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ABSTRACT During the past two decades, landscape has frequently been conceptualized as a
distancing way of seeing space. This conceptualization is normally traced back to the rise of
capitalism and various modes of artistic representation, notably in the early modern Netherlands
or the northern Low Countries. Yet recent scholarly interventions have asserted that landscape in
the Low Countries and elsewhere in Europe was more than a distant scenery or an artistic mode
of representation. Landscape also animated practices and ideologies of political representation,
platial justice and custom. The platial notion of landscape and related concepts in the northern
Low Countries around 1600 is focused upon, bringing out the intimate relationships between land,
water and diverging ideals and practices of justice. It is argued that artistic landscape
representation provided ways to reflect upon spatio-political developments in the Netherlands.
Finally, there is a brief consideration of how these theoretical and historical issues resonate with
modern thinking about landscape in physical planning.

KEY WORDS: Low Countries, political representation, landscape imagery, place, custom,
justice

Introduction

In contemporary writing on the origins and meaning of landscape, it is often taken
for granted that landscape is a visual and spatial idea, expressing a distance from
place. One influential theorist takes ‘‘landscape to be a way of envisioning,
contemplating, manipulating, and representing the natural world, always a
construction and thus primarily ideational rather than inherent in nature’’
(Cosgrove, 1999, p. 104). This ideational landscape is the result of changing
technologies of seeing and representing space from a particular vantage point, in
which ‘‘location serves to disengage the viewer physically from the witnessed
geographical space’’ (Cosgrove, 2003, p. 254). Early landscape painting, cadastral
mapping and surveying are here firmly situated within a bourgeois spatial tradition
of economic expansion and rational planning (Cosgrove, 1984, pp. 54, 150 – 151).
This spatial visuality and outsideness of landscape, it is argued, ‘‘is the primary way
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in which it differs from place. Places are very much things to be inside of’’. And
hence: ‘‘We do not live in landscapes—we look at them’’ (Cresswell, 2004, pp. 11,
12). According to this reading, the appeal to place and local custom in early
landscape imagery remains deceptive, because it was produced within the ideological
setting of capitalist space in which authoritative and distanced relationships with
land, the universal claims of enlightenment science, and natural law prevailed. For
all its topographical detail, landscape paintings were a means of celebrating ‘‘the
wealth, power and beauty’’ of particular environments, and hence of mounting
bourgeois power over space (Cosgrove, 2003, p. 255).

The argument in the current paper emanates from a contrasting approach,
inspired by Kenneth Olwig’s notion of a ‘substantive’ landscape (Olwig, 1996). Olwig
argues that landscape is not merely a distanced way of seeing, reproduced in imagery
and reflecting changes on the land, but a far broader cultural gesture. A core theme
in his recent work is the recurrence of tensions between what perhaps might be called
spatial and ‘platial’ concepts and practices of landscape (Mels, 2003). While these are
complex notions involving the whole spatio-political order of a society, I am
particularly interested here in the way they bring out tensions between aesthetic and
political representation.

According to Olwig, landscape in Renaissance Europe

. . . referred to a particular notion of polity rather than to a territory of a
particular size. It could be extrapolated to polities of varying dimensions,
ranging from tiny Utholm to the whole of Northern Jutland . . . The process of
extrapolation which allows such a variety of polities to bear the name of
Landschaft or country is not, I would argue, the quantitative geometric, spatial,
rationality of the map. It is rather a qualitative logic based on an analogic
platial imagination, in which place . . . is conceivable at different levels of
abstraction. (Olwig, 2002, p. 16)

The earliest meaning of landscape in Europe ‘‘appears to have been a judicially
defined polity, not a spatially defined area’’ (Olwig, 2002, p. 19). This has important
consequences for how received ‘aesthetic’ notions of landscape as a way of seeing, as
scenery, or as artistic representation may be reassessed. Consistent with his thesis of
the ‘platiality’ of landscape, Olwig points at the expression of custom and everyday
themes in early European landscape imagery. These images should be seen as ‘‘a way
of representing, and making concrete, the more abstract social idea of landscape
expressed by representative legal bodies and the law they generated’’ (Olwig, 2002, p.
25). It was only later that, as the result of the increasingly powerful spatial rationality
of capitalism, the universal claims of natural law, and central government,
‘‘landscape was eventually emptied of its place-bound meaning and came to refer
to the make-believe space of scenery’’ (Olwig, 2002, p. 216). This ‘semantic shift’ of
the concept of landscape from ‘‘an enclosed area identifiable with a people’’ to ‘‘a
scene, projecting into infinity, defined by a given individual viewpoint’’ (Olwig, 1993,
p. 318) first occurred in Renaissance Italy and the early modern Netherlands (or
northern Low Countries).

While the contested ‘platial’ state of the Low Countries’ landscape is important to
Olwig’s theory, it has rarely been examined in any detail by landscape researchers.
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What I will try to do in this paper is to show how this ‘platial’ landscape played an
important role in the resistance against absolutism and the articulation of ideals of
popular sovereignty. I will argue that spatial and ‘platial’ ideas of landscape in the
Low Countries were deeply entangled in one of the core political issues in 16th-
century Europe: the nature of the state (Israel, 1995; Motley, 1860, pp. 8 – 23). This
struggle over political representation was mediated through a range of cultural
modes of representation, combining historical and geographical descriptions into a
multi-media mixture of texts, pictorial art and maps.

The essay is divided into two main sections. The first section examines landscape
and political representation in the Netherlands around 1600, bringing out a conflict
between a centralized, spatial rationality and a localized, ‘platial’ imagination of
landscape, law and justice. The second main section tacitly explores early modern
landscape imagery. My central argument here is that artistic landscape representa-
tion provided ways to take in, mediate and codify different spatial and ‘platial’
practices and ideas of law and justice in the Netherlands, and hence suggested ways
of sustaining or altering them. I end the essay with a brief consideration of the
relevance of these historical and theoretical issues for the planning of modern
landscapes.

Particularism, Absolutism and the Early Dutch Landscape

The Dutch landscape formation around 1600 brought out complex relationships
between platial and spatial ideals of political representation. In mediaeval times,
German emperors, Kings of England and the French Dukes of Burgundy all sought
to break down provincial and municipal particularism in the Low Countries by
centralizing power in a States-General (the general assembly of the countries’
Estates), and by creating a sense of nationality. Ironically, the imperialists’ work on a
Netherlandish union ‘‘turned against them in the first opportunity, and . . . they soon
found the States-General, which they had instituted for the convenience of their
financial administration, facing them in a hostile mood’’ (Geyl, 1958, p. 32).
However, resistance against centralization by no means took place evenly
throughout the Netherlands (Darby, 2001). This unevenness is to a degree related
to the persistence of a platial imagination of landscape, expressed in customary law
and ascending principles of government and justice (van Nierop, 2001).

In the Low Countries, as in a major part of Europe throughout the 16th century,
the political context of landscape was defined by the prolonged struggle over the
nature of the state, and in particular the relationship between royal power and its
subjects. When in 1555 the landscapes of the Low Countries came under the rule of
the Habsburg monarch Philip II, the struggle over law and justice soon developed
into a full-blown constitutional crisis revolving around the sovereignty of the
landscapes, state religion, free trade and the leading role of Holland (Parker, 1977).
Philip II promoted the Roman adage that custom and history had to be replaced by
a centralized, descending tradition of politics, education and law (Romein, 1934, pp.
173 – 187). The rising of the iconoclasts gave him the ultimate argument to try ‘‘to
extirpate heresy and impose a rigorous absolute government on the Low Countries’’
(Pirenne, 1963, p. 227), with a system of permanent taxes on income and an
intolerant Catholic universalism. His descending, spatial ideal of government and
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law conflicted with various ascending practices and ideals of the Low Countries, and
provoked what is known as the Dutch Revolt or Eighty Years’ War (1568 – 1648).

One of the core documents underlying the revolt, and what was the Republic’s
original outline of a ‘constitution’, the federal Union of Utrecht (1579), defended not
only religious freedom, but also the idea that rulers were responsible to the people
and could be deposed by them, for instance if a monarch violated their ancient laws.
The latter were not only customary laws but also the so-called privileges: a motley set
of charters and treaties regulating the relationship between royal power, the towns
and the landscapes (Fruin, 1901, pp. 366 – 367). As the first paragraph of the Union
makes clear, this coincided with a dispersed geography of justice:

It is fully agreed that differences which now exist or may develop hereafter
between some of the . . . provinces, members, or cities of this Union, concerning
their particular and special privileges, franchises, exemptions, rights, statutes,
laudable and long practiced customs, usages and rights, shall be decided by
means of the ordinary courts of justice, by arbiters, or by friendly agreement,
and the other lands or provinces, cities and members thereof shall not interfere,
as long as the parties submit to procedures at law, unless they intercede for the
sake of agreement. (Cited in Rowen, 1972, p. 70)

In the Act of Abjuration that followed two years later, the States General declared
that the Spanish monarch Philip II, through autocratic oppression, had broken his
oaths to them, which in turn dissolved their obligation of loyalty. According to the
ascending principles of government and law, the key legislative power was situated in
the populace at large and their customary practices. Jurisdiction and law were
dispersed by ideals of popular sovereignty, in which representative bodies and rulers
were ‘‘created by and because of the people to serve them in accordance with right
and reason and, in addition, with certain conditions which followed from the rights
of the country’’ (van Gelderen, 1992, p. 264). As the embodiment of the social bonds
constituting society, the States and local representative bodies were seen as the
guardians of liberty and executors of the right of resistance and abjuration. For the
Dutch natural rights theorist Hugo Grotius (1583 – 1645) and his associates, the
political bodies of the States were the protectors of the rights and freedoms, which in
turn were at the ancient roots of Dutch political organization (De Vrankrijker, 1937,
pp. 14 – 15; Haakonssen, 1985). In contemporary political thought, this discourse
was promoted by reviving antiquarian myths and nostalgic imaginations of a
customary egalitarianism among the Batavians (the illiterate tribe of the Low
Countries) and their revolt against Rome (Grotius, 1610; Hooft, 1910; Kampinga,
1917, pp. 69 – 81, 121 – 122; Strauss, 1986, p. 57).

Landscape and the Negation of National Unity

If the centre of power in the Spanish Netherlands (what is now Belgium) resided with
the monarch and the central government in Brussels, the northern Dutch Republic
(1588 – 1795) preserved an outspoken decentralized structure. The political
organization of the Republic has frequently been described as a more popular-
oriented form of particularism (Huizinga, 1941, p. 40), based on the negation of the
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idea of a united Dutch state and on resistance rather than rule (Gosses & Japikse,
1947, pp. 4 – 5). This self-reliance and particularism was expressed in political
documents as well as in the dispersed geographies of justice embedded in the
concepts of gewest (an ancient term for dwelling or dwelling place), land and
landschap. These terms were often used interchangeably and were originally more
related to judicially defined polities—associated with a particular way of life,
customary law, and in some areas a dispersed feudal order—than to any particular
territory or geographical scale (Middelnederlandsch woordenboek (MNW), 1885 –
1952: gewest, lantscap; Woordenboek der Nederlandsche taal (WNT), 1850 – 1998:
gewest, landschap). The association of landscape with custom and the pragmatic,
flexible spirit of customary law was of vital importance in the struggle against
absolutism (Gosses & Japikse, 1947, p. 133; Pirenne, 1963, p. 40). For example, the
northern landscape of Drenthe was the scene of a prolonged armed struggle and
would in 1594 be regarded as in part an ally, and in part conquered territory, by the
Republic. Drenthe would never become a significant political force in republican
matters, but retained much of its sovereignty as an ‘archaic landscape’ (Fockema
Andreae, 1960, p. 72). Like the other northern landscapes, Drenthe had developed its
own general court of justice, the etstoel, and parliament, the landdag, which also
represented the landscape beyond its borders. On a lower geographical scale, these
assemblies were complemented by a complex set of overlapping local judicial
districts for internal self-rule, co-operation and communication (Keverling Buisman,
1986). Similar representative bodies gathered in the landdag of Gelderland as the so-
called landschapstafel. These landscapes were unremittingly contested territory,
resulting in important variations in degree of feudalization, continuation of
customary legal identities, or the degree of dominance by the self-directed towns
and in wealthy merchant oligarchies.

Land, Water and Particularism

The rather common translation of gewest or landschap as province is somewhat
misleading, because the latter term presupposes acquiescence to a shared centre of
command. This was exactly what was unceasingly contested in the Low Countries,
because sovereignty customarily rested with the States assemblies of each landscape.
Even during the revolt there was no such thing as a well-defined centre of command.

A vitally contested political issue of the revolt was the continuation of government
by the old local and regional bodies of the northern Low Countries (notably the
States) and towns without princely rule. The stadholder (the only office representing
some federal authority in one person) received his authority from each of the
landscapes separately. And while the landscapes and towns relinquished decision-
making power concerning dynastic affairs and foreign politics to the States-General,
they nevertheless remained largely self-governing. The northern Netherlands made
political advances to Queen Elizabeth I of England, the Duke of Anjou and the Earl
of Leicester, but without ever passing on any substantive political power. This
insistence upon maintaining control over their leaders

ultimately brought dissatisfaction and rejections from all prospective princes
and monarchs . . . With no individual in whom to invest the symbols of national
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identity and when faced with the problem of the creation of a communal
identity, the Dutch turned to their land. (Adams, 1994, p. 44)

Even the House of Orange’s ambition to enthrone itself as the royal head of the Low
Countries

conflicted with the desire of the provinces to maintain their independence, both
from any form of monarchical or centralised authority, and from each other.
The persistence into the 17th century (and beyond) in the Netherlands, of
medieval legal structures and patterns remained the basis for defining legal
liberties, specific and local ancient privileges and the rights of the individual in
society. (Prokhovnik, 2001, p. 297)

The leading role of the cities within the revolt was complicated by inter-city rivalry
and the so-called ‘little tradition of revolt’, in which the urban populace challenged
the increasing concentration of power among the urban oligarchies (Boone & Prak,
1995; Pirenne, 1963, p. 238). In the countryside, the emancipation of the peasant
population from political and seigneurial authorities was equally far advanced,
partly due to its long-established relationships with the urban economy (van der
Wee, 1993, p. 11). These tensions and rivalries sustained the fundamental position of
local communities and persistently frustrated the formation of a centralized state.
The Dutch landscapes

had developed a system of decision making in representative assemblies that
sought consensus on the basis of mandates given by the local administrative
bodies. This institution was deeply rooted in their political culture, and in the
early modern period, the assemblies seemed to be a most suitable and flexible
instrument for looking after the political and commercial interests of the trading
middle class. Thanks to their centuries-old traditions, the assemblies of cities
and the Estates appeared to be the obvious mouthpiece of the opposition to a
state whose pressure was felt to be excessive. (Blockmans & Prevenier, 1999, p.
237)

A further expression of particularism was related to the hydrological conditions in
the Netherlands. On virtually all geographical scales, the wet, ‘free-floating’
landscape of canals, marshes and polders, and the custom of shaping dry land
were significant for the experience of landscape in the Republic (Huizinga, 1941, p.
23; cf. Werkman, 1948). Friedrich Schiller aptly christened the Low Countries
Wasserstaat (1958, p. 37), for economic as well as political reasons. Perhaps most
obviously, the development of the Low Countries as a central transit and export pole
in the commercial capitalist economy was sustained through colonial and European
networks of maritime traffic and river transport (Boxer, 1965). Politically, the
existential organization of protection against water might have been conceived as
corresponding to the fight against Spanish tyranny (Motley, 1867, p. 17; Schama,
1987, pp. 37 – 50). Conveyed within this symbolic analogy was the actual political
association of water, land and local self-government. In many places, the generic
term for the myriad local legal bodies was the waterschap, constituting some of the
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oldest polities in the Low Countries. A waterschap was originally defined by a
particular body of customary law that would have developed historically through
daily local practice. In Middle Dutch dialects (ca. 1150 – 1500), the term waterschap
probably referred most generally to all the labours related to water, but very early on
it attained the triple meaning of waterway; the local body (lichaam) commissioned
with drainage, exploitation of peat and the general management of water, bridges
and roads; and the jurisdiction of that body (MNW, 1885 – 1952: waterschap; WNT,
1850 – 1998: waterschap). This suggests that a waterschap referred to customary
practices as well as to the various (sometimes feudal) judicial bodies representing
people in a certain collection of lands and waters (Fockema Andreae, 1952). Several
times a year the dikes were inspected, the so-called dijkschouw, during which law
would be practised. These repetitive, sited activities bound the linear morphology of
the dikes, the physical boundaries between dry and wet, to legal custom and memory
(MNW, 1885 – 1952: heem, heemraet, heemraetscap; WNT, 1850 – 1998: heemraad,
heemraadschap). The waterschap and the customary rituals around the dike illustrate
the more general principle that the (wet)land is not only bound by custom, but also
‘‘binds the memory, which in turn is the bearer of custom’’. As Olwig continues, such
a custom ‘‘of binding remembrance to the landscape is at the root of the idea of
justice upon which customary and, ultimately, common law is founded’’ (Olwig,
2002, pp. 56, 58).

The system of waterschappen represented a virtually inextricable patchwork of
frequently overlapping judicial bodies with their own legal and cartographic heritage
(van de Ven, 1993, pp. 96 – 99). In that sense, although waterschap is a specifically
Dutch representative body, it clearly corresponds to more widespread early
meanings of landscape in the Low Countries and northern Europe (cf. Olwig,
2002, pp. 17 – 18, 56, 58).

Landscape Imagery and Descriptive Geographies of Place

The art historian Svetlana Alpers claims that due to the vast degree of peasant
ownership and the weakness of seigneurial power in the Netherlands, surveying,
landscape imagery, topographical city views and mapping were not in the first place
authoritarian affairs expressing possession of land and property, but rather impulses
to describe and record the land in pictures (Alpers, 1983, pp. 148 – 152). However, as
expressive of cultural emancipation, this descriptive impulse was deeply embedded in
the political history of the 16th century and the struggles for independence and
religious freedom (Mitchell, 1995, p. 114). In a somewhat essentialist phrasing, this
was Max Friedländer’s conclusion about the Dutch and their landscape images:

Their pride in their own strength which had proven equal to the formidable
enemy, their defiant contentment, their holding fast to what their country had to
offer, their unsentimental objectivity; these things afford the clue to the attitude
of mind and spirit which developed during the struggle for freedom and became
productive in painting. (Friedländer, 1949, p. 89)

This political content of landscape imagery was confirmed and elaborated upon in
descriptive geographies and literary works (Beening, 1963). Many landscape artists

Navigating Justice and Law in the Low Countries 327



were associated to the chambers of rhetorics. These literary societies had an
important influence on cultural life and the articulation of a politicized concept of
landscape in the Low Countries. Their work openly criticized church and
government and helped strengthen contacts among the towns and landscapes
through annual festivals, theatre and artistic competitions. On the stage and in
songbooks, the political intrigue of the urban courts was frequently contrasted with
the peaceful rural pace and autonomy of the country (Smits-Veldt & Luijten, 1993,
pp. 63 – 64). Descriptions of a new Dutch Golden Age forged an immediate link to
the satisfying simple life of rural areas as idealized by Virgil, Horace, Boethius and
Theocritus (Jacobsen, 1906, pp. 82, 91 – 92; Vermeer, 1993). Yet what is most
striking about this is not so much the echo of conventional themes, but ‘‘the
sensitivity of the perception and description of the native countryside’’ reflecting the
love of a recognizably Dutch vernacular landscape rather than Italy or Arcady
(Freedberg, 1980, p. 12).

Notwithstanding the importance of literary and topographic texts in the
articulation of Dutch discourses of landscape, etchings and engravings of the early
1600s were arguably more important for its codification and popularization. They
were inexpensive and reached all sections of society, leading one art historian to the
conclusion that ‘‘[n]owhere does the Dutch preoccupation with landscape in the
seventeenth century appear more clearly and more variously than in the prints that
were produced in such prodigal quantities’’ (Freedberg, 1980, p. 7; cf. Bengtsson,
1952, p. 27). Landscape prints by Claes Jansz Visscher, Willem Buytewech, Jan van
de Velde, Esaias van den Velde and others were important ingredients in a wider
descriptive tradition, presenting an array of ideals that 17th-century spectators
would be liable to project onto a familiar piece of countryside (Freedberg, 1980, pp.
26, 31, 37; de Groot, 1979; van Gelder, 1933).

Landscape as a Customary, Pleasant Place

In an essay on printed landscape series of the early 17th century, Catherine Levesque
argues that the Dutch visual culture rested in a spatial organization of knowledge
and memory, which was widely disseminated throughout society. Volumes of
landscape imagery, topographical maps, urban songbooks and didactic poetry
codified and commented upon ‘‘the embodiment of a communal history and identity
in landscape’’ (Levesque, 1994, p. xviii). Working the land and the pastoral nature of
the rural life were core themes of this tradition. Art historians have frequently
pointed at the platiality of the landscape tradition, i.e. the engagement with the
particular character of certain locations. Despite its ‘realist’ celebration of the
commonplace, landscape imagery was never, of course, a neutral registration of
reality. It was bound to various ideologies and aesthetic conventions about the
world, which would make shared history and the place of the Dutch in the world
visible and readable.

The strong link between landscape and place is made explicit in the work of Claes
Jansz Visscher, a highly productive etcher and publisher. His influential landscape
series Plaisante plaetsen (1611 – 12), or pleasant places, appealed to a variety of
interests, including regional custom and national pride, religious sentiment,
engineering, relaxation and, as the title suggests, recreational pleasure. An avowedly
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peaceful life and leisure (otium) in the countryside was contrasted to the strains of
urban life, politics, business affairs and the courts (negotium). This offered a view of
the country as ‘‘a place whose freedom and pleasures afford a welcome but
temporary escape from the social constraints and pressures of the city’’ (Gibson,
2000, p. 176).

The recreational theme of these pictures might help explain why relatively few
landscape images recorded the increasing production of nature by polderization,
sluices, mills and dikes of the period, while dilapidated farmhouses and natural
decay were regularly displayed. Yet despite this limited interest in the physical
transformation of the modern landscape, they unmistakably reanimate the
contemporary struggle over political representation (Levesque, 1994, pp. 109 –
113). Plaisant in Visscher’s prints and in contemporary vernacular and humanist
writing (including Erasmus) was not simply associated with the visual representa-
tion of rural rusticity, but also with edification and affective memory, involving the
audience in active learning. As Gibson remarks: ‘‘For many of Visscher’s
contemporaries, the words Plaisante Plaetsen would have brought to mind the
Latin locus amoenus, the pleasant place associated with the shady groves, cool
streams, and verdant meadows celebrated by Theocritus, Virgil, and other poets of
classical antiquity’’ (2000, p. 61). This suggests that the pleasant places depicted
were ‘‘quintessentially Dutch, specific locations in the vicinity of a specific town,
and identified by name in the table of contents’’ (Gibson, 1980, p. 62). The title
plate shows that the subject of pleasant places was a concrete countryside around
Haarlem, ‘‘dominated by a complex allegory that commemorates the city’s heroism
during the Spanish siege for seven months in 1572 – 1573 and its eventual capture
by the enemy who held it until 1576’’ (Gibson, 2000, p. 85). This offers explicit
guidelines for interpretation of the landscapes that follow as sites of local memory,
political affirmation and threat.

The themes of threat and community were common in landscape prints. Visscher
and other landscapists frequently pictured the threat as gallows, derelict buildings or
military presence, i.e. historical reminders of Spanish imperialism and Dutch
resistance. These were warning signs in what was otherwise imagined as the sacred
abode of the native locus amoenus, the ‘natural’ nexus of history and geography in
which peaceful communal life and its typical array of ideological claims (concord,
justice, diligence) prevailed. As historically conscious sites of admonition, the
pleasant places also served an indispensable function of native confirmation and the
visualization of memory, urging for loyalty to place and social involvement in
defining and defending a homeland. Levesque concludes that the rich descriptive
landscape tradition was appropriated and reworked in a way that allowed landscape
prints to accommodate a variety of political and religious positions, while the very
practice of inhabiting a shared landscape secured a sense of community (Levesque,
1994, p. 119).

Around 1600, landscape was thus employed as a source of platial feelings of
belonging and community, continuity with the past, and political boundaries against
the spatial expansionism and absolutism of the Spanish empire. The Dutch
countryside was frequently represented as a thriving garden shared by a
characteristically diligent population and contemplated by urban visitors. Willem
Buytewech’s Verscheyden landschapjes or ‘Various small landscapes’ from 1616
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usefully illustrates this. These print series and their central theme—nature laboured
over and transformed into a well-managed variety of Dutch landscapes—brought
out the organic links between land and people, thereby going beyond confessional
boundaries. Buytewech also situated his landscapes in a wider temporal context, for
instance by merging the Georgic and Batavian past in his prints, as humanists did in
their writings. Figure 1 shows one in a series in which life in the country is conceived
as a transformation from past political troubles to civilized concord. The peasant
‘‘merges into the landscape’’, urging the beholder ‘‘to contemplate the life and
structure of the landscape itself’’ (Freedberg, 1980, p. 32) and ‘‘to share something of
the insider’s common history and values’’ (Levesque, 1994, p. 74).

Buytewech’s prints may have helped to convey the idea that the responsibilities of
society were rooted in the land, and the rhythms of local community and custom,
rather than in a royal head or urban court. The contemporary idea of the folk’s
sovereignty strengthened a similar ideological bond (Haverkamp Begemann, 1959,
pp. 18, 43; Levesque, 1994, p. 81).

Given the existential importance of water in the Dutch political context, it comes
as no great surprise that this element was often as important in landscape imagery as
land. In the many portrayals of inland waters and shore views, and scenes on the ice,
the boundaries between water and land often blurred away to a point where ‘‘the
water of the lakes, ponds, rivers, canals, and ditches . . . are the essence of Dutch
landscape’’ (Haak, 1984, p. 243). This blurring of the elements also implied a
transcendence of social boundaries. Ice and the custom of skating were seen as great

Figure 1. Willem Buytewech (1616) image from ‘Various small landscapes’. Source:
Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam.
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social levellers and a Dutch icon of freedom. In one of his Dutch-language poems,
Grotius noted:

Here no one inquires about rank, here all are frank and free/Here a peasant
maid has a noble by her side/There my peasant lad goes along, leading the grand
ladies/Over there I see a courtly fellow escorting a lady burgher/For that which
no great monarch can, nor even a philosopher/One sees wrought on moisture
congealed to ice. (Cited in Buisman, 2000, pp. 252 – 253)

This affirms the popular ascending theme of customary law, suggesting that freedom
was part of a common local practice, rather than an abstract, philosophical or royal
question.

The Contested Place of the Modern Landscape

Notwithstanding the long and complex history of particularism described in this
paper, the influence of humanism and the rise of Dutch national confidence and
commerce fostered the adoption of a more uniform Roman law in the 17th century.
Institutionally, natural law facilitated and codified the transition from conditional to
absolute private property within the land-owning classes. This process was
completed during Napoleonic times, at which stage feudal law was fully abolished.
In the Dutch constitution of 1814, the word ‘landscape’ became synonymous with
province, and in the following year it ceased to be a judicial term. Polder
management remained somewhat longer a predominantly local issue. The constitu-
tion of 1848 finally subordinated the waterschappen to the national legal control
system of province and state. In subsequent decades, the waterschappen were
submitted to more uniform regulations concerning taxation, election, responsibilities
and tasks (De Graaff, 1851). The thousands of waterschappen of the early days were
also amalgamated into larger territorial units.

The visual, distancing, spatial view of landscape as described in the introduction to
this paper seems to finally prevail. A look at the large-scale geometry of the modern
polders, urban development and infrastructural networks in the Netherlands may
suffice to confirm the dominance of landscape as an expression of modern capitalism
and spatial planning rather than local custom. These developments during the past
three centuries seem to make the customary, platial idea of landscape as a living
reality of local custom and polity far less relevant to the contemporary situation in
the Netherlands. In this context it may come as a surprise to find Olwig reiterating
the relevance of these ideas to the modern landscape. Landscape, he argues, ‘‘need
not be understood as being either territory or scenery; it can also be conceived as a
nexus of community, justice, nature and environmental equity, a contested territory
that is as pertinent today as it was . . . at the end of the sixteenth century’’ (Olwig,
1996, pp. 630 – 631). In what sense is this substantive, contested territory pertinent
today? Are there any indications that platial notions of landscape retain their
relevance in modern planning? While these questions take us beyond the immediate
purposes of the paper, it may be useful to end this essay by at least indicating how
more substantive and platial notions of landscape persist in contemporary spatial
policy making.
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In official Dutch land-use policy, landscape attains various guises on different
scales. The term ‘landscape’ in particular officially defined bodies or areas (e.g.
provincial landscape or national landscape) may be distinguished from ‘the
landscape’ as a more general shorthand term in land-use planning. In policy
documents, the latter is often understood as ‘‘a co-product of humans and nature. It
is the result of the interaction between soil, water, flora, and land use’’ (Ministerie
van Landbouw, Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit (LNV), 2000, p. 10). In the National
Spatial Strategy (NSS), the Dutch government presents a philosophy of governance
in which landscape is tightly related to a layered approach. This approach seeks to
consider land-use planning from three interrelated viewpoints simultaneously:
surface (water, soil, wildlife); networks (visible and invisible infrastructure); and
occupation (spatial patterns of human activity). In a passage that recalls the
customary Dutch landscape, it is argued that ‘‘cultural preferences, customs, and in
particular land use policies . . . determine the practices towards the three layers and
the ways citizens relate to them’’ (NSS, 2004, Ch. 1, p. 15). Landscape remains
intimately associated with the past and present importance of water in the Dutch
experience. It is argued that, in particular, those places of human habitation shaped
by centuries of interaction with rivers and lakes deserve a central place in Dutch
land-use policy and conservation efforts (NSS, 2004, Ch. 3, p. 21). In the relatively
decentralized planning system of the Netherlands, this vernacular landscape is to an
important degree a local and regional affair, but remains a constant source of conflict
over land use, often confronting (inter)national ambitions with more platially
defined interests. The so-called ‘provincial landscapes’ may help to clarify this point.
These are foundations for the preservation of local and regional nature, customary
practices and cultural heritage, which revived a somewhat antiquarian version of
landscape in the 1920s and 1930s. In 1989, the 12 provincial landscapes built a
national organization, simply called ‘the landscapes’, in order to secure a stronger
position in relation to national policy making. This may perhaps be seen as a modern
expression of the much older tensions between local and regional landscape and
central state.

This is not to say that landscape remains tied to lower geographical scales and
heritage preservation. Recently, Dutch landscapes have been immersed in the spatial
scale of national and international politics as ‘National Landscapes’, i.e. ‘‘areas that
have internationally exceptional or unique and nationally characteristic qualities of
landscape, and related to this special natural and recreational values’’ (NSS, 2004,
Ch. 3, p. 22). On the international level, the European Landscape Convention defines
landscape as ‘‘an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the
action and interaction of natural and/or human factors’’ (Council of Europe, 2000,
p. 3). Although this does not necessarily imply an inherent platial approach, it claims
that ‘‘the landscape contributes to the formation of local cultures’’ (p. 2). For the
development of landscape policies, the participation of local people and authorities is
seen as crucial. Each member state is expected ‘‘to recognise landscapes in law as an
essential component of people’s surroundings, an expression of the diversity of their
shared cultural and natural heritage, and a foundation of their identity’’ (p. 4).
Obviously, this emphasis on local participation and platial qualities of landscape is
embedded in the geopolitical project of European Union space as European
landscapes, and can only be fully grasped from within this spatial framework.
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From this sketchy concluding image of provincial, national and European
landscapes, it should at least be clear that today, as in the 16th century, landscape
remains caught between the spatial ambitions of globalizing states and the platial
expressions of practices of habitation. And hence, landscape continues to reanimate
ancient issues of political power and representation.
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