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Introducing a Pluriverse, 
Generative Association 

On Performance-Pedagogical 
Entanglements of  
Art and Ecology1

Remi Cosijn, Sophie Doutreligne,  
Ghent-Terneuzen Canal, Lake Zülpich, 
Christel Stalpaert, SZenne River, and 

Tessa Vannieuwenhuyze

Figure 1 (on next page):  Walking-with “Remembering and becoming”. 
SZenne River Source, 2025, © Marzia Dalfini
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Do we need alternative ways to do justice to and care  
for water bodies? How does water flow through, over, and 
between human and more-than-human bodies politically, 
socially, and ecologically? How do we design a process of 
repair based on reciprocity, responsibility, and inter
dependence with specific waterways?

These are just a few of the questions raised by Natural Contract Lab in 
the artistic process of STILL HERE—An Alliance of Care for the SZenne2 
River (2023-)3. Since 2023, STILL HERE has been unfolding across 
Wallonia, Brussels and Flanders—from the source of the SZenne in 
Soignies to its bifurcation at the Zennegat in Mechelen. In co-creation 
with scientists, artists, activists, local stakeholders, and participants, 
the Natural Contract Lab alliance seeks to trace hydro-ecological 
matters of concern and to fabulate justice to compensate for the 
harm caused by ecocide on the hydro commons. Through artistic 
practices such as walking-with, sensorial cartography, and Agoras, 
they activate participants into water stewardship and constitute a 
repertoire of care for SZenne River’s water body. Remi Cosijn and 
Christel Stalpaert invited NCL members Maria Lucia Cruz Correia 
and Vinny Jones to implement these artistic practices in a twelve-
week research seminar on art and ecology4 in the arts department 
at Ghent University in Autumn 2025. Together, the four engaged the 
master’s students from the Department of Art History, Musicology, 
and Theatre Studies, as well as the Department of Architecture and 
Urban Planning, in an alliance of care for two river bodies: SZenne 
River and the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal. Additionally, an Erasmus 
student, returning home for the winter break, engaged with Lake 
Zülpich in her hometown. 

Over the course of twelve modules, the following research questions 
were explored: What is the role of performing arts & media in ac-
tivating shifts in hydro-ecological thinking? How do performances 
address the complexity of current ecological emergencies, such 
as climate change, and disappearing and damaged landscapes in 
particular?5 Walking methodologies and performance philosophy 
(including postcoloniality and new materialism) provided the main 
theoretical tools to engage with these questions. Alongside a theo
retical exploration of key ecological concepts during the seminar, 
students developed individual research questions grounded in their 

unique positionalities within the ecological field of study. They also 
connected specific artworks or artistic practices to these research 
questions and, as a result, envisioned dramaturgical or curatorial 
projects. 

This thematic issue of Documenta, journal for theater is a collection of 
the student’s contributions alongside reworked versions of previously 
published articles by Christel Stalpaert, Maria Lucia Cruz Correia 
and Natural Contract Lab, Lionel Devlieger, and Stef Craps. Quotes, 
offered as gifts by companion researchers, are woven throughout the 
contributions as a subtle theoretical undercurrent, emphasizing the 
collaborative and generative spirit of this issue. This interweaving 
creates a collaborative, epic structure that reflects both the unique 
positionality of each researcher in the hydro-ecological field, and the 
collective effort and shared insights driving the research seminar. 

A Pluriverse Generative Association

Correia and Jones were not invited for a three-hour talk about 
their art practice. They were invited as artist fellows and teaching 
companions throughout the twelve modules of an entire university 
course. Inviting Correia and Jones thus meant integrating an artis-
tic practice as praxis, which contrasts with the typical short guest 
lectures and delineated workshop formats common in university 
settings. The whole performative zone of STILL HERE became en-
tangled with the pedagogical context of a university. This involved 
adopting the artistic practices developed through the performance 
process as ways of thinking both within and beyond the classroom. 

Portuguese eco-artist and water steward Maria Lucia Cruz Correia 
initiated the transdisciplinary Natural Contract Lab in 2021 as an 
ever-growing alliance of care for river bodies. This ongoing, co- 
creative Lab brings together artists, scientists, local stakeholders, 
and river bodies. The Lab develops an artistic Protocol of Recip-
rocal Care to imagine new forms of environmental justice and to 
realign the harm inflicted on the hydro commons. Its multispecies 
constellation affirms the usually underexplored dynamic force of 
water-as-matter and the entanglement of water bodies with agency. 
STILL HERE is a case study of NCL and initiated an alliance of care 
for SZenne River in 2023, bringing together art, environmental law, 
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restorative justice, rights of nature, and ecological grief. It includes 
core NCL team members Correia, Vinny Jones (sensory scenography/
dramaturgy), Lode Vranken (design/philosophy), Brunilda Pali (re-
storative justice), Margarida Mendes (research/sonic guidance), as 
well as artists and scientists invited for STILL HERE, such as Matteo 
Deblasio (river vessel/clay mediator), Marzia Dalfini (walking-with 
costumography), Saartje Monden (river guardian pedagogue), Jef 
Seghers (environmental lawyer), and Christel Stalpaert (hyphenated 
thinker). Involved stakeholders are both human and more-than-
human beings with a direct interest in the hydro-ecology of SZenne 
River. These range from local inhabitants–people who live by the 
river–and local flora and fauna, to organizations that take care of 
the river, including environmental stakeholders monitoring the area, 
the Walloon organization Contrat de Rivière Senne, Coördinatie 
Zenne, Brussels Environment, Natuurpunt Mechelen, and Zenne 
Garden Collective.

Implementing NCL’s artistic practices as praxis within a university 
infrastructure first and foremost means embedding the researchers 
involved (both students and teachers) into the shared laboratory 
culture of STILL HERE. The Natural Contract Lab simultaneously 
cultivates an artistic practice and an ongoing hydro-ecological 
learning process. Everyone involved thinks through what Stalpaert 
calls “performance-pedagogical entanglements”: the combining of (in 
the sense of hyphenating) performance practices with educational 
methodologies (2025). This approach transforms the accustomed 
format of academic knowledge production, which is usually organized 
around one privileged center and hierarchical knowledge transfer. 
The roles of the artists, scientists, and stakeholders-cum-activists 
may appear well-defined, and the implementation of their fields of 
study in the Lab seems logical. However, the moment the student- 
researchers engage with the practice of NCL, they start rehearsing 
a hyphenated thinking, moving in-between the fields of art, science, 
and activism. While they develop different and sometimes diverging 
perspectives on hydro-ecological matters of concern, they are acti-
vated as river guardians within an ecological community as network 
and are engaged in ongoing protocols of care and natural contracts.

The research seminar is embedded within the Senior FWO Research 
Project Con-Fluvial and aligns with its research goals. This research 
project took a start in the fall of 20256, with Christel Stalpaert as 

principal investigator, and Sophie Doutreligne and Tessa Vannieu-
wenhuyze as post-doctoral research coordinators7. The latter two 
joined the core research team, while Maria Lucia Cruz Correia’s 
connection with Ghent University and KASK School of Arts grew 
stronger, as the FWO project also supports her PhD in the arts on 
kinship literacies. Remi Cosijn engaged in the research seminar as 
educational coordinator of the Arts Department and dramaturg of 
the performance-pedagogical entanglement. 

One could say that the research team facilitating the research sem-
inar, like NCL, is a “generative association” (Stalpaert 2025): it 
exists only in the continual creation of an alliance. It is generative 
because its system is inherently unstable and diverse and never 
stops transforming. It is an association in the sense of a worlding 
entanglement with multispecies, human and more-than-human, 
dead (or extinct) and alive. 

The adjective “generative” is inspired by the Brazilian critical ped-
agogical thinker Paulo Freire. His concept of generative themes in 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed refers to “the possibility of unfolding into 
again as many themes, which in their turn call for new tasks to be 
fulfilled” (2017, 70, 75, fn. 19). Embracing this generative approach, 
the research seminar moves away from prescriptive, hierarchical, 
and systematic education that treats students as passive, silent 
recipients of knowledge. Instead, we try to evoke co-intentionality, 
committed involvement, mutual dialogue, and critical thinking in 
what Freire calls “educational projects” (2017, 28, italics in original). 
Only when participants discover themselves as reality’s permanent 
re-creators does a pseudo-participation transform into truly “com-
mitted involvement” (Freire 2017, 43, italics in original).8 Therefore, 
the generative association also needs to cultivate co-intentionality. 
The praxis is a shared practice, “through common reflection and 
action,” but also “co-intent on reality” (Freire 2017, 43). 

In the research seminar, the reality is our multispecies entangle-
ments, and the co-intentionality is our acknowledged response- 
abilities within the eco-meshwork (Stalpaert 2026). While Freire 
develops educational projects to challenge the oppressed to under-
stand and transform the sources of their oppression, the research 
team evolved as a generative association in the sense that the multi-
species association with each other (human and more-than-human 
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species) and with water bodies in particular produced reflections, as 
ways of thinking, and actions, as ways of doing. This praxis created 
unpredictable opportunities for the continual creation of very di-
verse entities in a hydro-ecological milieu, bringing together diverse 
disciplines and capacities, and without following a predetermined 
plan (see also Stalpaert 2026). 

STILL HERE by Natural Contract Lab was the driving force behind the 
interdisciplinary research project Con-Fluvial. In close collaboration 
with scientists, activists, and artists, the research team examines 
alternative forms of (ecological) knowledge production and activism 
like those of NCL. It explores ways to map these situated, entangled, 
and embodied knowledge systems and supports the development of 
tools for alternative knowledge transfer. The methodology draws 
inspiration from Bruno Latour’s political ecology, Donna Haraway’s 
new materialist philosophy, Robin Wall Kimmerer’s biological  
writings on the democracy of species, and many other indigenous 
and local wisdom keepers. The researchers involved are engaged 
in several multi-day expert workshops with artists and academics 
from various fields. They hyphenate diverse perspectives on hydro- 
ecological issues and engage in an art-science-activist worlding, 
raising awareness of hydro-ecologies. Within the Con-Fluvial research 
project, this research seminar is the first in a series of three; these 
are considered annual recurring performance-pedagogical entan-
glements that seek to engage the students in art and ecology from a 
critical pedagogical perspective. However, this research seminar is 
not the first of its kind. Over the past decades, several artists have 
already been invited as long-term research fellows, contributing to 
a sustained, collaborative exploration of art and ecology.9

Rehearsing a Pluriversity in a University

Over the past decades, Stalpaert and her research team at S:PAM 
(Studies in Performing Arts & Media) have repeatedly experienced 
and observed how art practices as praxis are a powerful tool for 
unlearning Eurocentric, mechanistic-imperialist worldviews, re-
hearsing eco-conscious encounters, encouraging critical thinking, 
and activating radical curiosity, creativity, and committed involve-
ment among students. In these pedagogical settings, the committed 
involvement in the performance process – built on dialogue, hum-

bleness, and love, also contaminates the educational space. When 
Natural Contract Lab resides within a university infrastructure, 
not a univers(al)ity, but a plurivers(al)ity is activated (Stalpaert and 
Akinci 2023). Alternative or critical pedagogies assert a discourse 
of decoloniality and experiment with diverse and entangled modes 
of knowledge production. The knowledge institution thus becomes 
“a place where different forms of knowledge can enter into dialogue 
without the habitual hierarchies between them, exploring a variety 
of formats in which to operate, including the performative, the ex-
periential, the discursive and the visual” (Piña 2019, 48).

With a performance process implemented within the pedagogical 
context of a knowledge institution like Ghent University, there is a 
sustained engagement with artists in an educational setting. In this 
performance-pedagogical entanglement, a hyphenated thinking 
in-between art, science and activism takes place, enacting Haraway’s 
concept of an art-science-activist worlding in practice (Stalpaert 
2020). Haraway introduces this concept in different ways throughout 
her book Staying with the Trouble. She talks about “science art world-
ings”  as “an alternative to the experimental laboratory” (2016, 64) 
and about “art science worldings” as “sympoietic practices” (2016, 
67), swapping places between “art” and “science”. Occasionally, 
she uses the concept “art-science-activist worldings” with hyphens 
(2016, 79). We prefer the hyphenated term, as it indicates that these 
worldings do not refer to an interdisciplinary scientific methodology. 
It requires a resurgence of knowledge in relationality, in tentacular 
thinking. Knowledge is no longer produced in one of the fields of the 
“arts”, “science” or “activism”, with the other field functioning as 
an auxiliary science. It is in the hyphens that knowledge resurges.  

To allow the different forms of knowledge to enter into dialogue, 
the twelve modules of the research seminar were diverse in format, 
encompassing a variety of learning forms and methods such as 
workshops, arpentages, lectures, and walking-withs in situ. 

Adriënne van der Werf, artistic coordinator of Nesse, the organiza-
tion in Terneuzen dedicated to the production, development, and 
presentation of contemporary art and design, curated a full-day 
program for the students consisting of two workshops and in-depth 
conversations with artists. Located in the former Philips factory, 
Nesse offers workspaces and an international residency program 
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for artists and designers (Nesse Terneuzen n. d.). With its artistic 
program Being in the World (2024–2027), Nesse responds to the 
social and ecological challenges and transitions of the port area and 
Zeeland. Through program components such as Food and Industry, 
Sources of Energy, and Learning from the Stream, Nesse provides a 
platform for artists and designers to explore global issues.

During a visit to Nesse, the students were introduced in situ to the 
artistic practices of Yoeri Guépin and Marie Ilse Bourlanges. This 
offered insight into how artistic research, materiality, and ecological 
issues converge within the context of Nesse, and specifically within 
the public garden currently under development. In the workshop 
with Yoeri Guépin, students worked with the garden as a space for 
collaboration and knowledge sharing, focusing on embodied know
ledge, practices of care, and the relationships between humans and 
ecosystems. In the workshop with Marie Ilse Bourlanges, students 
explored the materiality of zinc pieces and other natural construc-
tions used in large-scale waterworks, experimenting with weaving 
and arranging materials.

Performance and architecture scholar and S:PAM member Elias 
D’hollander was invited to host a reading seminar as arpentage with 
Vinciane Despret’s book Living as a Bird (2021). An arpentage work-
shop is a collective reading method that originated in 19th-century 
anarchist workers’ circles. Its purpose is to foster shared discussion 
around the group’s ideas and experiences, to democratize knowledge, 
and to collectively (re)claim understanding. During this workshop, 
each student read only a portion of the text, making every reading 
unique and emphasizing the importance and vitality of group ex-
changes. By the end of the three-hour workshop, the students had 
read Despret’s philosophical book together. They were collectively 
immersed in this speculative narrative, critically engaged with 
scientific debates and poetic imaginings of an uncertain future, and 
were invited to rethink the human condition on Earth.

Four lectures provided a theoretical undercurrent throughout the 
seminar, grounding a co-intentionality from a deep ecological per-
spective. These (guest) lectures are interwoven with the students’ 
research trajectories through quotes drawn from key publications. 
As a performance philosopher, Christel Stalpaert presented the 
performative zone constituted by Correia and Jones as an open epis-

temological system, with artistic practices activating eco-conscious 
encounters. Her two introductory lectures observed how artistic 
practices not only raise ecological topics, but, more importantly, 
also constitute, challenge, and transform ways of thinking ecology. 
Building on her concept of hyphenated thinking, she invited the 
students to think through the hyphenated constellations of our 
ecological entanglements in challenging and transformative ways. 

In his guest lecture, engineer-architect and historian Lionel Devlieger 
focused on the feral mapping methodology. In 2006, he co-founded 
Rotor, a Brussels-based organization specializing in resources, waste, 
and obsolescence in the building sector. In 2020, Rotor collaborated 
with Anna L. Tsing on the Feral Atlas (2025). The Feral Atlas reveals 
“feral” ecologies, that is, ecologies that have been encouraged by 
human-built infrastructures, but which have developed and spread 
beyond human control. These infrastructural effects, Feral Atlas 
argues, define the Anthropocene. The feral mapping methodology 
enables a deep ecological understanding of the con-fluvial river 
ecologies of SZenne River, Ghent-Terneuzen Canal, and Lake Zülpich. 
It encourages in-situ observation to catalogue sites of architectural, 
industrial, and imperial impact, to attune to more-than-human his-
tories connected to these sites, and to stretch conventional carto-
graphic mapping methodologies, by drawing on the deep ecological 
relational potential between humans and more-than-humans in 
river bodies. Offering multi-faceted ways to analyze and apprehend 
the Anthropocene, the feral mapping methodology is a form of deep 
mapping that reveals blind spots in cartography and therefore aligns 
well with NCLs artistic practice of sensorial mapping. By calling upon 
our senses beyond the science-accustomed distant observation, it 
activates an unlearning of cartographic mapping devices, and we, 
as researchers in situ, acknowledge a not-knowing. 

Seeing more deeply, we detect the blind spots in cartography. 
The map’s promise of comprehension is misleading, its mimetic 
relation with reality is deceptive. There is more to spatial 
reality than the map represents. (Stalpaert 2022, 104-105) 

Cartographic mappings of waterways usually only consider 
surface water (the water that visibly flows downhill, into 
the sea), and ownership of water bodies (visualised along 
lines representing national boundaries). Vast masses of blue 
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indicate main streams and, smaller, tributary branches. A 
legend explains the symbols and colours used. . . . I realise 
that a topographic name is more than an objective, vast 
blue space on a map. Its con-fluvial meshwork exceeds any 
cartographic representation. . . . The bright blue colour on a 
map might conceal a toxic water environment, or a heavily 
polluted water basin near an industrial area. A national 
boundary that represents a territorial claim might conceal 
imperial activities of water extraction, inflicting harm on the 
hydro commons or on indigenous communities. While the 
map indicates buildings, a covered water body might flow 
underneath. (Stalpaert 2025)

Literary scholar Stef Craps was invited to give a guest lecture on 
ecological grief. His current work examines how contemporary 
literature and culture grapple with the representational, affective, 
and ethical challenges posed by climate change and the Anthropo-
cene, with a particular focus on ecological mourning as a creative 
and transformative process. Aesthetic practices, he argues, can help 
us register slow violence, metabolize grief, and cultivate forms of 
care and responsibility that extend beyond the human. His lecture 
resonated with the grief circles the students participated in during 
their walking-with SZenne River, facilitated by Correia and Jones. 

During two walking-with sessions—a specific walking methodology 
developed and facilitated by Natural Contract Lab—the students 
were guided by Correia and Jones along two sections of the river: 
between Lot and Halle, and between Heffen and Zennegat. The first 
session focused on ecologies of grief, the second on river kinship 
and forms of care. Through these in situ experiences, students 
witnessed and experienced how art practices can open imaginative 
spaces for envisioning more just and sustainable ways of inhabiting 
a damaged planet. Additionally, Correia joined Remi Cosijn, Sophie 
Doutreligne, Christel Stalpaert, and Tessa Vannieuwenhuyze in the 
collaborative writing sessions with the student-researchers, as well 
as in sessions weaving together the stories in view of the network 

Figure 2: Students exploring the braiding practice of Marie Ilse Bourlanges  
in the garden at Nesse, Terneuzen, November 2025, © Remi Cosijn
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of content of this thematic issue. The contribution by Correia and 
Natural Contract Lab later in this issue further elaborates on the 
walking methodology, conversation circles, grief circles, deep sensing 
scores for attunement, and tactile molding with clay.

The collaborative and pluriversal constellation of artists, scholars, 
and activists—hyphenating diverse modes of knowledge produc-
tion—alongside varied learning formats and methods, challenged 
the epistemological “master” tools of the university as a knowledge 
institution from within (Stalpaert 2023 and 2025). Situated, embo
died, and entangled knowledge ceased to be dismissed as “‘non-qual-
ified’ forms of knowledge production” and instead were rehearsed 
as “one of many” (Azoulay 2019, 385). In this sense, the performative 
zone effectively disables the master’s tools of “cognitive capitalism” 
(Raunig 2013, 17). One could say – in terms borrowed from visual 
scholar Ariella Aïsha Azoulay – that we have been unlearning Euro-
centric knowledge formations and rehearsing situated, embodied, 
and entangled modes of knowledge production. Participating in the 
research seminar was a vital unlearning process. 

The series of student research testimonies published in this thematic 
issue demonstrates that university infrastructures can indeed be 
infused with the transformative potential of performances to speak 
decolonial and new materialist philosophies. Through such perfor-
mance processes, the master’s tools embedded in rigid knowledge 
institutions can be disabled and be transformed into “one of many”, 
opening space for plural epistemologies.

On Wonder, Radical Curiosity  
and Collaborative Bonding

A common thread woven throughout the student research testi-
monies is wonder, radical curiosity, and a collaborative bonding in 
an urgent need for ongoingness in the current ecological crisis. In 
response to her own walking-with SZenne River in Soignies on March 
13, 2024, Stalpaert (2025) described a resurgence of wonder from 
following the living and the dead (or extinct) in what holds them 
together in an ecological network (drawing on Gilles Deleuze, Félix 
Guattari 2014, and Vinciane Despret 2021). Allowing these actors to 
guide her in her “understanding” of the experience of walking with 

SZenne River, she aligned with the ontological tact of anthropologist 
Heonik Kwon. Kwon respects the enigmatic and accepts that these 
actors and their unique constellations are not asking for explanation 
or elucidation. By letting go of the scientific urge to explain and un-
derstand, one can cultivate epistemological humbleness and radical 
curiosity. A significant source of inspiration for this radical curiosity 
is anthropologist Anna L. Tsing. In her writings, she emphasizes 
the importance of observing and describing, highlighting the art 
of noticing at the end of the world: “A radical curiosity beckons” 
(2015, 144), she exclaims. She urges us to explore the terrain that 
the Anthropocene refuses to acknowledge, to look for what has 
been ignored in narratives of capitalist progress and growth, and 
to reorient our attention to the surroundings rather than just what 
lies ahead. By doing so, we can recognize world-making projects 
and engage with the divergent lifeways that entangle (Tsing 2015, 
20-22, see also Stalpaert 2026).

Stalpaert observes how a sustained10, long-term association with 
artistic practices allows not only for an encounter in wonder, or a 
radical curiosity, but also for a slowing down, an attentive perceiving, 
a sensing of precarity11, a listening deeply, and a mutual dialoguing (in 
the sense of truly conversing) (2025 and 2026). To allow for a point 
of eco-conscious encounter to emerge, epistemological humbleness 
and radical curiosity seem to be key. What is remarkable is that by 
collaboratively cultivating humbleness and hope, a mutual climate 
of trust was created in the pedagogical project, allowing “a co-evolu-
tionary relationship of bonding12 to develop among the participants, 
building a repertoire of care13 and attending to a common world to 
come” (Stalpaert 2026). In this way, the performance-pedagogical 
entanglement also cultivates what Haraway called “conditions for 
ongoingness” in our troubled world (2016, 38).

This collaborative bonding also allows for a reinvention of knowledge 
production outside the university. The hyphenated thinking culti-
vated in the research seminar also acquired an outward dimension. 
There was a “complicity between the inside and the outside of an 
institution” (Raunig 2013, 53). The collaboration of the university 
institution with sustainability organizations, local stakeholders, 
and the city government hopefully informs current natureculture 
debates related to urban planning, particularly in relation to the 
Ghent-Terneuzen Canal. The situated, embodied, and entangled 
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hydro-ecological knowledge gathered through the research seminar 
hopefully supports further policy development.

One important governmental partnership is with the City of Ghent, 
which provided funding for our performance-pedagogical research 
on the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal. We presented the preliminary results 
of our research seminar at the TOOPEN festival, that took place on 
November 21 – 23, 2025 in Campo Victoria in Ghent. TOOPen is a 
network platform that emerged from the City of Ghent’s (not grant-
ed) bid to become European Capital of Culture in 2030. It brings 
together artists, organizations, and citizens to shape culture and art 
in innovative ways. As stated on their website, TOOPen is “an open 
invitation to continue building a city where culture, encounter, and 
imagination take center stage. It is not a project of a single organi-
zation, but a shared process that grows from the energy, ideas, and 
networks that have developed in Ghent over recent years” (Cultuur 
Stad Gent 2025). 

The TOOPen Just Cruising places water at its core—specifically the 
Ghent-Terneuzen Canal. Looking ahead to a cross-border festival in the 
summer of 2027 celebrating the canal’s 200th anniversary, the City of 
Ghent is encouraging cross-border art and cultural projects that use 
water as a connecting element between people, places, and ideas. It 
is within this TOOPen framework that we presented the preliminary 
results of our research seminar.14 We hope these ideas will also res-
onate within the canal festival in 2027. Likewise, our collaboration 
with Nesse also continues. In this way, we hope to bring into reality 
the dramaturgical structure of this thematic issue—organized around 
the three thematic clusters of source, harm, and resurgence. While 
“source” refers to the local wisdom that flows with water bodies and 
their cohabitants, “harm” addresses the Anthropocene violence in-
flicted on damaged river landscapes. The third cluster, “resurgence” 
(Stalpaert 2022), offers tentative gestures of hope. 

This collection of student research testimonies traces the critical, 
reparative, and resurgent potential found in damaged landscapes 
along SZenne River, Ghent-Terneuzen Canal, and Lake Zülpich. The 
critical departure of the research seminar lies in unsettling the 
claim to objectivity in mapmaking, and in revealing Anthropocene 
violence. While fabulating grief, a vexed, storied place15 surfaces from 
beneath the smooth surface of a cartographic map. In the storied 

places laid bare, stories of reconnection resurge. A vexed place be-
comes a storied place. With the notion of resurgence, we expand the 
idea of repair to include the agency of ‘dead’ material. In our view, 
the verb “to repair” suggests an all too human-centered action. We 
borrow the concept “resurgence” from Tsing (2015, 179-192), who 
describes “persistent resurgence” as “regeneration” (2015, 179). The 
repertoire of care developed through artistic practices and embed-
ded in pedagogical settings holds important value in the scorched, 
parched, drowned, and infected landscapes we currently inhabit. 
In her new materialist rendering of Tsing’s concept of resurgence, 
Haraway values art for its “practices for resurgence” (2016, 82), and 
its “speaking resurgence to despair . . . in the face of extermination” 
(2016, 71; 76). The research seminar’s critical point of departure lies 
in challenging both fatalism and naïve optimism, thereby creating 
the conditions for sustained ongoingness.

INTRODUCING A PLURIVERSE EDITORIAL TEAM
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Endnotes

1	 FWO, the Research Foundation 
- Flanders has (co-)financed the 
underlying research of this publica-
tion conducted within the context 
of the Senior Research Project 
Con-Fluvial: an art-science-activist 
worlding activating awareness of hy-
dro-ecologies (PI, Christel Stalpaert, 
G093425N).

2	 Natural Contract Lab prefers to 
use the combination of the French 
(Senne) and Dutch (Zenne) name 
to refer to the river, indicating 
that the river flows through 
the French-speaking and Flem-
ish-speaking part of Belgium, cross-
ing borders and language differenc-
es. Following the grammatical rule 
that one can never use an article 
before a person’s name, we refer to 
SZenne River instead of the more 
common formulation of the Senne.

3	 STILL HERE: An alliance of care 
for the SZenne River (2023-2025) 
is funded by the Flemish Govern-
ment, Erfgoedcel Mechelen, Zenne 
Archives of Rijksarchief Brussel 
(BE), and the European Forum for 
Restorative Justice (EFRJ). The 
project facilitates a long-term com-
mitment with Natural Contract Lab 
and an ephemeral performance 
process that is produced by HIROS, 
in co-production with VierNulVier, 
workspacebrussels, Kanal Centre 
Pompidou, Sint Lucas Antwerpen 
School of Arts KdG, and the Re-
search Centre S:PAM (Studies in 
Performing Arts & Media) at UGent.

4	 Etymologically, the term ecology 
combines the Greek words oikos, 
meaning house or dwelling place, 
and lógos, meaning reason, or study. 
Ecology hence connects environ-
mental thinking with notions of 
”home” and ”belonging“. It connects 
the environmental with a reflec-
tion on the psychic production of 
subjectivity and on social relations. 
From this perspective, gender and 
postcolonial perspectives are an 
inherent part of ecological research 
(See also Stalpaert 2020).

5	 We are reluctant to use the term 
‘climate change’, or ‘climate crisis’, 
because, as American-Colombian 
artist and activist Carolina Caycedo 
observes, “it means we have to put 
all our troubles under this very 
broad bag of climate change, also 
while there are so many nuances 
and different ways that communities 
are experiencing climate change” 
(in Ostendorf-Rodríguez 2023, 
287-288). Also, the terms only su-
perficially indicate that a change or 
crisis is happening in the climate as 
‘we’ have known it so far. Instead, we 
prefer terms such as ‘environmental 
collapse’, or ‘damaged landscapes’ 
to acknowledge man’s responsibility 
in the destabilizing (and devastat-
ing) impact of extractive human 
activities, pointing also at the urgent 
need for a continuous and sustained 
engagement in in the eco-meshwork 
(See also Stalpaert 2026).

6	 Con-Fluvial is a contraction of 
confluence (referring to the joining 
or coming together of a river body 
with many other river bodies) and 
the fluvial perspective of the river 
as the key perspective of the re-
search. The FWO research project 
is entitled Con-Fluvial to point at the 
deep connection between all water 
bodies and our own bodies, which 
consist of approximately 60-70% 
water.

7	 They hyphenate themselves to 
the project from their respective 
backgrounds: Vannieuwenhuyze 
through her work on the archon-
tically performed (2025), which 
draws on Abigail De Kosnik’s use 
of Derrida’s notion of the archontic 
(2016) and acknowledges how an 
archive is performed into being in 
ongoingly attaching to and (exces-
sively) caring for what it gathers, 
and how that rubs shoulders with 
the intangible heritage that water 
bodies carry; Doutreligne through 
her research into rearticulating si-
lenced and stereotyped performing 
bodies into avant-garde art history 
alongside her search for feminist, 

embodied, non-chronological, and 
patchwork-style historiographies 
(2021, 2024). Her artistic practice 
offered us the illustrations featured 
in this issue’s Network of Contents.

8	 Freire in fact refers here to Alvaro 
Vieira Pinto, who published on 
the philosophy of science and 
wrote the following: “The essence 
of consciousness is being with 
the world, and this behaviour is 
permanent and unavoidable” (in 
Freire 2017, 43).

9	 The annotating practice of 
Ivana Müller’s Notes project was 
implemented in the bachelor’s 
course Repertoire Study of Theatre 
at the Arts Department of Ghent 
University in 2018 (Stalpaert 2018). 
Since 2019, the annual Parliaments 
of Things have been organized 
with theatre maker Peter Aers 
and facilitator-researcher Obiozo 
Ukpabi (Building Conversation) 
during UGent’s summer schools 
on climate change. The multi-
day workshops were entangled 
wordcraft experiments, rehearsing 
a mutual dialogue between 
humans and more-than-humans on 
ecological matters of concern and 
care (Stalpaert 2021). Workshops 
with choreographer Arkadi Zaides 
took place in the university-wide 
elective course Human Rights 
(Eva Brems) in 2021 and 2022. An 
interdisciplinary group of students 
investigated opportunities for 
posthumous dignity for border-
related deceased and missing 
migrants, within the context of 
the grave location search initiated 
by Zaides’ performance series 
Necropolis and further developed 
in the FWO-funded Medium-scale 
Research Infrastructure Necropolis 
United (Stalpaert 2022, Stalpaert 
et al. 2021, and Bah et al. 2025). 
Artist-architect Paoletta Holst and 
choreographer Mette Ingvartsen 
were our research companions in 
previous twelve-week seminars 
on art and ecology, implementing 
walking methodologies firmly in 
the curriculum in autumn 2022 and 
2023, respectively.

10	 We prefer the terms sustenance 
and sustained over sustainability, 
as the latter “by definition means 
to maintain the production at 
a certain rate, to maintain the 
rate of something” (Caycedo in 
Ostendorf-Rodríguez 2023, 279). 
Taking into consideration that the 
capitalist rate of (over)production 
is dictated by the holy trinity of 
‘bigger’, ‘faster’, and ’stronger’, 
maintaining that rate is out of 
the question in eco-praxis. It is 
exactly the ‘hurry-as-normality’ 
and ‘speed-dating’ discourse that 
keeps us in a slumber mode and 
prevents us from reaching the 
point of eco-conscious encounters. 
It is only by slowing down that we 
provide space for deep listening 
and mutual, reciprocal dialogue. 
We prefer to frame this research 
seminar with the term ‘sustenance’, 
as it indicates an attitude of 
“nurturing, making sure something 
is living and thriving” (Caycedo in 
Ostendorf-Rodríguez 2023, 279). 
This term is more in line with the 
notions of care, attention, and 
stewardships that the art practices 
discussed in this thematic issue 
are cultivating (See also Stalpaert 
2026).

11	Anna L. Tsing observes in The 
Mushroom at the End of the World 
that “our time is ripe for sensing 
precarity” (2015, 20). If we want 
to be receptive to collaborative 
survival, we have to learn to be 
vulnerable to others, but also to be 
aware of precarity as the condition 
of our time.  

12	We prefer the term “bonding” 
over “relating” (Stalpaert 2020 
and 2021). The bonding is more 
than merely relating; it demands 
an intimate coupling in movement 
or locomotion and perception 
(Ingold 2016, 81). Contrary to 
the verb to relate, the verb to 
bond denotes an actual joining 
of forces. It refers to a particular 
bonding of two entities—human 
and/or nonhuman—into a new 
entity as third term (See also 
Stalpaert 2021). Bonding demands 
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a particular way of moving in 
attunement, and therefore always 
entails a close, intimate and long-
term encounter.

13	In an interview with curator, 
researcher and writer Yasmine 
Ostendorf-Rodríguez, the American 
Colombian artist and activist 
Carolina Caycedo refers to an 
everyday gesture as choreography 
when describing her action of 
repeating the everyday gesture 
of the throwing of the net in the 
multidisciplinary installation 
work Be Dammed (since 2012). 
In this project, she focusses on 
the Magdalena River in Colombia 
that was being threatened by 
the construction of a dam, and 
the many residents that were 
being displaced because of the 
privatization of the river. She 
drew on the embodied knowledge 
of net throwing, inherited for 
generations, that resided in the 
gestures of the people living 
with the particular geography of 
a river. Performed individually, 
and repeated in the context of the 
installation works, the gesture 
of the net throwing became a 
choreography. “Each individual 
has their nuances, depending on 
who taught you. (…) It has to do 
with memory muscle, that’s why 
it is a choreography”, she says 
(Caycedo in Ostendorf-Rodríguez 
2023, 35.). However, we would 
say that the moment the gesture 
is reiterated in a community as 
generative association, it becomes 
a repertoire. There is an “embodied 
complicity” in the sharing of 
embodied knowledge, also in the 
case of her eco-conscious art. 
“Fishing in a river without nets can 
be a political gesture of resistance”, 
she says (Ibid., 38.) (See also 
Stalpaert 2025 and 2026).

14	 We warmly thank Nele Keukelier, 
coordinator of the TOOPen-festival, 
and Els Uyterhoeven, policy 
advisor at the City of Ghent, for 
providing us with this opportunity 
to collaborate and for nurturing the 

connection between art, science, 
and activism.

15	We deliberately use the verb ‘to 
story’ instead of ‘to narrate’, as 
Haraway’s concept of a vexed 
place is building on Thom van 
Dooren’s theory of storytelling, 
developing “a nonanthropomorphic, 
nonanthropocentric sense of 
storied place” (in Haraway 2016, 39; 
see also van Dooren 2014, 63-86).
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Vertraag
Vertraag
Vertraag je stap. 

Stap trager dan je hartslag vraagt. 

Verlangzaam.
Verlangzaam.
Verlangzaam je verlangen. 

En verdwijn met mate.

Neem met je tijd
En laat de tijd je nemen.
Laat. 

Leonard Nolens 
Laat alle deuren op een kier, 2006.

(Quote gift from Gita Deneckere and Marc Cosyns to Christel Stalpaert)
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Contextualizing 
Natural Contract  

Lab Practice:  
The Process 

Facilitated by Maria 
Lucia Cruz Correia and 
Vinny Jones during the 
Research Seminar on 

Art and Ecology

SZenne River,  
Maria Lucia Cruz  

Correia and Natural  
Contract Lab
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In response to the disappearance of ecosystems, ecological violence, 
and the absence of relationships with water bodies, Natural Con-
tract Lab has developed a Protocol of Reciprocal Care. This protocol 
brings together a transdisciplinary practice to revive stewardship 
and include care in the process of recognizing river bodies as living 
entities. The artistic practice unfolds in hybrid formats as artistic 
interventions that are activated in reciprocity and respect toward 
each river, as a collaboration that honors the water as a living entity. 
In every collaborative process with a river, principles of restorative 
justice, rights of nature, ecological grief, sensory scenography, and 
deep sensing are interwoven. These elements create a shared, em-
bodied process of unlearning and restoring our relationship with 
the river and the systems of river governance.

Walking-with as a Process of Becoming 

During the research seminar, students were taken to two sections of 
the river: between Lot and Halle, and between Heffen and Zennegat. 
These two very different parts of the river body embody a complex 
diversity and entanglement of its flow, each demonstrating different 
forms of resilience, adaptability, and resistance. The river continu-
ously flows through and across urban areas, often confined within 
industrial zones, appearing and disappearing between houses, and 
meandering along its ancient course before eventually converging 
with Dyle, Nete, and Rupel river bodies.

To get to know this SZenne River, Natural Contract Lab developed 
a methodology of walking-with: a durational walking ritual that 
begins by learning from the River as our teacher and slowly revives 
a sense of reciprocity and care, which can eventually grow into be-
coming River Stewards. The act of walking itself is a performative, 
processual ritual that acknowledges the river as a living entity and 
witnesses living beings as its guardians. Walking-with expresses 
a sense of becoming; always moving, flowing, and following the 
streams. During these walks, we humbly engage in conversational 
circles, sharing water memories and reviving memories of landscapes 
that are no longer with us or are on the brink of disappearing. Story
telling becomes an act of bonding, connecting, and fabulating the 
possibility of care with and for the River as our Kin.

The act of walking engages all the senses: seeing, hearing, and being 
touched by air, rain, or other elements of the environmental atmo-
sphere. It fosters an attitude of respect and reciprocity that “folds 
body, self, other humans and non-humans, time-space and place 
together” (Edensor 2010, 78). At the same time, it invites us to slow 
down with the deep time of trees, align with the flow of the tides, 
wonder like flocks of birds, and observe the fleeting leap of a beaver.

In Wanderlust writer and activist Rebecca Solnit writes that the kind 
of walking that is turned “into an investigation, a ritual, a meditation, 
is a special subset of walking” (2000, 3). Likewise, our walking-with 
SZenne River leaves a trace and creates a path of repair and heal-
ing, turning abstract intentions and ideas into a tangible reality of 
becoming. We walk to testify to our relationship with SZenne. We 
walk to observe, to listen, to find, to be present, to witness, to learn, 
to tell, to repair, to reconcile, to relearn.

In becoming stewards, we allow ourselves to align our pace with 
the water geographies of affection, cultivating a deeper connection 
with the river. This practice encourages us to slow down, open our 
bodies to deep listening scores (Oliveros 2005), and expand by em-
bracing the porosity of ecopoetics within our bodies. By wandering 
attentively through the landscape, and with a clear intention, we 
give ourselves the time to sense the microcosm of small-scale, of-
ten unnoticed ecologies and to learn from the present and hidden 
systems of care that sustain them.

Therefore, the process of walking-with becomes a restorative act, 
an embodied act of remembrance, allowing us to access ancestral 
memories stored within the landscape and ourselves. Through 
sensory immersion and deep listening, we recover these echoes of 
the past, healing wounds of disconnection and fostering a renewed 
sense of kinship.

Phase 1: Walking-with Ecologies  
of Grief, Solidarity and Care 

The disappearance of landscapes has become a prominent experi-
ence in a time of disembodied culture (Rosen 2019). We are living 
in places where bodies of water are buried underneath cities, and 
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where successive environmental crimes and hydrotoxicity cause 
profound ecological trauma that often goes unacknowledged but is 
deeply felt within our bodies (Cunsolo and Landman 2018). When 
it comes to the loss of river landscapes, this grief is often rooted in 
the disappearance or transformation of vital ecosystems that once 
sustained the interconnectedness of life. Ecosystems are no longer 
able to provide water resources or habitats for the river’s beings and 
for the people living near its streams (Tsing et al. 2017). Yet, can we 
mourn the loss of the possibility of diving into a river, or remember 
a river that is no longer there?

During the walking-withs, we shared a sense of loss; a loss of the 
possibility to connect with a landscape, as if we had already lost 
these landscapes before even encountering them. This experience 
reflects intergenerational trauma, inherited from the impacts of the 
Anthropocene (Barnett 2022). 

It is a loss that is difficult to grasp because the connection with the 
landscape may never have been physically felt. Instead, it exists more 
as an idea or concept that has long since vanished. In the Protocol of 
Reciprocal Care1 developed by Natural Contract Lab, ecological grief is 
the initial stage of engaging with the river in solidarity with the wa-
ters present, framing this engagement as a transformative approach 
rooted in the principles of restorative justice. By centering healing, 
accountability, and the reviving of relationships between humans 
and river ecosystems, restorative justice unfolds as a pathway to 
repair the profound harm inflicted between humans and more-than-
humans. Thus, acknowledging loss is intrinsic to becoming a River 
Steward; a collective opening toward connection with the waters 
and an understanding of how they can support and act as a restor-
ative system. This process enables us to recognize how our waters 
are interconnected, to revive and cultivate empathy, solidarity, and 
restorative care for each other’s losses.

The process of holding literacies of grief is shaped by a practice that 
involves clay, which in itself informs the students about the living 
matter of the territory and its levels of toxicity. Since most of the 
clay along rivers is polluted, we use clay not directly from the river, 
but from other locations. In the case of SZenne River, we have been 
working with clay that originates from a quarry in a town called 
Boom in Belgium; a site that has supported economic growth since 
the nineteenth century. 

The process of working with clay was initially developed as a method-
ology called Clay Field Therapy (Elbrecht 2012). In Natural Contract 
Lab’s artistic practice, however, we approach clay as a collaborator 
and ally that helps restore eco-grief through sensory and tactile 
molding, activating the remembrance of landscapes that are no 
longer with us. The clay is not treated as material for sculpting 
objects of beauty, but as an ally for creating ephemeral shapes that 
become entangled in an interconnected system of extinction and 
disappearance. These fragile clay sculptures become offerings to the 
river and land–a potential regenerative gesture. These objects shape 
a relationship between the people and a lost landscape, emerging 
from a moment of remembering the sensorial conditions of that 
place: the colors, smells, the beings that were once living there, and 
the experiences shared. These objects are also bodies that bring the 
river’s membrane into our hands, binding the wetness and texture 
of our thoughts. As we move the muddy waters in our hands, we 

Figure 1: Walking-with Natural Contract Lab between Lot and Halle,  
and between Heffen and Zennegat, October 2025, © Remi Cosijn 
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allow emotive thinking to flow, opening a space for humbleness and 
collective transformation through the touch of each other’s hands. 
Clay’s plasticity not only acts as a connecting tissue. It is also used 
in water purification processes because it absorbs contaminants, 
much in the same way that we restore memories of water bodies 
and our attention to our relationships with rivers. 

Part of the grieving process is awakened by multisensory scores 
that activate and open the porosities of our bodies to the sensory 
conditions of the place. During this process of mourning, we become 
storytellers, vessels of the river, who remember the landscapes 
that are no longer with us. Thus, storytelling arises from the loss 
of ecosystems and species, emphasizing mourning as a vital part 
of ecological reciprocity and as an impulse toward stewardship. At 
the end of the ritual, we invite the participants to decide collectively 
where to place the unpredictable shape formed by the entanglement 
of all our stories of loss–offering it as a gift with the potential to 
transform and restore our relationship with water.

Phase 2: Walking-with River Kinships,  
Wondering and Fabulating Forms of Care 

Over the last decade, the Rights of Nature movement in Europe 
(GARN) has gained momentum, striving to establish jurisprudence 
for ecosystems as rights-bearing entities, entitled to exist, persist, 
and regenerate. Many rivers in Europe are suffering from deep 
ecological transformation, hydrotoxicity, and the absence of stew-
ardship, with much of Europe’s waters deemed beyond repair. When 
we met SZenne River, we discovered a loving and resilient river that 
has recovered from being declared biologically dead in 2008 to now 
supporting beavers, and many other beings cohabiting its body. This 
river has taught us resilience and the possibility of hope in the dark 
(Solnit 2004). This river has taught us how to become river stewards 
and inspire others to join STILL HERE: An alliance of care.

Figure 2:  ‘Gathering water while Walking-with Natural Contract  
Lab between Lot and Halle, and between Heffen and Zennegat,  
2025, © Natural Contract Lab
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In the second stage of our process, we seek to shift from an anthro-
pocentric to an ecocentric relationship with the river, a shift from 
acknowledging what it means to be a river steward toward a position 
of unlearning. This involves repositioning “knowledge” to allow the 
river’s beings to reciprocate as teachers and guardians of the river 
itself. In line with this unlearning of governance during the second 
walking-with, we acknowledge the entanglement of multispecies 
relationships. While we may not be able to fully embody the concept 
“I am the river and the river is me” (Maori Whanganui River 2017), 
we can evolve, entangle, relate, and relearn. 

This is why we developed a conversational circle through storytelling 
and sensory imagination: to open thinking toward non-linear multi-
species entanglements, to fabulate stories of kinship and stewardship. 
Yet, how can we learn from river kinships as becoming? During the 
walking-with, we introduced deep sensing scores to attune to the 
resonance of beings, shifting the ways the body perceives who is 
present and how it relates to others. This practice learns us ways 
of care from the river guardians; the trees, moss, stones, beavers, 
wind, mud, and dragonflies, like a composition that makes tangible 
the entanglements of invisible and underrepresented voices and the 
complexity of a landscape. Ultimately, this process leads us into a 
conversational circle where storytelling and sensory fabulation 
foster openness to collaboration with the more-than-human world. 
And from this place of imagination, there is an invitation to become 
storytellers of speculative cosmologies, co-writing relationalities that 
challenge linear narratives of separation and promote a collective, 
embodied effort to attune ourselves to what and who is present.

In this thematic issue of Documenta on Art and Ecology, this is one 
of the reasons why a deliberate effort has been made to reflect on 
authorship and collaboration with bodies of water. The texts are 
indicated as co-authored with water bodies, a gesture of respect 
and acknowledgement of the mutual dialogue in the (un)learning 
process. It emphasizes these water bodies as living entities that 
have actively collaborated in the creation of each contributor’s text. 
We acknowledge SZenne River, Ghent–Terneuzen Canal, and Lake 
Zülpich as co-creators of the texts. We recognize their presence, 
body, and legitimacy in relation to our embodied sensing, mutual 
exchange, and co-learning.

Endnotes

1	  The Protocol of Reciprocal Care 
is an ongoing systemic protocol 
with initial roots in the restorative 
justice proposal by Brunilda Pali 
(2021). Yet it is a protocol that is 
in motion, changing and adapting 
to the waters and the people we 
collaborate with, exchange and learn 
from. The protocol is interweaving 
the spectrum of knowledges within 
our transdisciplinary group like a 
river flowing through an ecosystem 
of rights of nature, a tender moss of 
ecological grief, the rhizomatics of 
sensory scores and eco scenography, 
the traveling wind of sonic research 
and the kindred spirit of ancestral 
cosmology (Natural Contract Lab 
2025). 

 
Walking-with are site-responsive 
artistic walks with the river. 
Walking-with is an act of 
accountability, a gesture of 
solidarity, a moment for unlearning 
and reconciling with the river. A 
moving narrative that activates 
deep sensing scores (listening and 
attuning), conversational circles 
(exchange of water memories, 
river stories, harms and ecological 
grief), storytelling and speculative 
ecologies (fabulating forms of care). 
While walking-with, we become 
witnessing bodies, giving and 
receiving care, learning with the 
beings how to become stewards 
of the river. You can read more on 
the Natural Contract Lab website: 
https://naturalcontractlab.com/.
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Dear allies, 
 
You receive this email because you decided to engage 
with a Walking-With SZenne River. 
Thank you for being part of this important process of 
building something deeply transformative for SZenne 
River.  
 
The first Walking-with SZenne-River is going to take 
place this Thursday 9th of October, and by this email 
we kindly invite you and provide you with some 
practical information.

Location: Lot Station   
50°45’55.0”N 4°16’30.7”E

Timing: 10.00 am

Picnic: we will organize a light picnic at the end, feel 
free to bring anything you would like to share

We will gather outside, so bring with you: 
- comfortable shoes (it can be muddy) 
- waterproof jacket 
- water bottle 
- a notebook and a pen(cil)

Looking forward to meet!
Let us know if you have any questions.  
 
Warm regards, 
 
Natural Contract Lab
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Je zou kunnen zeggen dat die 
weg, in tegenstelling tot zijn 
rivaal op de andere oever, 
nog een echte weg is, geen 
functionele verbinding, maar 
iets als een complexe ervaring, 
waarin een onafgebroken 
schouwspel (de Adour is een 
prachtige, maar miskende 
rivier) gepaard gaat met het 
oproepen van een voorvaderlijk 
gebruik, dat van het wandelen, 
het langzaam en als het ware 
ritmisch binnendringen in het 
landschap, dat daardoor een 
nieuw perspectief krijgt . . . .

Roland Barthes 
Parijse Avonden: mini-teksten, 1988, 14. 



PROLOGUE 
(On hyphenating art,  

science, and activism)



    I 45

Protest Music  
for the Environment: 

Artistic Strategies  
of xVx Punk Bands

SZenne River, 
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Humans are severely damaging planet Earth: through the carbon 
emissions we release, the destruction of ecosystems for large-scale 
and monocultural farming industries, the pollution of water, etc. 
Exact science has proven this time and again. Exact science has 
also given us very clear suggestions for changing our interaction 
with the planet. It shows that there is an urgent need to care for the 
environment and to act accordingly. But no matter how good exact 
science is at showing and proving facts, it often lacks the ability to 
inspire real behavioral change and to motivate people to take care of 
the environment (Heise 2017, 3). As theatre scholar Ursula K. Heise 
explains in Environmental Humanities: just stating the scientific facts 
is often ineffective to raise environmental consciousness (2017, 
3). This is where alternative modes of knowledge production and 
distribution—alternative to the dominant western cognitive mode 
at least—can play a vital role. In this contribution, I investigate how 
writers, composers, and performers of protest songs seek to inspire 
care for the environment. What artistic strategies do they use to 
activate this care and to achieve actual action and change?

Environmentalism in Punk 

Much of my knowledge about environmental destruction I had 
already gathered before I started taking action for environmental 
protection. Mainly through school and news reports, I became very 
much aware of what was happening to the Earth and its ecosystems. 
This awareness bothered me, but not enough to truly change envi-
ronmentally irresponsible habits like overconsumption, flying, and 
eating animal products. It wasn’t until I encountered vegan punk 
rock bands that I transformed this rather passive knowledge into 
active environmental responsibility. Advocating for environmental 
consciousness and animal rights has long been a core part of many 
punk bands’ practices (Punk Rock Vegan Movie 2023). In the 1980s, 
a particular punk movement emerged that focused primarily on 
making a positive impact on the world, in contrast to the “sex, drugs, 
and rock and roll” attitude that other punk bands had developed. 
Bands like Youth of Today, Gorilla Biscuits (fig. 1), Earth Crisis, and 

PROTEST MUSIC

Figure 1: Gorilla Biscuits: Ignite, Strife, Bent Blue in Garden Amp, Garden 
Grove, California (2022), © Greg Flack 



48 I      I 49

Chokehold helped grow the “Vegan Straight Edge” (xVx) movement, 
which also inspired my caring attitude for the environment. These 
xVx bands address animal rights, anthropocentrism, climate justice, 
anti-consumerism, and authoritarian capitalism not only through 
their lyrics but through a broader cultural movement. This includes 
intense live shows with audience participation, a vegan and drug-
free lifestyle, and the creation and sharing of zines.

The Artistic Strategies of xVx

Musicologists like Donna Weston note that this activating role of 
music is not new: “Music has often played a key role in social move-
ments, which provide spaces in the broader culture for new forms 
of knowledge-making and socio-cultural learning as a central part 
of their activity’” (Weston et al. 2021, 245). Perhaps the most ob
vious artistic strategy in punk music is the use of lyrical messaging. 
Fragments from the lyrics of four songs by the American hardcore 
punk band Earth Crisis express their concern for animal rights and 
the environment very directly:

Reject the anthropocentric falsehood 
That maintains the oppressive hierarchy of mankind over the 
animals 
(Earth Crisis, “New Ethic”, 1995)

Mankind’s will has been imposed upon the earth 
As though we were alone and if our actions had no 
consequences 
Man crushes all that bars the way 
On this path to annihilation 
Taking for themselves while the other inhabitant’s lives are 
given no consideration 
(Earth Crisis, “Inherit the Wasteland”, 1995)

Plumes of black smoke ascend into the sky 
A forest of beautiful creatures senselessly dies 
Smoking fields of devastation left in mankind’s wake 
With populations left to grow and greed they justify this rape
(Earth Crisis, “Ecocide”, 1996) 
 

Destroy the machines that kill the forests, that disfigure the 
earth 
Ecotage when efforts to reason fail and no longer have worth 
Direct action is the only choice when wild lands are faced with 
destruction
(Earth Crisis, “Destroy the Machines”, 1995)

First and foremost, the band calls out the destruction humans are 
causing, using lyrics that evoke very visual images: “Plumes of black 
smoke …”, “Smoking fields of devastation …”. They specifically highlight 
that this destruction is human-caused and driven by anthropocentric 
greed, which they want to end. This ties in with the new materialist 
rejection of anthropocentrism by de-emphasizing human superiority 
in favor of multispecies justice. They also propose a solution, which 
consists of adopting a vegan lifestyle and engaging in direct action. 
Veganism is a scientifically proven, logical path for anyone aiming to 
minimize environmental impact and animal suffering. However, the 
call for direct action should be considered carefully, as it might venture 
outside of the realm of legality (Pieslak 2024). Earth Crisis members 
have testified that they do not advocate destruction and violence, 
but state that “when efforts to reason fail and no longer have worth”, 
promoting violence and sabotage against environmentally destructive 
systems becomes their only choice (Value of Strength #4 2017). These 
are controversial themes, and it is therefore not surprising that the 
medium of music is used to convince. As composer Jonathan Pieslak 
notes: “As a musician you can have great influence … And you also have a 
level of free speech that cannot be exercised anywhere else” (2024, 53).

Unlike the hyphenated approach between science, activism, and art 
that we were encouraged to explore during the research seminar—an 
approach that embraces multiple perspectives rather than claiming 
one ‘right’ solution—Earth Crisis presents their solution as the only 
valid path (Stalpaert 2025, 19). This calls for caution, as dominant 
Western knowledge systems have too often been positioned as the 
sole ‘correct’ way, while feminist, non-Western, and non-cognitive 
perspectives have been marginalized. Ironically, this is precisely 
what Earth Crisis opposes. While the band’s call for action and 
systemic change is important and valuable, it should be engaged 
with critically and considered alongside other approaches, rather 
than accepted dogmatically.

PROTEST MUSIC MAURICE DE KINDER
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So far, I have focused on lyrical messaging as an artistic strategy. 
However, when listening to recordings by xVx bands, it quickly be-
comes clear that the lyrics are often difficult to understand due to 
the aggressive shouting vocal style. It is usually only through liner 
notes in physical albums or lyric tabs on streaming platforms that 
listeners can fully grasp the meaning of the songs (Pieslak 2024). 
This points to another artistic strategy that takes precedence over 
clear intelligibility: sonic impact. Through loud drums, aggressive 
guitars, and angry vocals, these bands create a powerful musical 
landscape that channels the artists’ anger toward environmental 
issues, and the systems considered responsible.

According to music psychologist Helen M. Prior, one key role of mu-
sic in activism is to empower listeners (2022, 10). Environmental 
challenges often leave individuals feeling powerless to create change 
on their own. Music, however, can inspire a sense of interconnected 
empowerment that motivates people to adopt environmentally 
friendly behaviors (Prior 2022, 10). In that same vein, the aggressive 
and fast-paced style of xVx punk music undeniably channels shared 
feelings of anger and evokes feelings of empowerment among many 
listeners. This sense of empowerment is further amplified in live 
performances, where singers often engage the audience by pointing 
the microphone towards audience members who can often sing along 
to every word (“Youth of Today - August 04, 2016” 2016). These sing-
alongs demand active participation from the audience. They cannot 
be passive consumers of the music, just as they cannot be passive 
bystanders in the environmental crisis, and are moved to take action. 
During these concerts, the music moves people–quite literally–in 
the mosh pits and during stage diving (“Youth of Today - August 
04, 2016” 2016). One could say that the music takes environmental 
ideas beyond the cognitive realm, into an embodied experience that 
also physically unites people. 

While lyrics often remain unintelligible during live performances, 
the bands use their platform to deliver speeches about their ethical 
standpoints between songs and invite listeners to discuss these 
topics with them after the show (“Earth Crisis - August 03, 1996” 
2021). In Punk Rock Vegan Movie, artists even mention bringing 
books on animal rights to the merch stand to further educate one 
another (Punk Rock Vegan Movie 2023). The following quote by envi-
ronmental scholar Kemi Fuentes-George on protest music captures 

the live performance aspect of xVx aptly:

There is a reason that music has been a central part of 
protest movements and in struggles over environmental 
justice, … Music Moves People. The public performance of 
songs, when done in unison within a crowd, can function 
in a powerful way to create a shared identity and common 
purpose. (Fuentes-George 2023, 26) 

Another artistic strategy that fosters education and audience engage-
ment is the creation and sharing of DIY zines (short for magazines). 
While not a musical strategy per se, zines are closely connected 
to punk concerts, which are common places for their distribution. 
Zines are small booklets, made by individuals in an informal manner, 
and often focus on political or cultural themes. Especially in the 
pre-digital era, zines provided punks with a low-cost, independent 
platform to share their ideas. xVx punk bands and their fans continue 
to use zines to explore topics like animal liberation and environ-
mentalism. The zines allow for deeper philosophical engagement 
with such themes than lyrics or speeches typically allow. They also 
encourage mutual dialogue by inviting readers to submit their own 
work, turning them into “active participants, rather than passive 
consumers” (Binns & Bestley 2018, 129).

Protest Music as a Bridge

To conclude, I would like to draw on Heise’s philosophical idea 
of ecological crises as fundamental “questions of socioeconomic 
inequality, cultural difference, and divergent histories, values and 
ethical frameworks” (2017, 2). xVx punk bands resonate with this 
perspective by linking their ideas to histories of socioeconomic 
inequality and by employing diverse cultural strategies to address 
these issues. However, compared to the environmental humanities 
approach Heise advocates, xVx often lacks a nuanced multiplicity of 
perspectives, as they set their goals with a rigid focus and promote 
a single path to achieve them. It is also important to recognize that 
music is only one factor influencing the formation of our environmen-
tal beliefs. These beliefs develop over time and through a complex 
network of interactions, in which music plays a significant, but not 
exclusive role (Prior 2022, 12).

PROTEST MUSIC MAURICE DE KINDER
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Wat de kaart betreft,  
die begon meteen buiten 
de voordeur en breidde 
zich uit naarmate ik 
ontdekte wat er zich in 
de omgeving bevond. Ik 
werkte aan de hand van 
verkenningstochten, 
dingen die ik las, archeo
logische vondsten en vage 
gevolgtrekkingen.

. . . 

een poging de verhalen 
te lezen die in de grond 
geschreven stonden.

Paolo Cognetti
De buitenjongen, 2018, 29-30. 
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I find strength and comfort in the 
physical intimacy with the land, 
a sense of knowing the names of 
the rocks and knowing my place 
in the world. On this wild shore, 
my internal landscape is a near-
perfect reflection of the external 
world. 

. . .

In indigenous ways of knowing, 
all beings are recognized as non-
human persons, and all have their 
own names. It is a sign of respect 
to call a being by its name, and 
a sign of disrespect to ignore it. 
Words and names are the ways 
we humans build relationship, not 
only with each other, but also with 
plants. 

. . . 

The sanitized suburban life has 
succeeded in separating us from 
the plants that sustain us. Their 
roles are camouflaged under layers 
of marketing and technology. 
You can’t hear the rustle of corn 
leaves in a box of Froot Loops. Most 
people have lost the ability to read 
the role of a medicine plant from 
the landscape and read instead the 
‘directions for use’ on a tamper-
proof bottle of Echinacea. Who 
would recognize those purple 
blossoms in this disguise? We don’t 
even know their names anymore. 

. . . 

Losing their names is a step in 
losing respect. Knowing their 
names is the first step in regaining 
our connection. 

Robin Wall Kimmerer

A Natural and Cultural History of Mosses 2021, 4; 13; 108. 
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Carrier Bags of Attention, 
Gatherings of Presence

SZenne River, 
Hannah Peiren
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To lace up hiking shoes to head to class, to have humans 
teach us, as well as a river, a hollow tree, the singing birds, 
fallen leaves, the soil, and many others. Tuning into our 
sensing bodies, finding presence in the landscape.

Glanshaver

I let my hand graze through the grass on the side of the road. When 
lifting it again, I noticed some plant-kins had nestled under my ring, 
which when I took it off, resembled a basket (fig. 1). A coincidental 
carrier bag (Le Guin 2024). I welcomed them and let them be. Some 
stayed the entire walk; others went along with their fellows; beings of 
wind, water, or soil. These encounters that the walking-with brought 
along, highlighted that ‘we’ had never only included human beings. 
“We” is a constellation; a web of relations spun between all; SZenne 
River, the trees, the nettles, the ducks, the grazing sheep, the falling 
leaves, the singing birds, the humans. I could see this glistening in 
the ryegrass (glanshaver). I perceived a shimmer (Bird Rose 2017). 

During these past few months, I have meandered along SZenne’s 
riverbanks in multiple places; the Zennepaden of Buizingen and 
Tubize, and the Zennegat-region in Mechelen. As SZenne and I hadn’t 
met before, every walking-with brought along a gleaming curiosity. 
Each intertwining we shared was met with heightened senses and a 
gentle openness; a continuous thread of presence woven throughout 
the walks. The ryegrass (glanshaver) in my ring-basket intuitively 
led me to an alternative way of mapping. Through walking-with 
and unexpected multi-species encounters along the way, the idea of 
“gathering” as a way of getting to know the river and the surrounding 
ecosystems resurged. This became a performative and sensorial act 
of gathering, a respectful gesture, a gateway to modes of attention 
and knowledge production that seem lost. 

How can contested practices of “collecting” be redefined through 
more embodied, sensorial, and intuitive experiences with landscapes? 
And how can this unusual way of gathering, as a performative invi-
tation or score for encountering, be helpful in imagining, knowing, 
and engaging in a more entangled attitude with the places we walk? 
Several months of walking-with, collectively or individually, provid-
ed fertile soil to trace pathways away from anthropocentrism and 
coloniality through gathering.

Reuzenbalsemien

When hiking along Ourthe this past summer, I saw banks filled with 
bright pink flowering plants. I could recall their scents for a long 
time and ever since, I have been seeing and smelling them more of-
ten. These flowers almost became sensory anchor points for me to 
know when waterbodies are nearby. During these past few months 
of walking-with SZenne River, the flowers found me again, even in 
autumn. When walking along ‘Zennepad’ in Buizingen, I noticed an 
information sign picturing exactly the same plant: Himalayan bal-
sam or reuzenbalsemien. I learned that these plants are originally 
from the Himalayas, mainly Tibet and India, but that for the past 
years they have also been rooting along Belgium’s waterways and 
alluvial forests. According to the sign, reuzenbalsemien has been 
growing in SZenne’s valley for about ten years now and is considered 
an “invasive exotic species” that “colonizes” the watercourse. I find 
the use of language here ironic since the plant was introduced by 
humans themselves for aesthetic values. In 1839, the Himalayan 
balsam was brought into the Kew Gardens of London as an orna-
mental plant (Invasieve Exoot, n.d.). The balsam roots were ripped 
out of their local ecosystems and natural areas of distribution. This 
flowering plant felt like another coincidental carrier bag to me. A 
plant I had been curiously intrigued with now seemed to overlap 
with my research. Balsam shared with me stories about the weight 
of anthropocentrism and the damage this caused and keeps causing 
to ecosystems worldwide.

From what these flowers taught me about anthropocentrism and 
greed, a line of thought can be traced. The phenomenon of these 
flowers having to make new homes away from home—a displacement 
caused by humans—is embedded in problematic, colonial practices 
that have shaped the way we look at plant-beings up until today. From 
the beginning of the sixteenth century, botanists were complicit in 
collecting plants from overseas to benefit Western scientific and 
economic development. This exploitative damage to both human 
and non-human beings, was conducted within larger frameworks of 
colonization and imperiality. Valuable ways of knowing were, often 
forcefully, squeezed out of Indigenous peoples and flora and adjusted 
to “universally applicable” Western standards (Park et al. 2023). 
Gathering and herbarium-making, two collecting practices that I 
first considered valuable ways of mapping my walking experiences 
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with SZenne River, now appeared as entangled with extractivism. 
Weaving my own gathering practice also meant undoing these 
entanglements. 

Denying plants their role as living beings, thinking of them as mere 
resources or supplies, has been a weighty puzzle piece of imperial 
destruction at large. Specific tools utilized within this framework 
were the Wardian cases, invented in the nineteenth century by 
Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward (Le Guin 2024; Keogh 2017). These struc-
tures, resembling downsized greenhouses, were tools for protecting 
extracted plants while being transported on trade routes overseas. 
“By isolating plants from their surrounding ecology and treating 
them as extractable, systemized commodities, the Wardian case 
embodied the rapaciousness of colonialism” (Declercq et al. 2025, 78). 
These objects—emblems of colonial mentalities propelling progress 
and linearity and the Western myth of undisturbed Nature—con-
tributed to the erasure of indigenous stories and ways of (plant-)
knowing. The Wardian cases served a role in enabling the myriads 
of botanical gardens and herbaria Europe contains (Declercq et 
al. 2025, 78-79). Apart from being a means of transport they were 
also used for mimicking a local environment to plants that Europe 
could not provide naturally. You could say they constituted, in Una 
Chaudhuri’s words, a “theatre of nature”:

Directly connected to Wardian cases are the plant hunters. These 
botanists went around the world to extract plant species to fulfil 
their obsession and wonder for the exotic and to complete the enor-
mous imperial collections of botanical gardens. According to a brief 
article on the Kew Gardens website, plant hunters went out due to 
“their love of plants and willingness to explore unknown shores” 
(Kew Royal Botanic Gardens, n.d.). It is hard for me to imagine how 
loving plants can involve uprooting them from their native grounds 
to confine them within glass and steam-filled structures or pressing 
them into herbaria.

Different valuable perspectives and modes of being become alienated 
in the flattened, numbered, and categorized format of an herbarium. 
In the traditional sense, an herbarium serves as a means of com-
municating factual information about species, organizing them into 
taxonomies, and classifying them by scientific name. By attempting 
to stretch this rigid structure, it could become a collection of plant Figure 1: Ryegrass in a ring during Walking-With (2025), Lot, Belgium, © Hannah Peiren
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stories that challenge what we think we know from the ground up. 
A stretched herbarium is created not with solely the human gaze 
in mind. 

Rendiermos

A visual artist who is stretching herbaria and collecting practices 
is Sandrine de Borman. Her artistic project Ars Herbarium, inspired 
by the Japanese craft of ‘tataki-zomé’ (tataki: hammering, zomeru: 
painting), is a way of connecting to specific details of plants by 
imprinting them onto textile. She constructs pieces that allude to 
traditional herbaria, but that sprout from a completely different in-
tention. Not to categorize, to factualize, but to see, to meet, to listen. 
For de Borman this process is best preceded with what she refers 
to as “déambulation géopoétique” (Ars Herbarium, n.d.-a). During 
these geopoetic wanderings, her outset is to attentively observe 
and celebrate landscapes in every season. For her, these wanderings 
involve meeting the world of plants with all your senses and then, 
consciously, and carefully, gathering but a few (Ars Herbarium, n.d.-a). 
De Borman especially emphasizes multispecies entanglements and 
the importance of noticing, appreciating all that is around in her 
Walking-talking map-herbarium or carte-herbier-recit. In an artist 
residency in Canada, the artist organized collective walks through 
places chosen by people who have a strong connection with plants 
or their plant environment. The core of these walks lies in walking 
together, intentional gathering of plants and storytelling. De Bor-
man then weaves together the memories, stories told by humans 
and plants, and the paths that were traced together in a sensorial 
cartography. In this way, she traces maps that represent more en-
tangled ways of perceiving, being with, and interacting with plant 
worlds (Ars Hebarium, n.d.-b).

I remember noticing reindeer moss (rendiermos) for the first time on 
a walk after reading about its actual nature as a particular symbiotic 
co-habitation of algae and fungi in a story:

Het schoolvoorbeeld van symbiose is het korstmos. Zo’n 
blauwgroen, koraalachtig bouwwerkje op een dennentak,  
op een rots of de schors van een boom. Het lijkt één wezen  

Glass-houses that were built at great 
expense and to enormous public 
delight, constituted a kind of ‘theatre 
of nature’, where the ‘scientific 
control of natural processes – the 
basis of the new industry – was 
realized with the use of glass, iron 
and steam in the cultivation of plants’. 
Partly expressions of the collective 
European anxiety about the colonial 
exploitation of the world, partly 
recognitions of industrialization’s 
transformation of nature into a com
modity, these ‘museums’ displayed 
the ‘masterpieces of nature’ to a 
delighted and increasingly class-
diverse audience … Ancestors of the 
great World Fairs to come … as well  
as of the huge, organized amusements 
of later mass entertainment. 
 
Una Chaudhuri
Staging the Place, 1995, 77

(Quote gift from Christel to Hannah)
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te zijn, maar het zijn er twee: een alg en een schimmel.  
De alg kan energie uit zonlicht halen, en voedt daarmee  
de schimmel, die nu niet meer in het donker hoeft te leven.  
De schimmel zorgt op zijn beurt dat de alg water en mine
ralen op kan nemen, zodat hij ook in de droge lucht kan 
bestaan. Geen van beide zouden ze in hun eentje op deze  
plek kunnen zijn. (Hofstede 2020, 38-40)

A pattern unfolded in a way akin to my encounters with the Hima-
layan balsam flowers: the lichen started catching my eye every-
where; scattering all over the paths I walked, covering tree stems 
and branches, nestling in between pavement cracks, in the alluvial 
forests surrounding SZenne River. Shimmering.

I am reminded of something ethnographer Deborah Bird Rose wrote: 
“To act as if the world beyond humans is composed of ‘things’ for 
human use is a catastrophic assault on the diversity, complexity, 
abundance, and beauty of life” (2017, 55). This abundance of life, 
the vibrancy and vibrations of the earth, the multifaceted and mul-
tispecies relations and pulses is what she thinks of as “shimmer” 
(Bird Rose 2017, 51-55). Bird Rose borrowed this term from the 
Australian Aboriginal (Victoria River) idea of bir’yun, which sig-
nifies the ancestral power of life. Most of the collecting practices 
I have looked at so far have in common that they are Western and 
human-centered pursuits that distance us from this deep ecology, 
from the multi-species stories, from truly looking, feeling, listening. 
Their thorny motivations contradict my perceptions of love as well 
as my outset for gathering during my walking-with SZenne River. 
A crucial difference lies in the intention. What if the focus shifts to 
being in and with the landscapes, to sensorial and deep experiencing, 
to consciously meeting kin-species? What if we walk and stay open 
and attentive to the shimmering of the earth?

The traces of reindeer moss that cover many of my own walking 
stories can be braided together with a concept Bird Rose has related 
to her notion of shimmering: the concept of “reciprocal capture” 

Figure 2: Catalogus Ateliers de Clamart, Gent (1900), Vliegende Bladen,  
© J. Finot, University Library Ghent University
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introduced by Isabelle Stengers. This term signifies “an event, the 
production of new, immanent modes of existence in which neither 
entity transcends the other nor forces the other to bow down. It 
is a process of encounter and transformation, not absorption, in 
which different ways of being and doing find interesting things to 
do together” (Stengers in Bird Rose 2017, 51). I believe reindeer 
moss is whispering stories about such reciprocal captures. In their 
entwining, fungi, algae, and cyanobacteria find a mutually beneficial 
way of being in the world. The interconnected way of life of these 
symbiotic, shimmering beings could inspire us toward other ways 
of living. 

Zoetwaterschelp - Webs of  
Relations in a Red Drawstring Bag

A metaphor I have held close to my heart while developing a count-
er practice of respectful gathering is Ursula K. Le Guin’s notion of 
the carrier bag. With the image of a carrier bag in mind, Le Guin 
prefers caring, containing, holding, and carrying over possessing, 
progressing, and conquering. In opposition to a Wardian case, a 
carrier bag is an open recipient for gathering, holding all kinds of 
stories. It is a womb, a house, a shell—not a catalyst for violence and 
Hero’s stories (Le Guin 2024).

Shimmers, carrier bags, and geopoetic wanderings informed my 
gathering, unfolded, and transformed into a red drawstring bag in 
my hands. I brought it along for the first time when I meandered 
with SZenne River in Tubize, next to a pasture with grazing cows 
and cawing crows. Tracing her bending waterbody through the 
landscape, I shared paths with a multitude of beings. In the crossing 
of footsteps, tracings of animals, dropping of leaves, whispers of 
plants, the place became a web of ever-entwining knots. This is a 
place, a state of being, a mode of attention “where inhabitants meet, 
trails are entwined, as the life of each becomes bound up with the 
other” (Ingold 2021, 148-149).

My gathering intuitively shaped itself, informed by tracing bends and 
shimmers, sharing paths, listening deeply, gazing widely, knotting, 
entangling, meeting, and sensing. The drawstring bag filled itself 
slowly, not greedily, detached from aesthetic or possessive motives. 

I did not want to inflict harm on landscapes, beings, or kin. In this 
sense I gathered what found me; the leaves that traded their trees 
for my curls, the blades of grass clinging to my skirt. I kept the dried 
mud between the grooves of my hiking shoes; I kept the stories they 
held. I gathered what kindled my senses; fragrant, bright pink rose 
petals, alder cones, bark with interesting textures, reindeer moss, 
a chestnut, an acorn. I gathered these under the condition that they 
had already naturally detached from their mother’s plant, instead of 
being plucked off intentionally. I made sure not to disrupt ecosystems 
or places of shelter by being mindful of my surroundings. Who is or 
was here? Who could possibly still house here? This gathering comes 
from a non-extractive attitude, one of respect and sensitivity to the 
landscapes and all the life it entails. The goal is not to possess, to 
keep, to have. It is to meet closely by following your senses and the 
impulses that flicker in the colors, sounds, textures, and constella-
tions of the landscape. It is a sensory mapping of experiences and 
encounters-with.

An Invitation for Gathering Presence

go on a walk.

	 bring a carrier bag of some kind; a basket, a bag, a bowl.

		  breathe deeply, heighten your senses.

			   focus on textures, sounds, smells, colors,  
			   constellations, shimmers.

				    listen outwards, listen inwards.

					     follow what sparks your attention.

						      gather what finds you.

							       gather what sticks with you.
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Taal dus. Taal is magie met woorden 
als geestverruimende toverstokjes 
die de zinnen begoochelen en onze 
emoties, gedachten en gedrag sturen. 
Omgevingswet. Natuurambitie. 
Baggerboer. Natuurbeleving. 
Noordzeeakkoord. Zeeakkers.  
De uitgebeende Mondriaanachtige 
woordvondsten waarin professionals 
over natuur praten doen iets wonderlijks 
met de geest. Als een dweil zuigt 
beleidstaal alles op wat niet gemeten kan 
worden en knevelt het springlevende 
en onvoorspelbare tot een meetbare 
grootheid. Maakbaarheid drong via 
de taal door in alle facetten van ons 
bestaan en zo verdween de poëtische 
werkelijkheid, dat wat we ervaren, 
voelen, ruiken en horen, langzaam maar 
zeker uit beeld.

Arita Baaijens 
In gesprek met de Noordzee: op zoek naar een nieuwe  
relatie met natuur, 2025, 122-123. 
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Echo’s van Disconnectie

SZenne Rivier, 
Jade Smet
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Mijn onderzoek vertrekt vanuit een fascinatie voor de groeiende 
disconnectie tussen de mens en zijn omgeving. Deze kloof tekent 
zich niet alleen af als een ecologische crisis, maar ook in subtiele 
gedragsverschuivingen. Via aquareltekeningen observeerde ik de 
mensen in hun omgeving. Joggers bleken vluchtige passanten, ge-
focust op hun aantal kilometers, afgesneden van een landschap dat 
er niet meer toe doet. 

Op de dag dat ik mijn eerste individuele wandelingen wou starten, 
zat ik in mijn auto, tegengehouden door een regenbui. De regen 
tikte zachtjes op het dak, een geluid dat vertrouwd zou moeten 
klinken. En toch had ik nog voor ik het goed en wel besefte mijn 
mobiele telefoon al in de hand, zoekend naar het antwoord op een 
vraag die ik spontaan niet aan mezelf stelde: “Wanneer stopt het 
met regenen?”. Dit moment, dat ik later neerschreef in een gedicht, 
werd een onverwacht kantelpunt in mijn onderzoekstraject. Het 
confronteerde me met mijn eigen reflex om het weer te benaderen 
via technologie, in plaats van via mijn lichaam en mijn zintuigen. 
Daar, verscholen in mijn auto, werd mijn onderzoek geheroriënteerd. 
Wat begon als een studie naar de ontwrichte relatie tussen mens 
en natuur, verschoof naar een onderzoek over het verlies van onze 
belichaamde kennis van het weer. Deze onderzoeksvraag heeft niet 
alleen een rationele, maar ook een intieme kant. Ik herinnerde mijn 
eigen verhaal tijdens de eerste “circle of grief” van onze wandeling 
met Zenne: het verdwijnen van de diepe, witte winters uit mijn 
kindertijd bij mijn grootouders. Ik uitte mijn rouw om het verlies 
van de verbondenheid met de seizoenen, hoe ze onze lichamen in 
deugdzame winterrust en heilzame voorjaars-herbronning brengen. 
Het geografische landschap is min of meer hetzelfde gebleven, maar 
de seizoensbeleving is radicaal veranderd. De klimaatopwarming 
heeft niet alleen sneeuw weggenomen, maar een hele atmosferische 
ervaringswereld. Ik mis niet zozeer een plek, maar een seizoen, een 
manier van zijn die door de klimaatverandering en de toenemende 
digitalisering is vertroebeld.

De herinnering aan mijn kindertijd ging gepaard met een intens 
gevoel van gemis: onze afhankelijkheid van snelle, digitale weers-
voorspellingen heeft geleidelijk de plaats ingenomen van een meer 
belichaamde en trage vorm van weerkennis; een kennis die ooit 
geworteld was in voelen, wijd kijken voorbij de horizon, en verbin-
dend interpreteren. Kennis waarvoor je eerst naar de wolken keek 

en aan de wind voelde om in te schatten hoelang het nog zou duren 
tot het zou stoppen met regenen, of waarbij je al aan de lucht kon 
voelen dat het gaat stormen.

Weathering 

Antropoloog Tim Ingold verzet zich tegen de idee van de mens als 
iemand die op de aarde staat en vanop afstand naar het weer kijkt. 
In plaats daarvan beschrijft hij ons als wezens die in de luchtstromen 
van het weer leven. Als je loopt in stevige wind, zal je automatisch 

Figure 1: Tekening gemaakt tijdens het observeren van het waterlichaam 
(2025), © Jade Smet
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je houding en je manier van lopen aanpassen. Je lichaam past zich 
letterlijk aan aan de luchtstromen in zijn omgeving. Ingold is ervan 
overtuigd dat we niet tegen het weer aan leven, maar erin. We zien 
niet simpelweg door licht of door regen, maar we zien in licht en 
in regen. We luisteren niet naar de wind, we horen in de wind. Zo 
schrijft hij:

Rather than thinking of ourselves only as observers, picking 
our way around the objects lying about on the ground of a 
ready-formed world, we must imagine ourselves in the first 
place as participants, each immersed with the whole of our 
being in the currents of a world-in-formation: in the sunlight 
we see in, the rain we hear in and the wind we feel in. 
Participation is not opposed to observation but is a condition 
for it, just as light is a condition for seeing things, sound for 
hearing them, and feeling for touching them. (Ingold 2011, 
129)

Ingold stelt dat het moderne denken het landschap heeft omgevormd 
tot een oppervlak, een soort platte drager van objecten, en dat het 
weer hierdoor gereduceerd wordt tot iets externs zoals een decor. 
Maar voor Ingold is dit een fout perspectief. Geïnspireerd door Tim 
Ingolds hoofdstukken over weathering in zijn boek Being Alive begon 
ik het weer niet langer te zien als louter achtergronddecor, maar als 
een actieve kracht die mee vorm geeft aan onze manieren van in-de-
wereld-zijn. Het is in dit geheel van verschuivingen en verliezen dat 
dit onderzoek zich ontvouwt: de disconnectie tussen mens en omge-
ving, tussen stedelijke waterplekken en hun gedefinieerde plaatsen, 
tussen weer en het lichaam, en tussen herinnering en de seizoenen 
die verdwijnen. Door deze echo’s van disconnectie te volgen, wil ik 
onderzoeken hoe het weer gevoeld, vergeten of genegeerd is, maar 
ook hoe kunst ons kan leren om de wereld weer bewust te bewonen.

Tretzenades als Volksmeteorologie

Laura Palau is een Spaanse kunstenares, die in 2017 haar studies 
voltooide aan de Polytechnische Universiteit van Valencia en in 2022 
haar master behaalde aan de KABK van Den Haag. Haar huidige 
doctoraatsonderzoek in de kunsten (UGent, KASK) beweegt zich 
op het snijvlak van kunst en wetenschap en onderzoekt ecologische 
thema’s vanuit ecofeministisch en inheems perspectief. De natuur 
wordt daarin beschouwd als leraar en genezer. Gevoed door de 
kennis van een plattelandsgemeenschap in Belloc, de plek waar ze 
opgroeide in Valencia, probeert Palau voorbij de grenzen van het 
westerse denken de breuk tussen mens en natuur te herstellen. 

Figure 2: Tekening gemaakt tijdens het observeren van het waterlichaam 
(2025), © Jade Smet
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Haar tentoonstelling Mal hora, bon hora (2025) vormt een onderzoek 
naar hoe kennis lichamelijk, communaal en ritmisch wordt doorge-
geven, en wat er gebeurt als deze overdracht stopt (Centre del Carme 
Cultura Contemporània, n.d.). Vanuit een co-creatieve beweging 
met de toeschouwer, probeert ze ook de disconnectie tussen mens 
en weervoorspelling te helen. Palau richt in deze tentoonstelling de 
aandacht op de Tretzenades, een dertiendaagse volksmethode om 
het weer van de komende maanden te voorspellen. Wat mij bijzon-
der raakt is niet enkel de methode zelf, maar wat Palau daarover 
ontdekt: dat deze praktijk ooit functioneerde als een manier van 
afstemming, een manier om menselijke activiteit aan te passen aan 
zijn omgeving. “Mirar el cel és una forma d’escoltar la terra,” stelt ze, 
“naar de lucht kijken is een manier om naar de aarde te luisteren” 
(Gras 2025). Het is precies deze relationaliteit die vandaag verloren is 
gegaan, vervangen door digitale zekerheid, grafieken en percentages.
De Tretzenades laten zien dat weerkennis niet enkel informatief 
was, maar ook een manier van aanwezig zijn in een landschap. 
Palau benadrukt dat deze kennis “stil” geworden is: ze bestaat nog, 
maar slechts als fluistering, gedragen door enkelen die zich nog 
verbonden voelen met hun omgeving. In haar werk wordt die stilte 
tastbaar door het samenbrengen van wolkenfoto’s, archiefbeelden 
en getuigenissen. Ze vertelt dat weersobservatie ooit een collec-
tieve activiteit was en ook een gedeelde praktijk van kijken, horen, 
wachten en interpreteren.

Wanneer Palau in haar artistieke praktijk werkt met het zaagsel van 
bomen die gestorven zijn door droogte of brand, wordt dat verlies 
heel pijnlijk tastbaar. Het materiaal zelf draagt het verhaal van kli-
maatverandering, van seizoenen die niet meer terugkeren, in zich. 
De objecten die hieruit ontstaan, functioneren als wat zij “memòria 
física d’un territori que canvia” noemt, een fysieke herinnering van een 
landschap dat verandert (Gras 2025). Dat idee resoneert sterk met 
mijn eigen ervaring van het verdwijnen van winters uit mijn jeugd: 
niet enkel als meteorologisch fenomeen, maar als een verdwijnen 
van een wereld zoals mijn lichaam die ooit (her)kende.

Figure 3: Gedicht geschreven tijdens wandeling langs het waterlichaam 
(2025), © Jade Smet
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Door de Tretzenades niet als folklore maar als levend bruikbaar 
systeem te benaderen, opent Palau een andere blik op weerkennis: 
niet als iets dat we “hebben”, maar als iets dat we opbouwen vanuit 
een beoefende praktijk, vanuit een “doen”. En precies dat sluit aan 
bij mijn eigen onderzoekstraject naar manieren om opnieuw in 
natuurlijke ritmes te bewegen. Haar werk laat zien dat disconnec-
tie niet enkel een moderne conditie is, maar ook een keuze voor 
gemak en dus technologie. Tegelijkertijd laat het zien dat herstel 
mogelijk is wanneer we er aandacht aan besteden, aan de hand van 
rituelen, door het opnieuw leren lezen van lucht en snelheid, door 
samen aandachtig te kijken en verhalen te delen. Palau biedt mij een 
waardevolle onderzoeksrichting aan.

Het verlies van belichaamde weerkennis waar ik eerder over sprak, 
mijn reflex om naar een app te grijpen in plaats van naar de lucht 
te kijken, is in Ingolds woorden een verlies van inbedding in het 
medium dat onze waarneming bepaalt. Wie niet langer in het weer 
leeft, maar alleen informatie over het weer te weten komt, bevindt 
zich niet langer in de open lucht – “the open world” (Ingold 2011, 
117) – maar in een geabstraheerde wereld die klimaat kent, maar 
geen weer. Hierin ligt volgens Ingold het onderscheid tussen een 
landschap en een “weather-world”: een landschap is iets waarte-
gen je aankijkt, een weather-world is een wereld waarin je bewust 
leeft. Het moment waarop ik in mijn auto naar een regenbui keek, 
niet als weer maar als informatie, vormt een perfect voorbeeld van 
zo een landschappelijke blik. Ingold zou zeggen dat het verlies van 
weerkennis, het verlies van een manier van bewonen is. Het land-
schap verandert niet, maar het is onze positie ten opzichte van dit 
landschap dat verschuift.

Ingold beschrijft het leven in de weather-world als een voortdurende 
vorm van binding en ont-binding tussen aarde en lucht, tussen de 
mens en zijn omgeving (2011, 122). Dit sluit goed aan bij de Tretze-
nades die Palau onderzoekt: beiden gaan uit van een wereld waarin 
het weer niet los van het leven staat, maar het leven bepaalt en het 
ritme geeft. Hieruit komt ook het begrip “weathering” (Ingold 2011, 
121) voort: de mens wordt niet enkel blootgesteld aan het weer, 
maar wordt er ook door meegetrokken en bewogen.

Mijn tekenen en schrijven van gedichten worden kleine praktijken van 
afstemming. Wanneer ik bij een waterlichaam in de regen ga zitten 

en zie hoe druppels dansen op het wateroppervlak en dat moment 
in een gedicht probeer te vatten, leer ik opnieuw kijken in plaats 
van te meten. Tijdens het wandelen word ik niet enkel een kijker 
maar ook een deelnemer. Zo verandert mijn tempo met de kans op 
regen en leest mijn lichaam kleine signalen zoals een windvlaag op 
mijn huid of een geluid van gras dat ruist. Dat kan geen enkele app 
weergeven. In het tekenen langs de kant van de weg dwing ik mijzelf 
om lang te kijken, zodat ik beweging, licht en gedrag werkelijk kan 
meemaken. Het is geen volledige heropbouw van verdwenen ritmes 
zoals bij de Tretzenades, maar wel een poging om weer gevoelig te 
worden voor de wereld waarin ik me beweeg.
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De kwal drijft mee op de getijden 
van de diepzee, voortgedreven door 
de stroming, voortgeslingerd door 
de golven en voortgesleept door de 
geweldige kracht van de hele oceaan. 
Het licht schijnt erdoorheen en de 
duisternis dringt erbinnen. Gedragen, 
voortgeslingerd en gesleept zonder 
doel en zonder vertrekpunt, want in de 
diepzie bestaan geen richtingen, alleen 
dichtbij en veraf, omhoog en omlaag; 
de kwal hangt daar en schommelt; 
binnen in het wezen zijn kleine snelle 
trillingen die lijken op de grote schom
melingen die dagelijks door de zee 
deinen, waar de maan overheen jaagt. 
Zoals het daar hangt, deint en trilt, 
is het het kwetsbaarste en zwakste 
wezen dat er bestaat, maar om zich te 
verdedigen, beschikt het over de kracht 
en het geweld van de hele oceaan, 
waaraan het zijn bestaan, zijn weg  
en zijn wil heeft toevertrouwd. 

Ursula K. Le Guin 
Meester Dromer, 1974, 5.
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An atlas is more than a 
collection of maps. It is a 
compendium of vantage 
points, an iterative 
instruction manual that 
teaches us how to look at 
landscapes. . . Feral Atlas 
stretches the genre of 
atlas and, indeed, what 
counts as a map. 

Feral Atlas mobilizes an 
intellectual commons, 
that is, a set of approaches 
to the Anthropocene 
in which heterogeneity 
and open-endedness are 
essential characteristics. 
This commons is neither 
bounded nor exclusive; 
differences – across 

continents and regions, 
across disciplines, 
across ontologies, and 
across forms of access 
and privilege – are key. 
And yet, taken together, 
the reports and stories 
in Feral Atlas urge a 
collective shift in how we 
make sense of the world. 
Through juxtaposing 
varies genres and 
perspectives, the Atlas 
encourages users to 
themselves participate in 
thinking together about 
the urgent problems of 
our times. 

Anna Tsing, et al. 
“Feral Atlas and the More-than-Human 
Anthropocene.” Notes on Curating 54, 128.
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Brussels’ Stench

SZenne River,
Lara Hancké
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The Zenne Sonnetten (2000) by Flemish poet Geert Van Istendael 
condenses SZenne River’s history into a few powerful lines, capturing 
a trajectory from a living, flowing river at the heart of the city to 
silenced, buried space. SZenne has long been treated as Brussels’ 
unwanted river: useful when she served the city, quickly aban-
doned and overlooked when she started to smell. Long before she 
disappeared beneath concrete, her odor and presence had already 
marked her as a disturbance, a body to be controlled, contained and 
eventually erased. Stench intertwined with social value. Archival 
research reveals how smell is used as political and discriminatory 
power: poor people dwelled in the smelly river areas that were 
overlooked and neglected. Following the covered-up route of SZenne 
River in Brussels, I was reminded of Malcom Ferdinand’s notion of 
decolonial ecology: “a conceptualization of the ecological crisis that is 
embedded within the search for a world free of its slavery, its social 
violence, and its political injustice” (Ferdinand 2022, 3). Looking at 
SZenne’s archival traces from the perspectives of environmental 
racism and decolonial ecology, this contribution explores how the 
river was progressively devalued, was pushed towards her banks, 
and how this devaluation follows a history of social segregation. At 
the same time, it wonders what might happen if we refuse to see 
SZenne as waste or absence and instead address her as a “someone”: 
a more-than-human actor with history, agency, and the potential to 
reshape Brussels’ ecological and social future.

Smell

An image dating from around 1870 shows how SZenne dances 
through the Brussels neighborhoods (fig. 1). Fragile, sometimes 
crumbling, bridges connect the riverbanks. Because of their fragility, 
their presence in and on the river feels prohibited. Oftentimes, the 
bridges are wooden constructions, much to the taste of SZenne. In 
her stream, SZenne takes pieces of these connections with her. One 
could say that she slowly destroys these connections. It is as if she is 
telling us: “this is my place, not yours.” Openly in the city she travels, 
she is visible, and she is tangible. But the image is misleading. SZenne 
is not gayfully dancing. She is there, but she stinks.

Figure 1: Senne à Bruxelles avant son voûtement. Vue prise du pont des 
Vanniers vers l’aval (ca. 1870), Louis Ghémar, © Archive City of Brussels 
(inv. nr. J-1178)
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Houses with very small windows keep the river within its seams. 
The small and few windows are a sign of the people’s desire to keep 
the river out of sight. People do not want to see her and especially 
don’t want to smell her. Gleaming in the 19th century sun, SZenne 
flows towards her century-long reputation. 

She smells.

She does not belong here.

She is a burden.

She disturbs. 

SZenne is perceived as one of the reasons why those who inhabit 
her riverbanks slide down the social ladder. Those who are wealthy 
turn their back on her; those who live in poverty are driven to her. 
Posh and elegant homes leave her side. Whoever is driven out of the 
city joins her. They join her bad odor. Those who end up at the far 
end of the social ladder have exactly that in common with SZenne: 
they are overlooked, neglected, not taken care of. 

In 1982, Benjamin Davis described environmental racism as “racial 
discrimination in environmental policy-making, the enforcement of 
regulations and laws, the deliberate targeting of communities for 
toxic waste facilities, the official sanctioning of the life-threatening 
presence of poisons and pollutants in our communities and the 
history of excluding people of color from the leadership of ecology 
movements” (Ferdinand 2022, xvi). In his definition of environmental 
racism, Davis points at the unequal burdens of pollution and other 
environmental crises. Political ecologist Malcom Ferdinand further 
unfolds the strategic choices of location for the disposal of (toxic) 
waste, as a way to devalue the lives of the people living in those areas 
(2022, xvi-xvii). He focuses on racialized people (ethnic minority 
groups), but these unequal burdens also account for other minority 
groups. When thinking about situations that illustrate this idea, the 
first case that comes to mind is the Great Stink of 1858 in London. 
There, Thames fell victim to severe pollution caused by emerging 
industry and toilets that flushed and emptied their drains into the 

Figure 2: Assainissement de la Senne. Caricature extraite d’un journal  
(date unknown), Poublon, © Archive City of Brussels (inv. nr. D-725)
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river. Combining this with the bad infrastructure of the sewer-sys-
tems and a hot summer caused an unbearable and wide-spread 
stench in the British capital. Likewise, industry emerged in Belgium 
around 1850. Archival research shows that, just like Thames, SZenne 
fell victim to pollution around the 1850s and 1860s, and started to 
smell bad (ArchivIris 2022). The disturbance this smell caused is 
illustrated by a caricature that appeared in the local papers (fig. 2).

The caricature shows a woman by an open window, pinching her 
nose. The message is clear; SZenne smells bad. Next to her a skinny 
man lies on the sofa. He reaches towards the many bottles on a small 
table. This most likely refers to his medication, indicating that he is 
sick. The blanket that covers him has an inscription that mentions 
the river: (la) “Senne”. This caricature points out that hygiene in the 
city is deteriorating to such an extent that it is making inhabitants 
ill, and that SZenne is to blame for it. It is striking that the blame 
for poor hygiene circumstances is put on the river and not on those 
who have polluted her (and continue to do so). Following the logic 
of environmental racism, those at the end of the social ladder were 
forced to inhabit the polluted riverbanks. The clothing of the depicted 
people might confirm this idea. These are people and families who 
could not afford better housing, away from smelly Szenne River. 

(No) Obituary

Today, SZenne is literally “cast aside” in the city center of Brussels. 
She is covered by concrete and rendered invisible. The covering of 
SZenne River could be interpreted as her symbolic death. “One day 
the Zenne will again see the light of day”, Van Istendael predicted 
in his Zenne Sonnetten. 

Ferdinand describes silenced spaces as spaces that are being or 
have been repressed, demonized, and devaluated (2022, 14). This 
captures SZenne’s situation in Brussels perfectly well. She was, 
and still is, an unwanted, disregarded body of water that humans 
tried to silence since around 1870. By silencing her (covering her 
up), the idea of devaluation and negative associations with the river 
is reinforced. How can this approach be challenged? How can new 
ways of thinking with and about Szenne River emerge, as Ferdinand 
proposes? (2022, 14).

Ferdinand explains how “the enslavement of the non-humans” is one 
of the dynamics causing the destruction of the Earth’s ecosystems. He 
places this dynamic alongside social inequality, racial discrimination 
and the domination of women, stressing that all these processes 
originate from the colonial logic of dividing, subjecting, and exploit-
ing (2022, 2). The history of SZenne River mirrors this discourse 
of exploitation, as SZenne’s intrinsic value has been systematically 
denied. As a non-human entity, she became subject to violent forms 
of exploitation, with her interests and rights systematically ignored 
by humans. Acknowledging the river’s rights might thus be a first 
step towards a decolonial ecology. When we assign rights to a river, 
the rights of marginalized humans in our society cannot be denied 
either. Caring for the river and its smell can mean caring for each 
other as a society.

I propose to address Szenne consistently as a someone rather than 
a something. Acts and words like “silencing” and “devaluing” imply 
that the one subjected to these actions consciously experiences the 
consequences and is left with feelings of neglect. They imply that 
the someone on the receiving end of these actions must somehow 
suffer and is therefore victimized. Ferdinand’s theory of a decolonial 
ecology also proposes methods to create more inclusive spaces and 
environments. A compelling example is the Whanganui River in New 
Zealand, which was one of the first rivers globally to be granted legal 
rights (Bosselmann & Williams 2025). Maybe someday, SZenne could 
follow in her footsteps and be part of the Rights of Nature movement, 
where her life and all her diverse ecosystems are recognized:

Rather than treating Nature as property under the law, 
Rights of Nature acknowledges that Nature in all its life 
forms has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate 
its vital cycles. (Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature, n.d.)
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Al is de stroom dan 
stinkend afgedropen,

lees deze regels niet als 
doodsbericht.

De tijden wisselen.

Ooit zal het tij verlopen,

ooit komt de Zenne weer 
aan het zonnelicht 

Geert Van Istendael
Zennesonnetten, 2000
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Tracing the  
Water Crossroads. 

Een Zintuigelijke Zoektocht 
naar (Hydro)Ecologische 
Sporen in het Centrum  

van Brussel

SZenne Rivier,  
Jonas Istace
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Ik positioneer me in het centrum van Brussel, halthoudend op de 
Anspachlaan. Een lichte miezer, die enkele minuten geleden nog 
een hevige regenbui was, doet de stedelijke haast toenemen en de 
gezichten van mensen verkrampen. Ik sta in het midden van de 
boulevard. De stenen strook glooit lichtjes, waardoor er links en 
rechts van mij kleine stroompjes water – door de regen van enkele 
minuten geleden gevormd – kabbelend hun weg naar het rioolroos-
ter vinden en ondergronds verdwijnen. Het is deze glooiing van de 
Anspachlaan die me doet halthouden. Wellicht draagt deze subtiele 
bolvorming exact de functie die ik net beschreef: het regenwater 
naar de ondergrond begeleiden, zodat de stedelijke haast niet door 
nattigheid verstoord wordt, zodat het kuieren en winkelen niet 
verder verhinderd wordt. De glooiing, de twee kleine stroompjes 
water aan weerszijden, de menselijke ongedurigheid in de regen. 
De angst dat water het efficiënt verlopen van het dagelijkse leven 
in de weg zou staan. 

De symboliek van een licht bolvormig straatbeeld houdt echter niet 
op bij het onttrekken van nieuw regenwater uit het straatbeeld. De 
Anspachlaan is namelijk historisch onlosmakelijk verbonden met 
de Brusselse relatie tot water. Als ik enkele decennia geleden in het 
midden van de boulevard zou hebben gestaan, zou de glooiing me 
mogelijks attenderen op de aanwezigheid van de Zenne rivier, die 
rond 1870 een koker werd ingestuurd en ondergronds verdween. 
Boven op deze koker verschenen nieuwe, moderne, boulevards en 
andere stedelijke benodigdheden die de stad de nieuwe eeuw moes-
ten inleiden (Cooreman et al. 2022). Zou het deze koker zijn, die de 
cilindrische vorm aan de straat gaf? Misschien niet, aangezien in 
het midden van de twintigste eeuw de Zenne opnieuw werd verlegd 
onder de Kleine Ring en zo helemaal uit het centrum van de stad 
verdween. En toch kan ik, in mijn zoektocht naar historische sporen 
van de Zenne rivier in het Brusselse stadsbeeld, deze associatie niet 
van me afzetten, en lijkt het even alsof ik toch met beide voeten op 
de ingesloten, “overmeesterde” Zenne sta.

Met deze tracing-methodologie zet ik mijn rondgang door Brussel 
verder. Aan de hand van een fenomenologisch bewustzijn van de 
omgeving probeer ik de historische lagen in de relatie tot de Zenne 
in Brussel te ontrafelen, om zo huidige urbane verhoudingen te 
doorgronden. Kan een (hydro)ecologisch bewustzijn weerwoord 
bieden aan urbane disconnectie? Kan aandacht voor sporen van de 

aanwezigheid van water in het straatbeeld een meer hybride vorm 
van nature-culture bewerkstelligen, en zo de ontwrichte relatie met 
water herstellen? De Amerikaanse filosofe Jane Bennett duidde in 
haar werk Vibrant Matter op het gevaar van het negeren van deze 
sporen: “the image of dead or thoroughly instrumentalized matter 
feeds human hubris and our earth-destroying fantasies of conquest 
and consumpsion” (2010, ix). Kunnen we terug leven krijgen in onze 
verbeelding van het natuurlijke in de stad, om zo het natuurlijke op 
haar beurt weer tot leven te wekken?

Twee Historische Lagen

De Franse socioloog en filosoof Bruno Latour beargumenteerde in 
zijn invloedrijk werk We have never been modern dat de epistemo-
logische kaders van de moderniteit een tweedeling in zich dragen 
die onhoudbaar is. In de kennisproductie werd een scheiding tussen 
natuur en cultuur, tussen object en subject, tussen wetenschap en 
politiek aangebracht. Latour stelt echter dat deze scheiding onmoge-
lijk is, en dus nooit bestaan heeft. Net in het proberen scheiden van 
natuur en cultuur ontstaan nieuwe hybride vormen van connectie: 
“networks are simultaniously real, like nature, narrated, like dis-
cours, and collective, like society” (1993, 6). De scheiding tussen 
wat natuurlijk is en wat door de mens gemaakt is – door complex 
samenleven én door hoe hierover gedacht en gesproken wordt – is de 
grote moderne mythe. Deze verbeelde scheiding creëert net nieuwe 
assemblages, waarin de interconnectiviteit van deze epistemologische 
kaders vergroot wordt. Latour gebruikt het woord assemblage als 
netwerk van menselijke en niet-menselijke actoren die een tijdelijk 
werkend geheel vormen, maar waarvan niet een door de ander 
bepaald wordt (1993, 1-3).

De Anspachlaan en haar omgeving, met meer grote boulevards, 
rechte infrastructuur, bourgeois architectuur, handelszaken, en 
mobiliteitspatronen, kunnen gelezen worden als historische sporen 
van deze moderne mythe. Zo verkreeg de Anspachlaan in 1879 haar 
huidige naam, na de dood van Jules Anspach, om de bewerkstelliger 
van de ‘sanering’ van Brussel te eren. Deze boulevards-wijk lijkt de 
overwinning van het menselijke – van cultuur – op de Zenne – op 
natuur – te symboliseren. De moderniteit als idee van vooruitgang 
lijkt hier zelfs een actor te zijn in de overwelving van de Zenne als 

TRACING THE WATER CROSSROADS JONAS ISTACE 

H
AR

M



104 I      I 105

assemblage: Brussel kreeg een nieuwe identiteit als moderne stad 
door de stedelijke ordening, dat een direct gevolg was van de over-
welving. Dit resoneert met Jason Moore zijn idee dat het kapitalisme 
de natuur tot cheap nature maakt, iets dat, net als menselijke actoren, 
geoptimaliseerd moet worden om de productiviteit van de stad te 
vergroten. Haar agency wordt onderdrukt, zodat controleerbare 
vormen gecreëerd kunnen worden (Moore 2015, 59-62). De relatie 
tot water tracen in dit deel van Brussel, aan de Anspachlaan, wees 
me voornamelijk op de stedenbouwkundige, menselijke gevolgen 
van de overkapping van de Zenne, waar Anspach als symbool voor 
de overwinning van het kapitalisme fungeert.

In mijn onthaasting die aan de grond ligt van mijn tracing-methode, 
herinner ik me de waarschuwing van Bennett om materie niet als 
dood, geïnstrumentaliseerd, of in dit geval ‘overwonnen’, te bena-
deren, omdat dit enkel de menselijke hoogmoed in stand houdt. Ik 
bedenk dat alle materialiteit een soort recalcitrante houding in 
zich draagt, en dat assemblages niet tot menselijke oorzakelijkheid 
te herleiden zijn. Alle dingen hebben thing-power, de mogelijkheid 
om te ageren, om effect te hebben. Een assemblage is door al haar 
materialiteit beïnvloed: 

In this assemblage, objects appeared as things, that is, as 
vivid entities not entirely reducible to the contexts in which 
(human) subjects set them, never entirely exhausted by their 
semiotics. (Bennett 2010, 5)

Met deze thing-power indachtig zet in mijn wandeling verder richting 
de kaaienwijk. Ik voel de stedelijke structuur veranderen, ik voel de 
kapitalistische, structurele logica versnipperen. In de kaaienwijk 
overvalt een andere ruimtelijke ordening mij, een die niet door de 
tekenplank lijkt gevormd, maar die de grillen van het verleden lijken 
te volgen. In deze wijk bevond zich de historische haven van Brus-
sel. In de zestiende eeuw werden de eerste kanalen gegraven, eind 
negentiende eeuw werden ze gedempt (Huberty & Valente Soares 
1994, 5-7). Dit verleden werd niet overwelfd, maar bepaalt hier het 
stedelijk raster. De straten maken ongemakkelijke bochten, hun 
breedte voelt soms overdreven, hun leegte onbestemd. Mijn lichaam 
reageert anders: ik vertraag, kijk rond, probeer te begrijpen waarom 
deze ruimte zich zo weinig laat dwingen.

De straatnamen helpen me bij dat lezen: Baksteenkaai, Brand-
houtkaai, Handelskaai, Arduinkaai. Ze verwijzen niet enkel naar 
economische functies, maar naar een tijd waarin water de wijk 
structureerde als stroom: van goederen, van arbeid, van lichamen. 
De ruimtelijke ordening bevestigt dit. De kaaien lijken exact het 
verloop van vroegere kanalen en dokken te volgen. Wat vandaag als 
een vreemd brede straat of een leeg middengebied verschijnt, was 
ooit water. Mijn tracing maakt zichtbaar hoe deze wijk nog steeds 
gedragen wordt door een hydrologische logica, ook al is het water 
zelf verdwenen. In deze wijk voel ik sterker wat Latour bedoelt 
met hybriden. Hier was natuur nooit louter achtergrond, maar 
infrastructuur. Water was tegelijk ecologisch systeem en sociaal 
bindweefsel. De kaaienwijk toont me een stedelijk verleden waarin 
natuur en cultuur niet tegenover elkaar stonden, maar samen een 
assemblage vormden. Zelfs nu het water is gedempt, blijft het als 
co-auteur aanwezig in de vorm van de ruimte. De straten herinneren 
zich hun oorsprong.

De tegenstelling tussen deze twee lagen wordt zo scherp: waar de 
Anspachlaan de modernistische overwinning op het water beli-
chaamt, bewaart de kaaienwijk een geheugen van samenwerking 
met water. Mijn tracing laat me zien dat de stad hier niet alleen 
veranderd is, maar dat ze haar ecologische wortels op verschillende 
manieren heeft behandeld: uitgewist in de boulevard, verweven in 
de kaai. Deze twee lagen bestaan niet los van elkaar; ze raken elkaar, 
overlappen, botsen. En precies in die spanning tussen rechtlijnige 
controle en watergebonden vorm ontvouwt zich het bredere verhaal 
van Brussel: een stad die haar rivier wilde beheersen, maar haar 
nooit volledig heeft kunnen doen zwijgen.

Iets verder merk ik dat deze twee stedelijke logica’s niet naast el-
kaar blijven bestaan, maar elkaar letterlijk raken. Op de vismet aan 
Sint-Katelijne komen de rechte lijnen van de boulevard en de water-
gebonden sporen van de kaaienwijk samen. Hier wordt de overgang 
tastbaar: de ruimte opent zich, maar niet vrij; het water verschijnt, 
maar niet stromend. Wat ooit een (hydro)ecologisch kruispunt 
was, wordt hier een gecontroleerde voorstelling van water. Het is 
op deze plek, waar de stad haar rivier herdenkt zonder haar toe te 
laten, dat de spanning tussen verdwijnen en verschijnen zich het 
scherpst aftekent. De aanwezigheid van twee ondiepe waterbassins 
en de Anspachfontein doet me stilstaan. Dit is de eerste plek in mijn 
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wandeling waar ik op zichtbaar water stoot. Maar dit water lijkt vol 
tegenstellingen te zitten: wat wil ze vertellen? Hoe beweegt ze? Wat 
veroorzaakt ze? Hoe moeten we met haar aanwezigheid omgaan?

De Vismet en de Anspachfontein

De spanning tussen de twee sporen van wateraanwezigheid in Brus-
sel, vindt haar ontmoetingsplek wellicht het duidelijkst op het plein 
aan Sint-Katelijne, wat onder de Brusselaars als de vismet bekend 
staat (fig. 1). Deze naam verwijst naar de vishandel die tot 1955 het 
plein tekende. Vandaag is het een uitgerekte strook steen, tussen 
de Brandhoutkaai en de Baksteenkaai, gekarakteriseerd door twee 
ondiepe bassins water, die de herinnering naar het kanalennetwerk 
en de historische dokken trachten op te roepen (Bruxelles Port de 
Mer – ASBL, n.d.). In elk van mijn wandelingen hadden deze bassins, 
letterlijk, een andere invulling. Begin oktober waren ze gevuld met 
water, zaten mensen errond. Het was nog warm, sommigen hadden 
hun schoenen uitgetrokken en hun broeken opgerold, en lieten hun 
voeten in het water dobberen. Toen ik begin november terugkwam, 
was het water uit de bassins verdwenen. Mensen liepen erin rond, 
kinderen deden radslagen in het leeggelopen waterbekken. Toen 
ik tenslotte eind november opnieuw op de vismet stond, waren 
de bassins verdwenen onder een stevige laag hout, waarop kleine 
chaletjes geconstrueerd werden. De bassins waren onzichtbaar. 
Gedempt. Overwelfd. De waterpartijen moesten plaatsmaken voor 
de jaarlijkse markt Winterpret. 

Deze plek vormt wellicht het meest dubbelzinnige (hydro)ecologische 
knooppunt van de stad. Er hangen duidelijke sporen – of symbolen, 
in het geval van de bassins – van de oorspronkelijke havenactiviteit 
en het hybride netwerk dat de Zenne en de kanalen vormden in 
het stedelijk weefsel. Ik wandel in een achthoek rond de bassins, 
en probeer me de verloren kanalen als ecologisch knooppunt in te 
beelden. De rechthoekige, afgebakende bassins lijken op het eerste 
gezicht een poging tot herinnering, een eerbetoon aan de kaaien-
wijk als getekend door water. Ik stel echter vast dat, wanneer ik me 

Figure 1: Anspachfontein (2025), © Jonas Istace
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hier begeef, ik vooral hun stilstand gewaarword, de afwezigheid 
van stroming, van leven, van vibrant matter. Ze doen mij niet aan 
als (hydro)ecologisch kruispunt. Ze lijken water te presenteren, te 
objectiveren: gladde, geometrische spiegels, afgescheiden van hun 
verleden en hun huidige omgeving, de geschiedenis van het plein 
eerder ontkennend dan representerend. De jaarlijkse drooglegging 
van de bassins maakt de ironie van deze ruimte nog prangender. Het 
water verdwijnt, de wintermarkt wordt opgebouwd, de publieke 
ruimte wordt cyclisch ingeperkt. De zogenaamde ode aan de histo-
rische waarde van water voor de stad wordt onzichtbaar zodra het 
niet meer economisch bruikbaar is. Deze cyclus maakt van de vismet 
haast een echo van de overwelving van de Zenne: wanneer water het 
stedelijke ritme verstoort, wordt het verborgen, gedempt. Brussel 
orkestreert op deze manier haar water, en benut de mogelijkheid niet 
om water als hybride, (hydro)ecologisch kruispunt te benaderen. 
Staande op het hout, tussen de houten kramen, op de lege bassins, 
overvalt me hetzelfde gevoel dat ik had wanneer ik halthield in 
de Anspachlaan. Ik kijk richting het noordwesten, en zie een hoge 
obelisk een lange schaduw werpen. Een nieuwe historisch-ironische 
laag die de vismet rijk is, pronkt te midden van deze commerciële 
drukte: de Anspachfontein (fig. 2).

De Anspachfontein staat er ogenschijnlijk rustig bij, als een van-
zelfsprekend element in het stedelijke decor. Toch draagt ze een 
spanning in zich die niet meteen zichtbaar is. Ze toont water op een 
plek waar water ooit verdween. Ze laat het stromen precies daar 
waar de Zenne werd begraven. Wat verschijnt, is geen rivier, maar 
een beeld van water – helder, opgaand, beheerst. De fontein werd 
oorspronkelijk opgericht boven de overwelfde Zenne, als monument 
voor Jules Anspach, dezelfde burgemeester die zijn naam aan de 
Anspachlaan gaf. Eind negentiende eeuw werd deze fontein op het 
nieuwe De Brouckèreplein geïnstalleerd, als verticaal pronkstuk 
boven op de begraven Zenne. In de jaren ’70 moest de fontein wijken 
voor mobiliteitsinfrastructuur, en ze werd op haar huidige plek op 
de vismet geplaatst. De fontein is een symbool voor het modernis-
tische vooruitgangsgeloof dat Latour in zijn We Have Never Been 
Modern hekelt. Helemaal vanboven zien we Sint-Michiel die de draak 
verslaat, een symbool voor de stad Brussel. Op de toeristische site 
van stad Brussel staat te lezen: “If Anspach were Saint Michael, the 
dragon would be spitting out water” (Visit Brussels, n.d.). Anspach. 
Twee allegorische figuren onder een overdekking stellen de Zenne 

Figure 2: Vismarkt en herontdekking van het draaibrug-wiel (ca. 1970),  
© Museum van de Stad Brussel

voor, overwonnen. Enkele monsterlijke waterfiguren – hagedissen 
en krokodillen – staan op enkele meters verwijderd van de obelisk. 
Het is een typisch modernistisch artefact: een hybride dat zichzelf 
voordoet als louter cultureel product, door de niet-menselijke ac-
toren die ze representeert, te ontkennen. Ze beeldt water af, maar 
enkel onder culturele voorwaarden, gestript van al haar banden 
met het natuurlijke.

De relatie van water tot haar omgeving is in de vorm van een fontein 
problematisch. Jamie Linton beschreef het in zijn What is Water? The 
History of a Modern Abstraction als modern water: niet relationeel, 
historisch of ecologisch, maar geabstraheerd, losgekoppeld van 
bodem, stroomgebied en sociale ecologie. Het is water dat verschijnt 
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zonder herkomst en verdwijnt zonder gevolg: “In modern Western 
traditions, water has come to be defined as an abstract substance 
– creduced to H₂O, stripped of its wider environmental, social and 
cultural contexts – enabling its control, manipulation and commod-
ification” (Linton 2010, 3-4).

Op een vergelijkbare manier past de Anspachfontein perfect binnen 
wat Matthew Gandy beschrijft als de modernistische esthetisering 
van stedelijk water in zijn theorie The Fabric of Space: Water, Moder-
nity and the Urban Imagination. Water wordt niet langer ervaren als 
een (hydro)ecologisch kruispunt, maar als een visueel en symbolisch 
element dat orde en beheersing communiceert (Gandy 2014, 1-12). 
Water bezit nochtans een eigen thing-power: een vermogen om te 
bewegen, te verbinden, te corroderen, leven mogelijk te maken 
(hydro)ecologische agency (Bennett 2010, 5-6).

Deze esthetiek van controle strekt zich uit voorbij de fontein zelf. De 
waterbassins op het Sint-Katelijneplein, die het kanaalverleden van 
de plek moeten oproepen, worden jaarlijks leeggehaald wanneer de 
stad daar economisch belang bij heeft. In de herfst verdwijnen ze 
onder houten vloeren en commerciële kraampjes. Water is aanwezig 
zolang het past binnen het stedelijke script. Zodra het stoort, wordt 
het weggehaald. De fontein en de bassins samen vormen zo geen 
hydrologisch geheugen, maar een esthetisch compromis. Het is pre-
cies deze gespannen omgang met publieke ruimte die ter discussie 
wordt gesteld door FREE54. Hun strijd om het plein zichtbaar en 
toegankelijk te houden vertrekt vanuit menselijke aanwezigheid, 
maar raakt onvermijdelijk aan dezelfde onderliggende vraag die de 
fontein oproept: wie of wat mag hier aanwezig zijn, en onder welke 
voorwaarden?

FREE54

Wanneer ik neerzit aan deze waterbassins, tussen de horeca-tafeltjes 
gepropt, denk ik aan de protesten die deze zomer door dit plein 
waadden. Ik herinner me de levendigheid, de gedrevenheid, het 
geloof in mogelijkheden. Ik herinner me de daadkracht van deze 
connectie, zowel door menselijke samenkomst, maar ook door ruim-
telijk bewustzijn. Sint-Katelijne, bij de Brusselaars ook ‘cinq-quat’ 
genoemd, 54, is een ontmoetingsplek voor veel inwoners. Net de 

aanwezigheid van water en bruikbaar oppervlak errond, maakt de 
waterbassins tot verbindende plek. De tendensen die Moore echter 
aanklaagde, dat het kapitalisme de stedelijke structuur ondermijnt, 
is ook hier te merken. Steeds meer regulering neemt de agency van 
zowel menselijke als niet-menselijke actoren af, ten voordele van 
commerciële doeleinden. De terrassen van de vele horecazaken 
breiden razendsnel uit en dwingen tot consumptie. De FREE54-be-
weging klaagt dit aan. Hun manifest, ontstaan uit bezorgdheid over 
de toenemende commercialisering van het Sint-Katelijneplein, is 
zowel een politieke aanklacht als een symptomatische aanwijzing 
van wat er op het spel staat in Brussel. Ze vechten tegen vormen van 
‘muteerbare’ inrichting waarbij het plein telkens aangepast wordt 
aan wat economisch op dat moment het meest loont. FREE54 vraagt 
om stedelijke ruimte die niet gegijzeld wordt door commerce, noch 
door overmatige regulering: een plein dat open is, vrij, gedeeld, 
zonder consumptiedwang (FREE54 2023). 

Het manifest van FREE54 vertrekt vanuit een eenvoudig maar radi-
caal verlangen: het plein terug claimen als publieke ruimte. Niet als 
decor, niet als doorstroomzone, niet als verlengde van horeca, maar 
als plek om te zijn. Het pleit tegen de uitdijende terrassen, tegen de 
afwezigheid van banken, tegen de subtiele dwang tot consumptie 
die bepaalt wie hier mag blijven en wie moet doorwandelen. Wat 
FREE54 benoemt, is geen abstract onrecht, maar een dagelijks voel-
bare spanning: het plein dat steeds minder van zichzelf lijkt te zijn. 
Wat me treft in het manifest is de nadruk op nabijheid en gebruik. 
Het plein wordt opgeëist als commons, als gedeelde ruimte die niet 
voortdurend moet renderen. FREE54 verzet zich tegen een stedelijke 
logica waarin alles tijdelijk, muteerbaar en economisch inzetbaar 
wordt. Het plein mag niet telkens opnieuw herschikt worden naar 
wat op dat moment het meeste opbrengt. Het moet kunnen blijven 
bestaan, ook wanneer het niets produceert.

Toch merk ik, zittend op deze rand, dat de strijd die hier wordt 
gevoerd zich bijna volledig richt op menselijke aanwezigheid. Het 
manifest spreekt over wie mag zitten, wie mag blijven, wie wordt 
weggeduwd. Dat zijn terechte en noodzakelijke vragen. Maar terwijl 
ik naar de lege bassins kijk –  of naar hun afwezigheid onder hout en 
kerstkraampjes –  vraag ik me af wat er gebeurt met het water in dit 
verhaal. Met de bodem. Met de bomen die ontbreken. Met de (hydro)
ecologische geschiedenis die hier telkens opnieuw wordt toegedekt. 
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FREE54 verdedigt de sociale commons, maar de (hydro)ecologische 
commons blijft grotendeels onuitgesproken. Het plein wordt gelezen 
als een ruimte tussen mensen, minder als een assemblage waarin 
ook niet-menselijke actoren meespelen. De waterbassins verschij-
nen vooral als ontmoetingsplek, niet als hydrologisch element. Hun 
jaarlijkse drooglegging wordt aangeklaagd als privatisering van 
ruimte, minder als de ontkenning van water zelf.

Vanuit Latours perspectief is dat begrijpelijk, maar ook proble-
matisch. Het plein is geen leeg podium waarop mensen hun strijd 
uitvechten; het is een netwerk van stenen, leidingen, water, hout, 
regelgeving, seizoenen. Banken, fonteinen en bassins zijn geen neu-
trale objecten, maar actoren die gedrag sturen en mogelijkheden 
openen of sluiten. Door de focus exclusief op menselijke interac-
tie te leggen, dreigt FREE54 onbedoeld dezelfde modernistische 
scheiding te herhalen die het plein heeft voortgebracht: natuur als 
achtergrond, cultuur als hoofdzaak. Bennett zou hier spreken van 
een gemiste kans om de materiële vitaliteit van het plein mee te 
laten denken (2010, 5). FREE54 zou aan kracht winnen door deze 
(hydro)ecologische dimensie expliciet te maken. Niet alleen door te 
vragen wie hier mag zijn, maar ook wat hier mag zijn. Misschien ligt 
precies daar een mogelijke opening: in een verbreding van de idee 
van commons, waarin menselijke nabijheid en (hydro)ecologische 
aanwezigheid elkaar niet uitsluiten. Waar het plein opnieuw kan 
functioneren als assemblage, en niet enkel als scène. Waar water 
niet langer wordt getoond of verborgen naargelang het uitkomt, 
maar opnieuw mag meedoen.

Natureculture als Ecologische Connectiviteit

Deze wandeling doet me inzien dat natuur en cultuur onlosmakelijk 
verstrengeld zijn. Brussel ontvouwt zich als een stad opgebouwd 
uit overlappende lagen waarin (hydro)ecologische processen en 
culturele ingrepen elkaar voortdurend vormen. De modernistische 
boulevard en de kaaienwijk vertegenwoordigen geen natuur tegen-
over cultuur, maar twee verschillende manieren waarop de stad haar 
verhouding tot water heeft georganiseerd. Door te tracen – aandachtig 
te wandelen, te kijken en te voelen – wordt duidelijk dat stedelijke 
ruimte altijd al een natuur-culturele constructie is geweest. De 
rechte lijnen van de Anspachlaan en de watergebonden structuren 

van de kaaienwijk tonen geen breuk tussen het natuurlijke en het 
menselijke, maar tussen verschillende ecologische rationaliteiten. 
In de boulevard wordt water geabstraheerd, ondergronds gestuurd 
en losgemaakt van zijn relationele context. In de kaaienwijk blijft 
water, zelfs in afwezigheid, leesbaar als structurerende kracht. Fe-
nomenologisch bewustzijn maakt deze verschillen voelbaar en laat 
zien dat ecologische wortels niet verdwijnen, maar ruimtelijk worden 
herschikt. Ook de fontein past binnen deze logica. De Anspachfon-
tein staat niet tegenover de natuur, maar belichaamt een specifieke 
culturele omgang met water. Ze toont hoe water esthetisch wordt 
vormgegeven, gezuiverd en gecontroleerd. Wat hier op het spel staat, 
is niet natuur versus cultuur, maar de manier waarop bepaalde re-
laties goedkoop worden gemaakt. Water mag aanwezig zijn zolang 
het functioneert binnen esthetische of economische schema’s; zodra 
het andere ritmes introduceert, wordt het gedempt of afgedekt. De 
wintermarkt op de bassins is dan geen breuk met het plein, maar 
een voortzetting van dezelfde logica.

Misschien ligt precies daar de inzet van deze wandeling: niet in 
het tegenover elkaar plaatsen van politiek en natuur, maar in het 
zichtbaar maken van hun voortdurende verstrengeling. Alles wat 
cultureel is, rust op materiële processen; alles wat natuurlijk is, 
wordt cultureel bemiddeld. Door te tracen, door aandachtig aanwe-
zig te zijn in de ruimte, werd duidelijk dat de stad nooit alleen door 
mensen wordt gemaakt. Water, zelfs wanneer het begraven is, blijft 
meeschrijven aan het stedelijk verhaal. 

TRACING THE WATER CROSSROADS JONAS ISTACE 

H
AR

M



    I 115

The trace is not an unfinished 
path where one stumbles 
helplessly, nor an
alley closed on itself, bordering 
a territory. The trace goes into 
the land, which
will never again be a territory. 
The trace is an opaque way of 
experiencing the
branch and the wind: of being 
oneself, derived from the other.  
It is the truly
disordered sand of utopia.

Édouard Glissant 
Treatise on the Whole-World, 2020, 10.

(Quote gift from Andreas to Lara)
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So many other entities 
are now knocking on the 
door of our collectives. Is 
it absurd to want to retool 
our disciplines to become 
sensitive again to the noise 
they make and to try to 
find a place for them? 

Bruno Latour 
Reassembling the Social: An Introduction 
to Actor-Network-Theory, 2005, 262.

(Quote gift from Janne to Lara)
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Daylighting SZenne. 

The Future of the 
Maximilian Park

SZenne River, 
Iris Slimbrouck
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SZenne flows underneath the city of Brussels like a vein, a steady 
flow hidden from the eye. While it used to play a vital role within 
Brussels’ daily life, it has long been covered up, neglected, and pol-
luted. Through walking-with SZenne River, I found myself looking 
at different aspects of the river I previously would not have noticed. 
The more natural state of the water stands in stark contrast to its 
hidden life in Brussels. The ‘Max-sur-Zenne’ project in the north 
of the city seeks to uncover or daylight the water. It proposes to 
reconnect the inhabitants with the water, unearthing its history in 
the process. This article relates the history of the river and the park, 
reflecting on what the project can mean for the city, the people of 
Brussels, SZenne and Maximilian Park. How does modern life and 
water capitalism relate to (hydro)ecologies? I do not intend to pro-
vide clear-cut answers to this question, but to point to the complex 
entanglement of water bodies, urban planning, and human citizens. 
And I wonder: How can we find a new way of living where more-
than-humans and humans work together?  

The History of SZenne River

SZenne played a key role in Brussels’ growth. The city was built on 
its banks, relying on the river for protection, transport, energy, and 
even as the foundation for the Grand-Place, Brussels’ central mar-
ket square (State 2015, 129). It powered mills, supplied breweries, 
and inspired painters. At the end of the 19th century, people lived 
close to—and sometimes above—the river, showing their strong 
connection to it.

However, SZenne also became a sewage outlet due to poor sanita-
tion. With industrialization, pollution worsened, turning the river 
into a dumping ground. Despite decrees to protect it, the river’s 
condition deteriorated (State 2015, 277). By 1847, it was an open 
sewer, spreading stench and disease (Mardaga 1989, XVIII). After 
the 1866 cholera epidemic, covering the river was approved as part 
of a city sanitation and beautification campaign. Between 1867 and 
1871, about two kilometers of SZenne River was covered in the city 
center. A new city was built over the river stream. This improved 
living conditions but displaced nearly 40,000 people and destroyed 
1,100 houses (Mardaga 1989, 7; Baludik n.d.). In its place came 
boulevards, shopping halls, schools, and hotels, creating a bustling 

elite society. Brussels, following Paris’s example, became modern 
and glamorous—at the river’s expense.

Throughout the 20th century, SZenne continued to suffer pollution 
as wastewater flowed into it. The bad river condition reveals moder-
nity’s flip side: nature is suppressed for progress. People exploited 
the water without considering the consequences. The damage was 
hidden, and the connection between water bodies and humans was 
lost beneath the city’s stones. Over 150 years later, the ‘Max-sur-Ze-
nne’ project aims to restore this connection by bringing the SZenne 
River back to the people of Brussels.

Deculverting and Daylighting SZenne

Daylighting, also known as deculverting, is the process of uncov-
ering rivers, creeks, or streams once open but later buried by urban 
development. Deculverting removes physical barriers like concrete 
or pavement, while daylighting also restores natural flows and 
habitats. Both offer social, economic, and environmental benefits 
(Wild et al. 2011). For example, Seoul’s Cheonggyecheon stream 
daylighting improved biodiversity, air quality, reduced heat and 
traffic, and created spaces for people to (re)connect with nature and 
each other (Landscape Performance 2011). However, daylighting 
also faces challenges such as high research and excavation costs, 
limited space, and engineering hurdles (Pinkham 2000).

The ‘Max-sur-Zenne’ project focuses on daylighting the culverted 
SZenne River in the suburban area of Brussels. It seeks to uncover 
part of SZenne River in the Maximilian Park, integrating also new 
facilities (City of Brussels, n.d.-a). Daylighting involves the physical 
removal of the culvert, as well as a (hydro)ecological restoration 
process, and the social reconnection of people to formerly hidden 
waterways. The project aims to minimize artificial interventions by 
building uneven banks to restore the river’s natural flow (Bruzz 
2022), to support vegetation and habitats, and to enhance human-wa-
ter interaction. SZenne could gain a second life as a healthy stream 
sustaining the city and its ecosystems (Delibas & Tezer 2017). In 
this effort, expertise from organizations like Ghent-based NGO 
Join for Water is vital. This NGO has global experience improving 
waterways alongside local communities (Join For Water 2023). 
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Figure 1: Werfbezoek overwelving van de Zenne (1933), © Molenbeek MoMuse

Daylighting is an opportunity for resurfacing our shared history 
and interconnected life.

‘Max-sur-Zenne’ Project

Maximilian Park is a 9-hectare green space in northern Brussels, 
opened in 1989 and named after Maximilian, then Emperor of Mex-
ico. The park occupies a historically significant site, which between 
1835 and 1954 housed mainland Europe’s first train station, linking 
Brussels and Mechelen (VRT NWS 2024). This railway mirrored the 
flow of the SZenne River, which runs from Naast through Brussels 
to Heffen in Mechelen. Although the river was covered, its presence 
persisted beneath the city, paralleled by the railway above. When 
the station relocated to Rogierplein, the site became a helicopter 
landing zone from 1950 to 1966, connecting land and air transport, 
but severing ties with the water. Eventually, the park was restored, 
yet the river remained hidden. Since its inception, a farm has op-
erated in the southern part of the park, organizing environmental 
education events (City of Brussels n.d.-b).

The ‘Max-sur-Zenne’ project aims to daylight 650 meters of SZenne 
River beneath Maximilian Park, creating space for nature and rec-
reation. This initiative is part of a broader regeneration of Brussels’ 
North Quarter, which includes housing renewal, office modernization, 
and public space enhancement (City of Brussels n.d.-b). Improved 
connectivity is planned through new walkways and tramlines. Al
though daylighting is currently delayed due to budget constraints, 
park renovations have begun, including plans to relocate the farm 
(Bruzz 2025).

While daylighting offers environmental, economic, and social bene-
fits, the project also raises complex issues. Relocating the farm will 
increase accessibility and animal space but risks erasing historical 
continuity. The farm’s original buildings are slated for leisure use, 
missing an opportunity to reconnect animals with the river—a 
historic relationship where rivers provided hydration and fertile 
grounds for farming. Restoring SZenne to the farm could have sym-
bolized nature’s reintegration into the urban fabric.
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Additionally, Maximilian Park has served as a refuge for unhoused 
and asylum-seeking populations (Daher & D’Auria 2018), during 
the so-called ‘migration crisis’ of the twenty-first century. This 
informal sanctuary has generated social tensions, and the current 
redevelopment risks displacing these vulnerable groups. The project 
thus echoes past urban “clean-up” efforts that marginalize society’s 
most excluded. Critical questions arise: Is the city intentionally 
erasing these social spaces? Does the redevelopment project take 
into consideration systemic causes of homelessness? Engaging with 
these concerns is essential to ensure the project advances inclusively 
and minimizes harm.

SZenne Waters

In my busy adult life, my connection to nature is far less frequent 
than in childhood, when playing in the family garden was a cherished 
experience. Reflecting on these memories during the walking-with 
SZenne River, facilitated by Maria Lucia Cruz Correia and Vinny Jones, 
revealed what I have been missing: a tangible link to the natural 
world. Brussels is vibrant and alive, yet its urban environment—the 
pavement, buildings, and streets—feels hard and cold, even amid the 
city’s heat. Knowing that beneath this hardness, SZenne River flows, 
evokes a desire to reconnect. I recall visiting South Korea, where the 
Cheonggyecheon River was restored within a bustling city, creating 
a thriving natural space where urban life and nature coexist.

Michel de Certeau’s concept of “walking the city” highlights how 
individuals experience urban spaces uniquely (de Certeau 1988). 
My awareness of SZenne’s hidden presence shaped my perception 
of Maximilian Park differently, underscoring the importance of 
recognizing the river waters. This aligns with the work of Dutch 
philosopher and ecologist Li An Phoa, who promotes drinkable rivers 
through walking (Join For Water 2025). She combines her walking 
along rivers with citizen science on water quality, builds networks, 
and activates them to care for river ecologies. Speaking with my 
family in Halle, I learned how they kayaked on SZenne last summer. 
Reconnecting with the water was very important to them. They 
integrated the river back into the lives of their two small children, 
making it part of the next generation. This moving with the flow of 
the water embodies coexistence without exploitation and pollution 

(Batsi 2022). Water is fundamental, yet often commodified under 
“water capitalism,” which prioritizes economic value over access as 
a human right (Heynen et al. 2006). Daylighting SZenne could open 
new access points, narrowing the divide between city and nature and 
deepening people’s relationship with water. Art might be an ally in this.  

For Anna Ridler, a Ghent based artist, water capitalism is one of 
the main themes of her work. In her artwork, she explores how the 
privatization of bodies of water turns them into an economical good 
(Block & Nelson 2015). In Piece of the North Sea Port & Landscape 
of Finance (2022), she puts a spotlight on the commodification of 
water in the Canal region between Ghent and Terneuzen (Halet, n.d. 
and Antea Group, n.d.). A large photographic dataset of over 800 im-
ages documenting the 31-kilometer-long canal banks reveals the fate 
of a waterway otherwise difficult to access, except by commercial 
transport vessels. Ridler documents how water is systematically 
forced into rigid human-built infrastructures, and that money is 
always the main driving force (Kroep, n.d.). Combining art with 
scientific research, Ridler hopes to bring people back to the water 
again, revitalizing a lost relationship. 

Transferring this view to the SZenne region in Brussels, makes me 
wonder: Is SZenne hidden for the profit of the city and is she now 
uncovered to do the same? Who benefits from this project? Where 
does the money come from? What exactly does the city want to 
improve and which businesses to flourish? Can we rely on the gov-
ernment or the free market? As both have prevented access to a 
natural resource (Hukka & Juuti 2012, 93).

Maybe we should consider art as an ally in this? Kaaitheater’s building 
near the Maximilian Park is being renovated, expanding and bringing 
new visions to life (Kaaitheater, n.d.). KANAL is located next to the 
park, where multiple art disciplines find their home in a renovated 
garage (KANAL – Centre Pompidou 2025).  Nothing ever exists in a 
vacuum; people, art, and nature all reside in places that overlap. Water 
connects the past with the present and the future. For every part of 
life, water is necessary, humans and all other animals need water to 
survive and thrive. The presence of an accessible and clean body of 
water can symbolize health (Hukka & Juuti 2012, 172). Daylighting 
the river, allowing it to flow through the city again, meandering in 
Maximilian Park, could connect all the pieces again.
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Ik stel me een architect voor die 
niet wil weten hoe hijzelf moet 
gaan bouwen, maar hoe planten 
dat doen. Welk principes volgt 
de plant, welke keuzes heeft ze, 
wat voor oplossingen prefereert 
ze? De architect erkent de 
plant als zijn meerdere en de 
bestaande architectuur als te 
eenzijdig mensgericht. . . . Ik 
kijk in de spiegel: zou ikzelf die 
biologisch denkende architect 
of architectonisch denkende 
bioloog kunnen zijn? Wat wil 
en wat kan ik te weten komen 
over de bouwprestaties en de 
intelligentie van de plant? En wat 
doet de plant het allemaal voor? 

Arjen Mulder 
Vanuit de plant gezien: pleidooi voor een  
plantaardige planeet, 2019, 143-144.

(Quote gift from Christel to Kobe)



    I 131

Reversed Landscapes
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When Landscapes Shift Their Shape

When we think of a river, an almost idyllic image often comes to 
mind. A gently meandering watercourse, smooth banks covered 
with grass, reeds here and there swaying in the ripples formed by 
the current. Sheep graze sporadically along the banks while Flemish 
cyclists rush along the towpath in the first rays of spring sunshine. 
Or it takes the form of a tightly controlled, straightened river in an 
urban or non-urban context. It is a recognizable, almost collective 
image—but at the same time, it raises a fundamental question: does 
the river actually exist, or is it a constructed ideal?

For centuries, the river was a lifeline within the landscape. It was not 
an object but a relational system: a common thread that organized 
and adapted to the landscape and vice versa. Early humans lived in 
direct dependence on their environment and understood the mutual 
harmony between water, soil, flora, and fauna. The river was not 
controlled but read; not used but followed. Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
described this condition as that of the “noble savage” (1992): a sup-
posed original goodness of humanity that stems from coexistence 
with nature. According to him, this harmony was gradually eroded 
by civilization, which introduced inequality, power structures, and 
appropriation. This transition also marks the loss of the river’s sov-
ereignty. The river was no longer perceived as an autonomous actor, 
but as a resource—something to be used, controlled, exploited, and 
ultimately appropriated.

Throughout history, the river took on a variety of instrumental 
roles. Landlords used it as a line of defense, traders as a transport 
infrastructure, and farmers as a water source for production and 
survival. Economic logic—a human-constructed system—became 
increasingly dominant. It is no coincidence that most Flemish cities 
developed around rivers or their junctions, underscoring the river’s 
economic binding and unifying power. At the same time, this attrac-
tion brought with it a paradoxical side effect: growing concentrations 
of people demanded ever more space, causing the river itself to be 
perceived increasingly as a nuisance. Gradually, the river flow was 
reduced to a problem that had to be controlled, as was the case for 
Brussels. In its most extreme form, the river was arched, canalized, 
and relegated to a sewer—made invisible, buried underground, and 
pushed out of urban consciousness. The city took its place.

Today, the role of the river in the landscape is no longer as explicit 
or defining as it was centuries ago. Its ability to form communities, 
generate movement and create collectivity seems to have become 
self-evident to many—something that always was, is and will be; 
and therefore, requires little attention. But isn’t this interpretation 
too simplistic? Is the relationship between city and river so clear-
cut, so black and white?

Perhaps the current situation holds potential. What if urbanity and 
nature were no longer understood as opposing spatial entities? What 
if culture and nature were once again allowed to intertwine? What if 
we reassign variation, space, and agency to the river—and it, in turn, 
generates new forms of urbanity? What if we don’t further optimize 
existing spatial relationships, but consciously reverse them? What 
follows is an interpretation of possible scenarios, imagining how 
landscapes and urban conditions might be reversed, hybridized 
or transformed along the course of SZenne River. We invite you to 
imagine your own interpretations and create your own narrative.

Figure 1: Collage Daylighting Delta (2025), © Kobe Vanderyse
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Daylighting Delta 

The most immediate way to rekindle the relationship between the 
city and nature is to bring the water body back into view—to draw 
the river out of the shadows and reintegrate it into the urban realm. 
Projecting the river’s original meandering course, especially where 
it currently disappears underground, onto the contemporary city 
fundamentally transforms the perception of places where the river 
has long been concealed. What has long been absent now re-emerges, 
fundamentally altering the perception of these places and revealing 
hidden spatial logic within the city. As the river resurfaces, Brussels 
begins to unfold as a deltaic rather than a singular, linear system. 
Water becomes visible deep within the urban fabric, no longer 
confined to the periphery or reduced to infrastructure. Branching, 
dispersing, and intersecting with the city, the river reconfigures 
spatial hierarchies and reimagines relationships between built form 
and landscape. Instead of being contained or concealed, water once 
again acts as a foundational presence, structuring both space and 
experience in the heart of the city.

Figure 2: Collage Permeable Periphery (2025), © Kobe Vanderyse

Permeable Periphery

From a perspective of progress, one could argue that society is 
better off today than it was a century ago. Certain metrics appear 
to confirm this claim, while others clearly contradict it. At the same 
time, the familiar saying “things were better in the past” continues 
to persist. These two positions, although seemingly opposed, do 
not necessarily exclude one another. Rather than idealizing the 
past or rejecting it altogether, it can be approached as a source of 
valuable insight. Lost ideas, practices, and spatial relationships can 
still inform contemporary thinking. In the past, the relationship be-
tween the river and everyday life was more direct, more intensive, 
and more deeply embedded. The river was not simply present but 
actively integrated into and experienced as part of daily routines 
and collective life.

Figure 2: Collage Liquid Linearity (2025), © Kobe Vanderyse
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Reactivating this relationship does not imply a return to former 
conditions, but a creative reinterpretation of them. What if the river 
could once again support daily life in a meaningful way? What if it 
could be used intensively, but without exploitation or abuse? En-
gaging with the river as a shared system rather than a consumable 
resource opens up the possibility of a more balanced and mutually 
respectful relationship between city and water.

Liquid Linearity

The Linear City is a concept explored by numerous architects, most 
notably Le Corbusier (1967), and offers a valuable lens through 
which alternative urban futures can be imagined. It proposes a city 
organized along the edge of a meandering river, where the river func-
tions as a continuous spine for transport, culture, community, and 
public life. Rather than acting as a boundary or residual space, the 
river becomes the organizing principle of urban form and collective 
experience. As a concept, the Linear City is not surprising in itself. 
Its relevance lies less in its theoretical novelty than in the radical 
potential with which it can be spatially realized. Historically, most 

major cities in Flanders, as well as globally, have emerged along rivers 
or at river junctions. The Linear City can therefore be understood 
not as a rupture, but as an intensified and explicit re-articulation 
of an existing urban logic.

At the same time, this typology raises contemporary questions. On 
the one hand, it aligns with current ambitions of compact living, 
efficient land use, and a reduced ecological footprint. On the other 
hand, it risks reproducing a familiar and equally contemporary 
problem: linear urban expansion that resembles ribbon development. 
Within this tension, the Linear City becomes less a fixed model and 
more a critical conceptual framework. It allows for the exploration 

Figure 4: Collage Sediment City (2025), © Kobe Vanderyse 
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Figure 3: Collage Amphibious Assemblage (2025), © Kobe Vanderyse
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of how linearity, proximity, and continuity can be mobilized without 
falling into the pitfalls of spatial sprawl.

Amphibious Assemblage

A river is not a static object. It is a living ecosystem whose form con-
tinuously shifts, expands, and contracts. Its movement shapes the 
surrounding landscape, carving new paths, depositing sediments, 
and creating habitats for plants, animals, and microorganisms. Its 
flow responds to rainfall, seasons, and broader climatic patterns, 
generating a dynamic balance between flood and drought, growth 
and retreat. Its movement subjects the riverbanks to alternating 
conditions of dryness and inundation. These fluctuating states are 
no exception, but intrinsic qualities of the river system.

This raises a fundamental question for the city. Can urban form 
adapt to these changing conditions, especially in the context of in-
creasingly unpredictable weather patterns and climate change? Or 
might the city instead embrace variation in water levels and adopt a 
more amphibious way of living, existing at times alongside, within, 
or even beneath water?

Sediment City

SZenne flows through a variety of environments, taking on many 
different forms: a gentle spring, a trickling stream, a broadening 
current. Yet human intervention has curtailed this natural diversi-
ty, imposing a rigid structure—a fixed channel, a static meander, a 
canal, a conduit, a sewer, a dark, muddy river. Its natural rhythms, 
seasonal fluctuations, and playful deviations have been erased in 
favor of control and predictability. These imposed conditions have 
gone so far that the once vibrant river, alive with movement, variation 
and ecological richness, has been reduced to a lifeless remnant—a 
shadow of its former self, a fossil of what once was. What remains is 
a river that performs, but no longer surprises, adapts, or interacts 
freely with its surroundings.

This brings us back, for the last time, to the central question: what if 
we reversed the landscape’s logic? What if the river were no longer 

treated as a sewer, but instead the city existed as a sediment beneath 
it—an urban layer shaped by water rather than constraining it, 
responsive to its rhythms and flows, hopefully vibrant, in contrast 
to the current state of SZenne.

When the last bolt of sunshine hits the mountain,
And the stars start to splatter in the sky,
When the moon hits the southwest horizon,
With the scream of an eagle on the fly,
I will walk alone by the black muddy river,
And listen to the ripples as they moan,
I will walk alone by the black muddy river,
And sing me a song of my own.

“Black Muddy River” (1987) by Grateful Dead
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‘Zie je die beek daar?’ zei hij. ‘Stel 
nou eens dat het water de tijd is 
die verstrijkt. Als hier waar wij 
staan het heden is, waar denk je 
dan dat de toekomst is?’
Ik dacht erover na. Dit raadsel 
leek makkelijk. Ik gaf het meest 
voor de hand liggende antwoord: 
‘De toekomst is waar het water 
heen gaat, daar beneden.’
‘Fout’, oordeelde mijn vader. 
‘Gelukkig maar.’ 
. . . 
Ik begin iets te snappen, namelijk 
dat voor een riviervis alles met 
de stroom mee komt. Als het 
punt waarin je je in een rivier 
onderdompelt het heden is, dacht 
ik, dan is het verleden het water 
dat langs je heen is gespoeld, dat 
verder stroomafwaarts gaat, waar 

er niets meer voor je is, terwijl 
de toekomst het water is dat van 
boven komt en dat gevaren en 
verrassingen met zich meebrengt. 
Het verleden is dalwaarts, de 
toekomst bergopwaarts. Dat had 
ik mijn vader moeten antwoorden. 
Wat het lot ook moge zijn, het 
woont in de bergen boven ons. 
. . . 
Gletsjers . . . zijn de nagedachtenis 
aan voorbije winters die de berg 
voor ons bewaart. Boven een 
bepaalde periode houden ze die 
herinnering vast, dus als we iets 
van een winter uit het verleden 
willen weten, dan moeten we naar 
boven. 

Paolo Cognetti 
De acht bergen, 2016, 21; 31; 50. 

(Quote gift from Christel to Janne)
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This text listens to the city not as a machine of stone and speed, but 
as an unfinished ecosystem—one in which nature persists, insists, 
and returns. By walking-with and sensing-with along the traces 
of SZenne and the hydro-ecological corridors that thread through 
Vilvoorde, I began to recognize the subtle infrastructures that al-
low urban nature to endure. These appear in small places: cracks 
where moss takes root, rainwater that quietly follows the memory 
of old riverbeds, seeds collecting in gutters and corners that rarely 
draw attention, and the nocturnal movements, atmospheres, and 
material traces that reveal how the more-than-human city unfolds 
after dark. Through these small and often overlooked interactions, 
the city begins to appear not as a fully engineered landscape, but as 
a shared and dynamic living environment in which more-than-hu-

The City Breathes Beneath Us

The city begins in motion:
water searching for old paths,
wind weaving through walls,
roots feeling their way beneath 
concrete.

Even on streets that seem rigid,
life whispers.

Beneath each paving stone,
a softness waits, ready to return.

Under every road flows a hidden 

Figure 1: Senne au Nord de Bruxelles (2018), © Goris, Wikimedia Commons 
(CC BY-SA 4.0)

hydrology -
the lingering moisture of 
SZenne’s former paths, wetlands, 
wandering streams,
river mouths remembered.

The city is not separate from 
nature;
it is nature, shifted, held, nego-
tiated.

To walk here is to sense a layered 
breathing:
a city moving to rhythms older 
than its maps,

AN ECOLOGY OF URBAN NATURE JANNE GEENTJENS

man life continually negotiates its presence. In this text, I explore a 
repertoire of ecological care that rests on attentiveness, reciprocity, 
and a willingness to notice and gently uncover the living processes 
that the urban fabric has—for a long time—pushed out of view.

To uncover a river in a city is to uncover the city’s longing. In SZenne’s 
case—whose course through Vilvoorde was long constrained—the 
act of opening her again reveals more than water: it reveals a memory. 
This way of approaching the landscape is shaped by thinkers and 
artists who place attentiveness and care at the center of ecological 
practice. Their work lingers in the background of this text: Tim 
Ingold’s idea of walking-with (2011), María Puig de la Bellacasa’s 
ethics of care (2017), Donna Haraway’s call to stay with multispecies 
entanglements (2016), and the ecological performances of Maria 
Lucia Cruz Correia along SZenne River (2023-2026). Through them, 
I learned to meet the city not as an object to be observed from a 
distance, but as a companion to move with—one whose more-than-
human relations need time, patience, and presence to become visible.
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where the living world has never 
fully stepped aside.

- Nature’s pulse continues beneath 
every engineered certainty.

Walking as Encounter

Every step in the city brushes 
against coexistence.
A blade of grass pushing through 
a tram rail.
The sweet rot of fallen fruit be-
side a sidewalk.
Birdsongs bouncing off concrete 
facades.

Walking-with becomes a way 
of noticing how nature inhabits 
the city - not as decoration, but 
as inhabitant. Urban nature is 
not outside us - it grows in the 
seams, in the intervals, in the 
overlooked.

To walk is to feel the city’s na-
ture reaching back.

- The ground keeps teaching those 
who move slowly.

Urban Cartographies of the 
Living

What if a map of the city began 
not with its buildings, but with 
its sprouts?
Its microclimates?
Its accidental forests along rail-
way lines?

Nature in the city sketches its 
own geography: emergent, im-
provisational, resistant.
Paths carved by rain, territo-
ries marked by pigeons, routes 
traced by foxes in the quiet hours 
before dawn.

These are not the maps drawn by 
planners, but by the city’s more-
than-human inhabitants.

- Every weed is a cartographer.

The Gesture of Uncovering

To uncover a river in a city is to 
uncover the city’s longing.

A river, once buried for efficien-
cy or fear, returns slowly when 
invited - hesitant, mud-scented, 
shimmering with possibility.
The act of uncovering becomes 
an urban gesture of accountabil-
ity:
a recognition that nature was 
never the problem,
only our forgetting.

The river’s reappearance softens 
the geometry of the city.
Edges blur. Habitats seduce. 
Paths shift. People linger.
Water reclaims its role as teach-
er.

Uncovering, then, is not a techni-
cal act. It is an emotional one.

- A city remembers itself when its 
water returns to the sky.

Performing the Multispecies 
City

The city is a stage shared by 
many bodies.
Foxes appearing at dusk.
Bees rehearsing routes through 
balconies.
Seeds hitchhiking on shoes and 
bicycle tires.

Urban nature performs continu-
ously, even when unnoticed.
Architecture becomes part of 
this ensemble -
balconies as perches, gutters as 
micro-rivers,
rooftops as prairies.

Performance, in this city, is not 
spectacle but survival.

A choreography of quiet per-
sistence.

- Every creature improvises its 
way through the urban script.

When Nature Returns to the 
City
Nature does not arrive politely.
She arrives insistently.

Vines scaling abandoned ware-
houses.
Trees fracturing asphalt.
Water seeping back into its an-
cestral lines.

These returns are not failures of 
maintenance - they are acts of 

ecological memory. They remind 
us that the city thrives when 
nature is given space to breathe, 
creep, wander, and surprise.

Urban ecology is a form of hos-
pitality - creating thresholds 
where life can take hold without 
permission.

- Nature is not fragile - only our 
relationship to her is.

The Forgotten Corners of the 
City

The city is stitched together by 
its margins.
Small leftover spaces holding 
more life than their size sug-
gests.
An alley damp with shadow.
A strip of soil beside a fence.
A fractured edge where roots 
test the concrete.

Urban nature gathers where 
planning fades.
Grasses claiming the seam be-
tween warehouse and sky.
Moss settling into the quiet of an 
unused stair.
Foxes passing through the nar-
row breath of a service road.

These corners do not ask for at-
tention - they make their own.
They become laboratories of re-
silience,
improvised refuges where spe-
cies rehearse survival.
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Here, the city loosens.
Here, the wild negotiates its re-
turn.

- In the places the city forgets, 
nature speaks the loudest.

Urban Nocturnes

At night, the city changes in 
small,
almost unremarkable ways.
Streetlights make a low buzzing 
sound you only notice when ev-
erything else quiets down.
Windows stay lit here and there,
holding the warmth of the people
who haven’t gone to sleep yet.
Shadows fall differently too,
stretching into doorways and 
corners
the sun never really reaches.

When the noise of the day fades,
other movements become visible.
A fox slips along the edge of a 
loading dock.
Moths flutter around a lamp,
drawn in slow circles by its heat.
Bats move quickly through the 
air,
following paths you can’t see
unless you really look.

It’s a version of the city
that feels slower,
more open,
almost patient.
Walking through it,
you notice things you’d normally 
miss -

and for a moment,
humans feel like only one part
of a much larger scene.

- The night reveals what the day 
forgets.

Atmospheres of the More-
than-Human

Some atmospheres cannot be 
engineered.
They form where shade meets 
wind,
where moisture collects,
where plants breathe into the air.

The smell of wet stone after rain.
A cool draft along the path of a 
buried stream.
The luminous tremble of leaves 
as currents shift between build-
ings.

These atmospheres arise from 
entanglement,
not design -
weather, creatures, plants, min-
erals,
co-creating the city’s invisible 
climate.

To feel them is to understand the 
city
as a multispecies meteorology.

- Atmosphere is the city’s most 
subtle commons.

Materials That Remember
Stone remembers rain.

Concrete holds the shape of hu-
midity.
Metal learns the rhythm of tem-
perature.
Brick stores the warmth of a van-
ished afternoon.

Nothing in the city is inert.
Every surface listens.
Every material keeps a quiet ar-
chive.

Moisture darkens walls in famil-
iar places,
roots return to cracks they once 
survived,
rust blossoms where water in-
sists on staying.

Material is not passive matter - it 
is memory made tangible,
a slow-speaking witness of 
weather, touch, and time.

- The city’s textures keep their own 
biographies.

Microclimates in Motion

The city fractures into countless 
tiny climates:
south-facing walls that glow with 
heat,
alleyways cold enough for ferns,
courtyards that shelter insects 
from wind,
rooftops where drought becomes 
a habitat.

These microclimates are never 
static -
each shift in weather, shadow, or 
season
reshapes who can live where.

Seeds ride the currents between 
them,
Insects navigate them like con-
stellations,
moss claims the dampest ones 
first.

To follow these subtle gradients
is to see the city as a patchwork 
of atmospheric possibilities.

- Life settles wherever the air al-
lows.

The City Beneath the City

Below the visible city lies anoth-
er:
a damp, breathing substratum
of pipes, soil pockets, forgotten 
waterways,
roots negotiating darkness.

Hydro-ecologies press upward,
adjusting pavements, softening 
edges,
reminding us that water never 
obeyed the map.

Soil shifts. Drainage murmurs.
Buried streams continue teach-
ing the ground how to behave.

This under-city shapes the one 
we walk on -
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not metaphorically, but physi-
cally.

To sense it is to understand
that the city is built on some-
thing alive.

- The earth below keeps its own 
quiet conversations.

Tidal Threads

The city carries water even 
where no river is visible.
Beneath pavements and court-
yards,
beneath the noise of traffic and 
construction,
water keeps searching for its 
openings.

Old riverbeds still pull on the 
movement of rain,
drawing it toward low places, 
gutters, shadows,
as if remembering the shape they 
once held.

Humidity gathers in the same 
places each season,
settling into corners the city nev-
er fully dries out.
Under metal grates, drainage 
makes a low, steady sound - the 
kind you only notice when you 
pause.

Water writes its own routes 
through the city -
sometimes hidden, sometimes 
exposed,

but always present.
It nourishes moss, cools stone,
creates narrow habitats where 
insects, birds,
and roots follow its quiet invita-
tions.

To walk with water is to walk 
with memory.
A reminder that the city stands
not on static ground,
but on a moving, shifting under-
current
that has never stopped flowing.

- Every city is shaped by the water 
that refuses to leave.

Lines of Drift

Not every path begins with a 
plan.
Some simply appear because 
bodies keep passing the same 
way -
a patch of grass pressed flat from 
shortcuts,
a fox slipping through the same 
gap in a fence,
a thin line of water marking 
the route it prefers each time it 
rains.

Drift has its own quiet logic.
It’s the slow back-and-forth be-
tween intention and landscape,
between what we try to organise 
and what the ground allows.

Water chooses one direction,
people choose another,

animals follow their own sense 
of ease.
Somewhere between all these 
movements,
the city starts to take shape in 
ways no blueprint predicted.

Following these drift lines
feels like walking with every 
being
that has looked for the simplest 
way through.

- The city is sketched by those who 
find their way across it.

Toward a Repertoire of Urban 
Recovery

Urban recovery begins with 
small gestures:
a porous sidewalk where rain 
can rest,
a bench oriented toward wind 
instead of traffic,
a courtyard that welcomes 
shade, insects, humidity.

These gestures accumulate.
They alter how the city feels, 
breathes, listens.
Recovery is never monumental -
it grows through attention,
repetition, and care.

- Recovery is a slow choreography 
between humans and the worlds 
they inhabit.

Where the River Slips Away

At the Rupelstraat,
SZenne thins into shadow
- a brief inhale
before slipping
beneath the city’s weight.
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You can feel her more than see her:
a cool drift of air,
a dim echo under metal and stone.

Here, the river does not vanish;
she simply travels differently,
holding her shape in darkness
until the city allows her surface again.

- Where a river slips beneath the surface,
the city begins to whisper differently.

When the City Listens Back

The city was never still.
Even when we paved her breathing ground,
she kept speaking in the language of small things:

	 a weed insisting between stones,

	 a trickle of water finding its memory,

	 a seed waiting for the right kind of light.

We thought she needed our order.
But she needed our attention.

Now, walking slowly, we begin to hear her -
the soft syllables of moss,
the low hum of hidden rivers,
the negotiations of wings and wind.

Recovery was never about restoring what was lost.
It was about remembering how to listen.

And in that listening,
the city becomes porous again.
A place where every corner breathes,
every stone softens,
and every step becomes
an act of care					   
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It matters what thoughts 
think thoughts; it matters 
what stories tell stories. 

Donna Haraway 

Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the 
Chthulucene, 2016, 39.

(Quote gift from Janne to Lara)

It matters what stories we 
tell to tell other stories with.

Donna Haraway

“Introduction. Receiving Three Mochilas in 
Colombia: Carrier Bags for Staying with the 
Trouble Together” in The Carrier Bag Theory 
of Fiction, 2013, 8.

Quote gift from Christel to Janne)
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Wayfaring, I believe, is the most 
fundamental mode by which 
living beings, both human and 
non-human, inhabit the earth. 
By habitation I do not mean 
taking one’s place in a world that 
has been prepared in advance 
for the populations that arrive 
to reside there. The inhabitant 
is rather one who participates 
from within in the very process 
of the world’s continual coming 
into being and who, in laying 
a trail of life, contributes to 
its weave and textures, these 
lines are typically winding and 
irregular, yet comprehensively 
entangled in a close-knit tissue. 

Tim Ingold 

Lines: A Brief History, 2008, 81. 
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Wayfaring

Ghent–Terneuzen Canal,  
Quinty de Vries, 

Lizalotte Haenen
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Hoe zorgt stroomlijning ervoor  
dat plaatsen, om te blijven, verdwijnen?

De voorbije weken dachten we veel na over deze vraag. De tekst die je 
hier kan lezen is wat dat denkwerk heeft nagelaten. Door alle regels 
vloeit het onderscheid dat antropoloog Tim Ingold maakt tussen 
transport en wayfaring. Transport verbeeldt hij als een “verbind 
de punten” tekenpuzzel, waarbij de tekening al vóór het verbinden 
van de punten een vaste vorm kent die niet buiten de lijntjes treedt: 
“once a construction is complete there is nowhere further for the line 
to go” (Ingold 2008, 74-75). Wayfaring daarentegen is geen vooraf 
getekende vorm, maar een beweging die bestaat terwijl die zich 
voltrekt: “It could be described as a flowing line” (Ingold 2008, 101).
 
                              

Figure 1: Gent. Meulestede. Meulestede Kaai (1901), Marcovici Marco, 
© Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)

WAYFARING

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                      Dit waterlichaam is meerstromig.  
                             Door hun oneffen bodem,  
                                vloeit het waterlichaam vlug  
                                   in bepaalde gebieden  
                                   en gestaag in andere.  
                                   Waar hun water snel stroomt,  
                                   vormen diepe geulen zich  
                                 als gevolg van erosie.  
                               Dit worden de buitenbochten.  
                            In de binnenbochten neemt de              
                 stroomsnelheid af en  
            nestelt sediment.  
 

 
                                                             Door het voortdurende proces  
                                                               van erosie en sedimentatie  
                                          vormt dit waterlichaam flauwe bochten 
                          die na verloop van tijd opzwellen  
               tot gearticuleerde meanders. 
    Doordat het meanderende water 
       verschillende tempo’s kent, 
   ontstaat er een beweging die 
                       zuurstof binnenlaat.  
                               De variaties tussen de  
                                        binnenbocht en de buitenbocht  
                                                                 maakt een veelheid aan  
                                                                                                     levensvormen mogelijk.  
                                                                                                                      In de stijle oevers van de  

                       buitenbocht  
                                                            broeden vogels zoals  

 
 

                 oeverzwaluwen en 
ijsvogels.  

                                                                                          In het vlugge water bestaat 
                                        stroomminnend leven zoals de steenvlieg en de forel.  
                                    Het traagstromend water  
                         in de binnenbocht maakt  
                   de bodem bewoon-             baar.  
           Het voortdurend                 eroderen  
                  van de buiten-              bocht  
              en sedimen-               tatie  
            in de binnen-             bocht, 
                 verbreedt en                    vernauwt dit  

waterlichaam waardoor de buitenoevers van hun  
     meanders steeds dichter bij elkaar komen.  
          Uiteindelijk zullen de oevers zo dicht bij  
                  elkaar komen dat het water zich  
                              stroomlijnt,  

zoals hier  
       binnenkort zal 

 gebeuren.  
                     De losgelaten  

meander kreeg  
in het Nederlands 

                     ‘hoefijzermeer’ 
                                         als naam.      

                           Meanders  
                                          en hoefijzermeren  

                worden in het 
    proces  

                                        van kanalisatie af- 
                                        gesneden  
                                        om een 
                                        waterlichaam  
                                        op  
                                        artificiële  
                                        wijze  
                                         te 
                           s 

                          t 
                          r 
                          o 
                          o 
                          m 
                           
  

OVER, BLIJVEN 



 
 
               

 

  Wanneer ik het station van Vilvoorde 
                                                          worden deze lijnen mijn kaart.  

                                    Ik wandel door de stad,  
                                             op zoek naar hun evenbeeld.  

                                                          Ik probeer te begrijpen  
                    hoe de stad  

                                                                                                              haar waterlichamen  
    inbedt. 

                                                  Meer dan  
               vierhonderd jaar  
geleden werd er  

    naast de Zenne rivier  
              een kanaal gegraven.  

                     Een alternatieve lijn  
                       die de eeuwenoude kronkelingen  

                              van zijn meanderende  
                                          metgezel rechttrok  

                                en zo het transport  
                                         doorheen de stad  

               tot vier keer versnelde. 
Voor mij zie ik hoe  

            het stedelijk landschap is platgestreken  
en doorkruist door een brede autobrug.  

                                 Ik wandel richting de vlakte  
                       die de belofte van  
                   het kanaal in zich draagt.  
                     Mijn blik dwaalt kort naar links  
                               en blijft haken aan een grote blauwe reiger 
                                           die verstild boven struikgewassen uit priemt.  

                                           Dichterbij zie ik  
                                                        dat hij plaats neemt  

                                                             boven een watervlak.  
                                          Een traagstromende bocht 

                nestelt zich  
                        tussen groen  

                                                begroeide bermen 
                                                                                                          Twee treurwilgen beschutten een  

                                                                                                                                             houten bankje  
  

                    Ik leer dat reigers traag  
               wandelen langs de waterkant  
           als manier om territorium af te bakenen.  
      Hun lichaam wordt een lijn die ademt, opzwelt  
       en vervaagt in aanwezigheid en afwezigheid.  
   Het “afbakenen” van een territorium begrijp ik hier niet  
    als het trekken van lijnen die een binnen van een buiten    
   afzonderen, maar als een           performatieve handeling  
   die telkens opnieuw                           opgevoerd wordt  
 (Despret 2023, 97).                           Filosoof Vincianne  
   Despret (°1959)                                schrijft in haar boek  
 leven als een vogel      dat we niet zouden  
moeten spreken van het                           territorium maar van                                 
       territorialiserings-             handelingen (Despret  
        2023, 97). Het          markeren van een   

territorium gaat         volgens haar niet                            
over het bezitten        van grond maar over  

het verlengen van         een lichaam door  
ruimte toe te eigenen,       in de betekenis  
 van het actieve eigen                 maken aan  
  (Despret 2023, 107).              Het bewonen van  
    een plaats betekent           één worden met die  
      plaats. Door te wan-  delen eigent de reiger  

                    zich ruimte toe,                              de ruimte zit in  
                           hun lichaam,                               hun lichaam  
                             wordt die ruimte.  
                                Dit is geen afbakenen  
                                          van binnen en  
                                              buiten maar juist het  
                                                 vermeerderen van een  
                                               binnen met een buiten,  

                                 en omgekeerd. 
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De bus zet me af in de 
Meeuwstraat. Hier 
begint mijn tocht. In 
de richting van 
Kanaal Gent-
Terneuzen wandel ik 
de straat uit. De 
Meeuwstraat komt uit 
op het Redersplein, 
net zoals de 
Meulestedestraat en 
Meulestedekaai. Op 
dat plein leeft aan de 
waterkant een 
treurwilg. Een bankje 
onder het naar 
beneden krommend 
groen nodigt me uit 
om te gaan zitten. Nu 
kijk ik recht op de 
Sint-Antonius Abtkerk 
waarlangs ik net het 
plein opliep. Hier voel 
ik me 
geborgen.  Vanop het 
bankje kijk ik rechts 
de Meulestedekaai in. 
Het kanaal strijkt mijn 
uitzicht glad. In de 
verte priemen de drie 
kerken van Gent de 
horizon door. Hun 
verticale as vraagt me 
te vertrekken. Tijdens 
het wandelen richten 
de kerken mijn blik; ik 
vind het uitdagend 
niet alleen in de verte 
te kijken. Ik voel 
mezelf opspannen 
tussen het 
redersplein en de 
kerktorens die in mijn 
vooruitzicht liggen. 
Mijn blik vernauwt. 
Mijn stroom versnelt. 
Na de Voorhavenkaai 
wandel ik de 
Terneuzenlaan in. 
Deze straat kromt in 
een bocht. In deze 
kromming beland ik 
aan bij het 
Tolhuisdok. In dit dok 
stromen de 
gekanaliseerde 
wateren van de Leie, 
de Schelde en  

                                                                             Ik teken twee parallelle  
                     lijnen op een stukje papier dat ik in mijn jaszak vind.  

           Een dunne, kronkelende lijn  
beweegt zich naast  
een prominente,  
      rechte streep. 
           Ze buigt afwisselend  
                   van de streep weg  
             en naar de streep toe.  
Deze lijnen zijn van water.  
uit stap,  
 
 

naast de waterrand.  
          Een bord in de linker berm leest 'troostplaats'.  
                                  Hier ligt de Zenne.  
                                             Het water draagt 
      hun oppervlak  
              als een huid die 
        beweegt in rimpelingen; 
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Ik zie twee gelijktijdige lijnen  
die op elkaar komen te liggen. De ene  

verstilt in een kronkeling, de andere rekt zich op in  
een verticaliteit. Wanneer reigers hun waterrand verlaten, 

nestelen ze in boomkruinen.             Anders dan aan de  
         oever komen ze hier          samen in grote groepen;  
    de densiteit van hun                woonplaats neemt 
toe. Hun snavel richt zich naar                boven terwijl ze de 
bochten in hun nek volledig                           recht trekken. De lijn 
   van hun lichaam loopt hier                           niet langs een 
        horizontale waterrand                       maar verankert zich 

verticaal. Er ontstaat                        een soort choreografie;  
             een ritmisch samenwonen            in gedeelde en           
                bewoonde ruimte.           Volgens Despret  

bestaat een territorium           uit afstanden die   
        ze begrijpt als intensiteit,                  een ritme veeleer  

                 dan maten (Despret 2023,    97). De cadans van  
   de reiger beweegt tussen                         dense boomtop en  
uitgespreide water-      rand. Hun lichaam,  

      en daardoor ook         hun woonplaats,  
      kent verschillende     intensiteiten, het is  
  in dit ritme    dat leven mogelijk wordt. 
 



 

De kaart doet me denken  
            aan een kunstwerk uit 1991 van  

        (textiel)kunstenares Maria Lai (°1919-2013).  
                    Het werk ziet eruit als een openliggend boek, waarvan  

      de pagina’s van een             zandkleurig textiel zijn.  
         De bruine verkleuringen             geven de bladzijden  
        reliëf wat doet denken           aan een landschapskaart.   
            Ook hier loopt een         rode lijn dwars over het 
        beeld, maar deze is           niet getekend, deze lijn is 
          van naald en draad.                     Het is een verbinding van 
       ogenschijnlijke punten,                      eigenlijke zigzagsteken  
  waarvan de steeklengte                 klein is waardoor de draden 
   dicht bij elkaar komen te           liggen en de concentratie 
     ervan dens is. In welke                      richting deze 
  verbindingen op het textiel                       aangebracht werden  
          is niet duidelijk door                                     de loshangende uiteinden  
            aan zowel de linker-                                                als de rechterkant  
         die de vloeiende lijnen                  buiten de marges laat treden.  
       De draden verschijnen als                   abstracte tekens die de beperkingen  
van schrijven, taal, van lezen                                        en betekenis benadrukken  
(Bardazzi 2022, 100). Dit boek        vraagt me niet in één richting gelezen  
  te worden, maar om de “il filo di         queste memorie [de rode draad   
  van deze herinneringen]” vast          te nemen met mijn eigen.   
   “dichters, gedachten en dromen.”                    (Bardazzi 2022, 98). 
                    Lai stikt geen traject vast,         zoals wel het geval is    
 voor de kaart die ik in de                   Boekentoren vond, maar  

laat oneindig veel betekenis-                 mogelijkheden, op te pakken                                                
als zweefdraden. Dit landschap               laat zich anders lezen.  

               Niet als een tweedimensionaal  
               traject van begin- naar eindpunt  
                  binnen de grenzen van een kader,  
                      maar als een gelaagd weefsel  
                          van patronen, herhalingen en 
                          verbindingen die in hun samen- 
                                 komsten een ritme aangeven. 
                                       Door de vezels van dit werk 
                                                 vloeit een adembeweging: 

                                       “zonder adem is het 
                                                                  kunstwerk levenloos” 
      (Bardazzi 2022, 105).  
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de Westerschelde in 
elkaar over. Ook de 
richtingen van mijn 
traject verwateren in 
deze doorstroom; het 
brengt een gevoel van 
blijven met zich mee. 
Mijn pas vertraagt en 
een geelmetalen 
bankje aan de 
waterkant nodigt me 
uit om te gaan zitten. 
Mijn blik verademt. 
Hier wil ik blijven.   
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                             hun oppervlak  
                                               als een huid die  
                                
                              sporen van onderhuids leven. 
            Wanneer de meanders  
                             overdekt worden door asfalt  
                                     zoek ik het kanaal op. 
                                                   Een overweldigende  
                                              uitgestrektheid stuwt  
                                 mijn blik de horizon in.  
                            Het water kent hier 
                      een constante,   
             vooruit drijvende  
              beweging.    
                  Recht in het midden  
                              van de stroom,  

           onder de  
                    brede autobrug,  
                                       verwijlt  
                                             een blauwe reiger. 
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             In de online catalogus 
                         van de Boekentoren  

              vind ik een kaart uit 1827:  
        Kaart van het rechttrekken  

                              van de Schelde     tussen Gent en Doornik. 
                Ik lees de kaart van links                   naar rechts: Gand, Meerlebeke, 
        Schelderoede, Eeke, Gaeveren,            tot aan Tournai. Mijn oog volgt  
      de rode lijn die het vooruitzicht             geeft van de gekanaliseerde Schelde, 
     opgespannen tussen Gent en             Doornik. De meanders van dit  
   waterlichaam komen links,                       en rechts, te liggen van deze lijn.  
Op deze manier zien ze eruit            als de zweefdraden die ik ken  
  van een breitechniek die          stranded colorwork genoemd wordt.  
 Twee of meerdere draden        worden in dat geval per rij gebruikt om 
complexe kleurpatronen       te breien. Het ongebruikte garen  
    wordt steeds losjes langs          de achterkant van het werk voor  
       een aantal steken meegenomen    om vervolgens weer opgepakt  

 te worden. Die draden noemt men floats of zweefdraden. Vaak loopt het mis  
omdat de spanning op de zweefdraden te hoog is. Het textiel  
   krimpt dan in, wordt stijf, waardoor het patroon zich niet  

                     meer kan articuleren. 
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      In het Frans kreeg een hoefijzermeer de naam bras morts. 
 Deze benaming drijft steeds boven in onze gesprekken.  

Op internet lezen we  
                                     dat er in en rond deze meren veel leven huist.  
                        Een tekort aan levensvormen  

                             kan dus niet de reden zijn.  
         We denken te begrijpen  
           dat deze hoefijzermeren  
                ‘dood’ verklaard worden  
                 omdat het waterlichaam hier stil staat,  
                                 niet meer stroomt en doorstroomd wordt,  
                  in sommige gevallen volledig  

                                                      verdampt na verloop van tijd.  
    We praten lang over de  

                                                   verhoudingen tussen  
                                bewegen, stil staan en leven.  

                  Het voelt te eenvoudig om te spreken over stilstand  
            als de afwezigheid  
  van beweging of leven.      
We herinneren ons  
   de uitgevlakte stroomlijn  
     van het gekanaliseerde waterlichaam,  
               dat door de constante stroom stil leek te staan.  
                                               Wat hier lijkt te ontbreken is ritme.  
                                             Het water is hier van ontnomen;  
                                  het kent geen ruimte meer om te ademen. 
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DE VERJAARDAG VAN DE REIGER

‘Ik ben bijna jarig,’ zei de reiger op een 
ochtend tegen de kikker. 
‘O ja?’ zei de kikker, die een eindje verderop 
aan een rietstengel heen en weer zwaaide. 
‘Ja,’ zei de reiger, ‘en ik ga het op een heel 
bijzondere manier vieren.’
‘O,’ zei de kikker, ‘Hoe dan?’
‘Nou…’ zei de reiger, ‘dat houd ik nog 
geheim. Maar ik nodig alleen jou uit, kikker.’
‘Ach,’ zei de kikker en hij dook in het water.
Hij zwom weg en dacht na. Hij was wel 
nieuwsgierig naar de bijzondere manier 
waarop de reiger zijn verjaardag wilde 
vieren. Zou de reiger mij misschien vragen 
of ik iets wil kwaken? dacht hij. Dat wil ik 
wel. Hij kende nog iets heel moois, wat hij 
nog nooit had gekwaakt. En wat zouden 
we eten? dacht hij. Wat voor taart zou er 
zijn? Een watertaart met kroos? Of iets 
modderigs? Waar zou de reiger eigenlijk 
van houden? 
De kikker fronste zijn voorhoofd. Hij wist 
niet zeker waar de reiger het meest van 
hield, maar plotseling herinnerde hij zich 

dat hij ook heel nieuwsgierig was naar de 
verte. Die moet ik toch echt eens van dichtbij 
zien, dacht hij. En terwijl hij nadenkend 
knikte en in zijn hals krabde zwom hij 
verder. 
Op de ochtend van de verjaardag van de 
reiger was de kikker zo nieuwsgierig naar 
de verte dat hij voor zonsopgang vertrok.
Hij liet een briefje voor de reiger achter:

Beste reiger,
Gefeliciteerd met je verjaardag, maar

Ik moest dringend op reis (naar de verte).
De kikker. 

De reiger las het briefje en keek treurig uit 
over het riet en de rivier daarachter, die 
zachtjes kabbelde. Het werd een schrale 
verjaardag zo. Hij had met de kikker willen 
dansen een hij had hem plechtig willen 
beloven dat hij hem na zijn verjaardag nooit 
meer zou opeten. 

Toon Tellegen 
Misschien wisten zij alles; 313 verhalen over de eekhoorn  
en de andere dieren, 2022, 563-564.

 AN ECOLOGY OF URBAN NATURE JANNE GEENTJENS
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Figure 1: Meulestede (1851), Pieters, Geo (Georges), Gevaert, 
© Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)

I grew up in Ostend, a small city by the North Sea. I’ve spent every 
summer at the beach, bathing in the water; my first steps were in 
the sand. There hasn’t been a year when I haven’t been in the sea. I 
know how the waves move, how they flow, I understand their lan-
guage and feel their presence. Over the years, this companionship 
has grown stronger, like a family member I have come to know 
intimately. As this bond deepened, I felt an increasing urge to care 
for them. When my fellow students and I were assigned to develop 
a research question about the waterbodies we had encountered, my 
first thought was: “How can we care for the waters we encounter?”. 
For me, to be able to care for someone is to know someone. But how 
can I get to know a body of water? The first step, I believe, is to be 
with them and to listen to them. 

Exposition

Before embarking on walking-with with the Canal Ghent- 
Terneuzen, I researched the concept of animacy. The text The Demo-
cracy of Species by biologist Robin Wall Kimmerer was particularly 
inspiring, broadening my approach to the living world (Kimmerer 
2013). Kimmerer proposes a grammar of animacy–using the same 
language one would use when addressing a family member–for all 
living creatures (2013, 15). She writes: 

When we tell them that the tree is not a ‘who’, but an ‘it’, we 
make that maple an object; we put a barrier between us, 
absolving ourselves of moral responsibility and opening 
the door to exploitation. Saying ‘it’ makes a living land into 
‘natural resources.’ If a maple is an ‘it’, we can take up the 
chain saw. If a maple is a ‘her’, we think twice. (Kimmerer 
2013, 17)

She explains that this grammar of animacy is self-evident in the 
Potawatomi language and most other indigenous languages (2013, 
15). To embody this idea of recognizing the Canal Ghent-Terneuzen 
as a living being, I will use the pronouns they/them when describing 
the experiences and observations during the walks with them. I 
mapped out my walks with the canal in advance; the walking-with 
sessions began at Meulestedebrug and ended at Buitenring Wondel-
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gemkaai, which I reached via Pantserschipkaai and Wondelgemkaai. 
On Google Maps, the area appears as a green zone, but in reality, it 
is far from a park, forest, or any other natural green space. It is, in 
fact, an industrial and port zone, housing companies such as Shell 
and PVS Chemicals. 

During my walks, I paused several times to intuitively find spots 
to connect with the water and make field recordings. Some routes 
were inaccessible due to private port areas, preventing me from 
approaching the water. This disconnection troubled me, so I focused 
even more intently on hearing, smelling, and feeling the presence 
of the water in every possible way.

Development

I am sitting on the quay along the water. What is the water listening 
to? What do they hear? These are the questions accompanying me 
during the walk. I brought a portable recording device to help me 
answer them later. I experience the surrounding area as a place of 
transit. I try to attune to the polyphony in which I am situated. A 
few meters away, three fishermen are preparing their gear. I look at 
the water. Behind me, trucks rush past. Sitting cross-legged, I place 
the microphone on the cold stones before me. I breathe in, I breathe 
out. And softly I say: I’m listening. I press record.

When using listening as a practice to heighten one’s awareness of 
the surroundings, means referring to the Deep Listening method 
developed by composer and performer Pauline Oliveros, a pioneer in 
electronic music (O’Brien 2016). She makes a fundamental distinction 
between hearing and listening: hearing is a passive act involving the 
automated processing of sensed acoustic signals, whereas listening re-
quires the focused attention on auditory streams of interest (Braasch 
2019). Furthermore, Deep Listening differentiates between focal 
and global listening. Focal listening involves mentally concentrating 
on a specific element within the sonic environment, enabling the 
listener to zoom in on particular features within a complex sound 
field. Global listening refers to tuning into the sonic environment as 
a holistic whole (Braasch 2019, 48-50). In sum, Deep Listening is the 
process of learning and strategically employing both focal and global 
listening as a tool to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 

sonic environment (Braasch 2019, 48-50). It is a genre-independent, 
embodied approach to perceiving the sounding surroundings as a 
polyphony – a sounding-together of multiple voices in the landscape 
(Braasch 2019, 47-50).

The wind tingles on the skin of my face. It is fall, and the air is starting 
to cool down. The grey blanket of clouds reflects in the gentle ripples 
of the canal, but I do not hear them, despite my aim of trying to find 
recognizable sounds within the environment. It reminds me of a 
quote by biologist Rachel Carson in her canonical book Silent Spring:  

It was a spring without voices. On the mornings that had once 
throbbed with the dawn chorus… there was now no sound; 
only silence lay over the fields and woods and marsh. (Carson 
2000, 22)

Silent Spring was a major catalyst in the modern environmental 
movement, as Carson draws attention to the ecological damage 
caused by pesticides (Gilmurray 2016). In the book, she describes 
the absence of birdsong as a sign of ecological loss, demonstrating 
the importance of sound as an indicator of shifting landscape dy-
namics (Gilmurray 2016, 74). The silence Carson describes feels 
similar to the silence I experience sitting by the canal, yet it is also 
different; it is not an absence of sound, but rather a suppression of 
it. The silence emerges when listening becomes a search for what 
has disappeared. I cannot hear them.

In Living as a bird, philosopher Vinciane Despret writes that territory 
“is the expression of a ‘self’, physically and literally, and that the ‘self’ 
in turn becomes the expression of the territory” (2021, 105). She 
uses birdsong to illustrate the mutual influence between a living 
being and the landscape. Birds delineate the boundaries of their 
environment through song; their singing signifies both presence 
and territory. She states: “The bird possesses its territory, because 
it is itself possessed by that territory” (Despret 2021, 105).

The assumption that any sound inherently signals presence and 
thus claims space simply by sounding and being heard, contains a 
power dynamic. Who is heard and who is not? Who dominates the 
polyphony, and who is muted? I sit by the water, yet I do not hear 
them. Here, the industry is deafening. When I listen back to the 
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recording, it sounds like a construction site. And yet, I was sitting 
less than a meter from the water. I simply cannot hear the body of 
water. So, are they even there? The industry shamelessly imposes 
its presence beyond the fences meant to contain it. Its sounds are 
loud and intrusive. Anthropogenic noises are the protagonists here. 
And the water? I cannot hear them. When the water is silenced, so 
is their territory; thus, the presence of the water body is discarded. 

This brings forward the impact of noise pollution. Composer and 
acoustic ecologist Murray Schafer described it as anti-information: 
noise that displaces other sounds and thereby obscures their pre-
sence (Wrightson 2000). In The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment 
and the Tuning of the World, Schafer writes:

The soundscape of the world is changing. Modern man is 
beginning to inhabit a world with an acoustic environment 
radically different from any he has hitherto known. These 
new sounds, which differ in quality and intensity from those 
of the past, have alerted many researchers to the dangers 
of an indiscriminate and imperialistic spread of more and 
larger sounds into every corner of man’s life. Noise pollution 
is now a world problem. It would seem that the world 
soundscape has reached an apex of vulgarity in our time, 
and many experts have predicted universal deafness as the 
ultimate consequence unless the problem can be brought 
quickly under control. (Schafer 1994, 3)

The connection between soundscape composition and the environ-
ment originates from the Acoustic Ecology movement that was 
pioneered in the late 1960’s by Schafer, a composer and professor of 
communications at the Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada 
(Reich 2017, 10). In 1969, Schafer founded the World Soundscape 
Project, an educational and research group dedicated to studying 
the “acoustic environment and the impact of technology on it” (Reich 
2017, 10). Other members of the World Soundscape Project inclu-
ded Bruce Davis, Peter Huse, Barry Truax, Howard Broomfield and 
Hildegard Westerkamp (Simon Fraser University n.d.). 

Fast forward to today: many artists and researchers continue to 
make interdisciplinary work within the broad field of Acoustic 

Ecology. Leah Barclay, for instance, is an Australian sound artist, 
designer, and researcher working at the intersection of art, science, 
and technology (Barclay n.d.). She developed an interdisciplinary 
project called River Listening to explore the cultural and biological 
diversity of global water systems through sound. The artistic outco-
mes of River Listening include installations and performances such 
as soundwalks, designed to engage the public and raise awareness 
about aquatic ecosystems (Barclay 2018). Other contemporary 
soundscape artists include John Luther Adams, Emily Doolittle, 
David Dunn, Bernie Krause, Francisco López, Andra McCartney, 
Andrea Polli, Alex Shapiro, Jana Winderen and many more (Reich 
2017, 42-44).

Recapitulation

To feel connected to the water body, I need to not only see them, 
but also to hear and smell them. I want to get to know them, but in 
this case, I could not reach them. There is too much interference. 
Human modification and industrialization have made it very dif-
ficult to connect with the water. They have become a commodity. 
When I arrive home, I replay the field recording repeatedly, almost 
desperately, but the water is absent. My initial goal – to get to know 
the water, remains unfulfilled. We need the babbling of the stream. 
We need the birdsong by the water. 

Coda

I titled the soundscape I recorded Silent Sc/Stream, after Carson’s 
Silent Spring. It refers to the silence of the stream which I interpreted 
as a silent scream. The soundscape composition can be listened to 
via the QR code (fig. 2).

Figure 2: QR code soundscape Silent 
Sc/Stream (2025), © Edin Dhiedt 
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To visually represent the soundscape, I created a corresponding 
score based on traditional musical notation (fig. 3). Using a con-
ventional musical score explores the adaptability of established 
methods for documenting music and their capacity to archive new 
sonic artistic practices. Since soundscape compositions largely rely 
on non-conventional instruments, this approach investigates how 
environmental sonic elements are treated as instruments in their 
own right. The score of Silent Sc/Stream is foremost an artistic inter-
pretation of the field recording. In fact, I am practicing a hyphenated 
thinking, a research method coined by performance philosopher 
Christel Stalpaert, which encourages an open, exploratory learning 
and research attitude fostering alternative modes of knowledge 
production (Stalpaert 2025). 

The corresponding score Silent Sc/Stream indicates when the water 
can be heard. Unfortunately, the score contains only whole rests and 
no notes, because the presence of the water is inaudible. I wrote a 
poem as lyrics to the score, offering a brief reflection on my experi-
ence to reinforce this statement. The score raises awareness of the 
impact human activity has inflicted on, in this case, a body of water. 
It can be seen as a form of environmental activism, illustrating the 
extinction of natural sounds amid anthropogenic noise. Employing 
diverse artistic practices to communicate the ongoing environmental 
crisis not only raises awareness for the listener-reader but also cre-
ates a space for shared reflection. Readers may relate to experiences 
described in similar works, while listeners recognize they are not 
alone in their attentiveness. 

 
I want to conclude this contribution with a wonderful quote by 
Megan A. Reich from her thesis Soundscape Composition: Music as 
Environmental Activism: 

Soundscape composers challenge us to extend our listening–and our 
empathy–to the nonhuman, the animals and places that surround us. 
If we as audience members choose to take the time to really listen, 
we have the chance to recognize a vast network of different modes of 
experience. As a soundscape becomes filtered through the creative 
choices of the composer and the personal interpretations we make 
as listeners, we realize that we, too, are a small but deeply intrinsic 
part of this network, a network of life. (Reich 2017, 40)

Figure 3: Scores 
soundscape Silent 
Sc/Stream (2025), 
© Edin Dhiedt

Silent Sc/Stream
with Canal Ghent/Terneuzen

Edin DhiedtSounding water

© Edin Dhiedt
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I breathe in and out and say quietly I ’m listening.

6

I can hear the texture of the rubber tires of the trucks driving on the asphalt.

16

I can hear the boat travelling through the water, leaving a white line in the blue.

26

I can hear the blowing, whispering, screeching of steam pipes in the background.

36

I can hear the engines sweating while pushing everything everything forward.

46

I can hear the cars racing from red light to the next l ight.

256

I can hear the overhead wires singing how I imagine a bird with lungs of metal would squeal.

61

I can hear the polyphony of electr icity, energy and fuel carr ied by the wind.

71

I can hear the gates of steel buzzing mumbling as they open and close.

81

I can hear an alarm signalling anything anything anything.

91

I can hear the drivers hitting their brakes and gas pedals.

101

I can hear the presence of the industry, the por t, the lasting place of passing through.

111

I cannot hear the water.

3121

I cannot hear the water.

131

I cannot hear them.

141

I cannot feel them.
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These are some of the echoes 
that have now resulted in our 
consenting
to listen together to the cry of 
the world, knowing also that, 
as we listen,
we understand that from now 
on everyone can hear it. 

Édouard Glissant 
Treatise on the Whole-World, 2020, 8.

(Quote gift from Andreas to Edin)
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What the Canal Carries. 
Ecosystems of Trash

Ghent–Terneuzen Canal,  
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 –my new-found-land,
My kingdom, safeliest when with one man mann’d, – 

John Donne, Elegie 19, 1654 
(Donne 1996, 54).

John Donne’s line “my new-found-land, My kingdom” from his poem To 
His Mistress Going to Bed (1645) reflects an early modern 17th-century  
worldview in which land—and even a loved one—is conceived as 
something to be possessed, guarded, and controlled. The landscape 
is portrayed as a territory that falls into the dominion of a single 
subject. In contrast, writer and philosopher Édouard Glissant offers 
a radically different perspective when he writes about listening 
“together to the cry of the world” (2020, 8): not taking, claiming or 
naming, but rather hearing and recognizing that the world cannot 
be comprehended or possessed. 

This research emerges from this tension between these two per-
spectives: an anthropocentric, imperialist view that reduces land 
and water to objects of management, and my own effort to approach 
the Ghent–Terneuzen Canal as a relational, reciprocal landscape that 
invites us to listen differently. I will explore trash as relational mat-
ter through my personal observations during walks with the canal, 
by engaging with various theoretical frameworks, and through the 
artistic practice of sculptor El Anatsui.

November 4, 2025

My walk begins at the port of Ghent, where I stride alongside speed-
ing cars, parallel to the water – flat, opaque, and still – framed by 
the stark structures of industrial manufacturing and transport. 
Access to the water is minimal; railings and buildings often block 
any path to the shore.

As a result, the water is often only visible from a distance, making 
it difficult to establish even a fleeting, tactile connection. The water 
moves through the landscape like an abstract strip, detached and 

distant. As I continue walking, farther from the city and the harbor, 
the landscape becomes more desolate. The water’s edge now largely 
consists of rough verges of spiky grass, punctuated by a uniform line 
of trees—an orderly row of pillars standing sentinel. 

The Canal as a Hybrid Body of Water

My first impression, as I try to truly acquaint myself with this body 
of water, is one of absence. I find myself looking at it with a kind of 
pity, as if it were a wounded animal lying before me, or a dog con-
strained by a muzzle. Walking along the bank, my gaze occasionally 
falls upon things that do not seem to belong to the landscape; ob-
jects that are stuck in the stone embankments or drifting with the 
current, following their own unintended course. Reflecting on this 
feeling, I realize it arises from a particular epistemological frame-
work shaped by culturally ingrained ideas of what “nature” ought 
to be. My discomfort stems from holding the water to a standard of 
“naturalness”, a norm it inevitably fails to meet. This waterway is not 
a pristine, untouched landscape; the canal has been constructed by 
humans. My unease reveals an expectation of nature as something 
“pure” and “unspoiled” by human presence, a notion that this body 
of water no longer fulfils. 

This feeling resonates with Timothy Morton’s observation in The 
Ecological Thought, where he writes that modernity has set up 
“Nature” as “a reified thing in the distance, under the sidewalk, on 
the other side where the grass is always greener, preferably in the 
mountains, in the wild” (2010, 3). 

Morton argues that what we commonly call Nature (with a capital 
N) is not a neutral or self-evident concept, but rather a construction 
full of desires and projections. This idea of Nature is associated with 
notions of purity, harmony, and the unspoiled – a sublime elsewhere 
that is always imagined to be somewhere else: in the mountains, deep 
forests, or beyond the horizon. Precisely because of this idealization, 
the nature that is present here, in an industrial canal, for example, is 
hardly recognized as nature, and is hence less worth caring about. 
Therefore, Morton’s concept of “ecology without nature” refers to 
the fact that “Nature” fails to serve ecology well. He uses “a capital 
N to highlight its ‘unnatural’ qualities, namely (but not limited 
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to), hierarchy, authority, harmony, purity, neutrality, and mystery.  
Ecology can do without a concept of a something, a thing of some 
kind, “over yonder,” called Nature” (Morton 2010, 3).

The canal feels “less natural” precisely because it does not conform to 
the idealized image that Morton dissects. By interpreting my initial 
reaction through Morton’s concept of “ecology without nature,” I am 
able to shift my perspective: moving away from an idealized image 
of nature as a harmonious, untouched ideal, toward an ecological 
awareness that takes the relationality and complexity of the canal 
as a living body of water seriously.

Shifts in Thinking and Observing

Only then do I encounter the canal without comparing it to a romanti-
cized version of a body of water. At first glance, my observations only 
seem to reveal limitations or constraints imposed on the water—as 
if it were an entity being restrained. Yet, Morton’s thinking activates 
a different awareness. The qualities I notice that the water’s opacity, 
the railings that keep me at a distance, and the sometimes untrace-
able or invisible presence of fauna and flora are not limitations, but 
conditions of the water itself. They represent ways in which the 
canal relates to me as an observer, and which deserves my attentive 
and considerate engagement. I recognize my situated knowledge, 
as Donna Haraway explains in Simians, Cyborgs and Women (1991): 
a way of knowing that is shaped by my own specific relationship to 
the environment. My experience and the meanings I ascribe are not 
objective truths, but consequences of my particular historical and 
material situation (Haraway 1991, 183-187). This understanding 
also explains my initial discomfort. I had projected an image of 
nature onto the canal before even approaching it.

At one point, I come across a concrete platform nestled between the 
verges. I decide to sit there for as long as it feels necessary—to get 
to know the water better, to understand my own relationship to it. 
I look around for a while, without any conscious goal.

Figure 1: Canal Assemblage (2025), © Andreas Cuypers
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During this time, I observe the following in the water, in no par
ticular order (fig.1): 

A rusty can of Coke. A dead seagull. Holes in the metal grate covering 
the bank, open like a hungry mouth. A battered stuffed animal. A 
long, frayed green rope. A condom. Countless pieces of colored plas-
tic, scattered like confetti. An empty bag of chips. A plastic scoop, 
presumably used for measuring medicine or syrup. A water bottle 
so old its plastic has turned cloudy and grimy. A single sneaker.

At first, these intrusive observations feel disruptive, but I remind 
myself of my my goal: to encounter the body of water as it presents 
itself to me, with trash as an inherent part of it.1 Clusters of these 
objects, alongside dead matter, populate the water far more noti-
ceably than any signs of living organisms. The new epistemological 
perspective I am trying to adopt compels me to consider this waste 
not merely as a distraction from “nature”, but as an intrinsic part 
of the environment.

Learning to Understand 

Waste is often understood as “dirt,” aligning with anthropologist 
Mary Douglas’ definition of something that does not belong in an 
environment and is “matter out of place” (1966). Trash is conside-
red a source of pollution that “occupies” or terrorizes the water. 
This reality cannot be denied: microplastics and larger pieces of 
plastic or metal pose serious dangers to aquatic animals. They can 
become entangled in or injured by these treacherous materials or 
suffocate after ingesting plastic debris. Moreover, there is growing 
awareness that plastic breaks down but never truly disappears. 
Microplastics have permeated every body in our society, entering 
us through drinking water, the animals we consume, and countless 
other ways. Such realizations evoke fear. As humans, we resist the 
idea of non-organic, indestructible, and eternal substances residing 
within our bodies. It is “dirt,” “matter out of place”. Apart from a 
general concern for wildlife, it is also in our own interest to keep 
waterways as free of waste–especially plastics–as possible. The 
growing impulse to clean up nature and restore our waterways is 
both understandable and necessary.

Yet the concept of trash fascinates me while walking-with the canal. 
Seeing these “pieces” accumulate in unexpected constellations, I 
find myself inventing stories for each object. Each one is a fragment, 
a branch of a larger story that can never be fully traced. The canal 
becomes the carrier of these pieces and stories. 

I am reminded of the concept of the trace, as described by writer 
Édouard Glissant in Treatise on the Whole-World (2020, 9-10). Glis-
sant here refers to the imprints and memories that remain from 
past events—traces that cannot be completely reconstructed but 
can generate unforeseen outcomes. Cultural customs carve paths, 
leaving traces in the world. Glissant advocates for “trace thinking” 
as opposed to totalitarian thinking in terms of identities and ori-
gins. For him, the trace resists the colonial impulse to reconstruct 
complete, master narratives of knowledge. Similarly, identity can 
never be reduced to a single, fixed narrative. As he observes, “each 
and every identity is extended through a relationship with the Other” 
(1997, 11-12). Identity is never singular or transparent.

Glissant’s thinking is deeply rooted in his own specific geopolitical 
and historical experience – the realities of Martinique, the plantation 
economy, diaspora, and colonial displacement – and cannot simply be 
equated with my own ecological experience. Nevertheless, I believe 
his epistemological stance is crucial for rethinking our relationship 
with the environment in all its facets. Glissant’s perspective makes 
me realize that everything is embedded within systems far larger 
than what any single viewpoint can fully grasp. Thus, the objects 
in the canal are not merely waste; they are also traces of systems, 
histories, and ways of life imprinted in matter. Reading trash as trace 
does not redeem it, nor does it restore ecological harmony. Trace 
thinking resists narratives of repair and closure, insisting instead 
on grappling with sustained damage, accumulation, and unresolved 
histories. The canal does not become a site of healing, but rather a 
site of further and deeper investigation. What exactly is the loose 
shoe a trace of? Or the Coke can? Or the battered stuffed animal 
that has seen better days?
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Material Echoes and Actors

Trash is created in the factories of our lives, generated by our me-
galomaniac consumption and production habits, and eventually 
ends up in the canal through countless routes. The canal itself is 
not just a body of water; it is an infrastructure with a distinct hu-
man function: connecting the harbor to the sea, forming a crucial 
artery in economic circulation. This economic logic is an integral 
part of the canal’s identity and cannot be ignored when trying to 
understand what the canal is and how it manifests itself. Within 
that relation framework, trash plays an essential role. In theory, 
it can always be removed, but because of the ongoing interactions 
between industry, the environment, and human activity, trash will 
inevitably reappear time and again as part of the water body. It is 
not a random disturbance, but a systemic component. 

Considered in this way, the rubbish that ends up in the canal is not 
merely an object carelessly disposed of by a pedestrian passing by. Its 
trace is inseparable from the economic infrastructure and logic that 
shape the canal’s very body of water. The factories, transport lines, 
and surrounding infrastructures that embrace the water produce 
not only goods but also residues, leaks, lost materials, microplastics, 
and packaging waste.

The field of “waste or discard studies,” as Catherine Alexander 
points out, describes trash as indefinable and mutable, following 
paths it does not choose itself, and forming unlikely clusters with 
other objects (Alexander & O’Hare 2020, 421). Trash occupies the 
position of an outsider - an abandoned or exiled ‘other’. An object 
becomes trash when someone throws it away or loses it. Adopting 
Jane Bennett’s perspective, however, trash can also be understood as 
vibrant matter: not passive or inert (thrown away), but matter that 
moves, attaches, clusters, and thus becomes part of the ongoing rela-
tionality of the canal. A striking parallel emerges between Bennett’s 
observation of a dead rat in a trash pile and my own encounter of a 
dead seagull assembled with waste in the canal (Bennett 2010, 4-6). 
Lifeless matter and trash here convene in temporary assemblages. 
Trash thus presents itself not only as an imprint of human presen-
ce but also as an actor shaping the water body and influencing its 
material dynamics. This insight reveals that the presence of trash 
is not merely an ecological problem, but also a material symptom 

of the broader condition of the Anthropocene – an era in which hu-
man activities structurally interfere with ecosystems. In line with 
philosopher Bruno Latour’s concept of natureculture, ecofeminist 
Donna Haraway argues in The Companion Species Manifesto that 
culture cannot be separated from nature (2003, 2-7). She proposes 
an intertwining of the two, exemplified by the relationship between 
humans and dogs as companion species, leading to her concept of 
kinship species. I extend this concept more broadly to include kinship 
coexistence with water bodies and ecological systems.

This is where the concept of the mesh comes in. Morton argues in 
The Ecological Thought that ecological realities do not have clearly 
defined insides and outsides: everything is entangled in a network 
of mutual dependencies, effects and repercussions. All is part of a 
mesh–an abstract, boundless and non-hierarchical structure (Morton 
2010, 14-15). From this perspective, both the companion species 
relationships described by Haraway and the ecological entangle-
ments mentioned by Morton reveal the same underlying dynamic: 
all things are part of the mesh. In both perspectives, trash does not 
appear as an external problem invading nature from outside, to be 
simply removed in order to solve the problem. Instead, it emerges as 
an intrinsic element of the whole that constitutes the canal’s water 
body. Trash is thus no exception to the rule but rather an expression 
of the rule itself. While this reflection focuses on a specific location 
along the canal, trace thinking through the mesh reveals that the 
materiality of trash as a relational element extends across oceans 
worldwide. The Great Pacific Garbage Patch stands as the most 
notorious example of this global entanglement.

El Anatsui and the Weaving of Identities

Ghanaian sculptor El Anatsui engages with trash and the econo-
mic logic of (over)consumption by transforming found waste into 
compelling works of art. He creates monumental sculptures that 
resemble draped cloths or tapestries, paying close attention to their 
physicality and scale. These works are constructed from thousands 
of bottle caps, intricately woven together. By repurposing objects 
whose usefulness has expired after a single use, El Anatsui weaves 
them back into a larger, interconnected logic. In Drifting Continents 
(2009), a visual composition can be discerned that evokes associa-
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tions with an organic map or abstract geography, suspended from 
a network of iron wire. The piece is not static, but movable, capable 
of being hung in various forms. 

El Anatsui collects the bottle caps from rubbish dumps, a deliberate 
and conceptually charged choice. The use of drink bottle caps alludes 
to the historical reality of African people being traded for alcohol 
during the transatlantic slave trade and the enduring consequences 
this has had for the entire continent. In doing so, he refers to the 
sustained trace of a violent colonial past embedded within our global 
economic relations (Leffler James 2008, 48). The works also evoke 
various African cultures through color and form, reminiscent of 
traditional Ghanaian fabrics and weaving techniques—such as the 
Plain, Square, Crumpled and G-8 techniques. Through these canvases, 
he weaves his own postcolonial search for identity, describing his 
art as a “link in the evolving narrative of memory and identity,” as 
he himself puts it (Saint Louis Art Museum 2024). 

Considering Morton’s concept of the mesh—a vision of the world 
as an immense, non-hierarchical web of interdependencies—El 
Anatsui’s work gains an additional layer of meaning. His artwork 
becomes an alternative way of mapping the world, one that reveals 
rather than reinforces colonial histories. The mesh-map empha-
sizes that nothing ever stands entirely on its own: every object, 
every action, every material is entangled in ecological, historical, 
and social relationships. El Anatsui’s use of discarded bottle caps 
exemplifies this interconnection. What circulates as trash has not 
simply lost its value; it follows a trajectory embedded in a complex 
socio-economic logic: the consumption chains that produce these 
caps, the global trade in beverages and raw materials, the colonial 
histories underpinning that trade, and the local waste streams where 
these residual materials ultimately end up and accumulate. Within 
this mesh-map, waste is never truly removed from the system; it 
remains part of the ecological and political networks that produced 
it. By weaving the caps into a monumental, quasi-organic surfa-
ce, El Anatsui makes these interconnections visible and tangible.  
Drifting Continents thus reveals how waste functions as a carrier of 
circulating meanings and memories, and how a hidden history of 
human and non-human relationships continues to resonate within 
its apparent worthlessness.

Conclusion

I began this story with my own discomfort upon encountering trash 
in the canal. Trash often evokes disgust because it disrupts our 
idealized image of Nature—we do not want to see it. Yet, instead of 
dismissing it as a mere nuisance, I chose to look deeper and follow 
its trace, adopting a deep ecological thinking inspired by Glissant, 
Bennett, Haraway, and Morton. This approach reveals the colonial 
histories and economic logics embedded within the materiality of 
trash. El Anatsui’s artwork Drifting Continent is a mesh-map that 
weaves trash into art, inviting us to examine patterns of consumption 
and colonial history. What might happen if we gathered trash from 
the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal and wove it into a fabric? What would 
such a material network look like? What hidden stories could be 
uncovered here? What would such a material network reveal? What 
hidden stories might emerge? Perhaps this act could awaken us to 
listen to “the cry of the world,” as Glissant writes (2020, 8)—finding 
in trash a voice that calls for recognition and understanding.

Endnotes

1	  In this text, I use the word “trash” 
rather than more commonly used 
terms such as “rubbish” or “garbage”. 
This choice is informed partly 
by a (lightly humorous) personal 
association: “trash” calls to mind 
“splash!”, the onomatopoeia for the 
sound made when water is disturbed. 
As a result, the word almost seems 
to enact the very motion it describes, 
as if splashing into the water itself. 
In this context, “trash” refers to 
a specific category of waste that 
coexists within a body of water.
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The climate crisis confronts us with 
losses on an unprecedented scale 
– losses often witnessed indirectly 
or vicariously, and thus requiring 
new forms of communal grieving. 
. . . People can, through cultural 
mediation, come to mourn the death 
of a glacier or the extinction of the 
dodo as if it were their loss, integrated 
into their own archive of memories. 

These mediated experiences can 
elicit powerful feelings of mourning 
and solidarity – a sense of being 
grief-stricken by the injury to 
worlds we inhabit and care about. 
However, being grief-stricken by 
environmental loss should not 
be confused with adopting the 
stance of a victim detached from 
responsibility. . . . this affective state 
must be one in which the grieving 
subject also feels implicated in the 
unfolding disaster. . . . Implicated 

grief is thus a mode of mourning 
that includes a recognition of one’s 
own entanglement in the structures 
that produce the loss (and often the 
unequal distribution of that loss). 

The concept of ecological grief . . .  
embraces the non-human as a 
genuine object of mourning and 
acknowledges the imbrication of 
human and non-human lives in 
the generation of environmental 
loss. To grieve ecologically is to be 
ecologically situated – to under
stand oneself as part of an entwined 
community of fate that spans 
species, generations, and physical 
landscapes. 

Stef Craps, Rick Crownshaw & Rebecca Dolgoy 
“Introduction Climate Witnessing: Memory, 
Mediation and the More-than-Human.”  
Memory Studies 2 (2), 2025, 118-120. 
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En dan de geur: de lucht van 
voorgevoel en verlies, van 
pas gezaagd dennenhout. (…) 
Ze doet haar ogen dicht. Een 
golf van verontwaardiging 
over de geniepigheid van 
de mens, het besef van een 
onrechtvaardigheid die groter 
is dan haar hele leven, het oude 
verlies waarvoor nooit, maar 
dan ook nooit verantwoording 
zal worden afgelegd. 
. . .

We zeggen niet dat je niets 
meer moet kappen. (…) We 
zeggen: kap alsof het een 
geschenk is, niet alsof je het 
hebt verdiend. Niemand wil 
meer geschenken aannemen 
dan hij nodig heeft. 
. . . 
Wat je van een boom 
maakt, moet minstens zo 
wonderbaarlijk zijn als wat  
je hebt gekapt. 

Richard Powers 
Tot in de hemel, 2018, 236; 352; 559. 
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A distant sound is heard as if coming from the sky. The sound 
of a string breaking and dying away sadly. Then everything is 
silent. All that can be heard is the sound of axes on the trees 
far away in the orchard. 	

(Chekhov 2014 [1903], 54)	

Introduction

On a quiet November morning in Ghent’s Voorhaven, at the begin-
ning of the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal, a young cherry tree stands in 
a playground (fig.1). With winter approaching, there are not many 
leaves left to be seen. Fruit and recognizable blossoms are also 
absent. Many changes have taken place in the area in recent years. 
The city of Ghent and local residents wanted to make the area more 
livable, with respect to the inhabitants, but also for the industrial 
past of the area. The Voorhavenpark—situated between the Londen-
straat and Voorhavenkaai—was one of the results, the cherry tree 
its silent witness. On the old railway embankment, passers-by 
unsuspectingly cycle past the tree in a straight line. However, the 
tree does not go completely unnoticed. That’s where I come in, as a 
walker, fascinated by a young fruit tree in an environment where 
plants overgrow rusty structures. A dog owner watches curiously 
as I examine the tree from all angles. For most passers-by, the tree 
is a simple addition to the area, yet it silently signals how the city is 
thinking about its future. Is it just a decoration, or part of something 
larger? As a young researcher coming from a performance studies 
background, I do not have much experience in the study of nature. 
Together with this unfamiliarity, however, came a sense of curiosity, 
causing this study to be shaped by the embodied encounters with 
the site where the cherry tree stands, rather than a prior academic 
knowledge about the tree or the area.

In this essay, I explore the significance of this young cherry tree. In 
particular, I examine how the tree relates to the community of local 

Figure 1: The Cherry Tree in Autumn (2025), © Maya Dooms 
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residents and the city of Ghent, based on Michel de Certeau’s The 
Practice of Everyday Life (1984). I then (re)consider some ecological 
concepts related to this tree from the perspective of an art project 
by Antje Majewski and Pawel Freisler, called Apple. An Introduction 
(Over and over and once again) (2024). In theatre and performance 
studies, the cherry tree is also reminiscent of Anton Chekhov’s 1903 
play The Cherry Orchard. Within the context of community-driven 
innovations in the city of Ghent, I revisit this play from the ecocrit-
ical standpoint of Theresa J. May, keeping Freisler and Majewski’s 
art project in mind. Finally, I will return to this specific cherry tree 
in the Voorhaven. During my own walks in the area, I asked myself 
the central research question of this text: how can this particular 
cherry tree be considered an ecological and cultural actor in the 
Voorhaven? The topics in this essay will be supported by images I 
took myself during my walks.

The Cherry Tree as Witness

The cherry tree in the Voorhaven does not stand alone. It is part of 
a larger transformation unfolding in the district, as I found in my 
(online) archival research of the area. Since 2013, residents noticed 
changes in their neighborhood but lacked an overview, which led 
them to approach the city to co-create Muide Meulestede Morgen 
(Stad Gent n.d.). Architects from Ndvr and Architecture Workroom 
carried out interviews and workshops, producing twelve agenda 
points that became the backbone of the renewal project. By 2016, 
the first initiatives were launched: the Moeskopperij, community 
activities in train wagons, traffic counts, and the planting of the 
Vikingbos (Stad Gent n.d.). Parks such as the Voorhavenpark, where 
this cherry tree stands, followed. Importantly, these projects were 
never seen as endpoints. Residents continued to influence the process, 
investing in green space, meeting spots, and sustainable mobility. 
That’s when projects to connect water and green zones came to 
life. The Voorhavenpark, essential to my research, was completed 
in 2021 (Stad Gent n.d.). It is a green square with play hills and a 
pergola-like construction, reminiscent of the old warehouse that 
predated this new playground (fig. 2) (Stad Gent n.d.).

Figure 2: The View from the Pergola (2025), © Maya Dooms
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Here, Michel de Certeau’s writings become relevant. In the “Walk-
ing in the city” chapter of his book The Practice of Everyday Life, he 
makes a distinction between the “concept-city” seen from above 
and the lived city experienced from below (1984, 92-93). The map, 
he argues, is the official representation of urban order, but it is 
constantly rewritten by the ‘pedestrian speech acts’ of those who 
move through it (de Certeau 1984, 97-98). Walking, for de Certeau, 
is a form of enunciation. Just as sentences give meaning to language, 
footsteps give meaning to space (de Certeau 1984, 97-98). The cherry 
tree, still looking rather modest, becomes a witness to this ongoing 
negotiation between design and lived experience, a point where 
policy and daily life intersect.

Although de Certeau’s arguments, originally published in 1980, 
certainly have merit for the Voorhaven, there are also important 
nuances to be made. According to de Certeau, the “concept-city” is 
decaying, suggesting that urban planning’s rational frameworks are 
collapsing (de Certeau 1984, 95). This “map” is losing authority, while 
the “lived territory” of tactics and practices takes over (de Certeau 
96). However, I would argue that, in the case of the Voorhaven, this 
“lived territory” and the city planned from above are increasingly 
interacting. As explained earlier in this contribution, Ghent’s Muide 
Meulestede Morgen project is a renewal agenda that was co-produced 
by residents and the city, with twelve agenda points functioning as a 
shared framework. Therefore, places such as the Voorhavenpark are 
more like institutionalized collaborations between “map” and every-
day practice. This suggests that this concept-city is not decaying, but 
has been evolving in the past years, since official frameworks now 
deliberately integrate everyday tactics. The case of the cherry tree 
can therefore also function as a symbol for this shift, as it is both a 
planned intervention by the city, and a lived actor.

The book Making Urban Nature by Jacques Vink, Piet Vollaard, and 
Niels de Zwarte also seems to support this shift in attitude. The 
authors, two of whom are architects involved in urban planning, 
advocate for more nature-inclusive urban design. Some of their 
suggestions resonate with the renovated Voorhaven. For example, 
the verges along the old railway lines in the area are ideal biotopes 
for certain insect species, such as grasshoppers (Vink et al. 2017, 
233). Given the industrial past of the Voorhaven, urban nature may 
seem difficult to achieve, but according to Making urban nature, 

it is not impossible (Vink et al. 2017, 242). Old factory buildings 
recognized as industrial heritage have become a habitat for certain 
species, such as the common swift. They nest in crevices in build-
ings and in space under roofs (Vink et al. 2017, 82). What I found 
particularly fascinating during my walks in the Voorhaven, is how 
weeds are overgrowing the rusty structures in the region. Climbing 
plants grow under the pergola, helped along by the iron structure 
(fig. 3). An essential aspect of urban nature is that, once it has been 
designed, the necessary policy and management must also be put 
in place (Vink et al. 2017, 9).

At the same time, the cherry tree carries meanings that extend be-
yond urban planning. Fruit trees, and nature in general, have long 
been used as cultural and artistic actors: in contemporary projects 
such as Antje Majewski and Pawel Freisler’s collaborative work with 
apple trees, or in canonical plays like Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard. 
The examples show how trees can function as carriers of memory, 
biodiversity, and social change. In the next chapter, I will focus on 
these examples, exploring how fruit trees can help us understand 
the Voorhaven cherry tree from yet another perspective.

The Fruit Tree in Past and  
Contemporary Artworks

To deepen this reflection, it is useful to turn to theatre scholar 
Theresa J. May’s ecocritical framework, inspired by Una Chaudhuri, 
which calls for rereading canonical works such as Anton Chekhov’s 
The Cherry Orchard through an ecological lens. In her “Greening 
the Theater” article, May argues that the theatre must always be 
understood as an “immediate, communal and material encounter 
among embodied performer, audience, and place” (2005, 86). This 
means that plays are ecologically important, even if the landscape 
is simply used as a background, because they stage relationships 
between humans and their environments. She mentions plays such as 
Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream, Beckett’s post-apocalyptic 
landscape in Waiting for Godot, and Anton Chekhov’s The Cherry 
Orchard (May 2005, 84). This last play is significant for my reflection 
on the Voorhaven cherry tree, given the important role of the fruit 
tree. The Cherry Orchard is namely an example of a canonical work 
where nature is endangered by humans and their economic logic, 

Figure 5: Weeds Overgrowing Rusty Objects, 15 October 
2025, picture taken by the author.
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and often overlooked. To May, critics and directors who stage the 
play can “help change the listening into which new works of drama 
speak and shift assumptions that inform the perception of canon
ical works” (2005, 85). In the Chekhov play, the cherry orchard is a 
background for important social changes in Russia at the time. In 
the end, the cherry trees become a metaphor for and a site of grief 
and loss for the aristocracy who could not adapt to the new social 
realities after the serfs’ emancipation in 1861. Taking May into ac-
count, the orchard in Chekhov’s play should not merely be read as 
a backdrop for aristocratic decline, but also as an ecological actor 
whose destruction signals a rupture between humans and their en-
vironment. From de Certeau’s perspective, this rupture shows that 
the lived territory and the “map” do not relate equally to each other, 
since social changes come along with changes in a lived environment.

In the first act of The Cherry Orchard, Lyubov Ranevskaya, the owner 
of the estate, gazes at her orchard. She clings to the memories she 
has of the place, even though Lopakhin, a merchant, reminded her 
of the fact that the estate is about to be auctioned. For Ranevskaya, 
the orchard is tied to her grief for her son, who died by drowning, 
and her nostalgia for a fading aristocratic world (Čechov 1977, 15-
16). To a certain extent, this feeling could be described using the 
term ‘solastalgia’, first introduced by Glenn Albrecht. Generally, the 
term is used to refer to the “pain or sickness caused by the loss of, 
or inability to derive solace from, the present state of one’s home 
environment” (Albrecht 2006, 35). One could say that Ranevskaya 
is feeling a sense of homesickness while she is still at home, because 
she knows the orchard will soon be destroyed (Albrecht 2006, 35). 
However, ‘solastalgia’ is a term that is mainly used when someone 
feels a strong urge to preserve the threatened environment and 
potentially takes action to do so (Albrecht 2006, 35). This is less 
the case with Ranevskaya. She responds to the threat primarily 
with nostalgia, a strong urge to return to what the cherry orchard 
once meant to her. She clings to the past. Ecocritically, the orchard 
is also a threatened ecosystem, but its fate is bound to economic 
pressures and social change. In the third act of the play, Lopachin 
triumphantly announces that he himself has purchased the cherry 

Figure 3: Climbing Plants Attached to the Pergola (2025), © Maya Dooms

THE CHERRY TREE AGAINST THE AXE  MAYA DOOMS

H
AR

M



214 I      I 215

orchard and intends to chop it down to build summer homes instead 
(Čechov 1977, 53-54). In the fourth act, the play finishes with the 
sound of axes offstage (Čechov 1977, 69). This is not just a loss for 
one aristocratic family, but also an ecological tragedy. The bigger 
picture, in the sense of what the disappearance of this orchard 
could mean ecologically but also to a larger community, does not 
play an important role in The Cherry Orchard. May’s later essay on 
dangerous ecocriticism reinforces this point by warning against the 
tendency to treat nature in artworks as a harmless metaphor. She 
argues that ecocriticism must confront the dangerous realities of 
ecological disintegration and recognize that cultural representa-
tions of nature are inseparably linked to power and economics, this 
sentiment being central in many definitions of ecocriticism (May 
2007, 97-98). Through this lens, Chekhov’s orchard is therefore a 
site where ecological and social crises converge.

Antje Majewski and Pawel Freisler’s Apple. An introduction (over 
and over and once again) offers a significantly different approach to 
fruit trees. Rather than dramatizing their destruction, the artists 
reframe apple trees as carriers of biodiversity, memory, and cultural 
symbolism (Majewski n.d.). Their project, which they have been 
working on since 2014, involves planting apple trees in schools and 
public spaces, grafting varieties, and inviting children, activists and 
scientists to participate. The trees become participatory artworks, 
embedded in ecological urbanism and collective care. In this essay, I 
am particularly talking about the 2024 exhibition of this project at 
MuHKA in Antwerp, after working with this city for a year. Unlike 
Chekhov’s orchard, immobilized by Ranevskaya’s grief and Lopakh-
in’s profit-seeking vision, Majewski and Freisler’s apple trees were 
mobilized as living artworks, deliberately designed to create new 
ecological and social relationships.

The difference between these two approaches highlights a shift in 
how fruit trees can be understood, similar to the shift in how urban 
planning is organized in Ghent’s Voorhaven, symbolized by the 
cherry tree. In Chekhov, the orchard is bound to private property 
and nostalgia; its fate sealed by the inability of the family to adapt to 
new realities. In Apple, the apple trees are reclaimed as public urban 
commons, integrated into urban life as sites of ecological education. 
According to May, playwrights should educate themselves about 
ecological issues and especially those in their own place, so that their 

work can grow from their personal relationship with the land (May 
2007, 94). Chekhov’s orchard, often read metaphorically, must be 
recognized as a material of ecology under threat, while Majewski and 
Freisler’s apple trees embody a contemporary practice of treating 
trees as active ecological and cultural agents. Apple grew from this 
relationship to a place, Antwerp, and involved a whole community. 
May stresses that “to be part of a community is to be part of its story,” 
and if this story is connected to a place, then it must also include 
the non-human communities within that place (2007, 94). Because 
a place can drive action in drama, it can become a character with 
its own agency (May 2007, 95). This element is missing from The 
Cherry Orchard. I should, however, note that May’s arguments are 
tied to something she calls ecodrama, and most of the examples she 
uses take place in a regular theatre. This, Apple cannot be compared 
to, as it is a long-term artistic project, in collaboration with various 
people across various locations, with occasional exhibitions, such 
as the one in MuHKA. But although Apple is not a theatrical play, the 
planting and grafting of apple trees allows these trees to become 
the agents that shape a community. This fits within May’s main 
principle of ecodrama, namely that ecological presence must be 
given its own agency.

Returning to the Voorhaven cherry tree, we can see how it resonates 
with both Apple and The Cherry Orchard. Like Chekhov’s play, it is 
situated in a landscape marked by social and economic change, 
standing as a witness to Ghent’s transformation of its industrial 
heritage. Like Majewski and Freisler’s apple trees, it is also part of 
a participatory project of ecological urbanism, designed to come to 
life by residents’ everyday practices, as aforementioned through de 
Certeau. The cherry tree thus functions as a bridge between the past 
and the present. It recalls the industrial past of the area, while also 
embodying the hopeful, collaborative spirit of the current nature-in-
clusive urban planning, as mentioned in Making Urban Nature. In this 
way, the Voorhaven cherry tree becomes both a symbol of Ghent’s 
ecological future, and a living artwork that ties together the histories 
of fruit trees in art and urban planning. The tree is a character in the 
ongoing story of the area, just like May argues ecological presence 
should be in her writings about ecodrama.

THE CHERRY TREE AGAINST THE AXE  MAYA DOOMS
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Conclusion

The young cherry tree that I encountered during my walks along 
the Canal Ghent-Terneuzen may look modest, but it represents the 
layered transformations of the Voorhaven that took place as a result 
of the ongoing Muide Meulestede Morgen project. It is a collaboration 
between urban planning and everyday practices, symbolizing how 
the city and its residents have co-produced the lived space. Through 
Michel de Certeau’s conceptual framework, the cherry tree can be 
read as a negotiation between the city plan designed from above 
and the lived space of pedestrians and cyclists who pass by the canal 
every day. Through Theresa J. May’s ecocritical lens, the tree is rem-
iniscent of Chekhov’s endangered cherry orchard. Via May, we can 
therefore argue that this cherry tree is an active ecological actor that 
embodies a broader shift, and is not merely a decorative backdrop. 
In contrast to Chekhov’s play, Antje Majewski and Pawel Freisler’s 
Apple. An introduction (over and over and once again) shows how fruit 
trees can be agents of biodiversity and central to the collective care 
of a community. The cherry tree in the Voorhaven fits in with both 
works of art, as it evokes the fragility of ecological presence while 
demonstrating a new nature-inclusive urban planning approach. 
Coming from a background in performance, my limited experience 
with ecological analysis meant that his study was shaped less by 
prior expertise and more by embodied encounters with the site. 
This positionality allowed me to see the cherry tree as a companion 
in learning how urban planning, art, and ecology intersect in the 
everyday life of the Voorhaven. 

THE CHERRY TREE AGAINST THE AXE
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In tijd van oorlog is een dorp niet 
langer een knooppunt van tradities. 
In de handen van de vijand is het 
alleen nog een rattennest. Alles 
verandert van betekenis. Zoals die 
bomen van drie eeuwen oud 
daarginds, die altijd beschutting 
hebben geboden aan dat oude 
familiehuis. Maar ze hinderen het 
schootsveld van een tweeëntwin
tigjarige luitenant. Hij stuurt er dus 
vijftien man op uit om het werk van 
de tijd te vernielen. Voor een 
gevechtshandeling van tien minuten 
verbruikt hij driehonderd jaar 
geduld en zonneschijn, driehonderd 
jaar familiecultus en verlovingen in 
het lommer van de tuin. De mensen 
zeggen: ‘Onze bomen’. 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
Oorlogsvlieger, 2016, 65.
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The Quiet City: 

On Loss, Emptiness  
and Possibility

Ghent–Terneuzen Canal,  
Annabelle Bossekota-Efole
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City voiding due to industrialization
Losing water, losing soul, losing people, encounter void
Non-accessibility making the semi unreachability visible
Abandoning space? Or a result of rejecting the place and 
becoming a non-place?

 

De Leegloop van een Dorp: Klein Rusland  

Doorheen haar bestaan kent een stad of een dorp periodes van groei 
en krimp in het aantal inwoners. Deze veranderingen zijn het gevolg 
van uiteenlopende maatschappelijke, economische en ruimtelijke 
factoren. Het leeglopen van de stad heeft mij, vanuit mijn opleiding 
burgerlijk ingenieur-architect, steeds gefascineerd. 

Klein Rusland is een dorpswijk die oorspronkelijk werd gebouwd 
om arbeiders te huisvesten die in de omgeving werkzaam waren, 
voornamelijk in functie van de industriële activiteiten langs het 
Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen (Onroerend Erfgoed n.d.). Tijdens en na de 
periode van industrialisatie heeft Klein Rusland te maken gehad 
met een geleidelijke leegloop. Net zoals het dorp Doel loopt de wijk 
hierdoor het risico te evolueren tot een grotendeels verlaten wijk 
of “non-place” (Vereecke 2018).

Stedelijke leegloop kan verschillende oorzaken hebben, zoals veran-
deringen in de economie, verschuivingen in de samenleving of aan-
passingen aan infrastructuur en ruimtegebruik. In de onderstaande 
tekst onderzoek ik dit thema vanuit de (hydro)ecologische rol van 
het kanaal. In welke mate kan water, rechtstreeks of onrechtstreeks, 
invloed uitoefenen op het leeglopen van een stad of dorp?

Eerst

Klein Rusland ontstond uit het water, letterlijk en symbolisch. Wat 
begon als een nederzetting aan de oever groeide uit tot een levendige 
wijk, een plek waar kinderen de straten vulden en waar “alle dagen 
feest” geen hyperbool maar werkelijkheid was: “. . . , alle redenen Figure 1: Gent: Haven (ca. 1970), Michiel Hendryckx, © Universiteitsbiblio-

theek Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)

THE QUIET CITY  ANNABELLE BOSSEKOTA-EFOLE
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waren goed om te vieren” (Vereecke 2018, 98). Het dorp was meer 
dan een verzameling huizen: het was een thuis, een gemeenschap 
met een uitgesproken “volkse ziel”. De onderlinge verbondenheid 
tussen bewoners weerspiegelde de dagelijkse nabijheid van het 
water, dat fungeerde als ontmoetingsplek, levensader en horizon.

Maar gaandeweg verschoof de mentaliteit: wat ooit hoop belichaam-
de, werd nostalgie…

Verlies

Terwijl het dorp het water ooit als bron van leven omarmde, vormde 
de industrialisatie een kantelmoment. De stroom van het water werd 
beteugeld door machines en sluizen en werd een transportstroom; 
de publieke oevers veranderden in productiezones. Zo dreigde het 
dorp te verzinken in de omringende infrastructuur. Wat resteert, 
is een spanningsveld: het verzet tegen het ontstaan van niet-plaat-
sen, waarin het dorp  geleidelijk in lijkt te vervallen; tegenover het 
verlangen om haar te behouden als voormalige ankerplaats. Tussen 
bewaren en loslaten, ontstaat de vraag of het dorp, in haar leegte, 
niet aanvaard moet worden als de niet-plaats die zij geworden is (de 
Solà-Morales in Lopez-Pineiro 2020).

Dan

Een wijk die minder densiteit tot geen densiteit meer bevat. Een wijk 
waar de stilte zo nadrukkelijk aanwezig is dat ze zelf tot spreken 
lijkt te komen. Dichtgetimmerde deuren, lege huizen, verwaarloosde 
voortuintjes, verlaten straten: de woonwijk hult zich in stilte. Wat 
ooit een arbeidersparadijs was, is een spookwijk geworden. “Ge-
plet tussen de snelweg naar de zon, een goederenspoor, het kanaal 
Gent-Terneuzen en de steeds verder oprukkende industrie, worstelt 
de Kleine Rus vooral om boven water te blijven” (Vereecke 2018).

Hereniging

Wat als het allemaal niet zo somber hoeft te zijn? Een verlies, een 
leegloop, een leegte, een stilte, een verlies als het begin van iets 

nieuws, iets onverwachts, iets vruchtbaars, een moment van mo-
gelijkheden… Wat als er ergens toch een niet-gegarandeerde maar 
toch mogelijke hoop schuilt? (Solnit 2004).    

THE QUIET CITY
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Op een ochtend werd de 
eekhoorn wakker en was 
iedereen weg. 
De eekhoorn holde door het 
bos en riep: ‘Waar zijn jullie?’
Maar er kwam geen 
antwoord en hij zag niemand. 
Hij keek in het huis van de 
mier: verlaten. Hij klopte 
op de deur van de tor: stilte. 
Hij tikte op het water van 
de rivier: niemand stak zijn 
hoofd omhoog. En er zong ook 
niemand meer in de bomen, 
er ritselde niemand meer in 
het gras en er vloog niemand 
meer voorbij.
De eekhoorn zocht overal. 
Als iedereen eens achter deze 
grasspriet zat, dacht hij bij 
elke grasspriet waarachter 
hij keek. Of nee, ze zitten vast 
achter de eik. Of in het riet. 
Hij liep van de ene plek naar 
de andere. Wanneer zouden 
ze echt onvindbaar zijn? 
dacht hij somber. 
Aan het eind van de ochtend 
schreef hij een brief:

Aan iedereen
	 Waar zijn jullie?

De zon scheen op zijn gezicht. 
Die is er tenminste nog, 
dacht hij somber. Maar toen 
verdween ook de zon en werd 
het nevelig om hem heen. 
Zo zat de eekhoorn daar en 
het ene voorgevoel na het 
andere kwam in hem op. Het 
waren nare gevoelens die pijn 
deden in zijn hoofd en in zijn 
benen. Hij werd heel moe en 
viel in slaap. 
Toen hij wakker werd was 
het middag. De zon scheen 
weer en hij hoorde het geruis 
van vleugels. Het was de 
reiger die overvloog.
‘Reiger! Reiger!’ riep de 
eekhoorn. Hij sprong over
eind en zwaaide uit alle 
macht. Maar de reiger zag 
hem niet. Even later zag hij de 
egel de struik tegenover de 
beuk in gaan en hoorde hij de 
olifant in de verte tegen een 
boom botsen en Au roepen. 
Toen zag hij ook de mier.
‘Mier, mier!’ riep hij. Hij 
holde op de mier af. De mier 
strompelde. 

‘Dag eekhoorn,’ zei hij, met 

	 Kom in elk geval terug!
	 Eekhoorn

Maar het was windstil en de 
eekhoorn kon de brief niet 
versturen.
Hij werd heel verdrietig. 
Hij dacht aan de olifant, de 
karper, de krekel, de mus 
en vooral aan de mier. Mier, 
dacht hij, mier…
Ze moeten ergens zijn, dacht 
hij. Maar toen wist hij niet 
meer of dat wel zo zeker 
was. Misschien waren ze wel 
nergens. 
Hij probeerde te bedenken 
wat dat betekende, maar in 
zijn hoofd knarste en piepte 
het en hij ging tegen de beuk 
in het gras zitten, midden in 
het bos. Hij bedacht dat hij 
nu alleen nog maar tegen 
zichzelf kon praten. Maar wat 
moet ik tegen mezelf zeggen? 
Dacht hij. Hij kon niets 
bedenken en hij werd bang 
dat hij alleen maar tegen 
zichzelf kon zwijgen. En de 
enige cadeaus die hij nog zou 
krijgen zou hij aan zichzelf 
moeten geven. 

een schorre stem. 
‘Waar was je?’ vroeg de 
eekhoorn en hij klopte hem 
op zijn schouder.

‘Dat weet ik niet,’ zei de mier 
en hij schudde zijn hoofd. 
En de vlinder, die met moeite 
achter hem aan fladderde, 
zei: ‘Dat weten wij niet.’
De eekhoorn vroeg niet 
verder. Hij kon maar één ding 
denken: ze zijn er weer, ze 
zijn er weer!

Hij holde naar huis en 
haalde alles wat hij nog in 
zijn voorraadkast had naar 
buiten om met iedereen die 
voorbijkwam iets te vieren, 
het gaf niet wat. Hij schepte 
borden vol, schonk glazen in, 
klopte op schouders en vroeg 
iedereen om nooit meer te 
verdwijnen. Dat moesten ze 
beloven, allemaal.

Toon Tellegen 
Misschien wisten zij alles; 313 
verhalen over de eekhoorn en de 
andere dieren, 2022, 306-307.
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Canisvliet en Kanaal  
Gent-Terneuzen als  

Disabled Bodies  
of Water

Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen, 
Ischa Cottyn
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Sas van Gent	

Op 14 oktober 2025 neem ik de auto naar het grensdorpje Sas van 
Gent. Ik kom rond de middag aan en er is niemand te vinden op straat. 
Het kleine dorpje bestaat al vanaf het midden van de 16e eeuw, toen 
Gent op zoek was naar een verbinding met de zee. Het voelt dan ook 
aan alsof het dorp er al eeuwen is, en er nooit veel is veranderd. 
Ten oosten van Sas van Gent vind je een weids uitzicht op het im-
pressionante waterlichaam. Er is een skatepark, een voetbalveldje 
en een petanquebaan, maar er is opnieuw niemand te bespeuren. 
Ook hier voel ik een bedrukte sfeer, alsof het kanaal het enige is 
dat ertoe doet. Ik neem plaats op een bankje langs het kanaal, met 
zicht op de industriële omgeving. Zo ver het oog reikt, zie je fabrie-
ken, schouwen en enorme vrachtschepen. De brug over het kanaal 
is open omdat er een schip moet passeren. Ik besluit daar over te 
steken en naar een volgend stuk water te gaan; Canisvliet. Dit is een 
kleine rivierarm waarlangs je een mooie wandeling kan maken. Het 
loopt parallel met het kanaal en wordt enkel gescheiden door een 
jaagpad. Het overweldigende gevoel dat het kanaal teweeg brengt, 
maakt plaats voor een meer rustgevende sfeer, maar ik voel me nog 
steeds overdonderd door de industrie van Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen. 

Canisvliet en Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen

De Canisvlietse kreek, kortweg Canisvliet, is een voormalige ge-
tijdengeul. Getijdengeulen ontstaan door de stroming van eb en 
vloed, die door erosie stukken grond uitgraven. De kreken waren 
ooit onderdeel van een zeearm die in contact stond met de Wester-
schelde. Door de inpoldering werden de kreken gescheiden van de 
Westerschelde. Restanten van deze geulen worden vandaag kreken 
genoemd. Veel van deze kreken zijn verdwenen door de aanleg 
van het Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen. Zeker bij de verbreding van het 
kanaal in de jaren ‘60 zijn bijna alle kreken verdwenen. Canisvliet 
is, samen met Groote Gat en Vogelkreek, één van de weinige kreken 
die overblijven in de streek. Vandaag de dag is het een beschermd 
natuurgebied dat valt onder het Europese netwerk Natura 2000. In 
1999 kwam er een initiatief om de vervuilde natuur te herstellen. 
De kreekbodem werd uitgebaggerd en de vervuilde waterwegen 
werden omgeleid. Hierdoor verbeterde de waterkwaliteit sterk. Ook 
werden er rondom de kreek landbouwgebieden aangelegd. Door 

gecontroleerde begrazing op de landbouwgebieden rond de kreek 
en extra te maaien, kon het kruipend moeraslandschap weer flore-
ren (Vlaams Instituut voor de Zee 2011). Het deel van het kanaal 
Gent-Terneuzen dat naast Sas van Gent stroomt, ligt dus pal naast 
beschermd natuurgebied. Het verbindt Gent met de Westerschelde 
en werd in de vroege 19e eeuw aangelegd door Koning Willem I om 
de Gentse economie te versterken. Het kanaal is sindsdien vele malen 
verbreed en verdiept. Vandaag is het kanaal nog altijd een belangrijk 
aspect van de Gentse economie. Deze twee waterlichamen lijken op 
het eerste gezicht te contrasteren met elkaar. Het Kanaal Gent-Ter-
neuzen wordt gekenmerkt door industrialisatie en economische 
geschiedenis, terwijl de Canisvlietse kreek gekenmerkt wordt door 
een beschermen van de natuur. 

Disabled Bodies of Water

Vanuit mijn eigen interesse in disability studies, wil ik onderzoeken 
hoe een “body of water” kan benaderd worden als “disabled body”. 
Hoe kunnen inzichten en aspecten uit de disability studies duidelijk 
maken hoe Canisvliet en het kanaal Gent-Terneuzen worden “disa-
bled”; door henzelf, door de mens en door hun (hydro)ecologische 
netwerk? Deze benadering van een stroom als waterlichaam is 
ingegeven vanuit de politieke filosofie van de Australische filosofe 
Astrida Neimanis, die in Bodies of Water, Human Rights, and the 
Hydrocommons schrijft: 

Our bodies have cultural or social meaning not despite their 
wateriness, but rather because of and through their watery 
constitution . . . But moreover, our bodies of water open 
up to and intertwine with the other bodies of water with 
whom we share this planet—those bodies in which we bathe, 
from which we drink, into which we excrete, which grace 
our gardens and constitute our multitudinous companion 
species. (Neimanis 2009, 2-3)

Als we spreken over “disabled” water bodies, gaat het om langdurige 
menselijke ingrepen die de agency van een waterlichaam verstoort. 
Het waterlichaam heeft in dat geval geen kans om eigen functies en 
doelen te stellen. Het kanaal Gent-Terneuzen, bijvoorbeeld, is onder-
hevig aan menselijke, economische belangen. Bij de Caniskreek zijn 
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er initiatieven om agency terug te geven aan het waterlichaam, maar 
dat gebeurt gecontroleerd, en de ecologische functies staan nog altijd 
onder druk, door de verbinding met het kanaal en de infiltratie van 
vervuild water. Ondanks hun contrasterende verschijning wordt de 
agency van beide waterlichamen verstoord door menselijke inmen-
ging, waardoor ze in die zin beiden “disabled” zijn. 

Ik wil hierbij een kanttekening maken bij de vertaling van de term 
“disabled” als “beperkt”. Ik zal in deze analyse verwijzen naar 
“disabled” als niet zozeer vaststaand gebrek, maar eerder vanuit 
de onderzoeksvraag hoe bepaalde praktijken bepalen welke func-
ties en doelen waterlichamen mogen, kunnen of moeten worden. 
Wanneer we dus naar een disabled body of water kijken, staat het 
waterlichaam niet zelf centraal als beperkt, maar de processen die 
een waterlichaam “disable-en” of “able-en”: processen die kwaliteiten 
laten afnemen, herstructureren of juist toekennen. Daardoor wordt 
zichtbaar hoe waterlichamen, net zoals menselijke lichamen in de 
disability studies, vorm krijgen.

Figure 1: Gand. Les ecluses de Sas (ca. 1913-1962), Ernest Thill,  
© Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)

Medisch en Sociaal Model

Het medisch en sociaal model vertegenwoordigen twee uiteen-
lopende visies binnen de disability studies. Kortweg plaatst het 
medische model een “disabled” lichaam in een medische context en 
ziet het als een tekortkoming die genezen moet worden. Het sociaal 
model gaat uit van een “disabled” lichaam als een cultureel en niet 
als een biologisch product. Het streeft niet per se naar genezing, 
maar eerder naar gelijke kansen binnen de maatschappij (Hargrave 
2015, 195-98). Vertaald naar een waterlichaam, zouden er volgens 
het medische model oplossingen moeten gevonden worden om de 
natuurlijke stroom van het Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen en Canisvliet te 
herstellen. Dit medische model is fel bekritiseerd binnen de vakli-
teratuur, omdat het mensen met een beperking enkel definieert 
vanuit hun beperking (Hargrave 2015, 195-98). Vanuit (hydro)
ecologisch standpunt kan het medische model wel een meerwaarde 
vormen in de noodzaak om oplossingen te zoeken voor “disabled” 
waterlichamen. We moeten bijvoorbeeld onder ogen durven zien hoe 
de mens het kanaal Gent-Terneuzen in een permanente “disabled” 
staat gebracht heeft. In combinatie met het sociale model, kunnen 
we de waterlichamen erkennen zonder de historische of ecologi-
sche onderdrukking te negeren en tegelijkertijd actief zoeken naar 
manieren om hun situatie te verbeteren. Een “disabled” lichaam 
verdient immers een plaats in onze samenleving. We moeten dat 
erkennen zonder dat we de actieve zoektocht naar oplossingen voor 
die “disabled” lichamen moeten opgeven. 

Sociaal Model Herdacht vanuit het Publiek

Binnen het sociale model van de disability studies wordt een lichaam 
niet als “beperkt” gezien door zijn eigen kenmerken, maar door een 
omgeving die niet inclusief georganiseerd is. Een stoornis is aan-
geboren, en een beperking ontstaat cultureel en maatschappelijk, 
niet biologisch. Iemand met een “stoornis” wordt “beperkt” gemaakt 
door structuren en systemen die geen ruimte bieden voor verschil. 
Toegepast op waterlichamen wordt het zichtbaar hoe ook waterge-
bieden “beperkt worden” door de mens en maatschappij. Canisvliet 
leunt dichter aan bij ons ideaal van Natuur en lijkt gemakkelijker in 
aanmerking te komen voor het herstel en behoud van diens (hydro)
ecologische agency. Als we het sociale model letterlijk ruimtelijk 
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doortrekken, kunnen we het kanaal Gent-Terneuzen ook zien als een 
waterlichaam dat niet onze volle en inclusieve aandacht krijgt, omdat 
het niet beantwoordt aan onze geïdealiseerde norm van Natuur.

Theatermaker en schrijver Dave Calvert zoomt in op de ongemak-
kelijkheid van een publiek zonder beperking dat kijkt naar een per-
formance met spelers met een beperking (Calvert 2018, 176). Die 
ongemakkelijkheid is enerzijds te wijten aan het lichaam dat afwijkt 
van de norm, maar anderzijds ook aan de onzichtbaarheid van “disab-
led bodies” in de maatschappij. Ook haalt Calvert aan dat een publiek 
lage verwachtingen heeft wanneer ze naar een “disabled” lichaam 
kijken. Wanneer ik terugkoppel naar mijn eigen wandelervaringen met 
Canisvliet en het kanaal, voelde ik ook een zekere mate van ongemak-
kelijkheid. Dat gevoel ervoer ik vooral bij het kanaal Gent-Terneuzen 
naast Sas van Gent. Het gevoel van ongemakkelijkheid dat Calvert 
beschrijft, kan hier letterlijk worden doorgetrokken. Ik (het publiek) 
kijk naar een “disabled” waterlichaam, en er ontstaat enerzijds een 
moment van ongemakkelijkheid door de afwijking van de norm; in Sas 
van Gent lijkt het alsof alles rond het kanaal draait, wat ik niet als de 
norm zie. Anderzijds wordt die ongemakkelijkheid ook gevoed door 
de onzichtbaarheid van een “disabled water body” als het kanaal: een 
dergelijk groot kanaal zie ik bijna nooit in mijn dagelijks leven. Het 
water is grotendeels ontoegankelijk voor de voorbijganger, en het 
is voorbehouden voor economisch gebruik. Dit wordt ondersteund 
door de afwezigheid van mensen op straat. Ook dit draagt actief bij 
aan het “disable-en” van het kanaal als waterlichaam.

Therapie en “Relationships of Care”

Tijdens de wandeling langs Canisvliet bleef er een overweldigend 
gevoel van ongemakkelijkheid in de lucht hangen, enerzijds door de 
overweldigende aanwezigheid van de industrie langs het kanaal, 
anderzijds door mijn groeiend gevoel van nostalgie. Het voelde alsof 
de Caniskreek al decennialang leed onder het kanaal Gent-Terneuzen 
en dringend aan “genezing” toe was. Dit brengt mij bij het therapeu-
tische model binnen de disability studies. 

De meningen zijn verdeeld over wat kunst kan/moet betekenen voor 
mensen met een beperking. Enerzijds, zoals Matt Hagrave stelt, is 
er een afkeer van therapie, omdat het mensen met een beperking 

dan in nood van genezing stelt: “it conflates the creative drive with 
sickness and reinforces a view of such persons as inherently in 
need of rehabilitation” (2015, 35). Anderzijds zijn er voorstanders 
van therapie in de zin van een therapie voor de maatschappij. Door 
mensen met een beperking op een podium te zien, wordt het publiek 
geconfronteerd met “beperkte” lichamen en wordt hun onzicht-
baarheid teruggeschroefd (Krzemińska & Rzeźnicka-Krupa 2020). 

Ik pleit in deze analyse toch voor therapie. De afkeer van therapie 
richt zich vooral op institutionele praktijken die mensen met een 
beperking vanuit een corrigerende beweging benaderen (Arneil & 
Hirschmann 2016, 6). Er is dus niet zozeer een afkeer voor therapie 
als praktijk, maar eerder voor de instituten die het opleggen. Als we 
“therapie” voor de waterlichamen zien als oplossingen vinden voor 
de gebreken die de mens bewerkstelligde, dan durf ik stellen dat 
misschien niet alleen het waterlichaam, maar ook de maatschappij 
therapie nodig heeft. 

In die zin ervoer ik de artistieke praktijk van walking-with ook als 
een therapie voor het publiek (de wandelaar). Ik vertraagde en re-
flecteerde over mijn eigen relatie tot waterlichamen. Het wandelen 
heeft mijn bewustzijn over (hydro)ecologie aangescherpt. Wande-
len met waterlichamen kan een eerste stap zijn bij het vinden van 
oplossingen voor (hydro)ecologische problemen. 

Rietland

In die context haal ik nog even de film Rietland van Sven Bresser 
aan. Rietland is een psychologisch drama dat zich afspeelt in een 
rietlandschap waar natuur en menselijk bestaan nauw met elkaar zijn 
verweven. Het hoofdpersonage, rietsnijder Johan, vindt het levenloze 
lichaam van een meisje op zijn rietland. Deze ontdekking verstoort 
niet alleen zijn rustige, eenvoudige bestaan, maar ontketent ook 
een diep schuldgevoel. Terwijl Johan voor zijn kleindochter zorgt, 
raakt hij geobsedeerd door de vraag wat er gebeurd is, en begint hij 
een zoektocht naar waarheid en gerechtigheid in een gemeenschap 
waar wantrouwen en stilzwijgen de boventoon voeren (“Rietland” 
n.d.). Hoe het verhaal uiteindelijk afloopt, is voor dit essay minder 
belangrijk. Ik wil het eerder hebben over een secundaire, maar niet 
minder interessante rol in het verhaal, namelijk het landschap. Bres-
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ser neemt zijn tijd om het landschap in beeld te brengen via langzame 
travelings en zeer wijd gefilmde beelden (“long shots”). We zien 
het hoofdpersonage Johan vaak op de rug gefilmd, terwijl het naar 
het rietveld staart, of wanneer hij door het rietveld wandelt. Deze 
beelden bepalen de sfeer waarin het publiek wordt ondergedompeld. 
Ook fungeert het landschap als een personage dat de spanningen 
tussen de mens en de natuur blootlegt. Johan vindt het levenloze 
lichaam op zijn land, gooit een bewijsstuk in het water om het erna 
weer uit te halen en moet elke dag varen naar zijn land om aan zijn 
dag te beginnen. Het landschap bepaalt wat er gezien, gevonden en 
verborgen blijft. 

Op een bepaald moment komen alle rietsnijders van de streek samen 
om te protesteren tegen de toenemende industriële methoden om riet 
te snijden, omdat die het land kapot zouden maken. Het land wordt 
hierdoor letterlijk “disabled” door de mens. De gemeenschap probeert 
dat “disable-en” te voorkomen. Als rietsnijders vertegenwoordigen 
koesteren zij een wederzijdse “relationship of care”: een eerlijke 
wisselwerking tussen het land en de rietsnijders. In de moderne 
wereld die Bresser in beeld brengt, zijn deze wisselwerkingen nog 
nauwelijks gangbaar. Door een grote rol aan het landschap te geven, 
en het ook te beschouwen als een performer, lukt het Bresser agent-
schap terug te geven aan het land. Hij legt zo de verborgen relaties 
tussen de mens en natuur bloot, en hun wederzijdse vermogen tot 
zorg en genezing. 

Concluderende Gedachten

Kanaal Gent-Terneuzen is een waterlichaam dat waarschijnlijk voor 
eeuwig als “disabled” kan omschreven worden. Kan de mens, die 
oorspronkelijk heeft gezorgd voor het “disable-en” van waterlicha-
men, ook zorgen voor de ommekeer ervan? Hierop is mijn antwoord 
simpelweg: ja. Ik zou durven pleiten voor een zo inclusief mogelijke 
samenleving, waarin een wederzijde relatie van zorg gekoesterd 
wordt met alle waterlichamen, en niet alleen deze die dichter bij 
de norm van een geïdealiseerde Natuur staan. Tenslotte zijn, zoals 
Astrida Neimanis ons leerde in het begin van deze bijdrage, alle 
waterlichamen met elkaar verbonden, ook met die van het mense-
lijk lichaam. Zorg dragen voor een waterlichaam, betekent dus in 
principe ook zorg dragen voor onszelf.

DISABLED BODIES OF WATER
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Has the power of our devices 
led us to distrust our unaided 
eyes? Or have we become 
dismissive of what takes no 
technology but only time 
and patience to perceive? 
Attentiveness alone can rival 
the most powerful magnifying 
lens.
. . . 

Straining to hear a faraway 
voice or catch a nuance in 
the quiet subtext of a conver
sation requires attentiveness, 
a filtering of all the noise, to 
catch the music. 

Robin Wall Kimmerer
Gathering Moss. A Natural and Cultural History  
of Mosses, 2021, 8; 11.
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My interest in the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal grew out of direct field-
work, rather than historical study. Spending time along the water, 
walking the banks, observing movement and documenting over-
looked spaces, made it clear that the canal is much more than an 
infrastructural corridor. Certain gaps, abrupt edges or strangely 
empty zones led me to question how the canal came to occupy its 
current form and what had been altered or removed in the process. 
This practical, site-based engagement motivated me to look back at 
the canal’s historical development to understand why these spatial 
conditions exist.

The canal itself originates from early nineteenth-century political 
ambitions. After the 1815 union of the Northern Netherlands with 
the Austrian Netherlands (present-day Belgium), the newly formed 
Kingdom of the Netherlands sought to strengthen economic connec-
tions between the regions. Improving Ghent’s maritime accessibility 
was a key objective and in 1823 a royal decree granted permission 
for the construction of the canal. Beyond its engineering function, 
the project was intended to integrate Ghent into broader networks 
of trade and industrial activity (Kraker et al. 2018). Since then, the 
canal has supported multiple uses: heavy transport, water regula-
tion, industrial cooling processes, recreation, and tourism. However, 
its construction and later expansions also resulted in the removal 
of neighborhoods, streets, and homes. When working in the field 
today, these historical changes remain visible in subtle ways; small 
discontinuities in the urban fabric, unexpected voids or spatial ar-
rangements that no longer align with current use. This combination 
of historical context and on-site observation forms the starting point 
for my research: understanding how the canal’s past continues to 
shape its present spatial and social conditions (Kraker et al. 2018).

My research investigates how art can help to make these hidden 
temporal, historical, and human layers visible, and how such in-
sights can inform more sensitive approaches to urban planning. I 
was inspired by Mark Požlep’s film essay Everything Under (2025), 
which uses movement on the water as a way to access spaces that are 
normally invisible from the shore. His approach demonstrates that 
certain forms of knowledge become available only through direct 
engagement with the water’s undercurrents and its infrastructural 
hidden side.

Art as Spatial Investigation

My research question originates from repeated fieldwork along 
the water, where certain marginal or overlooked spaces appeared 
meaningful as refugia but remain unaddressed in conventional plan-
ning frameworks. My research method entailed a set of field-based, 
observational methods grounded in physical engagement with the 
(hydro)ecologies of the canal. This includes moving along the water 
by boat, walking along the edges, documenting spatial irregularities, 
taking notes and recording small encounters or situations that would 
otherwise go unnoticed. These methods prioritize slow observation, 
embodied attunement and attention to ambiguity, qualities that 
differ from standard analytical or cartographic approaches.

My fieldwork strongly aligns with anthropologist Tim Ingold’s 
concept of wayfaring: knowledge emerging not from arriving at 
destinations, but from following the water’s edges, drifting beneath 
bridges and encountering small irregularities in the built environ-
ment. In Lines: a Brief History (2007), Ingold makes a distinction 
between “transport” and “wayfaring”. Transport describes the 
movement from point A to B along predetermined routes. Wayfar-
ing, in contrast, describes movement as a continuous process of 
responding to the environment, learning, noticing and reorienting 
as one moves. “Transport is destination-oriented. It is not so much a 
development along a way of life, as a carrying across, from location 
to location, of people and goods . . . Each pause, however, is a mo-
ment of tension that–like holding one’s breath–becomes ever more 
intense” (Ingold 2007, 79). Slowing down, and wayfaring a canal, 
an infrastructure that is built for transport, was an extraordinary 
experience. It brought to the fore hidden infrastructures, informal 
uses and marginal spaces that would not appear through traditional 
forms of visualization or planning analysis.

Observational Scenarios of Hidden Spatiality

Based on my own fieldwork and Ingold’s insights, I propose three 
brief scenarios that also resonate with Požlep’s Everything Under to 
illustrate types of hidden or informal spatial conditions found along 
the canal. These are not exhaustive examples, but are rather small 
fragments that reveal how people occupy or adapt to marginal spaces. 
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Figure 1: Gent: Haven (ca. 1970), Michiel Hendryckx, © Universiteitsbibliotheek 
Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)

A fissure in the side of a pier: a narrow niche functioning 
as a potential refuge for one person, accessible mainly from 
the water and representing how infrastructural edges 
unintentionally create pockets of shelter.
A boat moored beneath a bridge: a bridge becoming a 
shelter or hiding place, used as an informal living space 
by a local resident, showing how infrastructural voids can 
become alternative forms of dwelling.
A small unused space beside the water claimed by youth: 
a spontaneous social zone that challenges formal spatial 
boundaries through informal appropriation.

Usually, these subtle, lived conditions remain outside the scope of 
conventional planning instruments. I consider how these niches, 
infrastructural voids, and unused spaces become refugia; tempo-
rary pockets of shelter, alternative dwelling places, or appropriated 
social zones.  

Infrastructural Margins and  
Blind Spots as Living Spaces

The three scenarios are small in scale, but they highlight recurring 
spatial conditions that emerged throughout my fieldwork. Rather 
than treating them as isolated cases, I understand them as indicators 
of how people respond to infrastructural environments that contain 
gaps, leftover spaces, or ambiguous territories. These places do not 
appear in planning documents, yet they are actively used, inhabited or 
noticed by humans and more-than-humans moving through the land-
scape. These infrastructural margins are byproducts of engineering 
decisions, but they also become environments where small-scale forms 
of living emerge. The fissure in the pier or the boat beneath the bridge 
illustrate how people adapt these structures to meet basic needs for 
shelter, privacy and rest. These uses are not always visible from the 
street level but become apparent when approached from water level, 
aligning with the wayfaring perspective introduced earlier.

These observations do not necessarily imply that urban planning 
“fails”, but they show that its focus often lies elsewhere. Planning 
tends to prioritize broad-scale functions: transport, zoning, safety, 
access, while overlooking microconditions that arise through lived 
experience. The informal occupations exist in the gap between offi-
cial intentions and actual spatial practices. Recognizing these gaps 
helps reveal where planning discourse may oversimplify the canal 
as a purely functional corridor rather than as a lived environment.

Walking-with the water also revealed how the canal’s edges are 
often physically continuous but functionally fragmented. A space 
that supports youth gathering on one side appears suddenly into a 
fenced-off industrial zone or a dock. This segmentation can limit 
encounters between human and more-than-human actors and reduce 
the landscape to disconnected units. The hidden spaces as blind 
spots expose the friction between these segments.
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Toward a More Attentive Spatial Practice

Interpreting these blind spots through Ingold’s distinction between 
transport and wayfaring helps articulate why such subtle spatial 
realities matter. The canal becomes more than a system of transport; 
it becomes a landscape that unfolds through movement, encounter, 
deviation and noticing. Artistic methods such as slow observation, 
embodied exploration, recording small details, become tools for 
recognizing spatial conditions that conventional frameworks over-
look. In this sense, artistic practices can enhance urban planning 
knowledge by making visible what tends to remain peripheral, 
hidden, or unarticulated.

In Making Urban Nature, Jacques Vink, Piet Vollaard, and Niels de 
Zwarte offer ten principles for nature-inclusive design, presented as 
broad guidelines for promoting biodiversity and ecological resilience 
(2017, 303-11). I translate these general principles for ecological 
urban planning to the particular infrastructural margins along 
the Ghent–Terneuzen Canal. These tools can support more socially 
responsive designs along the canal. The importance of these princi-
ples lies not in applying them as a strict checklist, but in using them 
to rethink how marginal or hidden spaces could function within a 
more inclusive canal landscape. Several points resonate directly 
with the three scenarios for refugia.

First, the emphasis on designing a process rather than a fixed out-
come aligns well with the unpredictable nature of informal spaces. 
Similarly, the call to design inclusively and integrally suggests that 
the canal edges should accommodate multiple forms of presence, 
human and more-than-human, without forcing them into rigid, pre-
defined categories. Other principles, such as designing with nature 
instead of against it, become relevant when working with water-
level fluctuations, shaded undersides of bridges or material decay. 
Rather than removing or sanitizing these edges, a nature-inclusive 
approach would allow them to remain part of the spatial experience 
and become pockets of shelter or alternative dwelling places. Finally, 
principles emphasizing strategic thinking, long-term maintenance 
and taking a clear position highlight the need for planning practices 
that acknowledge the social reality and the need for refuge spaces. 
Whether these are considered legitimate forms of use or seen as 
problems is fundamentally a political choice (Vink et al. 2017).

Proposition for a Sub-Surface Bridge 

Future interventions along the canal could rethink infrastructural 
edges not as neutral technical boundaries but as potential interfaces 
between movement, rest, shelter and ecological processes. Spaces 
such as a fissure in the pier, or the underside of bridges, already 
function as informal refuges. Rather than eliminating these areas, 
designs could acknowledge their role and explore how similar con-
ditions might be integrated intentionally. This approach aligns with 
the wayfaring perspective: designing not only for transit but also for 
moments of pause, deviation and observation. By acknowledging how 
hidden spaces are discovered through movement along the water, 
planning can support more adaptive, human-centered interventions 
while retaining ecological sensitivity.

Figure 2: Still from Film Essay Everything Under (2025), © Mark Požlep
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To explore this in my own design practice as an architecture stu-
dent, I propose a sub-surface bridge between the Meulestede area 
and the adjacent pier. The bridge maintains standard pedestrian 
and vehicular crossing above, while the underside is intentionally 
designed for human and ecological interaction. Key features include; 
1) an accessible underspace at water level, allowing direct entry 
from the canal edge. This allows humans and more-then-humans 
to reconnect with the water body of the canal; 2) to protect and en-
hance existing niches for temporary shelter, refuge or rest for birds, 
insects, bats, or other animals; 3) to attend to the sensory conditions 
in these refugia, including light, sound and water movement, and 4) 
to take into consideration the compatibility with existing (hydro)
ecological processes, permitting small aquatic life to coexist with 
human use. This intervention recognizes the value of spaces that are 

Figure 3: Screening Film Essay Everything Under (2025), © Mark Požlep

usually incidental or ignored and demonstrates how infrastructure 
can support both (hydro)ecologies and (more-than-)human refuge.

Concluding Observations 

Throughout the research seminar, walking-with and moving along 
the water has been central to understanding the canal. Fieldwork 
revealed hidden, marginal spaces that conventional planning often 
ignores. Požlep’s and Ingold’s frameworks helped interpret these 
spaces, showing that spatial knowledge also emerges from wayfaring 
and engagement rather than static observation. Scenarios such as 
informal (co-)habitation under bridges or niches in piers illustrate 
that refuge, appropriation and improvisation already exist along the 
canal. Integrating these insights with nature-inclusive principles for 
urban design offers a way to connect small-scale, informal practices 
with broader (hydro)ecological and urban planning strategies. The 
sub-surface bridge is an example of how design can support infra-
structural margines as refugia for human and more-than-human 
(hydro)ecologies. This approach argues for a more attentive, respon-
sive canal landscape that values movement, pause and coexistence, 
expanding what planning can recognize and enable.
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In feite is de enige moed 
die van ons wordt verlangd: 
het moedig zijn tegenover 
het vreemdste, wonderlijk
ste en ondoorgrondelijkste 
wat ons kan overkomen. 
 

Rainer Maria Rilke 
Brieven aan een jonge dichter, 1992. 
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“A research seminar on ecology where we focus on the Ghent–Ter-
neuzen Canal, the most unnatural place with water in Ghent!” That 
was my first thought at the start of this research trajectory. I don’t 
live near the port of Ghent or the canal, so it is a place I do not fre-
quently visit. Not having seen the canal close by before, I imagined 
it as a big waterbody without any life in it, with lots of garbage 
drifting around, while big boats pass by, leaving behind clouds of 
black smoke and a smell of industry, pollution and unhealthiness. 
The borders of the canal and the environment around it would be 
filled with stone, concrete, and metal. The buildings would all be 
industrial, without a clear functionality apart from serving eco-
nomic growth. All these ideas constituted my general image of the 
Ghent–Terneuzen Canal; a grey, uninviting place where everything 
is man-made and therefore unnatural.

To be able to look beyond these preconceived ideas about the canal, I 
needed to be present in that environment and conducted individual 
walks around the area of Langerbrugge. These walks were a crucial 
part of my research trajectory. I needed to slow down and try to 
think outside of the knowledge I took for granted. Walking-with 
the Ghent–Terneuzen Canal led me to an unlearning of stereotypical 
thinking in oppositional terms; nature versus culture, unspoiled 
wilderness versus lost landscapes. I came to realize how this op-
positional thinking was also intertwined with colonial thinking. 
Slowly, the notion of “rewilding” got a completely different meaning 
along this trajectory.  

Walking-with

On my first walk I started at the point where the Nieuwe Kale con-
nects to the canal. The Nieuwe Kale is a continuation of the Oude 
Kale, a river that runs close to my home in Lovendegem. This is the 
only river body I felt I had a connection to, through memories, and 
this was also the reason why I started my research trajectory at that 
particular place. The actual point of confluence is located under a 
road. On one side lies the Langerbrugge Houtdok, a small arm of the 
canal, on the other side lies the Nieuwe Kale. It’s a small stream that 
could easily be overlooked as it is hidden between festering plants 
and yellow concrete blocks at the border of the road. I sat down on 
the side of the Nieuwe Kale and took my time to arrive, to calm down 

from the bike ride and feel present in the surroundings. 

I tried to concentrate on the current of the stream, watching small 
leaves float by. I imagined they were travelers, coming all the way 
from the Oude Kale, meandering through the fields behind my house. 
At the same time, it was hard to feel at ease. The road was busy with 
traffic, cars and trucks rushed by on their way to someplace else. 
It felt as if I was not supposed to be there, standing still and being 
present in this space where everyone just passes through. At least, 
the humans did so. 

I tried to concentrate on natural beings. The nettles beside me, the 
reed along the stream, the walnut tree on the other riverbank. They 
seemed to share a different time zone. When walking along the 
canal, I focused on the weeping willows standing on the riverbank 
at regular intervals. When I reached the little recreational harbor 
at the beginning of Houtdok, I walked up a little jetty to be closer to 
the water. I watched little waves lapping up the stone edges of the 
canal when a boat passed by. A coot called out. At the end of my first 
walk I felt quite uneasy, feeling like I didn’t really know what I was 
doing. The noise and speed from the traffic kept me from feeling fully 
connected with the water as “nature”. I had followed the same road 
the whole time and felt that I had been kept in line by the borders of 
the road. My expectations of truly encountering the canal were not 
met, seeing pieces of nature around it did not change my general 
image of the Ghent–Terneuzen Canal, as a grey, uninviting place 
where everything is man-made and therefore unnatural.

I reflected on how the water of the canal was pushed into shape. 
With straight, stone edges and multiple branches. To branch out, 
zich vertakken. This metaphor feels fitting. Like natural rivers, this 
canal has multiple branches or arms. Yet, the way these are built out 
of stone, with straight lines, feels like an oppression. On the other 
side, water takes on the form of its surroundings. The edges don’t 
change anything to the identity of the water itself. The water is still 
in connection with the natural cycle of the sun, the clouds and the 
rain, and with other rivers, as well as the sea. At the confluence of 
the Nieuwe Kale and the canal, where my walk started, I noticed 
how the current was very unstable. It is not one steady flow from 
one river into another, but more like a conversation of these two 
water bodies meeting each other. 
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(Un)learning

Etymologically, “canal” is based on the Latin cañalis, which has 
meanings as trench, gutter or waterpipe (Etymologiebank 2025). 
This term is derived from “canna,” which means reed. The name 
“canal” is thus based on the edges and the outer form. But what 
about the insides? Where does the water come from and in what 
ways does this differ from a “natural” river?

The history of the canal goes back further than I initially imagined. 
The canal zone with all the industrial buildings seemed to me as a 
rather recent and modern development. However, the first initiatives 
to create this canal dates back to the 16th century (Stadsbestuur van 
Gent 1977, 9). The city of Ghent had been striving for a connection 
with the sea, first via Bruges in the 13th century. This connection to 
the sea was economically important for the welfare of a city. Later 
in the 16th century, the city of Antwerp became the center of inter-
national trade, with which Ghent wanted to connect. This happened 
with the Sassevaart, the predecessor of the canal. An arm of the 
Schelde river that had developed towards Ghent was used to make a 
connection to the water network around Antwerp through Zelzate. 
This predecessor of the canal was rather small with dimensions of 
approximately one and a half meters deep and fifteen meters wide 
(Stadsbestuur van Gent 1977, 9). Additionally, this did not generate 
the economic benefits Ghent had hoped for, as the Eighty Year’s war 
slowed down commerce. In the 19th century, the Sassevaart was 
deemed unfit, and plans for improvement were made, with a con-
nection to Terneuzen. The first part of the canal, between Ghent and 
Sas van Gent, was mostly constructed out of the previous Sassevaart 
(Stadsbestuur van Gent 1977, 10). The official opening of the canal 
was on 18th November 1827, by King Willem I of the United Kingdom 
of the Netherlands (De Milieuboot 2022a, 2). This means that the 
canal, in its earliest form, is older than the state of Belgium. Multiple 
expansions followed, making the canal wider, deeper and more fit for 
international shipping. More neighboring rivers and streams were 
connected to the canal. Today, the most important connections in the 
region around Ghent are with the Ringvaart, Moervaart and Nieuwe 
Kale (De Milieuboot 2022a, 1). Learning these facts was surprising to 
me. It shows how the canal is a complex (hydro)ecology, consisting 
of multiple intertwined rivers, vast and small, and that these waters 
have been around for an incredibly long time. 

Following the opposition between a canal and a river, the Nieuwe 
Kale would be a river; a meandering stream through green land-
scapes with an abundance of life inside and around the water. Or so 
I thought. The Nieuwe Kale is connected to the Oude Kale, a stream 
that runs close to my home in Lievegem. Whereas the Oude Kale fits 
the image of a natural river, seemingly untouched by mankind, the 
Nieuwe Kale is in a bad state. The water quality of this stream is 
low and very dependent on the “good influence” from its connection 
with the Oude Kale (Stroomgebiedbeheerplannen 2022-2027). I re-
alize that the difference between a canal and a river is based on its 
edges, but its (hydro)ecology does not fit these boxes. The history 
of the canal teaches me that this is as much a river as the Nieuwe 
Kale or Oude Kale. Knowing how old the canal is, I approach its 
water body with more awe and respect. Moreover, looking beyond 
the green riverbanks of the Nieuwe Kale, I realized that a more 
“natural” water body can be in an unhealthy state and in need of 
help. The confluence or conversations between rivers, as I noticed 
on my first walk, is an entangled relationship that problematizes 
the rigid nature culture divide. 

In the canal, as a modern outer form of a river, multiple rivers have 
been brought together, sharing their waters and knowledge. In fact, 
all water bodies converse with each other, exchange stories and (un)
healthy micro-organisms. In the chapter “Learning the Grammar of 
Animacy” of her book The Democracy of Species, biologist Robin Wall 
Kimmerer writes about the English language and its shortcomings 
to express our entanglement with more-than-human life (2021, 
15). She compares the grammar of Potawatomi, the language of 
her American indigenous ancestors, to the grammar of English. 
Potawotomi uses, what she calls, the grammar of animacy, where 
the living world is addressed the same way you would address your 
family. In English—and Dutch by extension—the unpersonal “it” is 
used to describe plants, animals, rivers etc. She writes: “The arro-
gance of English is that the only way to be animate, to be worthy 
of respect and moral concern, is to be a human” (Kimmerer 2021, 
17). If we were to call our family by “it”, it would rob them of their 
selfhood and kinship (Kimmerer 2021, 15). The same applies to the 
difference between someone and something. 

Understanding the limitations of the language I use, together with 
understanding the history and water connections of the canal, I was 
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able to change the way I approached it. Again, “it”. Kimmerer discusses 
these limitations of language, how hard it is to unlearn this habit, and 
to learn an alternative grammar of animacy. (Kimmerer 2021, 18). 
She recounts a conversation she had with Big Tall Bull, a Cheyenne 
leader, and he told her to speak with her heart (Kimmerer 2021, 19). 
Even without a proper language for plants, or waters, if you speak 
from the heart, they will hear it. I took this advice with me on my 
second walk along the canal, greeting “it” as an old and wise presence 
that I wanted to get to know better. It is only by writing now that I 
return to the word “it”, when speaking of the canal. Using “it” feels 
more fitting than “him”, “her” or “them”. Viewing the canal as an old 
presence that transcends mine, these pronouns feel too little and 
specific. In this contribution, I will continue to use “it”. But when I use 
“it,” it comes with an attitude of respect and a feeling of connection.

Figure 1: Langerbrugge: Papierfabriek (1970), Michiel Hendryckx, © 
Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)

Intertwining

Most of the reading and (un)learning I did, started after the first 
walk. The experience gave me a good incentive to dig deeper. To slow 
down and reflect on my own assumptions and views. The second 
walk felt more like an encounter. Let me return to the name ‘canal’ 
one last time. It is derived from the Latin term canna, meaning reed 
(Etymologiebank 2025). Understanding that the name refers to the 
edges of the canal, which are straightened and hereby forming a 
pipe for the water to flow through, it could be viewed as a straw. In 
Dutch we use the same word for a straw and reed: riet. Following the 
more common meaning of the word, but keeping the pipe meaning 
in mind, there is one plant typically found along the edges of a water 
body. Indeed, reed. At first, this seemed trivial, but I learned that 
this plant is very important for the bird populations alongside the 
canal. However, the nesting area around the canal is bigger than 
just its edges, the adjacent streets and the natural environment. 
Having previously focused on the actual edges of the canal, I wid-
ened my research scope to the broader, intertwined canal zone. I 
came to know that the neighborhoods and infrastructures in the 
canal zone is an important area for hibernating and migrating water 
birds because the canal water does not freeze over during winter, 
as a result of the large amount of cooling water coming from the 
neighboring infrastructures (De Milieuboot 2022b, 6). This gives 
the canal area a lot of potential, especially for those species that 
are in decline (Natuurpunt 2025). In my research, I came across 
a project, led by the Flemish government, to create more spaces 
designated for nature around the canal. The Koppelingsgebieden, 
as they are called, are defined as connecting areas between the 
residential and industrial areas of the canal zone (Vlaanderen.be 
2019a). There are seven Koppelingsgebieden in the canal zone of 
Ghent, of which the plans to repurpose these areas were approved 
in 2009 (Projectbureau Gentse Kanaalzone 2009). Two streets away 
from where I did my first walk is Koppelingsgebied Langerbrugge 
Zuid, which opened in June 2019. This is where I went for my second 
walking-with the canal. Once again, I had an idea of where I wanted 
to go, but now I tried to keep my mind open and my expectations 
low. I didn’t plan a route to walk and wanted to be led around by my 
impressions on the spot. 
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I was pleasantly surprised. I expected a park, with a grass field, a 
playset and some trees. In reality, it was hard to get an overview of 
the whole park. There were so many different little areas, designat-
ed for both human and more-than-human. There is a playset and 
concrete pathways, and an area for dogs to run loose. But there is 
also a grazing field for sheep, little forests that are not meant to be 
entered, and a marsh where a wooden walking path runs through. 
The old Electrabel power station, which is located beside the canal, 
is a fixed element in the views around the park. The neighboring in-
dustrial sites are audible, but I felt like I was in a very different place 
this time. I was impressed by the resurgence of nature in this park. 

In the descriptions of the Koppelingsgebieden, I came across the word 
“buffer” multiple times (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij 2025). This 
word has a negative connotation, as if the residential areas need to 
be protected against bad industrial influences, such as air pollution 
and ugly views. Following my earlier assumptions about the canal 
zone, I initially probably would have agreed that the residents of 
the area need to be fenced of and protected from the industrial 
sites, and hence the unhealthy water of the canal. However, these 
descriptions are written from an anthropocentric point of view. 
After reading this, I imagined a Koppelingsgebied as a connecting 
park area, where nature would be allowed to grow inside a cultur-
al landscape. I experienced this Koppelingsgebied as a connecting 
zone, a place where canal and city dwellers—with low access to the 
river body of the canal—could reconnect to water bodies. I would 
describe it as a “bridge area”, with its most important purpose being 
the support of (hydro)ecologies. 

One of the plants I encountered a lot in Langerbrugge Zuid was reed, 
especially around the marsh area of the park. This isn’t an aestheti-
cally pleasing plant, but it is very important for the bird populations. 
It serves as a hiding and nesting place, mostly for smaller birds, such 
as the Bluethroat or Reed Bunting (Vlaanderen.be 2019b). Around 
this marsh area and the Hospiceloop, the little stream that runs 
through the park, some ponds have been made to create a wetland. 
This stimulates the growth of marsh vegetation and creates a water 
buffer, to support the groundwater reserve. These specific choices 
illustrate how the park was designed to serve not only human plea-
sure and leisure, but also the ecosystems of the canal zone.

Growing

After my walk I reflected on the different experiences of the two 
walks I conducted. Why did I have to unlearn an oppositional thinking 
between nature and culture to encounter the value of the Ghent canal 
zone? Why did I experience the two walks so differently? Environ-
mental historian William Cronon describes this as the duality that 
stems from our idea about wilderness, a quality of the authentic and 
remote nature that we visit to escape our modern lives (1996, 1). This 
concept of wilderness appeared in the 18th century, when nature 
was viewed as something wild, deserted and possibly dangerous 
(Cronon 1996, 2). In the 19th century, connected to Romanticism, 
wilderness evolved to something associated with the biblical Eden 
and the Sublime (Cronon 1996, 3). In America, this resulted in the first 
wildland and national parks, as an attempt to preserve these wild, 
spectacular places. These are the nature reserves that we Europeans 
also would visit to get away from the busy and demanding city life. 

Additionally, wilderness is also correlated to the Frontier myth, the 
idea that the American pioneers lived a pure and primitive life in 
the “uninhabited nature” (Cronon 1996, 7-8). This individualistic 
and heroic form of life was thought to be disappearing and created 
a sense of hostility against modernity and its inauthenticity. This 
evolution brought about a dualistic thinking that is still present in 
our thinking today and holds a paradox: 

Wilderness embodies a dualistic vision in which the human is 
entirely outside the natural. If we allow ourselves to believe 
that nature, to be true, must also be wild, then our very 
presence in nature represents its fall. The place where we are 
is the place where nature is not. If this is so—if by definition 
wilderness leaves no place for human beings, . . . —then also 
by definition it can offer no solution to the environmental 
and other problems that confront us. (Cronon 1996, 11)

This idea of seeing ourselves outside of “Nature” as Eden is present 
in my positioning I described in the beginning of this text. It is the 
reason I find it hard to connect to natural beings in an urban en-
vironment and not in “wilder” nature. The Bridge Area represents 
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better my idea of wilderness. Entering this park that is so different 
from the surrounding canal zone, I felt like I was far away from my 
residential world. It reminded me of autumnal hikes in the Ardennes, 
discovering new places in Belgium. The way nature looked a little 
messy, not chosen to create an aesthetically pleasing environment 
to walk in, but given room to be itself is what attracted me. I wanted 
to forget the fact that this was a human design—it is called after 
all a park—and I preferred walking on the little dirt paths instead 
of the concrete walkways to do so. I stayed longer in the marsh 
area, surrounded by reeds growing higher than I had ever seen 
them, and stayed away from the iron playset and sandbox. Reading 
Cronon, I gradually became aware that my aversion to the ‘cultur-
al’ environment of the canal zone and my preference for so-called 
‘wild’, ‘untouched places’ in the park, sustain a dualistic vision of 
wilderness (Cronon 1996, 11). There is nothing wrong with leaving 
natural elements untouched, or with creating nature reserves to 
enhance (hydro)ecologies, on the contrary, but, “without our quite 
realizing it, wilderness tends to privilege some parts of nature at 
the expense of others” (Cronon 1996, 16). It seduces us to ignore 
the less impressive natural elements close to home, in urban and 
industrial areas, while they also equally deserve attention and care. 
After all, aren’t all water bodies connected? Doesn’t pollution and 
microplastics spread with streams and currents?  

The Bridge Area, but also the canal zone at large, can be seen as 
such a less impressive natural area close to home that deserves our 
considerate attention and care. Cronon proposes an environmental 
ethic that includes us—human beings—as entangled parts of the 
‘natural’ world (1996, 17). The Bridge Area is an example of how we 
can give nature room to thrive, without excluding ourselves from 
this narrative. Cronon proposes the term wildness to describe this 
quality of natureculture without subscribing to the duality that is 
connected to the use of wilderness (1996, 16). Nature going wild is 
something to enjoy and learn from.

An important, second step in unlearning Nature and Wilderness, for 
me, was experiencing how an artistic practice can activate such an 
environmental ethics: one that outwits the duality between nature 
and culture, and does not limit itself to the preservation of one 
(romantic) image of nature as remote wilderness. The workshop 
in the community garden at Nesse in Terneuzen brought me to 

this second step. During this workshop, we were introduced to the 
artistic practice of Yoeri Guépin, who takes gardening as a start-
ing point for storytelling and the exchange of knowledge (Nesse 
Terneuzen 2025). The focus lies on the process instead of the final 
product or products that the garden brings forth. We were invited 
to help take the first step into creating a garden for the old factory 
building where Nesse is located. Previously, I did not view gardens 
as places where nature can go “wild”, and particularly not gardens 
in former factories. It was a form of nature I enjoyed, but it felt like 
a very different category than the mountain ranges I love visiting. 
It felt like an honor to be involved in the creation of this garden, 
without seeing it as inferior because of its location in a former 
industrial zone. On the contrary, its reconnecting powers became 
all the more apparent while collaborating with my fellow students 

Figure 2: Gent. Kanaal van Terneuzen (ca. 1884-1914), Gustave Hermans, 
© Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent (CC-BY-SA-4.0)
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of the research seminar. Considering gardening an art practice is 
something I didn’t expect either, but it just felt right. Listening to 
Yoeri Guépin, sharing his embodied and intergenerational knowledge 
as a farmer family member, and his artistic practices of storying, 
mapping, and braiding, shifted something profoundly for me. The 
care and wonder with which he talked about the seeds and plants, 
and the connecting tissue of communal gardening, revealed to me 
again how weird these dualistic categories of “nature” and “culture” 
are that have persistently shaped my views. As Cronon describes: 

The tree in the garden could easily have sprung from the 
same seed as the tree in the forest, and we can claim only its 
location and perhaps its form as our own. Both trees stand 
apart from us; both share our common world. (Cronon 1996, 
19)

Both trees are worth our considerate attention and care. 

At Nesse, my fellow students and I made a start on the community 
garden by laying cardboard over the existing plants. With the added 
manure on top, together this will create a healthy microbiome in 
the soil where particular species can be planted in spring. Yoeri 
explained that the microbiome in the soil is the same as in the 
human gut. This shows how humans are part of the natural world, 
something I thought I knew but I still feel surprised every time an 
example such as this comes up. I consider this my most important 
take away from this seminar. My new positionality in the world. I 
take this as a foundation for future learning. Learning to slow down, 
be critical of my own views and dualistic ways of thinking about 
our natureculture world, and to hopefully find more sustainable 
connections to water bodies, find the wildness in my own backyard, 
care for it, and share this insight with those who want to hear it.
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Het was een schitterend mooi 
insect, glanzend groen en goud 
en rood, met gouden haren 
op zijn onderlijf en gloeiend 
rode ogen. Het is nog nooit 
beschreven. Dat wist ik zo goed 
als zeker. Toen ik ernaar keek, 
dacht ik: Als chimpansees naar 
zo’n vlieg kijken, hebben ze er 
geen woord voor, ze gebruiken 
niet het woord “vlieg”. Ze 
kennen ongetwijfeld het 
concept “vlieg” maar ze kijken 
naar dit wezen zonder zich af te 
vragen wàt het is. Ik stelde me 

voor hoe dat zou zijn. En toen 
ik het woord ‘vlieg’ losmaakte 
van het insect, besefte ik dat 
de daad van het categoriseren 
– dit is een vlieg – iets van de 
schoonheid afdeed. Ik keek 
naar het kleine wezen dat 
mijn moment in tijd en ruimte 
deelde. En het gevoel was heel 
anders toen het woord weg 
was: ik had een gevoel van 
ontzag en verwondering voor 
het mysterie van de schepping.  

Patricia De Martelaere  
Wat blijft, 2007, 28.  
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Collins Dictionary proposes two definitions for the word harbor, 
one as a sheltered port and another as a place of refuge or safety. 
The Voorhaven was built in 1885 by Emile Braun, to accommodate 
the expansion of the Ghent–Terneuzen Canal and increase its eco-
nomical potential. Six warehouses were included in this model to 
store wine, wheat, flax and several chemical products (Vanacker 
2019). For more than forty years, the Voorhaven played a crucial 
role in the economic force of the canal and became an integral 
element of the Ghent cityscape. However, the size of modern boats 
outgrew the Voorhaven during the 1930s and most of its activity 
moved towards the east of the city. Several of the warehouses were 
emptied or broken down before 1991, but what was left behind? Is 
the abandoned harbour merely a story of decline? Or can we find 
hope and resilience in its wake? 

Right now, the earth is full of refugees, human and not, 
without refuge. 
(Haraway 2015, 161)

Voorhavenpark

The Voorhaven is the best preserved 19th century harbor in Europe, 
which was honored with its recognition as Flemish architectural 
heritage in 2023. This was not the first time that the Voorhaven 
caught the eye of the heritage committee (Vzw De Voorhaven 2018, 
4; Inventaris Onroerend Erfgoed 2023). Twenty-seven years earlier, 
in 1996, Flanders appointed the Voorhaven as a protected town 
landscape, establishing the largest of its kind in the city (Inventaris 
Onroerend Erfgoed 2023). However, twenty years later, it seems 
like the area and its surroundings need renewal, which is illustrat-
ed by the launch of the Muide Meulestede Morgen (MMM) project. 
Muide-Meulestede is the neighborhood of the Voorhaven and one of 
the gate-areas in the city, which means it is a place where foreigners 
used to enter through the city gates. Throughout the years, these 
areas underwent various changes and are now known as dynamic 
and colorful neighborhoods, echoing diversity and progression (De 
Gendt 2024, 2). Operation MMM was aimed at increasing the liva-
bility and sustainability of the neighborhood, harboring the seeds 

for several smaller subprojects. MMM was launched to the public in 
2016 and kickstarted its first endeavors in the same year. The rede-
velopment of the Voorhaven followed in 2017, and the Voorhavenpark 
was brought to life (Vlaanderen.be n.d.). 

Muide Meulestede Morgen is a participatory project and tries to 
involve the inhabitants of the neighborhood in their efforts for 
improvement. The remodeling of the Voorhaven was subsequently 
also supported by a masterplan in 2018, written by members of 
Vzw De Voorhaven. This plan contains a neighborhood-supported 
proposal for the harbor, based on several key elements; respecting 
the protected heritage, endorsing the view of the city of Ghent and 
responding to the needs of residents, which will be elaborated on 
later (Vzw De Voorhaven 2018, 36).

The project to redesign the Voorhaven mainly involved the creation 
of a park on the former site of Warehouse 21, giving life to municipal 
park and neighborhood garden the Voorhavenpark (Stad Gent n.d.). 
Not only did the park establish a green space within a predominantly 
urban-industrial area; it did so while integrating many aspects of 
its own industrial past. The everyday walker is confronted with old 
train wagons, train tracks and anchor chains, echoing the history 
of the ground they are walking on. In this way, the place manages 
to create a green harbor within a neighborhood undergoing con-
tinuous change, without eschewing the urbanization that has and 
still surrounds it.

Searching for Refuge

I would like to propose the Voorhavenpark as a present-day refuge, 
residing on the edge of the city center. This designation is motivat-
ed by the concept of refugia, described by Donna Haraway as “. . . a 
place for regeneration for human and non-human species that are 
endangered by reductive, rationalist and extractive global policies”, 
adding that they carry the power of transformation and resilience 
(Bombon Projects n.d.). Anna L. Tsing rides along the same wave, 
posing that refuge refers to areas “. . .  from which diverse species 
assemblages can be reconstituted after major events . . .” situated 
in a process of reworlding (in Haraway 2015, 159-160).
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The Voorhaven is a mere symptom of a heavily industrialized region, 
grounded in the extractive policies to which Haraway refers. When 
envisioning a late 19th century harbor, we rarely make associations 
with the fugitive elements described above, especially in an urban 
context. However, many of these regenerative and transformative 
components are applicable to the Voorhaven, including its history 
and current surroundings. I would argue that this reworlding is 
encouraged by several strategies that were utilized in the arrange-
ment of the park since 2017 and set out why they have the power 
to actively transform the space, and more importantly, why they 
radiate resilience and hope. In doing this, I am shifting away from 
the harbor’s economic logic, relocating the focus back to the forms 
of life that dwell in it, and observing what its renewed form can 
mean to them. 

Proximity to Water

When researching the history of the Voorhaven, it became clear 
that certain elements were absent from the narrative. One of these 
was the non-industrial ways in which the water was used, enjoyed, 
or cared for by the inhabitants of the surrounding area. While it is 
feasible that these matters were deemed too insignificant to docu-
ment, it is also possible that a certain alienation arose between the 
inhabitants and the body of water that surrounded them, when access 
was limited because of the harbor. In 2018, one of the principal ele-
ments that was suggested by the masterplan of Vzw De Voorhaven, 
was an increased proximity to water, proposed as one of the urgent 
needs of local residents (Vzw De Voorhaven 2018). More specifically, 
the plan suggested corridors to invite people to the water, and the 
construction of a pontoon on the water for recreational crafts and 
activities of youth movements (Vzw De Voorhaven 2018, 12). These 
concerns arose from there not being enough connecting elements 
between the water and the residents, proving that a certain extent 
of this alienation was in place. 

This proximity to water is a major point of attention when thinking of 
the improvement of our standard of living. Marine Biologist Wallace 
J. Nichols developed the concept “blue mind” to indicate the impor-
tance of human-water connection, having both a physiological and a 

psychological impact. The effects of this connection are manifested 
in feelings of peacefulness, unity, and a general sense of happiness 
(Nichols 2014, 6).  Historically, humans have also always sought 
to be near water, which is immortalized in countless pieces of art, 
literature, and poetry. We clearly still experience these emotional 
ties today, illustrated by the efforts made in the future plans for 
the Voorhaven.

Thousands have lived without love, not one without water. 
(Auden 2023, 105)

Integration of Nature

A second way in which the Voorhaven was able to reshape its at-
mosphere was the re-integration of natural elements. As previously 
mentioned, a green park was built on the earlier site of Warehouse 
21, which was named the Voorhavenpark. The area is currently the 
home of multiple types of trees, plants, and bushes, connected by a 
field of grass. The incorporation of nature seemed very principal to 
the reshaping of the Voorhaven, as can be deduced from the main 
platforms through which the redevelopment plans were communi-
cated. Both the masterplan and the dedicated webpage by the city of 
Ghent mention the greenification of the area. The first thing you read 
when entering this webpage is a notification of the green square on 
the site of the previous warehouse. It also mentions two vegetable 
gardens in the park, which are managed by De Moeskopperij, with 
the help of the inhabitants of the neighborhood. This way, the gar-
dens are not only beneficial to the ecological life in the area, they 
are also an instrument of communing. The masterplan even takes 
it one step further. Besides the general landscaping, it aims to make 
the harbor entirely climate neutral and self-sufficient. This goal is 
achieved through the use of solar power and geothermal energy 
(Vzw De Voorhaven 2018, 12).
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The Inner Child

When exploring the Voorhaven in good weather, it is easy to notice 
the many children playing in the park and along the quay. If they are 
not running on the grass field, they are playing in the playground 
next to the vegetable gardens or climbing the frame right outside 
the gates to the park. This is not a coincidence: both the city of Ghent 
and Vzw De Voorhaven paid attention to the needs of children in 
their vision for the future. The masterplan even plans to transform 
the Voorhavenlaan into a permanent play street, banning vehicles 
and honoring its historic heritage with games and sports from the 
olden days (Vzw De Voorhaven 2018, 12). 

But why do we think of children when transforming our environ-
ment? What connects them to our ideas of regeneration and hope? 
Besides the general characterization of children as a symbol for 
the future, they are also connected to a transformative ecology in 
a multitude of studies. A 2003 article by cultural historian Bernard 
Mergen observed how children experience nature differently than 
adults. When children play, they are actively transforming their 
environment (2003, 664). In 2009, sociologist Cheryl Charles coined 
the term “the ecology of hope,” to refer to the strategy of reconnect-
ing children with nature. According to Charles, nature is everyone’s 
first classroom, which we have been neglecting for the past decades 
(2009, 467-470). The Voorhaven provides a green space for children 
to enjoy, in a predominantly urbanized environment, connecting 
both parties in an ecology of hope and refuge. 

Industrial Heritage

“The past is set in daylight, and it can become a torch we can carry 
into the night that is the future”, writes Rebecca Solnit in her book 
Hope in the Dark (2004, xxiv). The past is inescapable when walking 
around the Voorhaven. When entering through the restored 19th 
century gates, the visitor is confronted with many elements that 
echo the past of the heritage site. The city of Ghent made sure to 
include the original cobblestones and old train tracks, which were 
used by cargo trains entering and leaving the site (Stad Gent n.d.). 
Although there is certainly a clear greening trend, it is evident that an 
effort was made to incorporate the original industrial elements into 

Figure 1: Gand. L’Avant Port (1904), De Graeve, © Universiteitsbibliotheek Gent 
(CC-BY-SA-4.0) 

the current landscape of the harbor. The neighborhood masterplan 
also mentions the restoring of old, protected elements, like the iron 
gates or the port cranes (vzw De Voorhaven 2018).

The old train wagons that are scattered along the park are a good 
example of that. While they may seem non-functional within the 
current usage of the site, they are of crucial value to the community. 
The cultural center of Meulestede included them in their program 
Onze wagons (Our wagons), intended to support connection in the 
neighbourhood (CC Meulestede n.d.). One of the wagons is exclusively 
used by the Meulestede Scouts; others can be rented by residents 
or companies. The centre also supports various neighbourhood 
activities free of charge, such as the monthly voorleesmomenten 
(reading sessions). This communal use of the old train wagons 
was also mentioned in the Muide Meulestede Morgen project, as an 
essential element of community and connection. 
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The Art of Hope

A final strategy supporting a sense of hope and regeneration is the 
introduction of art to the area. Besides the occasional graffiti art 
scattered around the park, there are two main initiatives that I would 
like to highlight: the hip-hop events organized by SAAMO and the 
painting studio WOUW. SAAMO is an organization of community de-
velopment workers who are committed to improving neighborhoods 
by collaborating with people in vulnerable positions. Members Jonas 
and Angelino started a specific initiative in Muide-Meulestede, out of 
the concern that there were no leisure activities for the youth. Jonas 
and Angelino started organizing various activities, such as the hip 
hop cyphers or jam sessions (SAAMO 2024). These are organized 
in the wagons of the Voorhavenpark and are supported by the cul-
tural center of Meulestede (Vzw De Voorhaven 2018). In this way, 
art and industrial heritage can connect and promote connection, 
hope, and resilience. 

The second initiative concerns the painting studio WOUW, which is 
housed in one of the old concierge buildings at the entrance of the 
Voorhavenpark. WOUW works exclusively with pre-loved textiles 
and plant-based paint, even borrowing their name from the plant 
wouw, known for its yellow coloring. The studio tries to have the 
smallest possible impact on the environment, which is illustrated 
in their use of second-hand ethics, rainwater, solar power, and their 
sourcing methods in local plants and green waste (Studio Wouw vzw, 
n.d.). WOUW offers home-made products, workshops and even DIY 
packages to promote dying your own textiles at home. The studio also 
collaborates with other artists and aims to reintroduce the power 
of plants to fashion, interior, and design. This initiative is not only 
housed in one of the historical buildings of the harbor but also echoes 
the environmental spirit that is increasingly present in the area.

Conclusion

Both art practices aim to protect, inspire, connect, and most impor-
tantly, radiate hope for the present and future of Muide-Meulestede. 
In our contemporary world, it is easy to get demoralized when 
watching global issues unfold. That is why it remains important to 
spread not only the stories of decline, but also those of spirited re-

silience. The story of the Voorhaven is multifaceted and has touched 
many, both in positive and negative ways. Nevertheless, after many 
years of industrial labor, multiple forms of life are brought back to 
the area by means of various strategies. After its own regeneration 
during the past ten years, the Voorhaven can provide a harbor for 
those looking for rest, hope or refuge, whether it be through the 
roots of the vegetables planted by the neighbors, the playing scout 
children in the old wagons, or the parents walking along the quay. 
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W

. . . earth-tones in the ocean. I was 
young enough that I didn’t think – I 
knew, and I knew water. In time, I 
would find a solace and a synergy 
in the sea, but then it was as natural 
an essential as breathing. . . . I had 
learned to swim at the same time I 
learned to walk. . . . We all learned, 
all the children of this coastal 
community, surrounded by the sea 
on three sides. We learned about 
rip tides, what to do in a strong 
undertow. Learning the cycles of 
the tide came with learning to read 
a wristwatch, if not before. There 
were greater ramifications to 
getting cut off by a rising tide than 
to knowing when a quarter past four 
was. It wasn’t until I was seventeen 
that I met someone my age who 
couldn’t swim. 

. . . 

Nature was nature. Harmonious in 
its disharmony. 

. . . 

The community, my home, is 
considered peripheral these days in 
the context of a country as a whole. 
It didn’t used to be. Like the ocean, 
we humans are never entirely still, 
nor should we be. . . . We made the 
irreversible switch from existing in 
the environment, where our behaviour 
and our lives were controlled by 
the ebb and flow of the seasons, to 
trying to control that environment. 
Six thousand years ago, when people 
started to settle here, the water was 
everything. The sea, the rivers – they 
meant connection. 

. . . 

Your life is your own, my child. 
Your path is yours to choose, but in 
choosing you must walk it. All I can tell 
you is that, in time, you will know your 
nature. And to go against one’s nature 
is a difficult and dangerous thing. 

Hannah Stowe 
Move Like Water. My Story of the Sea: A Memoir, 2023,  
7; 17; 27-28; 99. 
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A Lake with Two Histories

Lake Zülpich rests quietly in western Germany as a broad and 
seemingly uncomplicated body of water shaped by past industries 
and municipal ambitions. The surrounding landscape is gentle: 
agricultural fields, low vegetation, walking paths that fold around 
the shoreline, and the slow rhythm of the Eifel winds. At a distance, 
the lake appears whole. Only when walking along its edge, another 
truth becomes visible: the lake contains two histories. One open, 
restless, and improvised; the other regulated, landscaped, and tied 
to a specific vision of public leisure.

The water does not immediately reveal these histories. They reside 
in small details: the way the path curves behind a hedge, the re-
flective emptiness of a fenced bathing area, the faint echoes of past 
summer afternoons. Even the silence feels divided here. At first, I 
did not grasp this, but through a deep mapping of the area, I learned 
how the lake holds a memory of being reshaped, reorganized, and 
redistributed into zones of permission and prohibition. And yet, 
beneath all administrative decisions, the water remains the same: 
patient, unbothered, waiting to be encountered.

A Landscape Rearranged

In 2009, the city of Zülpich launched a landscape architecture com-
petition to transform the lakeside into a central attraction for 
the upcoming 2014 State Garden Show. Nearly a hundred offices 
submitted proposals. The winning design envisioned a Seepark 
featuring terraces, promenades, and access to the water. A carefully 
curated environment intended to beautify the area and establish a 
recognizable identity for the region.

When the Garden Show opened, it showcased the lake as a model 
of recreational design. Temporary installations appeared; some 
disappeared again; others became permanent fixtures. The shore-
line was realigned. A large portion of the lake was turned into a 
managed bathing area behind gates and turnstiles. The promise 
was clear: after the Garden Show, the residents of Zülpich would 
inherit a restored, improved, publicly accessible water environment.

Technically, this was the case. The Seepark remained open, but at a 
price. Admission fees became standard; the fence remained; paths 
subtly guided visitors toward entry points. Over time, smaller ad-
justments followed as the city sought to optimize the space: addi-
tional signage, clearer zoning to manage visitor flow, playgrounds, 
and modified seating areas. Local media celebrated the increased 
visibility of Zülpich, noted initial struggles, and later praised the 
park’s family-friendly design. Missing from these reports, however, 
was any discussion of what happened to the (hydro)ecologies of the 
lake beyond the fence.

Meanwhile, Germany, like many other countries, faced the familiar 
phenomenon of public places losing their original function due to 
popularity or digital amplification. Natural spaces once informally 
used became regulated, monetized, or curated for visitors. The 
story of Lake Zülpich is not unique; it reflects a broader pattern 
where water bodies shift from communal landscapes to branded 
recreational sites. When spaces attract attention, they often lose 
spontaneity. What remains is the tension and discrepancy between 
surface-level improvements and the ecological grief that follows 
such transformations.

It is perhaps because we are so used to thinking and writing 
indoors that we imagine the inhabited environment as an 
enclosed, interior space. (Tim Ingold 2011, 119)

(Quote gift from Jade to Clara) 

Why I Return to This Water

I keep returning to Lake Zülpich because it reveals something inti-
mate about human relationships with water and the thresholds we 
construct. A lake is supposed to be democratic: anyone can enter, 
float, drift, or plunge. At Zülpich, however, this freedom has become 
conditional. Swimming requires a ticket; diving is more complicat-
ed—not because of the depth, but because of access.

My first walk along the lake took place at the end of summer. The free 
shore was alive with people: families sitting close together, teenag-
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Figure 1: Gedankencollage (2025), © Clara Schultheis
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ers playing music, parents smoking while their children splashed in 
forbidden shallows. There was disorder, but also a softness—a sense 
that people were shaping the space with their own rhythms. The 
water felt near, available, even when the signs insisted otherwise.
Across the surface lay the fenced bathing area: precise, clean, and 
strangely deserted. The design was successful, yet few visited. The 
contrast between the two sides felt almost surreal, as if the lake 
were performing two roles at once—one lively and untamed, the 
other orderly and empty.

When I returned in autumn, the air was cooler, and the paths were 
quieter. The free side held the residue of summer’s noise; the paid side 
remained immaculate and still. The emotional imbalance remained 
visible even without people. The lake itself was unchanged, but my 
sense of it deepened: this was not simply a divided landscape but a 
divided relationship to water.

Somewhere within this tension lies a poem, small enough to keep 
or discard:

Swimming touches the surface. 
Diving touches the self. 
A ticket buys the first, 
never the second.

Entering water is not merely a physical act but a form of relation-
ship. It embodies trust, vulnerability, and release. It is something 
that fences can interrupt but never fully erase. Donna Haraway’s 
concept of “response-ability”—the capacity to respond to others, 
both human and more-than-human—resonates deeply here (2016, 
110-111). The lake is not passive; it participates in the story. It 
shapes behaviors, invites transgressions, reproduces inequalities, 
and holds memories that official archives overlook. In this sense, the 
lake becomes a collaborator in the story I am trying to understand.

When Water Stays Public

Other places demonstrate that water can be held differently: lightly, 
collectively, and without excessive regulation. These contrasting 
examples highlight that Zülpich’s current state is not inevitable; it 
is one possibility among many. One such example is FLOW in Brus-
sels, a temporary open-air swimming pool on a former industrial 
site. Built from reused materials and assembled with local youth, it 
offered open access to water in a city where outdoor swimming had 
been unavailable for decades. The gesture was more important than 
the structure itself: it showed that public water does not need to be 
perfect or permanent to be shared (EUmiesAwards n.d.; Ammodo 
Architecture Fund n.d.).

The work of Jozef Wouters and Decoratelier further illustrates this 
way of thinking. Their spatial practice treats architecture as an un-
finished conversation; a series of invitations, rather than instructions. 
In their projects, space becomes what people make of it, not what 
fences dictate. Their philosophy offers a counter-image to Zülpich’s 
regulated shoreline (CIVA n.d.; POOL IS COOL n.d.). Elsewhere, the 
Badeschiff in Berlin transforms a barge into a floating pool, allowing 
people to gather around a river they cannot enter. Here, purity is 
less important than access; the communal act of being near water, 
regardless of depth or season (Baunetz Interior Design n.d.). Both 
projects suggest that water can be understood and valued as a 
commons rather than treated as a commodity. The contrast with 
Lake Zülpich is quiet but insistent: instead of transforming water 
into a managed product, these projects preserve it as an everyday 
possibility. They leave room for bodies to move freely, for stories 
to emerge, and for depth to remain accessible—both literal and 
emotional.

Toward a Mental Map

When walking around the lake now, I try to capture not only what 
lies before me but also what lingers around it: the residual warmth on 
the free shore, the practiced emptiness behind the fence, the places 
where footsteps refuse to follow the expected route. A mental map 
becomes a way of tracking these unrecorded details—the spaces 
that official plans overlook.

A LAKE BEHIND A FENCE CLARA SCHULTHEIS
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This map is not about precision. It is about atmosphere. It gathers 
feelings, small transgressions, traces of longing, and the faint echo 
of summer noise carried by the autumn wind. It charts not what the 
lake is supposed to be, but what it becomes through use. Perhaps 
this is the only kind of map suited to a place that has been reshaped 
yet still resists definition: a map emerging from the emotional cur-
rents flowing through the water, and from the quiet realization that 
belonging often takes root where rules are weakest. What remains 
is the simple act of walking, returning, and noticing—as if the lake 
is teaching me how to pay attention again. 

Walking, ideally, is a state in which the mind, the body, and the world 
are aligned, as though they were three characters finally in conver-
sation together. And walking allows us to find what we did not know 
we were looking for, to become porous to places. (Solnit 2005, 5)

A LAKE BEHIND A FENCE
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Het heldere water kwam tot aan 
onze knieën, toen tot aan onze 
dijen. Hoe helder het was open
baarde zich slechts door erin te 
gaan. Erdoorheen kijken was het 
in al zijn facetten leren kennen. 
Wat we onder water zagen was 
scherper afgetekend dan wat we 
zagen door de lucht. We waadden 
verder weg de helderheid in en 
de reikwijdte van het water nam 
toe, zoals altijd gebeurt als je erin 
of erop bent, zodat het meer niet 
langer smal leek, maar de over
zijde ver, ver weg was. Toen keek 
ik naar beneden, en aan mijn voe
ten opende zich een helderheid  
die zo peilloos was dat de geest  
wel stil moest vallen. 

Nan Shepherd 
De levende berg, 2020, 54-55.

 

(Quote gift from Christel to Clara)
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Vanuit mijn positie als student in de geïntegreerde educatieve master 
cultuurwetenschappen-kunstwetenschappen met een achtergrond 
in de theaterwetenschappen, implementeerde ik niet alleen de eco-
logische gedachte, maar ook de alternatieve pedagogische insteek 
van dit onderzoeksseminarie rond kunst en ecologie binnen de 
vakdidactiek. 

Tijdens de lessen vakdidactiek leren we hoe we kwaliteitsvolle lessen 
ontwerpen binnen de vastgelegde kaders van de overheid, koepels 
en onderwijsnetten. Tijdens het onderzoeksseminarie besefte ik 
echter hoe onze onderwijspraktijk al te vaak vertrekt vanuit een 
hiërarchische en louter cognitieve vorm van kennisproductie. In 

Figure 1, 2, 3, 4 & 5: Uitgewerkte leskaarten met verschillende oefeningen 
(2025), © Anna-Luna de Meyer

Relational
Mapping

De leerkracht plaatst een kaart van de rivier op de grond
waarrond de leerlingen plaatsnemen. De leerlingen

plaatsen hun natuurelementen op de kaart. De leerkracht
spoort ze aan hun natuurelementen in relatie tot elkaar te

plaatsen, zoals ze zagen in de zooming in-sessie. 

Aardrijkskunde
Natural Contract Lab

Grief Circle

De leerlingen nemen plaats in een cirkel langs de rivier. Ze
sluiten hun ogen en denken na over een stuk natuur dat
hen dierbaar is en dat ze verloren zijn: een waterlichaam,

een bos, een weide, …
Terwijl ze dit doen, vormen ze hun herinnering in een stuk
klei. Ze bespreken hun herinneringen per twee en voegen
hun kleistukken samen. Nadien gaan we de cirkel rond en

vertelt iedereen hun herinnering terwijl ze hun klei bij
elkaar voegen. 

Religie
Natural Contract Lab

Kennismaking
Geschiedenis / Aardrijkskunde

In een vooronderzoek leren de leerlingen de rivier kennen. 
De kennismaking kan op verschillende manieren

gebeuren: 

Er kunnen bronnen gezocht worden over de
geschiedenis van het waterlichaam. De leerlingen

gaan zelf op zoek naar bronmateriaal, met behulp van
de leerkracht. Ze bekijken de wording van het

waterlichaam. 
In aardrijkskunde kan ingegaan worden op de

locatie(s) waar het waterlichaam stroomt. Waar ligt de
bron en waar ligt de samenvloeiing. Hoe is het

waterlichaam verbonden met hun leefwereld en welke
andere leefwerelden komt het waterlichaam tegen? 

Collective
Mapping

Vakoverschrijdend

We kijken terug op ons proces.
 We maken samen een kaart van de rivier waarin we al

onze ervaringen / oefeningen / denkprocessen een
plaats geven. We maken zo een collectieve kaart met

heel de klas waarmee we reflecteren over de
lessenreeks. 

Natural Contract Lab

De leerlingen krijgen in de klas een doorzichtig papier
waarop ze met stiften hun herinneringen aan het

waterlichaam tekenen. 
Ze starten met het tekenen van het verloop van het
waterlichaam dat ze tijdens hun wandeling gevolgd

hebben. 
 Nadien tekenen ze elementen naast de waterloop

over hun zintuiglijke ervaringen: 
waar hoorden ze iets, waar voelden ze iets, waar roken ze

iets, waar proefden ze iets, waar zagen ze iets. 
We leggen alle doorzichtige kaarten op elkaar en

komen zo tot een klassikale, zintuiglijke ervaring van
het waterlichaam. 

Zintuigelijke
kaarten

Aardrijkskunde
Natural Contract Lab
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navolging van de Indiase schrijver Amitav Ghosh omschrijft Christel 
Stalpaert ons westerse onderwijssysteem als “grotendeels gestoeld 
op de hardnekkige restanten van een mechanistisch-imperialis-
tisch wereldbeeld” (2023, 12). Zij verwijst ook naar wat filosoof en 
kunsttheoreticus Gerald Raunig het “machiniek denken” van het 
“cognitief kapitalisme” noemt. Daarin worden studenten beschouwd 
als “passieve onderdelen” of “geprogrammeerde kennisverstrekkers” 
binnen een universitaire fabriek. Volgens hem wordt het westerse 
systeem van kennisoverdracht steeds meer gedreven door kapita-
listische waardevermeerdering: kennis wordt behandeld als een 
tastbaar product, is alleen toegankelijk tegen steeds hogere (in-
schrijvings)kosten, en wordt verhandeld volgens de winstlogica van 
hiërarchisch gerangschikte A1-publicaties en financieringscriteria. 
Deze kennisfabriek versterkt bovendien segregatie. Het westerse 
denken beschouwt de cognitieve ontwikkeling als superieur aan 
andere vormen van kennisproductie, zoals belichaamde of inter-
generationele kennis (Stalpaert 2023, 12). Bij het lezen van deze 
pedagogische inzichten, ontstond bij mij de vraag of er binnen de 
vastgelegde eindtermen en kaders van de overheid meer ruimte kan 
ontstaan voor andere vormen van kennisproductie om een grotere 
ecologische bewustwording te activeren bij de leerlingen.

Ecologische bewustwording is opgenomen binnen de minimumdoe-
len van de overheid. Duurzaamheid is immers één van de zestien 
sleutelcompetenties. Maar wat wil de overheid dat we precies rond 
duurzaamheid leren? Wanneer je via de officiële website van de 
Vlaamse Overheid de minimumdoelen opzoekt, zie je dat er omwille 
van de verwevenheid met andere sleutelcompetenties, geen aparte 
eindtermen geformuleerd zijn:

0000 - Omwille van de verwevenheid van deze 
sleutelcompetentie met andere sleutelcompetenties zoals 
sleutelcompetentie 6 ‘Competenties inzake wiskunde, 
exacte wetenschappen en technologie’, sleutelcompetentie 7 
‘Burgerschapscompetenties met inbegrip van competenties 
inzake samenleven’, sleutelcompetentie 9 ‘Competenties met 
betrekking tot ruimtelijk bewustzijn’ zijn er geen aparte 
eindtermen geformuleerd. (Onderwijsdoelen.be n.d.)

Duurzaamheid wordt omschreven als “een wereld waarin mens, 
milieu en economie met elkaar in evenwicht zijn. Hierdoor putten we 
de aarde niet uit en zorgen we ervoor dat de aarde door toekomstige 
generaties positief gebruikt kan worden” (Unie van Waterschappen 
n.d.). De minimumdoelen onderschrijven met andere woorden de 
verwevenheid van het begrip duurzaamheid in alle componenten 
van het onderwijs, maar dit houdt ook een gevaar voor fragmentatie 
in. Ikzelf wil een werkelijk interdisciplinair leerpakket opstellen, 
waarin het ecologisch bewustzijn als kernelement geldt binnen alle 
betrokken vakken. Omdat klimaatverandering een van de belang-
rijkste zorgpunten is voor de jonge generaties, stel ik een lessen-
pakket samen dat het klimaatbewustzijn bij leerlingen versterkt 
vanuit een verbindende aanpak over verschillende vakken heen. 
Wanneer de leerlingen verbanden leggen over de vakken heen, zal 
het ecologisch bewustzijn ook dieper kunnen wortelen en sterker 
kunnen groeien. Daarbij is het belangrijk dat er geen hiërarchie is 
tussen de vakken onderling.

Stalpaert pleit voor een vorm van “hyphenated thinking”; een vorm 
van gekoppelde kennis die niet gecentreerd is rond een geprivilegi-
eerde cultuur, persoon of discipline. Hierdoor kan er een vorm van 
kennis gegenereerd worden die draait rond een niet-hiërarchische 
relationaliteit op velerlei manieren; tussen lichaam en geest, tussen 
soorten, culturen, disciplines en vakken (2025). Dit resoneert met de 
kritische pedagogiek van de Braziliaanse dekoloniale denker Paulo 
Freire, die de wederzijdse dialoog als een voorwaarde tot ontmoeting 
en inzicht zag. Volgens hem kan een ontmoeting enkel plaatsvinden 
vanuit een werkelijke wederzijdse dialoog. Freire beschrijft in zijn 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed hoe we van een depositair onderwijs 
naar een onderwijs met dialoogmodel moeten evolueren. Depositair 
onderwijs omschrijft het hiërarchisch onderwijssysteem dat we 
vandaag kennen waarin een alwetende leraar leerlingen zaken aan-
leert. Dialoog doet, volgens Freire, beroep op hogere hersenfuncties, 
wat inspeelt op een betere identiteitsontwikkeling van leerlingen. 
In deze dialoog is er geen hïerarchie of superioriteit: “Someone who 
cannot acknowledge himself to be as mortal as everyone else still has 
a long way to go before he can reach the point of encounter” (2017, 
63). Freire benadrukt dat deze ontmoeting een essentiële manier 
is om een gemeenschap of kameraadschap aan te gaan met andere 
wezens (2017, 35). Stalpaert verruimt dit kameraadschap tot de 
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meer-dan-menselijke wezens. Het denken-in-verbindingsstreepjes 
is zo een voorwaarde tot werkelijke ecologische bewustwording, 
in de zin van een ecologische ontmoeting (“ecological encounter”) 
tussen het menselijke en het meer-dan-menselijke (2025). 

In het lessenpakket dat ik voorstel gaan de leerlingen leren met / 
als / over een rivier als waterlichaam. Ze zullen doorheen het hele 
lessenpakket in dialoog gaan met het (hydro)ecologische netwerk 
van dit waterlichaam. Net zoals Stalpaert, Correia, en Jones, zie ik 
kunstpraktijken als een vorm van kennisproductie die kennisinfra-
structuren zoals scholen en universitaire instellingen van binnenuit 
kunnen transformeren. Ik werd geïnspireerd door de artistieke 
praktijken van Maria Lucia Cruz Correia en Vinny Jones, maar ook 
door de Chileens-Mexicaanse choreografe Amanda Piña. Zoals Stal-
paert aangeeft (2025), creëert zij in haar School of the Jaguar een 
alternatieve pedagogische leerruimte “where different forms of 
knowledge can enter into dialogue without the habitual hierarchies 
between them, exploring a variety of formats in which to operate, 
including the performative, the experiential, the discursive and the 
visual” (Piña 2019, 48). 

In dit lessenpakket neem ik mijn persoonlijke ervaringen van deze 
kunstpraktijken mee om ze te implementeren in een klaslokaal, en 
om een diepere dimensie te geven aan het ecologisch bewustzijn van 
de leerlingen. Hieronder vallen narratieve kennisproductie, relati-
onele kennisproductie, belichaamde kennisproductie, zintuiglijke 
kennisproductie en spirituele kennisproductie. Het lessenpakket 
is opgebouwd rond deze alternatieve vormen van kennisproductie 
die wegstappen van de hiërarchische standaard in ons onderwijs-
systeem. Daarbij wordt opnieuw agency gegeven aan de rivier zelf. 
Mijn bijdrage is een toepasbaar onderzoek waarin ik de volgende 
vraag stel: “Hoe kunnen verschillende vormen van kennisproductie 
bijdragen aan een alternatieve pedagogie waarin het ecologisch 
bewustzijn van leerlingen actief wordt gestimuleerd?” 

De volgende pagina’s zijn een weergave van een lessenpakket dat 
deze alternatieve pedagogie ondersteunt. Belangrijk is om te starten 
met een kennismaking met het waterlichaam. Voor dit lessenpakket 
kiest u zelf een waterlichaam in de nabijheid van de leerlingen / de 
school. De connectie die leerlingen voelen tegenover het waterli-
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chaam is van belang. De meeste oefeningen dienen dan ook in situ 
uitgevoerd te worden, zodat leerlingen het waterlichaam voelen, zien, 
horen en ruiken. Het is belangrijk om jullie tussen elke oefening te 
verplaatsen, langs het waterlichaam, naar een nieuwe locatie. We 
stellen een mogelijke volgorde voor, maar we ontwikkelden een open 
lessenpakket. Vul het dus gerust aan met uw eigen alternatieven. 
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The enacted practice of a hyphenated thinking within a 
university infrastructure not only functions as a critique or a 
deconstruction of dominant modes of knowledge production. 
It activates an epistemological change within the university 
infrastructure itself.

. . . 

Firstly, implementing artistic practices differs from the usual 
three-hour format of guest lectures and workshops in an 
academic university context. The artist, performer, director 
or choreographer is not invited for a three-hour talk about 
their art practice. They are invited as an artist fellow and 
teaching companion throughout a whole university course 
or throughout several workshop sessions within a university 
setting. The whole performative zone is transmitted to the 
pedagogical context of the university. This means adopting the 
artistic practices developed in a performance process as ways 
of thinking in (and beyond) the classroom.

Secondly, the monological and hierarchical science-accustomed 
format in universities is disrupted. Every participant deploys 
a hyphenated thinking in-between performance practice 
and pedagogical method. The divide between audience, art 
work, and scholar is no longer tenable, and gives way to a 
meshworked constellation. Our position as student, teacher, 
artist, researcher, software developer, activist, spectator, 
performer… shape-shifts throughout the sessions. Our mind-set 
is recalibrated repeatedly, as our thinking unfolds in a network 
of interconnectivity.

Thirdly, rather than learning about performance processes, 
applying analytical tools to understand what they mean and 
how they work, we encounter performance as philosophy in 

(and beyond) the classroom. Rather than watch performances 
in a theatre venue, read related theoretical and philosophical 
texts, and conduct a drama or performance analysis from a 
particular (human) perspective, we experience what artistic 
practices do, in the sense of activating situated, embodied, and 
networked ways of thinking.

Fourthly, rather than writing a performance analysis with case 
studies, and submitting a paper that is graded, the students 
‘produce’ fieldnotes, practicing the anthropologist skill of 
sensory mapping in site-responsive artistic walks. Rather than 
collecting data in view of an archive, they are constituting an 
embodied repertoire during conversational circles and Agoras. 
They rehearse practices for weaving and knotting stories 
together in a hyphenated thinking. Their entangled thinking-
with artists, stakeholders, and other participants (human 
and more-than-human) transforms the university format of 
academic writing organised around one privileged centre into 
a pluriversity, and the hierarchical knowledge transfer into 
collaborative multispecism.

Fifthly, the implementation of the SZenne River practices 
allows for a reinvention of knowledge production outside the 
university. The hyphenated thinking here receives an outward 
dimension. There is a “complicity between the inside and the 
outside of an institution” (Raunig 2013, 53). The collaboration 
of the university institution with sustainable organisations, 
local stakeholders, and the city government generates 
knowledge that primarily deals with matters of entangled 
concern in times of ecological crisis.

Christel Stalpaert 
Performance Research Methods, 2025, 432-433.
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Maar nu ik de ontzagwekkende kracht 
van de herinnering kende, hoe die een 
blauwe deur kan openen van de ene 
wereld naar een andere, hoe die ons kan 
verplaatsen van bergen naar weilanden, 
van groene bossen naar besneeuwde 
velden, nu ik wist dat herinneringen het 
land kunnen opbouwen als een doek, en 
ik ook wist hoe ik mijn herinnering aan 
haar had weggestopt in het ‘allerdiepste’ 
van mijn geest, hoe ik alles vergeten was, 
weet ik nu dat dit verhaal, deze Geleiding, 
daar moest beginnen, op die bizarre brug 
tussen het land van de levenden en het 
land van hen die verloren zijn. 

. . . 

Ik was erbij en zag het gebeuren, en 
sindsdien heb ik heel wat dingen gezien 
die het einde van onze kennis blootleggen 
en hoeveel er daarachter nog ligt. 

Ta-Nehisi Coates 
De waterdanser, 2019, 9-12.
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