous century, the Dutch landscape has predominantly provided a field in
which modernization took command. The design of the countryside was, as a part of
the Functionalist movement of Naoorlogse Zakelijkheid, strongly oriented towards
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7 norms of efficiency and standardized production. From the professional perspective

of urban planning and design, however, the landscape was mainly regarded as the
opposite of the clearly demarcated built-up areas of cities, towns and villages. A
polarity between city and landscape dominated spatial planning.

Although the view based upon polarity between the urban area and the open
landscape shows a great continuity in Dutch urban planning, at the same time
important changes in the assumed meanings and values of ‘landscape’ took place.
These changes coincided with relatively recent doubts about the ‘makeability’ of
completed cities in the professional fields attached to the project. As we noted in the
previous paragraphs, a transition took place from the perspective that regarded the
countryside as the site of modernized production, to a view in which nature was
experienced as a scarce and valuable good. The opinion that existing qualities of
cultural landscapes needed to be respected and protected grew stronger. In the last
decades of the 20th century, the utopia of agrarian modernization becomes less
dominant; its extreme modernism is ‘weakened’—in the terms of Gianni Vattimo
(1988). At present, a synthesis is sought between modernization and the preservation
of natural and cultural landscapes. To ‘re-naturalize’ has become a new govern-
mental assignment with the creation of New Nature. In this process a series of floods
in the delta areas of the main rivers also had influence. With these floodings, of
which the ones in 1994 had the largest impact, the fragility of the artificially
constructed balance of the Dutch landscape became clear. The rationalization
seemed to have been carried too far—largely coinciding with the diminishing
appreciation for the Functionalist city and modernist design in the fields of urban
planning and architecture.

With these developments, a transition in the approach of the landscape has taken
place. However, it may be too pretentious to speak of a ‘paradigm shift’—perhaps it
is more accurate to describe the changes in terms of a ‘weakening’ of the 20th-
century paradigm that stood for rationalization, modernization and functionalism.
In the 1980s and 1990s, the attention given to nature and ecology grew stronger—as
society entered a transitional period. This shift was followed by the observation, in
the 1990s, that the city was not finished or completed at all. Rather, the phenomenon
of urbanity manifested itself as a dispersing city, making its way through the rural
landscape. The ecological view of these years enabled the understanding of
dispersion and fragmentation as inherent processes belonging to the present stage
of urban development. However, such an understanding carries its own fears. If the
historical city was seen as a threat to the ‘completed future city’, the dispersing and
fragmented city is perceived as threatening to the landscape, growing as a fungus or a
tumour. Beyond such fears, it is stated that the city has become an urban field
(Corboz, 1992), and a new terminology has appeared in Dutch urban planning: ‘park
city’, ‘carpet metropolis’, ‘green metropolis’, ‘landscape city’ and ‘territorial city’.

From the traditional view, characterized by the polarity of city and landscape, via
a weakening of this polarity in the form of a well-balanced continuity of urban area
and countryside, we now arrive at the urban field, where the dispersed city seems to
become a reality. If we consider the landscape not only as a physical geography, but
also as a mental construction, as did Georg Simmel, then any form of acceptance of
the dispersed city could be regarded as a mental breakthrough in the Dutch planning
perspective.
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