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The Human Nature project offers a radical perspective on The 
Netherlands in between the humanities and computational design. 

and the consequent sea rise. Exploring the architectural possibili

ters and granaries.

seashells’ nanostructure. The design evokes then a series of  mean

characterizing western cultures as in for example the logo of  the 
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With the upsurge of  nationalist outbreaks all over the world and 

rent and sensible subject that emerges as a reaction to an increas

plex subject that encompasses several realities: from social dis

trade and architecture. 
One of  the most iconic circumstances that have an architectural 
and international relevance are the international Expos organized 

Bureau International des Expositions (BIE) based in Paris. 

an image of  the participant countries while providing a fertile 
ground for architectural expression and experimentation. As ear

Radical design 

& social commentary

INTRODUCTION & 

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Collage: a Delfts blauw landscape 
ceramic and the Dutch Royal couple 
photographed by Erwin Olaf.
Next pages: the Dutch pavilions 
at the BIE World’s fairs 1878-2020.
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A diagram illustrating the 
multiple interconnections within a 
complex organization of information.

as a given fact on top of  which develop a design proposal. One 

ations.

intellectual barbarism produces ignorant specialists incapable of  

hierarchize without dissolving or dissimulate the overall fabric of  

lenging task of  immersing himself  and getting to know another 

“HOW CAN ARCHITECTURE 
REPRESENT THE NETHERLANDS 

BEYOND THE USUAL CLICHÉS 
AND STEREOTYPES, ATTEMPTING 

THUS A MORE COMPLEX 
REPRESENTATION?”

different picture.

what else can inform this statement.

it would not do justice do the 

al opinions and anecdotes that 

if  aiming for a more objective 

the Dutchman does not exist” or 

context is political and the expectations from a Monarch quite 

critical reactions to her statements are a clear indicator of  how 

RESEARCH QUESTION
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Previous page: portrait of Queen 
Maxima of The Netherlands (2011).
Left: interior view of the Lascaux 
caves; interior view of  the “Wa-
ter pavilion” (1997) by NOX/Lars 
Spuybroek; maquette and floorplan 
of Freredick Kiesler’s “Endless House” 
(1960).
Top: View from Rem Koolhaas’ Archi-
tectural Association graduation project 
“Exodus” (1972); Superstudio (1972), 
‘Salvataggi dei centri storici italiani 
(Italia Nostra).

represent much more than themselves. With spectacular results such 

Al Wakrah 
Stadium

phologies served as a support for artistic expression. As the animal 

er of  the semiconscious imagination. A link between the domains of  

tecture of  conscious and deliberate anthropocultural projections.

gization of  the discourse and introduced a will to understand the rela

same period is witness to the emergence of  what would later on be 

APPROACH: BACK TO 

THE 60’S AND FORTH

potential tool for social change. With pronounced regional differ

tionalism and commercialism. With major challenges of  climate 

work on practical solutions but even more to overcome the prob

1972 Exodus graduation project at the Architectural Association 
in London is in these terms a good example of  radical design 

within the scope of  this graduation project for both the research 
and design connects with this intellectual panorama and attempts 
a radical perspective on The Netherlands that explores the possi

relevance (impact).
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Left: a diagrammatic representation 
of the layers of culture as explained by 
Trompenaars, Hofstede and Schein.

A multidisciplinary peek 

at the “Dutch identity”

culture. As a general concept 

breaking them down into general parameters such as individual

from one’s social environment. If  human nature is what all hu

2017). 

nitions of  what culture is. With different semantic uses depend

its modern understanding in anthropological terms is credited to 

CULTURE IS LIKE AN ONION



26 27
Top: Soeters Van Eldonk Architekten 
(2010), Inntel hotel Zandaam.
Right: F. Picabia, Transparence; Kiesler 
(1989), Bucephalus, Amangasett ;
I. Rota (2010) L’origine du monde 
chair for Meritalia.

programming of  the mind.

It must ponder what ontological perspectives withholds behind 

As the implicit level of  culture lies in the realm of  the mind which 

ceive and design objects that emphasize and illustrate the world 

PSYCHOLOGY

identity

ond attempts an accurate and detailed visualization of  a subject’s 

Picabia’s transparences

The Inntel Hotel

tract tourists.
When we look at the connection between surrealism and architec

Endless House is a classic example 

tial qualities is considered surreal for recalling the maternal and 

talks about four iconic brain houses: the Maison de verre of  Pierre 

Vienna and the Casa Malaparte

Jung’s Dream of  the House. While traveling to America together 

would later understand as the one of  the mind:
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Collage visualization of C.G. Jung’s 
“Dream of the house” showing a grot-

to with skulls, bones and pottery; a 
roman-like vaulted underground; a 

medieval interior and a rococò interior 
with a portrait of Jung.

“This was the dream. I was in a house I did not know, which had two stories. 
It was ‘my house.’ I found myself  in the upper story, where there was a kind 

house.’ I came upon a heavy door, and opened it. Beyond it, I discovered a 

chips of  brick in the mortar. As soon as I saw this I knew that the walls 
dated from Roman times. My interest by now was intense. I looked more 

dust were scattered bones and broken pottery, like remains of  a primitive 
culture. I discovered two human skulls, obviously very old and half  disinte-

ment of  an individual since his birth and sees the unconscious as 

hunebedden
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Collage visualization of a Dutch 
“hunebed” interior; a photography of 
Utrecht’s Roman Limes foundations; an 
interior view of the Rembrandt muse-
um; B. van Berkel testing UNStudio’s 
“RESET” installation (2017).

qualities that compose them are the actual elements that can give 

As it is impossible to segregate content and process because cul
what we think affects how

of  latent oppositions. Jung’s examples could be the poles of  

One of  the conceptual pillars of  anthropological studies is the 
general principle of  ethnorelativism for which cultures should 

that the latter is a variable response in the inescapable relation 

ANTHROPOLOGY
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Below: conceptual representations 
of P. Descola’s four ontologies.

Right: photographies of A. Einstein; 
collage of S. Freud carpet couch, his 

portrait and a Dutch souvenir.

at how characterized and unrepresentative of  a comprehensive 

The relation between man and environment is often mistaken for 

examples from around the world and theoretical understanding 

mans”.
Based on the parameters of  interiority/spirituality and exteriority/
materiality with the possible states of  continuity or discontinuity
ontologies are the followings:

- Animism

- Totemism

a consolidated interpretation framework.

These four ontologies shall be understood as general tendencies 

inner implicit ones it is then possible to scrutinize the material 
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CARTOGRAPHY &

STATISTICS

Th is section explores Th e Netherlands from a quantitative point of view. 
Maps have been purposely created and collected as a way to visualize 
and highligh the prominent characteristics of Dutch territory. 
Land use values are then put in comparison with every other country in 
the world (excluding micro-states/nations and overseas territories) to-
gether with additional information such as energy consumption, econ-
omy or agriculture. 
Th e unambigous specifi cities of Th e Netherlands are its artifi ciality, its 
relation with water, a widespread informational connectivity but also an 
intensive use of fossil fuels, especially in the agricultural fi eld under the 
form of fertilizers.
Th e diagram below illustrates the general polarities, intended in a Jung-
ian/Lévi-Strauss way, within which the territory can be deciphered.

ADMINISTRATIVE SUBDIVISION
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ELEVATION & CITIES FLOOD DEFENSES, ALTITUDE & 

URBAN POPULATION DENSITY
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ABC

RECLAIMED LAND / POLDERS (1)

FLOOD RISK

RECLAIMED LAND / POLDER (2)

POST-FLOOD PUMPING TIMES 1650 AD 1900 AD

300 AD 1000 AD
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GEOLOGICAL FORMATION:

BEGINNING

GEOLOGICAL FORMATION:

END



PARALLEL CHART WORLD COUNTRIES RANKING:

NOTABLE POSITIONS FOR THE NETHERLANDS

SELECTED STATISTICS

ARTIFICIAL 

SURFACES (%)

NL

BUILT-UP

AREA (%) NON-WILD (%) WATER (%)

SMALL (km²) FLAT (m)

ICT DEV. INDEX

INTERNET

USERS (%) 4G PENETRATION
COMPUTERS
(per 1000 capita)

OIL IMPORTS
(per 1000 bbl/day)

OIL CONSUMPTION
(per 1000 bbl/day)

GAS IMPORTS
(cu m per capita)

FERTILIZATION
(kg/ha of cropland)
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Left: collage of Dutch landscape char-
acteristics through time. Prehistoric 
settlements; Medieval trench digging, 
Golden Age wooden dikes, modern 
Deltawerken.
Up: representations of the typical Dutch 
“terpen” settlements configurations.

LANDSCAPE A rich, consistent and diverse literature exists on the subject of 
the Dutch Landscape. To introduce a few, Cammen and Klerk 
(2012) insist on its anthropic nature as a self-made land that 
reveal persistent and diffused signs of human intervention and 
organization within the unstable rivers delta. Inhabited since pre-
historic times, human settlements show hydraulic interventions 
such as trenches (Arnoldussen, 2008) that would over time evolve 
in more characteristic configurations such as the 500 BC Frisian 
defensive earthen mounds (terpen). Around the year 1000 the 
reclamation of land developed together with the constructions 
of dykes, locks, canals and ditches to reshape the landscape and 
would progressively intensify in scale and technological sophisti-
cation up to our days. If orientable wind-powered mills initially 
allowed the pumping of water, which at its time was a major in-
novation, steam-powered and now electrical pumps have replaced 
them (Steenbergen, Reh, Nijhuis and Pouderoijen, 2009). For 
geological reasons, this constant intervention and drying of lands 
resulted in a soil subsidence and progressive lowering of ground: 
about 26% of the country is now located below sea level, giving 
it its characteristic name of “low-lands”. It is hard to distinguish 
between natural and man-made environments in a constructed 
world of order, symmetry and optimization, where a culture of 
planning around water has extended to broader consolidation 
practices that remodel and rearrange entire rural parcels for the 
sake of rationalization. Reclaimed land significantly contributed 
to the urban and economic development of the territory (Rutte, 
2016) as providing inhabitable and fertile agricultural ground 
to invest in, answering local and international market demands: 
for how small the country can be, its current agricultural output 
makes the Netherlands among the world top agricultural produc-
ers and exporters. Dutch land is a resource for intensive exploita-
tion that inherited an ancient agronomical tradition.
The land use values for wilderness and non-human territories are 
among the lowest in the world. The modern interest for nature 
is mainly recreational, seen as a functional space needed for lei-
sure. Even nature is planned, the so-called “new nature”, with 
consequent interrogations on falsification and artificiality of na-
ture itself (Elliott, 1997). Corresponding to an international con-
cern on biodiversity preservation, the ecological impoverishment 
of The Netherlands is henceforth being tackled with a massive 
restorative plan called Natuurnerwerk Nederland (previously 
Ecologische Hoofd Structuur Nederland) that repurposes large 
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areas as natural corridors connecting different ecological niches 
within and without the national territory. While nature knows 
no boundary, a mapped comparison of European protected areas 
(Natura 2000, see pp. 67) clearly shows a demarcation with Ger-
many or the as-urbanized Belgium. 
The issue of water is not only a matter of artificiality but a seri-
ous problem of security and defense. The constant pressure of 
water on human infrastructures but also on soil itself through 
progressive erosion gave birth to both coastal and fluvial defense 
systems (de Mulder, 1994). The threatful dimension of water is 
well illustrated by the Dutch mythical figure of the waterwolf, an 
animalization of water that associates with it the predative and 
fearful attributes of wolfes (TeBrake, 2002). Recalling the roman 
duality of civitas vs selva, order vs chaos, the artificialization of 
Dutch territory is accompanied with moral connotations: against 
the waterwolf, the self-determination coming with imposing or-
der and symmetry constitute a moral geography of the Nether-
lands. Zeeland’s motto Luctor et Emergo (I struggle and Emerge) 
exemplifies a nation that thinks of itself as survivors of the deluge 
(Schama, 1991). An idea of Dutch national identity emerges then 
in this conflictual interaction with water.
Reclaimed lands, the famous Dutch polder, is considered as the 
natural genius loci with strong material and immaterial charac-
teristics: with a distinctive geometrical morphology that privileg-
es orthogonality to aesthetics corresponds an administrative and 
social dimension. The physical reality relates to specific political 
organizations of collective nature and shared responsibility where 
Dutch sensibility, as Rem Koolhaas (2016) explains, builds on 
rational organization and systems for an aesthetic and taste for 
artificiality but also pragmatism within a culture of continuous 
deliberation (Cammen and Klerk, 2012). In contrast, German 
and Italian cultures were more prone to an esthetization whether 
of planning or even clothing. 
In order to explicit further the Dutch way of interacting with 
water, it is interesting to look at other more exotic examples. We 
could say for instance that the omnipresence of water and its con-
stant control are indicators of a symbiotic relationship with man, 
although suffered, but such statement would be quite imprecise. 
What the Sama-Bajau people of southern Philippines show for 
example is that, according to the principle of evolution, some 
humans have adapted to their environment biologically: with 
a strong culture of diving, Bajau fisherman show a significant-
ly larger reservoir of oxygenated blood due to millennia of days 
spent mostly underwater for their subsistence (Ilardo et al. 2018). 
The possible symbiosis of Dutch culture with water happens in-
stead on an external, technological level which, for how extensive 

Up: W. van der Laegh, J. Bartelsz Veris, 
J. van den Vondel (1641), Kaart met een 
ontwerp voor de bedijking van de Haar-
lemmermeer (detail); bird’s eye view over 
Westland’s greenhouses at night;  P. Mon-

drian (1942), Victory Boogie Woogie.
Right: Portrait of Rem Koolhaas (2006).
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it can be, is not even an exclusivity. Advanced hydraulic man-
agement can be found in remote contexts such as the Aztec civ-
ilization (Caran et al., 2006) and land reclamation happened in 
general whenever urban capacity was exceeded with demographic 
development; in Istanbul or Venice for example (Hudson, 2010). 
Specificities are indeed the scale and a conflictual dynamic, as 
with the figure of the waterwolf, that is technologically mediated.
Interestingly, the visual representation of the landscape provides 
important other clues for a deeper understanding of Dutch cul-
ture. The profound environmental transformations of the Renais-
sance period were in fact accompanied by a large set of other 
practices that, weaved together, describe other shades and nuanc-
es of the Dutch cultural landscape. The flourishing of man-made 
land was in fact also the one of painting, drawing and printmak-
ing (Bakker, 2012).

The correlation between art and science in the expression of a 
time’s and place’s sensibility is known within the Architecture 
field: Giedion (1959) explained in fact how it is possible to detect 
elements of a broader pattern or spirit of the age as the two disci-
plines are formulated by men confronted with similar influences 
and impulses. Architecture’s slower and longer timespans make 
instead our discipline less permeable to cultural influences, with 
a more progressive and diluted expression of such zeitgeist. While 
science as he intends it is a western specificity, artistic practices are 
surely a great index.
In 2010 Descola directed an exhibition at the Musée du Quai 
Branly in Paris that illustrated his theoretical framework of the 
four ontologies by introducing a selection of different types of 
artworks from all over the world. Irrespective of a more conven-
tional space/time categorization of artworks, he regrouped these 
based on the different ways of experiencing the world that had 
produced them. Named La fabrique des images: visions du monde 
et formes de la représentation (the making of images: visions of the 
world and forms of representation), the exhibition builds on the 
idea that you can only represent and figure what you perceive 
and imagine while you only perceive and imagine what you have 
learned to distinguish in the flux of sensible impressions and in 
the imaginary. An animal will not be figured in the same way 
if considered as a subject (animism), an emblem (totemism) or 
an object devoid of interiority (naturalism). Where this latter 
ontological perspective dissociates the realm of humans from 
non-humans, it considers the first only as capable of rationality, 
symbolism and sociality while other beings are condemned to a 

VISUAL ARTS HERITAGE 

& CULTURAL CONTEXT

Up: photography of a Bajau diver.
Right: Q. Matsys (1514), The money-
lender and his wife; A. Cuyp (1640), 
Thunderstorm over Dordrecht; J. van 
Ruisdael (1670), Wheat fields; P. 
Claesz (1630), Vanitas.

mechanical and unreflexive existence. Human cognition places 
man apart from other creatures while sharing the same physicali-
ty. Interestingly, the arts chosen to represent the emergence of this 
naturalistic ontology are the Dutch-Flemish renaissance portrait 
and landscape painting traditions. 
Portrayal is an ancient form of representation in which Greeks 
or Romans already excelled. While visually realistic and accurate, 
they employed it for the glorification and commemoration of de-
funct or notorious people, tending to represent certain categories 
of people rather than singular individuals and describing them 
with attributes. It is an iconic kind of representation that privileg-
es conformity to an ideal model rather than conformity with re-
ality itself. While plants, animals and buildings were represented 
as ornamentation up until the renaissance, Dutch paintings rep-
resent a continuous natural world faithful to the laws of the one-
point perspective where individual personalities but also objects 
alone are represented with their detailed visual characteristics. 
The distinction with southern European cultures is again visible 
as if perspective was invented and developed within Renaissance 
Italy, Latin cultures maintained a strong appetite for theatrical 
geometric constructions, religious symbolism and canonical aes-
thetics. The Dutch visual culture gives as well importance to oth-
er new things of a more profane and mundane nature: from high-
ly detailed grinned portraits as in “The Tax Collectors” (1566) by 
Marinus van Reymerswaele, the optical constructions of mirrors 
in “The Money Changer and his Wife” (1514) by Quentin Metsys 
or the earlier “Arnolfini portrait” by Jan van Eyck, to the countless 
fine landscape paintings on cloudy skies as Aelbert Cuyp’s “Thun-
derstorm over Dordrecht” (1640) or Jacob van Ruisdael’s “Wheat 
fields” (1670), Ludolf Backhuysen’s “Dutch ships off a sandy coast” 
’s wavy seas (1660) to the new stilleven genre, a new paradigm 
of capturing and reproducing reality enfolds together with oth-
er practices, paving the way to modern imagery techniques as 
tele/microscopy, photography, x-rays and newer medical imagery 
technologies as magnetic resonance means.
This Dutch way of looking at the material world, naer ‘t leven 
(from life) rather than uyt de gheest (from the imagination”) (Cook, 
2007) should in fact be understood together within a broader so-
cio-cultural context. Margócsy (2014) thoroughly connects the 
different realities of science, trade and visual culture in the Dutch 
golden age by explaining how their interrelation gave birth to 
commerce-oriented taxonomic practices that would extend into 
science and medicine while being expressed and supported by fig-
urative arts. The vivid interest for the so-called naturalia and ex-
otica brought back from the new eastern commercial destinations 
that found a showcase in the diffused cabinets of curiosities in-



56

Left: Shells and other Marine Life from Al-
bertus Seba’s Cabinet of Natural Curiosities 
(1734); C. de Man (1665), An interior 
with a seller of curiosities; Rembrandt van 
Rijn (1632), The anatomy lesson of Dr. 
Nicolaes Tulp.
Up: S. van Hoogstraten (1658), The 
slippers; P. de Hooch (1663), Interior 
with woman beside a lilen chest; J. Luiken 
(1711), Het Leerzaam Huisraad; N.T. 
Gravius (1795), De ervarene en verstan-
dige Hollandsche huyshoudster.
Next spread: F. Bol (1663), Governors of 
the Wine Merchant’s Guild of Amsterdam.

creased the knowledge about the natural world and sustained the 
growth of a scientific culture of observable and measurable facts. 
The international business of nature and its commodification 
relied on the precise identification and differentiation of speci-
men, nursing a need for their accurate illustration as a mean of 
communication beyond distance and linguistic barriers. Botanic 
taxonomies developed, followed by conchological (seashells) and 
entomological (insects) ones, mainly due to the very pragmatic 
issues of transportation and conservation. This multidisciplinary 
emergence of taxonomy indicates an important shift in European 
mentality as Foucault (2005) explained as well.
The high literacy of Dutch people corresponded to a prolific 
cultural life and publishing economy that made the diffusion of 
knowledge possible because profitable. Dutch culture is in fact a 
culture of international trade, where publishers could afford to 
invest in printing sophisticated and elaborated books because of 
the broad distribution and communication network that emerged 
with commercial exchange necessities. The powerful merchant 
élite of Dutch society played a significant role in the develop-
ment of banking, insurance and joint-stock companies and the 
emergence of a global capitalist accumulation and speculation 
that is now globally widespread. With innovative ways of sharing 
investment risk and internalizing military expenses, the Dutch 
nation secured its commercial dominance overseas in the prof-
itable trades of spices, sugars, furs, silk and wool (Heller, 2011). 
The discovery of the world was in fact performed by the captains, 
officers, sailors explorers and surgeons who, out in the world, col-
lected goods and information in a systematic manner that laid 
out the foundations for philosophical materialism (Cook, 2007). 
When Descola (2010) and Morin (2008) refer to Descartes’ defi-
nition of the cogito, the fundamental disjunction between think-
ing subject and objecti (res cogitans vs res extensa) as characterizing 
western thought, it is important to highlight the Dutch influence 
the philosopher had received. His descriptive attitude towards the 
world relates in fact with the common anatomical theaters that 
he regularly frequented during his stay in The Netherlands. At 
a time where medicine was less based on theorizing and more 
on describing, collecting, sorting and processing information, the 
developing philosophical materialism saw humans as governed 
by matter in motion, as depicted by Rembrandt’s iconic “The 
anatomy lesson of Dr. Ncolaes Tulp (1632). Descartes dissected 
the mind as a surgeon dissected a body, with a visual and descrip-
tive attitude, where objectivity emerged from bodily experiences 
rather than apart, eventually paying attention to the psychoso-
matic relation between human primary moral passions (love and 
hatred, joy and sadness, etc) and bodily signs such as laughter 

or tears; these had counterparts in the precision of descriptive 
astronomy, geography, mechanics, engineering and mathematics 
(Cook, 2007).
A constellation of places composed of cabinets of wonders, apoth-
ecaries, newly established universities and medicine faculties as 
in Leyden, botanic gardens, anatomical theaters and libraries, all 
contributed to the development of a disenchanted, mechanistic, 
materialistic, commodified and abstract vision of the physical 
world and nature. As the capital of the early modern world, the 
city of Amsterdam with the densely urbanized and productive 
Netherlands was a significant breeding platform for this social 
fabric and can be considered as a birthplace of our contemporary 
global capitalism.
It is in this context that stereotyped Dutch characteristics such 
as being modest, direct, simple, hard-working and open have 
emerged and forged what is usually presented as “Dutch charac-
ter”. Merchants and scientists both shared the need for credibility 
and trustworthiness, cultivating a precise and concise speaking in 
which causal explanation (weten) was preferred to acquaintance 
and erudition (kennen). Merchant’s fashion was kept simple and 
mostly monochromatic in opposition to southern noblemen’s 
sophistications, as a sign of well-appreciated and commercially 
needed moderation (Cook, 2007).
As we will see later, this artificial and objective world of trade char-
acterized by reason and order also attributed a high importance to 
morality (i.e. vanitas) and, curiously, cleanliness (i.e. schoonheid).
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Collage of a plant fossil, medieval 
herbaria; Dutch renaissance tulip 
taxonomies; contemporary Dutch 
tulip farming.

(re)Thinking “Nature”

NATURAE

with a fundamental contradiction that opposes an initial evolu

stage that misacknowledges the importance of  the environment 

The usual understandings of  ecological relations with material
ism/naturalism on one side and mentalism/culturalism on the 

natu-
ra naturans/natura naturata split. Opposing absolute and inherent 
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environment implies a distinction between 

not be reduced to its individual components: the subject is part 
of  the environment and vice versa the environment is part of  

stance an understanding of  environmental development as both 

divide is a social construct that should not in fact be applied onto 

environmental concern is now the ground for epistemological 

nature

amples are the ontological collisions between indigenous popu
lations reacting against commercial groups extending their ter

conceptualizes humans against wilderness to some extent. Far 

on time within a same culture. The origins of  the western con

as ancient Greece. The term natura is the latin translation of  the 
greek phusis
tential. From the root busanim (I 

boys (plant) or the Albanian bimë (plant). 

Phusis 

where Peri Phuseos
phusisas 

or kosmosas

civitas 

Right: extract from M.J. Meidenbach 
(1491), Hortus sanitatisTractatus 

de herbis tractatus de animalibus de 
avibus de piscibus de lapidibus; extract 

from E. Sweerts (1647), Florilegium 
amplissimum et selectissimum.

Next page:  extracts from J. van der 
Groen (1683), Den Nederlanftsen Ho-

venier;  ecological corridor near Best 
(credit: Joop van Houdt)

and the natural worlds of  saltus and silva

Whereas if  modern environmentalists would advocate for the 

Northern Germanic cultures could instead distinguish a deeper 

to describe nature is then a clear sign of  its diverse conceptual
ization.

classic opposition between the “naturalia” and the “

unleash as we have seen all sort of  passions and interests in the 
Histo-

on natural beings such as plants and animals in accordance to 

ous accumulation and accurate written description of  specimens: 
the famous medieval encyclopedia

attempted to compete with oriental and Islamic gardens as in 

for the accumulation of  plants and other natural objects in do

imens forward as with the iconic tulip. Within this context and 
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NATURA 2000 EU CONSERVATION AREAS 

& ECOLOGISCHE HOOFDSTRUCTUUR (EHS)

NATURA 2000

EHS

environmental footprint. We transcend nature via culture and get 

Darwin comes to town

one stands for a compensation of  human destructive impact for 

logical fanaticism from one side and a need for postcards from 

evolved through the centuries from a progressive domestication 

the effects of  domestication might be stronger since the time 

connected with the Christian idealization of  nature as paradise 
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spective characteristic of  Amazonian indigenous populations has 
established much more balanced relations with their environ

that can for instance rival with western ones.
The interaction between individuals and species is as well import

Palsson (1996) explain the possible main modes of  interaction 

ment while ensuring its subsistence: the anthropocentric creative 
dimension of  land reclamation is in fact an ecological destruction 
while both intensive agriculture and breeding or the common 
presence of  domestic animals are all signs of  human dominance 

latest biogenetic sciences the mechanic nature of  nature itself  

ment of  the more recent Information and Computer Technolo

the externalization of  manual abilities with the development of  

more tangible natura
ture (imitatio) that constituted the foundational aesthetic principle 

Up: diagram of anthropocentered/
deanthropocentered ecological 
relationships.
Right: Philips Signify’s cityfarm 
lighting system.
Below: F. Ruysch (1710), Thesaurus 
animalium primus, Het eerste cabinet 
der dieren; Abiomed (2001), Abiocor 
artificial heart.
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AGENCY Floridi (2014) conceptualizes some important philosophical im-
plications coming with the informatization of the world. While 
it is common to consider humans as homo faber, he insists on our 
specificity as homo technologicus: as the use of tools is widespread 
in the animal world, our uniqueness lies in the sophistication 
with which we developed our technologies.
Distinguishing three orders of technologies, these have passed 
from an interface between us and the natural world up to self-com-
municating autonomous entities whose logical capacities exceed 
human ones. Comparing animal technologies to human ones 
would then be similar to comparing a children’s coloring book 
with Michelangelo’s Sistine chapel fresco. We not only create 
symbols and social construct based on those, we also invent new 
languages as in programming machines and software that permit 
novel intelligibilities of the world. Examples for the technological 
orders could be an axe for the first one, mediating a person and 
a piece of wood (user > technology > prompter); a screwdriver or 
engine for the second, as a technology that relates a person with a 
screw or powers another technical system (human > technology > 
technology); a computer, as a technology that mediates itself with 
other devices through the use of other tools and protocols (tech-
nology > technology > technology). The peculiarity of third order 
technologies is that we are no longer in the loop but merely act as 
supervisors, maintainers or unaware consumers: if a plane needs 
a pilot, a drone just need an operator whose knowledge of the 
technical functioning of the machine is superficial. ICT make us 
redundant as intelligent systems are able to take decisions auton-
omously at inhuman speeds. 

Human (de)centrality in 

the digital era

Left: portraits of N. Copernicus (ca. 
1820), C. Darwin (1868), S. Freud 
(1921) and A. Turing (1928).
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The consequence of such technological development is twofold: if 
on one hand we reinterpret the world in terms of information for 
being ICT-compatible, on the other we see that the intrinsic na-
ture of reality can be informational only. Re-affirming the 1970’s 
neologism of infosphere, Floridi explains our contemporary world 
as an informational environment where online and offline status-
es are blurring away, where newer generations grow as informa-
tional organisms (inforgs) part of an interconnected natural/dig-
ital, responsive, distributed and ubiquitous ecosystem for whom 
there has never been an analogic reality without Google, iPhones, 
Wikis and social media. We live “onlife”, together with machines, 
plants and animals, as inforgs who process information whether 
physical or digital. I might belong to the last generation of hu-
mans who grew up at a time where the onlife was just emerging, 
characterized by a Newtonian and machinist perspective on tech-
nology: artificial creatures were dull and irresponsive, deprived of 
cognitive functions such as memory, learning and communicat-
ing. That is not the case anymore.
Floridi identifies in Alan Turing’s ideas a paradigmatic turning 
point similar to the Copernican revolution. Calling it the fourth 
revolution, he positions Turing in a western genealogy of human 
self-understanding. As Copernicus repositioned us spatially in 
the universe and Darwin replaced us in the animal world, Freud 
questioned the certainty of human rationality while Turing ex-
ternalized logical operations in a previously unintelligent matter. 
Such ideas are important for their dual introvert/extrovert impli-
cations: they do not only change our description of the outside 
world, they also modify our conception of who we are as subjects 
in the universe. Descarte’s centrality and certainty of the cogi-
to cannot in fact hold on the ground of Freudian’s subconscious 
opacity and even less on Turing’s mechanical reasoning. Pascal’s 
earlier Machine arithmétique or Pascalina was a new computa-
tional device with mechanical calculating capacity that planted 
the seed for human redundancy: where thought is reason and rea-
son is reckon, machines can restlessly outperform humans in an 
increasing number of task. Beyond being mere mental prosthe-
ses, intelligent machines are autonomous logical agents, inforgs 
with an independent will navigating through the infosphere as 
we do: the universe is a matter of informational agency. While 
totally debatable, the attribution of citizenship to “Sophia”, the 
female-looking humanoid robot developed by Hanson Robotics, 
is idiosyncratic. As data develops and becomes intelligible with-
out humans, science itself becomes as well redundant: where the 
scientific method of experiments relied on a careful collection of 
data and the definition of hypothesis to be verified, patterns now 
emerge out of previously unthinkable masses of information (big 

Up: Turing patterns 
(voronoi and reaction-diffusion).

Right: portraits of Sophia the Artificial 
Intelligence humanoid robot (2016) 

and Tilly Lockey, a mediatic meningitis 
survivor using bionic arms (2018).

data). Machines are knowledgeable.
While the intelligence of machines is still limited and their appli-
cation very specific (current limited “soft AI” vs desired demiur-
gic “hard AI”), the physical world is progressively transformed in 
order to accommodate the presence of the digital world; smart in-
frastructures are being implemented and high-speed connectivity 
ensured (5G networks) with a progressive digitalization of urban 
and architectural spaces, both exteriors and interiors. The famous 
Turing test that assesses a machine’s performance as equivalent to 
humans is far from being passed as great mysteries on the animal 
interpretative and symbolic abilities are still to be decoded. Yet 
the world is irreversibly transforming to include machine’s limit-
ed cognitive capacities.

As we have seen earlier the different ontological tendencies of 
humans (animism, naturalism, totemism and analogism) the de-
velopment of objects and machines comes with new ontologi-
cal complications. While the connection is not causal but might 
be indicative of a more contemporary zeitgeist, the recent field 
of Object-Oriented Ontologies (OOO), reframes anthropocen-
trism by attempting a flat ontological resolution which scope is 
universally inclusive. Reconsidering the Kantian reduction that 
separates thought and being, humans and objects, OOO defines 
a philosophy of all entities whether real and fictional, human or 
non-human. If Kant distinguished between the phenomena, what 
can be known and accessed by men, and the noumena, what is 
beyond human understanding, OOO acknowledges both a pos-
sible existence beyond humanity’s understanding and the phe-
nomenological nature of all experiences, including fantastic and 
non-existing ones. Against a nature-culture interpretation of 
reality and in line with Floridi’s informational comprehension, 
OOO points at Latour’s actor-network theory (ANT) that flat-
tens the hierarchy of all actors, whether traditionally natural or 
cultural. In accordance with this paradigm, art becomes an im-
portant language for its capacity of representing an inner being, 
execution or self-determination, with architecture affording the 
design of sensual qualities as suggesting more complex realities. 
Against thought/matter or human/non-human splits, OOO’s flat 
ontology rejects the foundational dichotomies of modernity that 
wrongly structures the world for a non-modern vision of reality 
in which an aesthetic investigation takes place in a speculative 
realism (Graham, 2012, 2017).
Thinking the Dutch identity in the 21st century in terms of a 
naturalistic-oriented culture only does not then take account 
the more contemporary issues of digitalization, informatization 

ONTOLOGICAL JABBLE
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and robotization and their phisolophical significance. With new 
hybrid beings as enhanced cybernetic humans to complex vege-
tal-digital organisms, whether artistic or industrial as the typically 
Dutch innovative high-tech indoor farming ecosystems, the on-
tological possibilities currently emerging are multiple. If animism 
attributes properties as conscience, soul, communication, mortal-
ity, growth, sociality and morality to non-human beings (Descola 
and Palsson, 1996), is our object-oriented digital world shifting 
towards a digital form of animism (Akiyama, 2019) for its per-
sonification of digital agents? Personal interfaces as Apple’s Siri or 
Amazon’s Alexa are possible signs of potentially more developed 
entities as depicted in the science-fiction movie Her (2013), just 
as elderly care research sees a vivid interest in artificial compan-
ionship. The liquidness of our existence, intended in Bauman’s 
terms, is such that the global reality progresses in kaleidoscopic 
terms, inhabited by different combinations of ontological centaurs 
(Echeverría and Tabarés, 2017): half-naturalistic, half-object-ori-
ented; half-animistic, half-naturalistic; etc. Curiously, together 
with such hybrid beings comes a profane re-personification of 
Nature itself.

The ancient Greek pantheon was composed by an articulate ge-
nealogy of deities representing all sort of concepts and purposes. 
Among the five primordial deities was the figure of Gaia, a per-
sonification of the earth, mother of life and the oceans with her 
later Roman correspondence as Terra. While Greek mythology 
is now well remote, her name has become quite popular with 
the emerging of the Gaia hypothesis in the mid-70’s (Lovelock, 
2000). Following the heroic period of the international race for 
outer space exploration and the well-known image of the “Blue 
marble”, this hypothesis describes planet earth as a single com-
plex entity or system that pursues a physical and chemical state of 
equilibrium which can support life on earth. Informed by disci-
plines as Earth system science, biogeochemistry and systems ecol-
ogy, this rebirth of Gaia is interestingly much closer to science 
than it is to teleology: multidisciplinary and holistic, it sees planet 
Earth as a feedback or cybernetic system of spheres (atmosphere, 
hydrosphere, cryosphere, geosphere, pedosphere, biosphere and 
magnetosphere) which self-regulates itself through homeostasis, a 
constant condition of active control on the dynamic interaction 
between the spheres and their subsystems.
If human beings clearly belong to the biosphere as any oth-
er living creature, our status within the planetary equation has 
changed starting from the early industrial times: living now in the 
anthropocene, the geological era characterized by human action 
on the environment, the reality we face now is multi-disciplinary, 
multi-scalar and multi-centered, stressing the necessity of reeval-
uating the pre-industrial human/non-human polarity and the 
foundational mind-body split (Turpin, 2013). Coherent in their 
time, such conceptual perspectives are now outdated as humans, 

GAIA’S
RESURRECTION

Architectural experiments 

in the Anthropocene

Left: Elowan, an MIT student 
light-chasing cyborg-botanic being.
Up: view of the rising planet Earth 
from the Apollo 8 mission.
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nature and objects are all somehow intelligible: they can be quantified, 
analyzed and reproduced on a sole informational basis. The naturalistic 
subject has ultimately deconstructed his world and himself into a highly 
complex organism and recognized that what was previously intended as 
divine is the resultant of precise physical processes: neurochemistry ex-
plains human intelligence and consciousness as compound interactions 
while neurobiology describes for instance plants as highly sensible and 
intelligent beings as opposed to plain mechanical beings.

When focusing on Architecture, Design, Engineering or Landscape we 
could now find several examples all over the world of how these new 
informational and processual perspectives on the world and ourselves 
have had a more or less conscious impact. Here are just a few.
In the context of the planning culture of The Netherlands we have been 
focusing on earlier, the new paradigm of “Building with nature” has for 
instance emerged in recent years. Dutch environmental interventions 
such as land reclamation and coastal barrier creation or maintenance 
have been for centuries a highly destructive activity: ecosystems are 
recurrently perturbed and difficultly manage to recover their original 
state. Instead of simply mitigating the damage, the “Building with na-
ture” approach exploits the naturally occurring dynamics in order to 
achieve a desired condition. If infrastructures were initially conceived in 
opposition to nature, they are now adaptable and integrated in a broad-
er system where nature itself is part of the infrastructure. A common 
example of this strategy can be found on the Dutch shoreline where the 
sandy coasts are constantly eroded by winds and sea. Since the 1990 the 
usual maintenance procedure consisted in linearly nourishing the coast 
with volumes of endogenous sand alongside a consequent ecosystem 
destruction. The new practice of “concentrated nourishment” positions 
instead the sand in a strategic position from which currents will grad-
ually redistribute it where needed. Ecosystems are much less disturbed 
and human labor reduced to a bare minimum (de Vriend, van Kon-
ingsveld and Aarninkhof, 2014). Extremely rational and unmystical, 
such approach nevertheless recognizes in nature a capacity for agency as 
if it was an organism.
In a similar way but on an architectural scale, Stefano Boeri’s Vertical 
Forests are as well a good example of using natural entities in a systemic 
dynamic. Milan’s prototypes host thousands of trees, shrubs and plants 
in order to mitigate smog and produce oxygen. While the aesthetic 
dimension of the project is undeniably interesting, the combination 
of natural/artificial or landscape/architecture within a single entity is 
worth of attention. Vegetals are not a decoration nor a balcony addi-
tion, they are the integrated skin of the buildings as would be any sort 
of common architectural installations such as sunscreens, air filters or 
acoustic barriers. Dynamic over day/night cycles and along the seasons, 
such architecture blurs as well the lines between natural and artificial: 

NEW DESIGN
SENSIBILITIES

meant for humans, the presence of plants yet attracts and sup-
ports the life of birds and insects in the creation of a richer urban 
ecosystem. Such approach would not be possible without an un-
derstanding of nature as measurable processes and systems.

While the vegetalization of Architecture is now a widespread 
strategy all over the world, few designers face this issue in a crit-
ical manner that addresses the conceptual and philosophical im-
plications of the reductive natural/artificial dichotomy. Everyone 
talks about nature, yet no one questions what nature actually is. 
Charles Jencks (1997) points at the necessity of informing ar-
chitecture with the latest scientific discoveries: far from isolated 
laboratory experiments, fields as quantum physics depict as well 
a life-like universe where the atom itself has a life on its own, 
dynamism and even “quixotic” behaviors. Where at a time of cli-
mate urgency the effective architectural solutions lack expressive 
qualities and did not even permeate the global built environment 
as held down by financial imperatives, he defends a cosmologi-
cal design perspective that faces both the natural world and the 
hyper-technological. With play and wonder, the rhetoric of the 
natural worlds of waves, twists, fractals and self-similarity, it is 
possible to contribute in the transition towards a post-modern 
holistic view of the universe.

If thoroughly answering such issues is the task of thinkers as phi-
losophers, anthropologists and so on, some makers consciously 
experiment on this mostly uncharted territories emerging in the 
interaction among design, ecology, philosophy and digital tech-
nologies. The London-based Italian duo EcoLogicStudio (Claudia 
Pasquero and Marco Poletto) but also the French Bangkok-based 
R&Sie(n) studio (François Roche) are remarkable examples.
EcoLogicStudio works for instance on the possibility of co-evo-
lution of natural and artificial processes, whether human or 
non-human. With the development of biodigital design strate-
gies, landscape becomes the product of human agency interact-
ing with biological life (Pasquero and Poletto, 1017), rethink-
ing the relationship between humans and nature. Far from the 
mainstream notion of sustainability and active as practice-driven 
researchers, they work on multiple scales ranging from real land-
scape interventions to smaller experimental ecomachines (Peters, 
2010). Recent projects as “H.O.R.T.U.S. XL » (2019) or « photo.
Synthetica » (2018) not only explore parametric design strategies 
inspired from nature but also host living organisms as photosyn-
thetic cyanobacterias; they transform the design structures into 
oxygen-producing photobioreactors, an undefined man-made 
symbiotic creature that performs like a plant.

Left: Stefano Boeri Architetti 
(2014), Bosco Verticale (section 
drawing).
Up: photography of the “Bosco Verti-
cale”; strategic sand replenishement 
along the Dutch coastline; cover of 
“Building with nature in de stad” by 
Deltares, EcoShape and Witteveen-
Bos (2008).
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With an initial background in physics and mathematics, François 
Roche of R&Sie(n) works on a kind of design that embodies as 
well a bio-political message. In a world where architects are at 
the mercy of a system dominated by capitalism and finance, he 
questions his role not only as a designer but also as a human 
being with an organic flesh body. With distorted appropriations 
of nature, he willingly provokes the dominant deterministic per-
spective with strategies of uncertainty and conflictuality that mix 
narration, illusion, science and sensation. Architecture is seen be-
yond functionality in terms of psycho-physio phobias, evoking the 
paranoiac-critical method of investigation of surrealists as Dalì. 
Beyond green-washing architectural products, he interrogates the 
human position in its interaction with the environment in op-
position to a figure of the architect as confident and optimistic 
businessman. With disobedience, “metaphors, nostalgia, taboos, 
weaknesses and delusion”, he attempts a reintroduction of essen-
tial components of human life back into architecture (Turpin, 
2013). With a strong formal capacity and advanced paramet-
ric design modeling and fabrication techniques, his universe is 
populated by robots and machines, undefined substances and 
creatures, parasitic constructions and organic life. The MMYST/
mke_Me_yungR_sheltR_tmptation (2015) project is for instance 
an experimental hybrid building meant for both humans and swi-
flets cohabitation, a Thai species of birds that builds its nests with 
a saliva-based mixture. The building is itself secreted by a robot-
ic extruder using a starch-based bio-plastic. While the birds nest 
has culinary and medicinal qualities within the local context, the 
ensemble merges analogical with digital and intellectual with or-
ganic in a visceral, ecosophical+anthroposophical ensemble (Roche, 
Lavaux, Navarro and Durandin, 2007). The role of the machine 
is as well questioned with notions as psychotic machines where dig-
ital accuracy and precision are voluntarily perturbed: a feedback 
loop connects the mechanical noise of the machine to the print-
ing path as a disturbing element for a permanent re-orientation 
that never reaches its initially intended position. Machines are 
sensitive and reactive, complex and unpredictable, non-linear and 
conflictual just as humans can be (Roche and Lacadée, 2016). Be-
yond conventional functionality, architecture can be the medium 
of deep philosophical and anthropological questioning.

Right: EcoLogicStudio (2019), 
H.O.R.T.U.S. XL; EcoLogicStudio 

(2018), photo.Synthetica.
Below: R&Sie(n) « new-territories - 

Francois Roche (2015), 
MMYST_mke_Me_yungR

Next spread: R&Sie(n) with Benoit 
Durandin (2005), Hypnosis Chamber.
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 (AND OTHER) TALES
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False Flat

close to the roots. With shells as attributes of  the sea and trees 

ing:  stands in fact for fake
or fabricated. The gardened nature that surprised me was man’s 

Conchological

prosopopoeia

ROTTERDAM

PROMENADE

LAYERED

MEANINGS

Up: a monumental walnut tree in
Heemraadsingel, Rotterdam (NL).
Left: collage with a portrait of Sigmund 
Freud by Max Halberstadt, a seashell & 
Mae West’s profile.
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adult characters at the center of  the scene hold two larger ones 

the religious connotation of  the scene is in fact known for its 

-
ied and mused sore in his mind, so far forth that on a time as he went by the 

child which had made a little pit in the sand, and in his hand a little spoon. 

water of  the sea into this pit. What? said he, it is impossible, how may it be 

tuous divine banquet where all guests are delighting themselves 

fact far for promoting pilgrimage as it had evolved into an oppor

of  products came the development of  the notion of  taste

value of  an object is in fact a projection that originates in altering 
one’s state as the result of  interpersonal exchange rather than a 
value of  the object per se. Together with taste were curiosity and 
fact

universe in which the collectors that appeared from the end of  

produced paper would also be called. The fascination for these 

to engrave some nautilus shells as to achieve nature’s will. As 

and creative practice.
The interest for tulips and shells was much comparable as we 

Left: P.P. Rubens (1639), St Augustine;.
Topt: J. Steen (1658), Het oesteretstertje.
Bottom: B. van der Ast (1635), Still-Life 
of Flowers, Shells, and Insects.
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ers. The still life genre relates to the vanitas or memento mori ones 
where the impermanence of  tulips and the permamence of  sea

with other more obvious attributes such as skulls or hourglasses. 

kunstkammer collectors were excessive in their behavior 

van der Aer of  Haarlem counts eight different portraits of  him

Conus marmoreus com
mission is as well curious for the scandal it represented in its own 

the etching plate he prepared would reverse the orientation of  
the actual shell at the pressing stage for the great disappointment 

connotation. The word schoonheid shares for example the dou

clean as beautiful and beautiful as clean: Jan Luiken’s 
huisraad (1711) or N.T. Gravius’ 
huyshoudster (1795) are examples of  common manuals on house

De beurs der vrouwen criticizes all sort of  women with the excep

subjects are in fact quite common in paintings: Pieter de Hooch’s 
 (1655) or his Interior 

with woman beside a linen chest
inhabited scene of  The Slippers
straten (see pp. 55) that gives full importance to a pair of  house 

scenes: on one hand Pieter de Hooch’s harmonious Portrait of  a 

Dissolute household

nonetheless important: as we have seen for the development 

Where the diffusion of  knowledge and the interest for collect

concerns.

repositioned us in space. At a time where seashell stone fossils 

dissected the earth like an anatomist and revealed the sedimenta

While elaborating on a phenomenological understanding of  the 
function of  inhabiting in his Poetics of  space

Merrymakers in a mussel 
shell

Left: H. Goltzius (1603), Portrait 
of the Haarlem Shell Collector Jan 
Govertsen van der Aer; R. Visscher 
(1614), Sinnepoppen (shells and tulips 
extract).
Top: Rembrandt van Rijn (1650), De 
schelp (conus marmoreus); P. de Hooch 
(1663), Portrait of a Family Playing 
Music; J. Steen (1661), The dissolute 
household.
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uralia. The aggregates allow a morphological parallel between 

siders that human manual and intellectual capacities allow him 
to construct shelters and evolve from supposed primitive forms 

of  the primitive hut as the origin of  architecture that found a 

anthropocentric vision of  the world that sees in humans a supe

With newer sensibilities such as biophilia

cal apparatus over lifespans that exceed human relevance. If  we 
are to look at the seashell from a constructional point of  view 

see that its microstructure is an intricate brickwork comparable 
to the architectural technique of  the volta catalana: mollusks were 
master builders before mammals even existed. As we mentioned 

kinds of  animal architecture from a biological perspective with 

pable. Human engineering capabilities are more complex in scale 

the time of  the Anthropocene.

Top: W. Delvoye (2012) Nautilus; 
seashell nanostructure illustration 

from National Geographic; F. Ruysch 
(1721), Ad Vivum Sculpsit.

Right: collage of a fossilized shell, a 
painting of the legend of St Augustine, 

Albertus Seba’s taxonomies and a Royal 
Dutch Shell gas station.
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representative of  The Netherlands as a current major economic 

resource to be exploited and tamed.

Up: W. Delvoye (2009), Shell 57 Butagaz 519 588; 
W. Delvoye (1987), Butagaz shell 209632; 
Royal Dutch Shell Time Magazine cover (1960).
Right: C. Luyckx (1640), Vanitas Still Life with Celestial Globe.
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2007) that smuggle within a more disenchanted world.

an exuberant example of  Christian cosmological representations: 
while the exterior shows the world during God’s creation prior 

embodied ideas and meanings.

Seashells social 

commentary

A FOOLISH HUMANITY

Left: J. Bosch & J.T. de Bry (1596), 
The mussel shell.
Up: H. Bosch (1505), The Tree-Man.
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the owl recall the again anthropomorphized nature of  

more realistic Ship of  fools
but a diverse group of  people wandering on waters with a tree on a 

children of  
the moon together with the tree of  life curriculum vitae

stultifera na-
vis

its translation into latin and can be seen as a precursor of  later major 
works such as Erasmus’ Praise of  folly (1511). Against the proliferation 

castigating moralist intention that appeals to common sense and mea

Up: J. Bosch (1490), The ship of fools; S. Brant’s (1494), Das Narrenschiff (cover).
Right: detail from J. Bosch (1490), Garden of the earthly delights; A. Coenen (1577), Vis-
boek (detail); P. van der Heyden (1562), Merrymakers in a Mussel at Sea.

THE WATERWOLF

HUNTS

A variant of  Bosch’s ship of  fools is however intriguing as it 

to Bosch and engraved in different versions with Johann The
Emblemata Saecularua (1596) illustration or Pieter 

Visboek 

800 pages and collects information from both oral and written 

legends. Among these one beast stands out for its resemblance to 

The protective dimensions of  seashells allows then a foolish hu
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The technological innovations and industrial capacities devel

indicator keeps on increasing. The fundamental characteristic of  
this recent period of  the Anthropocene is the universal use of  

 (1972) describes a computer simulation 

able but also nuclear powers are just a fraction. The activities 

Environmental loops:

Shell’s fossil fuels

& the waterwolf

THE GREAT

ACCELERATION

R. Orlinsky, Screaming wolf.
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local and abroad.
SEA RISE
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The Netherlands with the exception of  the Veluwe region and the southern 
part of  Limburg from Maastricht downwards. While this extreme scenario is 

half  of  the Netherlands.

Previous spread: “Th e great 
acceleration” diagrams from 

map and data from the 
Decolonial Atlas.

rise exposed assets map 
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eas described the region as where “more people died in the struggle against 

of  the Deltawerken

of  natural disasters with a wide chain of  disruptances. While fatalities are 

spatial adaptation recalling the frisian terpen

increasing wheter on low or high projections.

Up: detail of the outer right wing 
of an altarpiece with the St Eliz-
abeth’s Day fl ood 1421; diagram 

from ten Brinke et al. (2016).
Right: fl ood visualization 

of Th e Netherlands in between 
3m height with urban areas, 

scale 1:2500000.
Next spread: fossil fuels 
derivatives poster from 
Petrochemicals Europe.
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PETROCHEMICALS MAKE THINGS HAPPEN www.petrochemistry.eu
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ements as wood (treatments) and agricultural products (fertilizers and 

power and increase metabolism
component of  muscular growth as proteins would be. The core aspect 

progression.

understood.

ronmental crisis for our levels of  consumption.

a partial reuse of  these materials but not without perverse drawbacks. 

thing as a 21st

FEEDING THE WOLF

Up: a social media relayed 
photography of a couple of 
swans nesting with urban 
waste in Amsterdam.
Next spread: a full-plastic 
playmobil assembly of the Dutch 
Royal couple in a shell with 
agricultural products, a seagull 
and fi sh; King Alexander Wil-
lem and Queen Maxima at the 
Pinakothek Munchen (credit: 
ANP / Robin van Lonkhuijsen).

FOSSIL 
RESOURCES

PETRO-
CHEMISTRY

DERIVATIVES ENERGETIC
VALORIZATION

DISPOSAL DISPERSION

POLLUTED
SEA RISE

RECYCLING

ENERGY EMISSIONS SEA RISE

SIMPLIFIED ENVIRONMENTAL LOOPS
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 AN ARTIFICIAL,

MORAL,

& ECOLOGICAL

AGENT
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objective human world of  commerce on the sea comes the pos

and ecological agent that addresses the persistent issue of  sea 

such representation is nevertheless a reasoned attempt in going 

consonances: between shell and shelter schoon
clear but also beautiful as in the German schöne

this conceptual fuzziness leaves the door open for new associ
ations as well as new interpretations. Where schoon comes from 

schelp

Complexity & polysemy: 

seashell as a shelter, 

symbol & agent

LAYERS DEPTH

COMPLEXITY

Previous spread: plastic waste on 
the ocean (credit: Precious Plastic);
Left: Maar, D. (1934), 
Untitled (Hand and Shell), 
Centre Pompidou, Paris (FR).
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schuilplaats) refers instead to 

. 
In Goodman’s (1985) terms and from an architectural point of  

Bachelard’s coquille

sance Netherlands as well as the use of  fossil fuels and the impact 

lecting and transforming plastic waste into architectural objects. 
As Venturi (1972) talks about a duck kind of  architecture which 

Vaucanson’s  or 
earliest examples of  automaton. Although the process was sim

 
becomes the expression of  a process where collected materials 

 (2015) project 

vance (impact).

Left: a basin of dirty water before and 
after the insertion of a mussel;
D. Roosegaarde (2015), Smog free 
tower & Smog free ring.
Up: M. Maurer (1931), Big Duck; 
J. Vaucanson (1739), Digesting Duck. 
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Precious plastic or the Amster
Van Plestik

tects (Amsterdam) proposed in collaboration with other actors 

3D 
print canal house as well as the Urban cabin projects. While being ex
perimental projects with a lot of  research and development cur

Arboskin

plastic architecture is possible.

Towards a circular

Architecture

RECYCLE DIY

Up: machines and products from Pre-
cious Plastic: detail view of the ITKE 

Arboskin Pavilion (2013).
Left: DUS Architects (2015), Urban 

cabin (view, detail and 3D printing): 
view of the Arboskin Pavilion.
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garbage screening project”. The project we present here assumes 

tial of  transforming waste once it has been recaptured. The input 

the leftovers of  the trash trade: Asian countries are starting to 

and robotics offers great potential for transforming the con

Wall-e 

The waterproof  qualities of  plastic are as well interesting for al

The steps required for the transformation are illustrated in the 
following visualization. These are a rule of  thumb approxima
tion of  the actions to be performed and a corresponding foot

INPUT / OUTPUT

Left: Photographies from The Ocean 
Project: visualization of a floating 
trash collecting structure from the 
Pacific Garbage Screening Project.
A serie of containers filled with plas-

tic waste (credit: Fazry Ismail).
Up: images taken from Pixar’s 
animation movie “Wall-e“ (2008).
Gramazio Kohler Research, ETH 
Zurich (2011), The Endless wall; 

AIST (2018) HRP-5P construc-
tion robot; Thermwood corpo-
ration (2017), 3D printed hull 
(credit: JEC group).
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AREAS AT RISK

CURRENT COASTLINE

+3 m COASTLINE

+58 m COASTLINE

Masterplan

SEASHELLS ON AN

UNCERTAIN SHORELINE

proliferation of  the shells could spread all along 

tricht’s Vrijthof  square. That is if  the rise would 
ever reach the supposed 58m height. In between 
the current level and the extreme scenario is 

The highlight of  a line of  progression starting 

Haag to the aforementioned ones is intended 

extent of  sea rise over The Netherlands.

Up: conceptual masterplan.
Right: masterplan, scale 1:2500000

Below: Maastricht’s fl ooded city center 
at 58 m sea rise, scale 1:15 000.
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food. Lack of  provisions and fresh water is in fact a recurrent 

Tabula rasa: 

post-disaster 

primitivity

SHELTERS & GRANARIES

“YOU CAN’T BUILD PEACE 

ON EMPTY STOMACHS.” 

Norman Borlaug, 

1970 Nobel Peace Prize.

Left: still images from a television 
service on flood evacuation in The 

Netherlands (Euronews, 2012).
Right: plans and artists impressions 

of Dutch bronze age settlements 
(Arnoldussen, 2008).
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different from the other ones.

the anthropocentered vision of  Vitruvius and later on Alberti or 

tic expressions against the constructional principles of  seashells. 

A seashell inspired 

plastic skin

DECONSTRUCT & RECONSTRUCT

Up: Delaunay triangulation and 
related voronoi diagram; light micros-
copy image of a polished nacre surface 
(Gilbert and Coppersmith, 2008).
Left: parametric nacre diagrams (Frol-
ich et al., 2017); nacre tiles microscopy 
(Sun and Bhushan, 2012): schematic 
illustration of the microstructure of 
nacre (Fan and Yilong, 2001); micro-
scopic and macroscopic photographies 
of seashell structures.



NATURE HUTS ARCHITECTURE

seashells.

Left: C. Eisen (1755), Allegorical engraving of the 
Vitruvian primitive hut; B. Fletcher (1905), Th e 
Tree of Architecture .

 NATURAL SHELL

ARTIFICIAL SHELL

SKIN

PARAMETRIC 
RECONSTRUCTION
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module while intertile gaps would instead permit an exhange of  
air from the outside to the inside.
The connection in between the different components can be 

sioning of  the different elements.

STRUCTURE & ASSEMBLY

BREATHING GAPS

WATERPROOF

WELDING

SINGLE 3D PRINT

BALLAST

or orSEPARATE 3D PRINT WELDING CONNECTION
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quirements need other kind of  spatial elements as partitions or 

aggregation of  this sparse thin elements into a single connection 

of  a column.

lus as forming different camerae or chambers. Constructed as the 

Planes can therefore be accomodated inside the main shell where 

gular shape even in advanced and experimental freeform designs. 

ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS

Left: nautilus half-shell 
(credit: wikicommons Chris73); 
J. Dubuff et (1969), Jardin d’hiver.

COLUMN

SHELL SKIN FLIP REVEAL

SPARSE BRIDGES CONTRACT STRETCH

PRIMARY SHELL PERPENDICULAR

ELEMENTS

PARTITION ACCESS

WALL
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Boeing 777-2H6/ER - Malaysia 
Airlines (credit: Th omas Merkl)

The skin can be further differentiated and attributed additional 
properties. We have seen it can be structural and integrate a grid 

lighting and views on the outside. The outer top surface of  the 
shell can integrate planar circular photovoltaic cells that  adapt 

curvature of  the surface allows an extraction of  the door towards 
the outside and a successive lateral sliding.

ARCHITECTURAL DIFFERENTIATION

PHOTOVOLTAIC

360° ARTIFICIAL SHELL SKIN

TRANSPARENT

ACCESSIBLE

INSULATING

STRUCTURAL

CLOSED SHELL

OPEN SHELL
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J. Picado (2009), Mathematical 
modeling of a seashell’s growth.

growing on an axis as a pipe which diameter variates following 

ENVELOPE: FROM SKIN TO SPACE
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Left: Archigram (1972), book cover, 
Monte Carlo interior, walking city;
Generic plastic packaging;
Piano and Rogers (1972), Centre 
Geoges Pompidou (façade detail)
Up: A. Warhol (1985), Queen Beatrix; 
A. Warhol (1966) cow series; 
J. Zekveld (1965), This is Holland; J. 
Zekveld (1970), family on the stairs; 
MVRDV/TheWhyFactory (2017), 
(W)Ego installation.

cent nacre on their inside. 
Collecting plastic from nature provides a disparate and inhomo

pothetical transformation unit includes a step for sorting waste 

ect refers therefore to the Pop Art movement as an expression of  
the aesthetic universe of  consumerism from which plastic waste 

super 
and hyper

mass consumption that is at the origin of  the environmental cri
sis but also represent The Netherlands: from Warhol’s portraits 

This is Holland (1965) or Family on the 
stairs 
optimism of  that period with the dramatic consequences await
ing us in the future. This cognitive dissonance could permit an 

of  Archigram to the rational differentiation of  Piano & Rogers’ 

As with the centre Pompidou and in order to avoid a possible 
Harlequin

meanings relating to the previous argumentations. With orange 

tual representation of  spaces and their interrelations.

PLASTIC POP CHROMATISM
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TECH

NATURE

& WATER

DUTCH
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NATURAL

ARTEFACTS



 AGENT GX

DE “HOLLE BOLLE” SCHELP
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The x

pression of  digestion as accomodating the transformation unit 
that processes plastic waste into building components.

releasing area.

rectum bar 
(2010) or the 1950’s  architectural paper gobbler 
automaton of  the Efteling amusement park. Reinterpreting and 

ARCHITECTURAL DIGESTION

Up: Le Corbusier and Xenakis (1958), 
Philips Pavilion (fl oorplan sketch).
Below: A. Pieck (1952), Holle bolle 
Gijs paper gobbler; J. van Lieshout 
(2010), Rectum bar.

UNIT

+ CLEARANCE

WRAP

REFINE

DIGESTION

SHELL
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 SHELTER

(NOT ONLY) HUMANS
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dents were evacuated as well as a livestock of  one million animals 

volumes that represent a demographic sampling of  life in The 

in rural enclosed spaces. The visualisation of  the animal spatial 

people representing all the species. If  all the individuals could be 

dards of  life require separate spaces. 

DEMOGRAPHIC PROPORTIONS

& SPATIAL REQUIREMENTS

Photos from the 1953 North sea fl ood.

2 1.3 1.552.52.50.7

1P

2 P

4 P

16 P

CHICKEN COWPIG HUMANSHEEP

ANIMALS / HUMANS HERBIVORES / OMNIVORES / HUMANS

SURFACE PROPORTIONS

MINIMUM SURFACE PER SPECIE (m2)

DOG CAT
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After evaluating the global volumetric requirements up to the 

ciple is tested as a general bounding envelope tending towards 
smoothness. The skin includes a compact distribution of  basic 

head-neck-body Frisian farm 

ethnorelativism principle implies in fact a possible comparison as 

nevertheless characteristic of  The Netherlands. 

HUMAN-ANIMAL

ARCHITECTURAL MEDIATION

SLEEP

HYGIENE

COOK

PASSIVE SIT

ACTIVE SIT

A Dutch-Frisian head-neck-body-farm.
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preted in the architectural cohesion and concurrent separation of  
humans and animals. Where foodchains are omnipresent in the 

digital devices are embedded into architecture for a connected 

generations will face with the coming climatic crisis. As an online 

HOMO TECHNOLOGICUS

LIFE

WATER

ONLIFE

STAIRS

1.

3.

5.

7.

2.

4.

6.

8.

PODIUM SHELL
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nological envrionments on top of  animal sheltering offers the 

vation from water.

against the future but as well a chance of  survival. As a design 

persistent and relatable popular narratives increases the chances 

ulated as with the interior surface of  the agent with the subtle 
suggestion of  a beast’s interior.

PLASTIC REDEMPTION

Up: T. Aubry/ 
Greenpeace (2019), Plastic monster.
Right: J. Matham (1598), Beached 
Whale;  A. Wierix (ca 1555-1604), 

Jonah spewed by the whale.

ENVELOPE

MODULATION

SHELL

OPENING
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 GRANARY

ARCHITECTURAL

PACKAGING 
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analogous to granaries.
The preciousness of  food and other goods during emergencies is 

ble large scale plastic packaging stores necessities into spheroid 

protected within the plastic skin.

ETEN MET DE PARELS

Up: blue oyster with a pearl; barocco pearls.
Left: generic packaged food; bulk shopping 
containers.

2. ENVELOPE1. PRIMARY STORAGE

4. ACCESS3. CLEARANCE

6. WRAP5. SECONDARY STORAGE

8. SHELL7. PLATFORM
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WHAT IF
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collects plastic waste in its 

and currents.
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threshold between land and water becomes 
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As the sea starts ravaging human 

shells are carried along the waves 

impacted populations.





DEN HAAG (1 M)

DEN BOSCH (6 M)

churches appear as megalitical traces 

ture and civilization.



MAASTRICHT (50 M)

the last rempart of  The Netherlands 
against the sea. The Vrijthof  is a beach...



... and all the rest is just an evanescent dream.
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Dream of  the house

hunebedden

of  meanings relating to the Roman and Latin acculturation (Vit

the moral panorama of  the 17th vanitas and 
schoonheid

ing the crucial question of  the coming sea rise. As Archigram’s 

lies less in its practical use as in contributing food for thoughts 
over human settlements in relation with nature and water. A sim

“The wise man doesn’t give the right

The dream of

the Dutch house

BACK TO 

SQUARE ONE

Up: Ron Herron/Archigram (1964), 
Walking city on the ocean.
Left: Rembrandt van Rijn (1629), 
An old man asleep by a fire, Galleria 
Sabauda, Torino (IT).
Previous spreads: J. Vermeer (1669), 
The geographer; J. Vermeer (1660), 
The milkmaid; Rembrandt van Rijn 
(1642), The Night Watch; C. Luy-
ckx (1670), Allegory of Charles I of 
England and Henrietta of France in a 
Vanitas Still Life.
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