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Intro d u ct ion
The num ber of bistorical geographers in the Netherlands is relatively
small. Of these few, a large proportion hold temporary appointments, and
the jobs of some of the others are constantly threatened. Despite (or thanks
to) these difficulties, the last ten years have been a very fruitful period for
Dutch bistorical geography.
In the Netherlands, landscape history and bistorical geography are
almost synonymous. Geographers were the first to take up research into
the making of the cultural landscape, before historians and archaeologists.
From the 1970s growing public interest in the environment bas given a
strong stimulus to research in landscape history. In the course of time
nearly all bistorical geographers turned to this field, neglecting other
topics, such as population studies, theoretica} studies, and socio-economie
bistorical geography.
This review will be limited to the bistorical geography of the rural
landscape. I will try to describe some of the main developments, starting
with the organizational aspect, then turning to the main research themes,
and ending with some future developments. Space is too limited for a
bibliography of recent publications, but most of these have been listed by
Borger (1988a, 1988b), Vervloet (1988), and Vervloet & Steegh (1989).
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Or~anjzatjon

Ten years ago historica] geography was taught at five Dutch univers111es:
Groningen, Nijmegen, Utrecht, and both universities (the Free University
Since then, a rapid erosion
and the municipal university) in Amsterdam.
bas taken place. The Geographical Institutes of the Amsterdam universities
merged in 1985 and Groningen ceased teaching bistorical geography when
the last representative, Dr G. Smit, died in 1988. Furthermore, bistorical
geography at Nijmegen will disappear within two years.
At present, the Seminar for Historica! Geography of the (municipal)
University of Amsterdam consists of Prof. G.J .. Borger and six other
bistorical geographers (three permanent and three temporary). Their
main interest is the bistorical geography of the Northwest European
lowlands, with special reference to water management problems,
reclamation, and land use. Special emphasis is laid on drainage problems
resulting from shrinking peat.
The Faculty of Spatial Sciences of Utrecht University employs one
bistorical geographer (J.D.H. Hanen) . His main research themes are the
development of urban fringes (especially during the Early Modem Period)
and the Dutch fluvial region.
Historica! geography is new at Wageningen Agricultural University
(Dept of Rural History), where Prof. J.A.J. Vervleet bas held a special chair
of bistorical geography since 1987.
Outside the universities there bas been a Department of Historica!
Geography at the Soil Survey Institute at Wageningen for forty years.
Originally founded as a subdiscipline for the study of Dutch soils, in the
1970s and 1980s this department occupied a leading position in the new
field of applied bistorical geography (see below). In 1989 the Soil Survey
Institute became part of the newly formed Winand Staring Centre for
Integrated Land, Soil and Water Research. At present the Department of
Historica! Geography permanently consists of Prof. Vervloet, three other
historica! geographers, a soil scientist/ecologist, and a landscape architect.
On a temporary basis the department employs two historica! geographers,
an archaeologist and two computer scientists. Their main activities consist
in contract research for rural planning, but of growing imponance is the
study of the sandy regions, with an emphasis on the history of settiement
and land reclamation. Characteristic of bistorical geography at the Winand
Staring Centre are the strong ties with soil science, geomorphology, and
ecology.
In the last few years the amount of contract research bas made it
possible for one private firm, Bureau Landview at Hoogwoud, to specialize
in applied bistorical geography.
Furthermore, bistorical geographers are employed by the Nature
Conservancy Council (Natuurbeschermingsraad, Utrecht), the Frisian
Academy (Fryske Akademy, Leeuwarden), the national service for historie
monuments (Rijksdienst voor de Monumentenzorg, Zeist) and the state
archaeological service (Rijksdienst voor het Oudheidkundig
Bodemonderzoek, R.O.B., Amersfoort). Also, a number of historica!
geographers work on a short-term basis for several provinces at a large-

scale inventory of "young monuments" (buildings from the period 18501940).

7

Research

themes

The Netherlands can be roughly divided into two very distinctive pans: the
low-lying northwestern half, consisting of fens, marshes, and young
marine deposits (the "polder" landscapes), and the higher soutbeastem
half, mainly consisting of sandy and loamy soils.
Tbe lower half of the country bas a long-standing tradition of
research in bistorical geography. Most studies we re concerned with the
"crusade against the water", the age-long struggle to save the land from
flooding by the sea. Another topic was the roedieval reclamation of the
fenlands. Recent research lays much eropbasis on the local and regional
drainage problems, caused by shrinking peat. It bas turned out that it was
not just the cruel sea that threatened man. It was man bimself who, by
draining fenlands , caused the surface to lower, thus enabling the sea to
introde (Borger, 1977). Also the mobility of settlements seems to have been
partly the result of drainage problems. Many fenland settlements have
changed their locations at least once during their bi story.
The landscapes of the higher sandy and loamy soils are in contrast
part of the Central European landscape. Research in these regions bas
always been much influenced by the work of Oerman geographers. In the
last ten years there bas been a
renewed interest in these regions. Stimulated by the exciting results of
archaeological excavations (see Besteman et al., 1990), we have come to
realize that the settiement development was very dynamic. Until the 1970s
it was generally assumed that the oldest series of topographical maps (c.
1850) showed an essentially roedieval landscape. Since that time nat only
have the enormous changes during the Middle Ages (with for exampl~ a
large mobility of settlement) become clear, but also the Early Modem
Period, formerly seen as a period of stability, is now known to have been
very dynamic. On most of the poor sandy soils, for example, the amount of
arabie land grew considerably between 1500 and 1800.
In the lower as well as in the higher regions of the Netherlands the
Early Modern Period, which was much neglected by earlier researchers,
now seems to receive more attention. This was also the period in which the
Netherlands was one of the core regions of the newly emerging world
economy. The spa ti al consequences of the large economie restructuring
during this period are nat yet fully clear.
Applied

historica]

Geo~raphy

Of all industrialized countries, the Netherlands is the most densely
populated. This causes great pressure on land and other resources, and
explains perhaps the long tradition of detailed physical planning in this
country. Especially in the 1960s and 1970s the enormous activities in rural
development as well as the ever increasing quantities of land absorbed by
raad building and (sub)urbanization led to a public awareness of the loss of
valuable historie landscapes. For example, great losses occurred in smaliscale hedgerow landscapes, and important relics such as the oldest
reclaimed lakes (from the 1530s) were completely bulldozed away.
One result of this public awareness was a growing consideration of
historie landscape elements in rural planning. It became normal for
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provincial authorities and for the Govemment Service for Land and Water
Use (the Landinrichtingsdienst, responsible for land reaHotment schemes)
to have historie landscape elements inventoried as a pan of a rural
development plan. Most of this research is done by bistorical geographers.
This contract research is mostly done under pressure of time and is
therefore mainly based on the study of maps and secondary literature
instead of time-consuming work in archives.
Nonetheless, applied
bistorical geography bas produced a large number of publications,
including surveys of complete provinces, which form a basis for funher
studies. As planning authorities ask for more and more geographical
information systems, the computer bas been introduced in applied
bistorical geography.
Future

research

Tbe strongest point of Dutcb bistorical geography is perhaps the
imponance of contract research for planning. It gives the field not only
an economie basis, but also a direct relevanee and public suppon. To retain
this position, geographic information systems need to be developed in the
near future.
Another positive point is the interdisciplinary tradition. Centacts
with soil scientists and geomorphologists in panicular are well developed.
Contacts with other disciplines, however, should he improved, especially
with archaeology, history, mainstream human geography, and ecology.
Historica! geography is heavily criticized by archaeologists and others for
having static views. Although much of this criticism is based on a few wellknown works by bistorical geographers from the 1960s and before, it is
panly justified. Especially in the study of rural settlements and reclamation
bi story, inlegrating recent results of archaeology and rural bi story is a
challenge for the years to come. Also studying the theoretica! discussions
among historians and archaeologists is expected to be fruitful. Another
positive development is the newly staned work in bistorical ecology. More
collaboration of this kind is necessary to play a pan in solving present
environmental problems.
As bistorical geography is a branch of geography, it is astonishing
that it bas airoost completeJy lost contact with mainstream human
geography. The quantitative revolution of the 1960s and 1970s bas passed
bistorical geography by unnoticed. Perhaps the tide is tuming now, as
huroan geography is regaining its regional interest, and bistorical
geographers are leaming at last that a bit less description and a bit more of
stalistics and roodels could give their studies a more scientific status.
Further

readjn~

The importance of contract research for physical planning, the eropbasis
on regional rather than thematic studies, and the interest in popularizing
all lead to publications in Dutch. During the last ten years only a handful of
publications have been written in Oerman and even less in English.
The results of soroe recent research were publisbed in the
conference repons of the Permanent European Conference for the Study of
the Rural Landscape. Also important is the German-language annual
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Siedlungsforschung; Archäologie-Geschichte-Geographie. Especially the
Siedlungsforschung Volumes 2 (1984) on settiement in the marsh- and fenlands of the nonhem and western Netherlands and nortb-west Germany,
and 7 (1989) on the central pan of the Netherlands (concentrating on the
fluvial region, but also covering the adjoining fenlands and sandy regions)
give important overviews of some of the most characteristic Dutch
landscapes.
On its first appearance in 1971 A.M. Lambert's The making of the
Dutch landscape was the only modern work covering the whole Dutch
landscape history. It is still the only handbook in a foreign language. In
the 1980s, however, some handbooks were publisbed in the Dutch language
(Barends et al., 1986; Vervloet, 1984). Heslinga et al. (1985) gave a popular
and well illustrated view of many characteristic Dutch landscapes.
Important was the pubHeation of a completely updated national atlas
(Stichting, 1984-1990). It consists of 20 thematic volumes. Most bistorical
geography can be found in Volumes 2 (Bewoningsgeschiedenis, history of
settlement) and 15 (Water). Volume 4 (Dorpen, villages) contains a map of
rural settiement types.
Another recent publication, Levend verleden (Our
living past, Haansen et al., 1989) was written for physical planning, and
gives a survey of valuable historie landscapes. It is interesting that these
Dutch landscapes are valued in a broader Northwest European perspective.
On the history of bistorical geography there are a few recent
publications. The most important of these is Vervloet's artiele on the
development of bistorical geography in the Netherlands (Vervloet, 1988).
Much shoner is Burggraaffs summary of Dutch bistorical geography since
1945 (Burggraaff, 1987). Borger gives additional information in two short
reviews of bistorical geography (1988a) and of applied bistorical
geography (1988b) in the period 1978-1987.
/
Since 1983 there bas been a Dutch-language magazine on bistorical
geography, the Historisch-Geografisch Tijdschrift. It contains articles (on
rural as well as urban topics), hook reviews, and a bibliography of recent
Starting with the 9th volume (1991) it also includes summaries
literature.
in English.
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4. RESEA BCH JNITJATIYES

/

During the October planning meeting in Lyon, various possibilities of
developing research initiatives were discussed by the national
representatives present.
Tim Unwin reported that he had been in
communication with representatives of the Directorale-General for
Science, Research and Development of the Commission of the European
Communities concerning the possibility of submiuing a research proposal
as part of their R & D Programme in the Field of Environment. This would
have built on the expertise of memhers of the Permanent Conference to
provide an atlas and data base of the cultural heritage of the European
rural landscape. It appears, however, .that the central emphasis of this R &
D Programme is concerned with technological and economie aspects of
contemporary environmental change, and that there is little scope for
such a research proposal.
Nevertheless, the national representatives
present agreed to pursue possible sourees of funding for future such
research initiatives.

5. MEMBERS' NE\VS AND PUBLICATIONS
This section of the Newsletter is intended to provide details of new
appointments, research activities and information on recent publications
in which other memhers of the Permanent Conference might be interested.
Eventually, as more people contri hu te material to the section, it will be
possible to use it to provide a detailed record of the research activities of
the Permanent Conference.
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