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Abstract
This master thesis is an explorative study in the field of community
garden(ing) aesthetics in the context of Amsterdam. In recent years, urban
agriculture enjoys the support of the municipality of Amsterdam, while
community gardens are increasing in numbers and gaining popularity.
Design disciplines, such as landscape architecture, landscape planning and
urbanism are also turning towards urban gardening, starting to see it as
an integral solution for many social, ecological and economic problems
in cities. Among the many discourses about urban gardening, aesthetic
experience is yet barely addressed.
This study addresses the aesthetic experience in community gardens from
a landscape architectural perspective. The phenomenon is investigated
through theoretical exploration in landscape aesthetics and in literature
on urban gardening; followed by visits to six community garden sites in
Amsterdam for observations and interviews. Landscape attributes have been
analyzed and assessed to find common qualities in community gardens.
The findings are described in four major aspects: delight on the microscale; a visual pattern of utility; the importance of community and identity;
and the opportunistic exploration in garden creation. The reference studies
resulted in grouping aesthetic concepts to four major typologies relevant
to community gardens: sensory-, spatial-, social experiences and symbolic
values.
The findings about landscape experiences in community gardens were then
applied in an aesthetic landscape design on the case of the Voedseltuin
IJplein in Amsterdam Noord. Grounded in field observations, interviews,
an ethnographic investigation of the gardening community and on a
pragmatic landscape analysis, the main aim of the design was defined:
to increase connectivity. The design process resulted in a four-scale
strategy determining necessary interventions and the role of design on
each scale. Major interventions were planned on the site-level and on the
neighbourhood-level, forming a green recreational network benefiting both
the Voedseltuin, the IJplein neighbourhood and the city of Amsterdam.

Keywords: urban gardening,
community gardens,
Amsterdam, IJplein,
aesthetics, landscape
experience

guide to the reader
This paper is an explorative study about the aesthetic landscape experiences in community
gardens, from a landscape architectural perspective. Exploration is not a linear process, and
although this thesis is presented in a book, it can also be read in different ways.
The first chapter gives a general introduction to urban gardening, and its various added
values. The ‘state of the art’ of urban gardening is described, pointing to the knowledge gap:
the missing aesthetic dimension.
The second chapter is an introduction to aesthetic theory. Yet not directly connected to
urban gardening, it explains the relevance of aesthetics in the way we live and dwell in the
landscape, and in the way we interact with our environment, shaping in consequently.
The third chapter - Problem framework - synthesizes the previous two domains. This chapter
defines the starting points of the research and the knowledge gap. Research questions are
specified, followed by the methodology in Chapter 4.
The first three chapters in fact could be read in any order. Neither urban gardening, nor
landscape aesthetic theory are pointing directly towards the urge to combine the two of
them, however there is an interesting overlap in their anticipated impact on people. During
the research process, questions were continuously adjusted and refined responding to the
theoretical findings in both fields.
From the fifth chapter, the focus shifts to practice: first six community gardens in Amsterdam
are analysed, then the case study of the Voedseltuin IJplein is introduced. Chapter 7.
prepares the ground for design by an inventory analysis.
The design presented in Chapter 8. is the result of a long process of combining aesthetic
theory and practical problems with the given social, ecological, and spatial conditions and
policies in the area. The design is a suggestion, an optional future scenario, one resulting
from the explorative journey of this research. It is intended to demonstrate the relevance of
aesthetic design in the surroundings of the Voedseltuin, a design which benefits the garden,
the neighbourhood and the city of Amsterdam at once.
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1. Introduction

1.1. The renaissance of
urban agriculture

2

Food is our most direct connection to our natural
environment. Without food, humans would not
survive. Eating, growing and collecting food is one
of the most ancient, primary activities of mankind.
However, as the majority of the world population is
now living in cities, where food has become something
to purchase, instead of growing or picking it. Urban
societies are therefore largely dependent upon faraway landscapes and the transporting infrastructure,
which increases the vulnerability of the food system
(Nordahl, 2011; Viljoen & Bohn & Howe, 2005;
Zeunert, 2013). The high and centralized demand
for food is putting pressure on production, stressing
the natural environment with intensification, fueldependence, big-scale monocultures, and long
transportation distances. There is an urgent need
to explore the capacity of localized food systems to
create a more sustainable cycle. This requires the use
of urban and peri-urban land for food production, to
feed cities (FAO, 2011).

1.1.1. Cultivating the city
The term ‘urban agriculture’, in its broadest sense,
indicates any agriculture-related activity within the
city (urban) or on the edges of the city (peri-urban).
Most practices are thriving for a balance with the
natural system through organic food production,
shortened ‘from farm to fork’ food-chains, smallscale agriculture, the protection of local breeds,
etc. The core activity is production, accompanied by
many complementary activities such as processing,
marketing, distribution and consumption of food;
collecting and reusing organic waste and rainwater;
and educating, organizing and employing local
residents (Cohen, Reynolds & Sanghvi, 2012; Philips,
2013).
Urban agriculture is not a new phenomenon, however,
it’s meaning has fundamentally changed in recent
years, especially in developed countries, such as the
Netherlands. In former times, it used to be a response
to food insecurity, high prices, or the unavailability of
fresh produce, often in times of crisis or war (Colding
& Barthel, 2013; Deelstra & Girardet, 2000). Urban
agriculture now is not simply a local source of food,
but society’s response to global issues, such as
climate change, food miles, dietary health concerns,
and the negative impact of industrial agriculture on
the environment (Gorgolewski et. al., 2011; Viljoen
et. al., 2005). Other motives are education, growing
products unavailable in the market, or simply
enjoying cultivating a green space and meeting local
people (Philips, 2013; de Zeeuw & Dubbeling, 2009).
Additionally, urban farming creates a win-win
situation for the farmers and the municipality.
While the farmers benefit from the use of the
land and the yield it is producing, the municipality
saves up the maintenance costs (de Lange, 2011).
Although this results in less control in the quality of
maintenance, urban gardens can be seen as spaces
of empowerment, where citizens express their free
will.

Urban gardening projects pop up in cities worldwide,
both as purely bottom-up, such as guerilla gardening,
and as top-down planned projects, such as parts of
ecological neighbourhoods, cultivated by inhabitants.
Remarkably high amount of the initiatives start with
voluntary citizen action. The various spatial and
organizational typologies of urban agriculture bring
various advantages and disadvantages, depending on
the space, the participants and the activities (Philips,
2013; de Zeeuw & Dubbeling, 2009). One major
requirement for success is increased engagement
with local authorities and communities, to ensure
both economic and cultural support, and continued
maintenance (FAO, 2011).
This study is focussed on ‘urban gardening’, which is
the general term for practices involving (lay) citizens
in small scale, labor-intensive urban agriculture. It
contains typologies such as community gardens,
allotment plots, CSA farms, educational farms, and
demonstration-gardens.
This research-design focuses on urban gardens called
‘moestuin’ in Dutch. The meaning of ‘moestuin’ is
closest to ‘community garden’, but it has a greater
variation in typology. Neighbourhood gardens,
demonstrational garden, and therepeautical gardens
can equally be called ‘moestuin’. For this study,
the expression ‘community gardens’ will be used
in a broad sense, comprising the above mentioned
typologies.

1.1.2. Community gardening –
growing more than food
For this study, community gardens have been
chosen, as they have an inclusive social-functional
structure (as opposed to e.g. allottments, where one
needs to pay for a plot, otherwise access is limited).
The disciplines involved in researching community
gardens are surprisingly diverse:
sociology,
urbanism, agriculture, spatial planning, public health,
education, architecture, landscape architecture,
economics, climate studies, food sciences, and realestate studies, among others.
Community gardens come in all shapes, sizes
and structures. Apart from food production, they
accomodate a great diversity of activities - it is only
limited by the creativity, the entrepreneurial skills
and leadership in the community (Leeuwen et. al.,
2011).
Community gardens - just as other green spaces
– contribute to the quality of urban life. They are
documented to have a multiplicity of social, ecological
and economical added values. Apart from food, they
provide a pleasant environment, clean air, peace and
quietness, and an improvement of the urban climate.
Furthermore, through joint activities outdoors, they
increase the individual and community health, the
general well-being by restoring body and mind.
Especially in developed countries, where food growing
is less driven by economic needs, and rather for other
motives such as spending time outside or meeting
people, they offer a great potential for recreation
(Leeuwen et. al., 2010; Lange, 2011; Colding &
Barthel, 2013; Philips, 2013; etc.).

One special quality of urban gardening is the noncommercial agenda: gardening has the potential
to “activate” neglected or underused spaces, while
engaging people from various backgrounds and
age-groups, regardless of their economic wealth
(Zeunert, 2013). These practices are usually nonprofit, managed by volunteering citizens (de Zeeuw &
Dubbeling, 2009). Apart from thriving for ecological
sustainability, they often emphasize the social aspects
of food growing, through for example working in
groups, food sharing, cooking, and making decisions
together. The common activities encourage social
interaction, and the community starts to evolve while
gardening and recreating collectively.
The nature of collective gardening activities can
result in diverse side-effects. Among other things,
urban gardening has the potential to promote
environmental awareness and educate people about
the food system and natural cycles. Food production
is a great tool to make the connections visible
between people and nature, especially in urban
areas, where most citizens are disconnected from
the vernacular landscape. Through this educative
effect, urban gardens have the power to influence
the global food system by better-informed and
“green” consumer choices. Such gardens also bring
producers and consumers closer together, fostering
the local food system (Deelstra & Girardet, 2000;
Colding & Barthel, 2013).
Furthermore, as the interest in gardening brings
people from different backgrounds together, the
garden offers a basis for meeting and interacting,
helping social and cultural integration. Concerts, art
performances, workshops and events can equally
take place in a community garden. The social
dynamics during decision making, working together,
and negotiating with governmental bodies can teach
people about entrepreneurship and about the politics
of urban space (Colding & Barthel, 2013)
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Figure 1. Detroit, Lafayette Greens (asla.org)

Figure 2. Berlin, Prinzessinengarten

Urban gardens are also praised for ‘placemaking’ and
for increasing the place attachment of users, which
can result in a generally better care for the larger
neighbourhood. Besides, the growing social cohesion
can advance the feeling of safety, which, together
with a nice environment, encourages further outdoor
activities (Viljoen et. al., 2005; Colding & Barthel,
2013).
It is a broadly accepted view, that advocating urban
gardening in a neighbourhood will contribute to
urban development through the above outlines ways
of increasing social and environmental resilience and
potentially creating local jobs. Furthermore, urban
gardening also encourages the recycling of organic
waste, the use of runoff rainwater, and it can provide
renewable energy through biogas (Viljoen et. al.,
2005; Gorgolewski et. al. 2011; Philips, 2013; Pötz
et. al. 2012; Zeunert, 2013). Figure 5-7. illustrates

Figure 3. Budapest, Leonardo garden (panoramio.com)

the envisioned scenario based on literature.

Figure 4. Amsterdam, Moestuin Landlust
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Figure 5. Schematic situation of
a neighbourhood without urban
gardening. Food is bought and
transported into the area from the
global market, waste is taken away to
be treated elsewhere.

Figure 6. Urban gardening starts: food
and waste are partly forming a local
closed cycle. There is more interaction
between inhabitants, a community
starts evolving

Figure 7. Urban gardening nurtures a
self-sustaining neighbourhood. Wastes
are recycled for food production, and
the harvest covers most of the local
needs. The community is strong and
active, having an impact on the whole
neighbourhood, maybe even the city.
Locals develop a positive attitude
towards nature, the place, and each
other. The production and this attitude
encourages water recycling, renewable
energy use, and local employment.

The way local inhabitants collaborate and decide on
changes in the garden will lead to the development
of a collective value system within the community.
They will shape the garden - and the landscape - in a
way to better accomodate their perceptions of value,
with the belief of improving the functionning of the
physical and social environment (Termorshuizen &
Opdam, 2009).
Sustainable development is though only truly
sustainable, if it has positive influence on the broader
surrounding landscape and food system, not only
interim benefits (Meijer et. al., 2011). However,
benefiting all citizens cannot be the responsibility of
the gardening community. What is needed then to
mitigate the positive effects to a broader context?

1.2. Designing urban food
gardens
“Urban agriculture tends to define itself as a
bottom-up, grassroots movement with no time
for the top-down elitism of designers. This is
misguided. Environmentalism, in whatever
guise, demands both top-down and bottom-up
initiatives.”
S. Hagan

in Viljoen et. al., 2005, p.52

As discussed above, urban gardens can serve diverse
functions in a city: e.g. food production, recreation,
work-out, education, social life, integration, political
venue. Hence, to reach their full potential, they
should be considered multifunctional spaces, a part
of the green infrastructure of the city (Viljoen et. al.,
2005; Leeuwen et. al., 2010; Philips, 2013; Zeunert,
2013).
In recent years, the issue of growing food in urban
environments is increasingly present in the designers
realm, including landscape architecture, urbanism
and spatial planning. In design literature, urban
agriculture is often interpreted as an ultimate
solution for various social and environmental
problems. However, urban agriculture only has this
power, if combined with an ecological-, economicaland socially-based system approach (Viljoen et. al.,
2005; Nordahl, 2011; Philips, 2013; Zeunert, 2013).
Literature suggests, that this all-inclusive approach
requires a cyclical planning process. During design,
participation of locals is highly encouraged. The
designer becomes a mediator, and instead of
masterplanning, the design outcome is more like
a flexible framework for the implementation of the
food space. Time perspectives, seasonality and
management are of great importance. Likewise,
it must be always considered that fully designing
these spaces is not possible, and not desirable either.
Urban agriculture spaces will be maintained and
shaped by inhabitants (a community, association or
an entrepreneur), in accordance with their needs at
present time (Viljoen et. al., 2005; Philips, 2013;
Zeunert, 2013).
Design recommendations cover the consideration of:
•

location choice: preferably central, highly
visible, public4,5, compact 2

•

functional requirements, e.g. sheds, water
source, tools, accessibility1,2,4

•

production methods: ecological, using
permaculture principles, using a great diversity
of plants3,4, using local varieties4,5, choosing
between small-size monocrop or large-size
multicrop fields1

•

economic ‘business’ plan based on needs and
potentials, roles and responsibilities of different
actors, connectivity to the food system1,4

•

legal processes, combined with consultation/
participation methods2,4,5

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Viljoen et. al., 2005
Milburn et. al., 2010
Nordahl, 2011
Philips, 2013
Zeunert, 2013

Although the given guidelines are quite general, they
need to be specifically adapted to each situation.
From the case studies documented in literature, it is
apparent that successful urban gardens are equally
unique and bound to their location as any good
landscape design (Viljoen et. al., 2005).
Furthermore, it is desirable to have these gardens
at a location, where people can mingle and engage,
spend time in and learn from the garden. A
community garden can be seen as a representative
for sustainable land-use and as a vibrant living space
at once. Thus exclusion should be minimized on all
levels (both physical and symbolic), and accessibility
and connectivity should be a priority in design (Viljoen
et. al., 2005)

The missing dimension: aesthetics
Besides the many positive aspects in literature, some
mention that urban agriculture can at times be seen
as messy, visually unappealing, having a negative
impact on the city aesthetics. Reasons mentioned for
this are seasonality, maintenance issues, and a lack
of designed unity (Philips, 2013; Smit et. al. 2001
in de Lange, 2011; Zeunert, 2013). Other critiques
are highlighting the possible conflicts between
stakeholders, caused by unwanted noise, smells,
undesired visitors in the neighbourhood, or the
questions of public accessibility in some cases (Smit
et. al. 2001 in de Lange, 2011).
These problems, potentially leading to conflicts, are
mostly resulting from the functionality of the vegetable
garden, the make-do culture, and the temporary
character of the gardens (Viljoen et. al., 2005). As a
side effect, they may create a questionable aesthetic
experience in relation to their broader environment.
Interestingly, the aesthetic dimension of community
gardening has barely been investigated. Explicit
references to aesthetic qualities are scarce in
literature. Examples are guidelines for the design of
problematic elements, e.g. sheds and composting
(Philips, 2013); using edible species in a planting
scheme (Zeunert, 2013); and allowing free picking
as a delightful addition to the urban life (Nordahl,
2011).
One explicitly discussed aesthetic quality in
community gardens, and food landscapes in general,
is the sensory experience. Tasting is an inherent
part of the garden experience, besides, cooking and
eating in-situ are specially enjoyable (Beatley, 2011,
Hale et. al., 2011). Gardening is a tactile experience,
engaging the full body, and while getting dirty and
getting really close to the plants and materials,
beautiful details from nature - colors, shapes,
textures - become apparent (Dee, 2001; Nordahl,
2011). Plants emit scent, and people are keen on
touching and smelling them, they encourage to seek
for more (Dee, 2001).
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garden name,
Soeptuin
Bredius,
Amsterdam
Amsterdam
West
West

2. theoretical
exploration

2.1. History of aesthetics

8

Aesthetic discourses are documented since the
Classical Antique ages, starting with ancient Greek
philosophers seeking to define beauty. Aesthetics
was associated with the beauty of form, displaying
qualities such as unity, regularity, simplicity, harmonic
proportion, balance, measure, and definiteness.
These ideals had a great influence in formal aesthetics
ever since, mainly discussed in the context of art and
architecture (Bourassa, 1991; Turner, 2005)

These three criteria - functional, beautiful and
sustainable - are not clearly separable. A well
accepted framework in the profession of landscape
architecture is the tripartite framework of Thompson
(2000). He argues that a good landscape fulfills both
social, ecological, and aesthetic needs - he uses
the terms ‘Ecology, Community and Delight’ (Fig.
9). Research concerning urban gardening has been
addressing both the ecological and social aspects,
detecting great potential for their development.
However, aesthetics stays implicit, marginal and
undefined.

During the Enlightment, in the 18th century, the
universality of these strictly calculated ratios and
harmonies were questioned.
Philosophers and
artists were exploring new dimensions of aesthetic
appreciation. The greatest change in 18th century
aesthetics was, without doubt, going beyond beauty,
and including two new aesthetic dimensions: the
sublime1 and the picturesque2 (Thompson, 2000).
From the 20th century, the focus shifted from the
aesthetic properties of objects or artifacts to the
human aesthetic experience itself. Aestheticians were
concerned about the problem of taste, and turned to
scientific research to find out if there were common
human preferences. Stepping beyond the interest of
philosophers, artists and designers, aesthetics was
integrating the fields of psychology, anthropology,
evolution sciences, and behavior sciences among
others. This shift from object to ‘agent’ resulted in
extending the aesthetics beyond art and architecture
to anything ‘delightful’, such as landscapes and
everyday environments (Thompson, 2000).

2.2. Aesthetics in landscape
architecture
Aesthetics is a major aspect in design and formgiving, therefore it is a central theme in landscape
architecture. The aesthetic experience of the
landscape contributes to the quality of life both in
urban and rural areas, “in degraded areas as well as
in areas of high quality, in areas recognised as being
of outstanding beauty as well as everyday areas”
(European Landscape Convention, 2000).
The widely used definition of landscape architecture
sets aesthetics as a requirement: “Landscape
architecture is the discipline concerned with mankind’s
conscious shaping of his external environment. It
involves planning, design and management of the
landscape to create, maintain, protect and enhance
places so as to be both functional, beautiful
and sustainable (in every sense of the word), and
appropriate to diverse human and ecological needs”
(ECLAS1, 2014; emphasis added by author).

?
Figure 8. Aesthetics - an unexplored value in urban
gardening spaces; in the tripartite framework of Thompson
(2000)
Many practitioners claim, that aesthetic experience
is of vital importance when it comes to the use of
space. Aesthetically appealing landscapes are more
frequently used and enjoyed by people (Jacobs,
1961; Gehl, 2010; etc.). Thus, it is interesting to
question, what the particular aesthetic properties of
urban gardens are and which makes them valuable in
the public green structure of a city.
To have a good starting point in the theoretical
context, the following chapter provides a short
description of relevant theory on landscape aesthetics
and landscape experience, with a focus on Western
philosophy and Europe. The overview is largely
based on the summarizing books of Bourassa (1991),
Thompson (2000), and Turner (2005), complemented
with literature reviews on recent articles and work
(e.g. Meyer, 2008; Saito, 2010; Dee, 2012).
The selection of theories is based on a few logical
assumptions about the community gardens:
•
community gardens are part of the landscape,
thus landscape aesthetic theory is applicable
•
the fact that edible plants are grown and people
are actively gardening adds an extra dimension
•
the existence of a community, engaging in
collective activities influences the landscape
experience.

1. First, Burke included the Sublime, as an aesthetic experience, arguing that our emotions drive our aesthetic reactions. As
beauty is associated with smallness, smoothness, gradual variation and delicacy; sublime is associated with pain, danger and fear,
resulting in astonishment, admiration, awe and respect (Thompson, 2000).
2. After the ‘invention’ of the sublime, the Dutch landscape painters of the era inspired the inclusion of a new concept: the
Picturesque. It left harmony, proportion and symmetry behind, and roughness, shagginess, charm became positive qualities,
arranged in an attractive scene. It was a step towards abstraction, and nowadays it is widely appreciated, becoming the dominant
aesthetic over the beautiful and the sublime (Thompson, 2000).

2.3. Landscape perception
and experience

2.4. Landscape aesthetics

Landscape experience is a process. It is the lived
reality, the encounter of things as we are bound
to them in the present moment. We experience
the landscape temporally, through movement – or
through non-movement, as standing still can also
be measured by time (Dee, 2012). As we sense the
landscape in time and space, we sculpt an internal
landscape, a subjective one – that of our personal
experience.

Assessing the experience of a complex scene,
such as a landscape, requires a different approach
compared to assessing the aesthetics of a piece of
art. It is a broadly accepted view that landscape
is ‘engaged’, which means we need to enter it in
order to experience it’s aesthetics (Bourassa, 1991).
This theory originates from Dewey, who claimed
that the aesthetic experience of a landscape is
consummatory, inherently enjoyable, engaging
all the senses, hence it is meaningful on its own
right. Dewey argued furthermore, that due to this
meaningful engagement, everyday experiences can
equally be aesthetically appreciated. The experience
we encounter is emotional rather than intellectual or
practical.

The internal landscape is formed through a mental
process. We perceive the physical, “objective”
landscape around us through our senses first, e.g.
seeing, hearing, touching. Then our brain enriches our
idea of the landscape with judgements of aesthetics,
based on biological, cultural and individual factors
(Fig.10). This process is automatic and unconscious,
what we believe we see is already the internal
landscape.
These momentary landscapes are unique, personal,
and largely dependent on our mental state at
the time of encounter. Our mood, memories and
physiological needs (e.g. tiredness, hunger, thirst,
etc.) all contribute to this subjective, distorted
internal landscape (Gifford, 2007).
An inherent part of human perception is that we
attach meanings to objects or events. Something
which has function, purpose, or a symbolic dimension,
is considered meaningful. When people perceive
the environment, they continuously question the
landscape and look for answers about the meanings
of objects, such as “what is that?” or “what does it
mean to me?” (Vroom, 2006 in Clemens & Dorminey,
2011).
The perceived landscape is evaluated for its apparent
purpose or function – if one does not understand or
recognize a certain meaning, that aspect simply does
not exist for her. If for example a wildlife habitat is
not recognized as such, it will be experienced just
as a messy green planted area, thus it will not be
appreciated for its added value. At the same time,
for those who recognize the ecological aspect and
are interested in nature, there is a lot more to see
and explore in that landscape (Clemens & Dorminey,
2011).
From the conceptual model of landscape experience,
it is clear that landscape experiences are inherently
subjective and personal. As M. W. Hungerford
said already in 1878, “Beauty is in the eye of the
beholder”. However, based on certain factors,
general assumptions can be made about the nature
of experiences, and how landscapes are appreciated.
These are outlined in landscape aesthetic theory.

Knowing that aesthetic experiences are inherently
subjective, and appreciated on a rather emotional
basis, the question of universality – in contrast to the
question of taste – becomes profoundly interesting.
Various theories evolved, describing ways we engage
and experience, ways different objects influence us,
and ways we create our image of the landscape.

2.4.1. Theories on the physical
landscape
Unifying the different systems and categories,
Bourassa (1991) in ‘The Aesthetics of Landscape’
organized aesthetic experience in three levels: there
are biological, cultural and personal aesthetics.
They are strongly influencing each other, biological
aesthetics being the most instinctive but universal
ones, and personal aesthetics being the most
conscious and subjective ones. Certain physical
features of a landscape can evoke aesthetic
appreciation on these different levels.

Biological aesthetics
Many theoreticians and scientists focused their
attention to ‘nature’, human history and evolution,
trying to find the core of the aesthetic pleasure.
Biological theories generally suggest, that an
environment is attractive when it offers satisfaction
to certain biological (survival) needs, and this notion
is present in all animals, including humans. Biological
aesthetic preferences are driven by our instincts –
they may be so strong, that they can overrule our
rational behavior.
One remarkable theory is the Prospect-Refugee
theory by Appleton (in Bourassa, 1991 and
Thompson, 2000). The theory suggests that humans
prefer savannah-like habitats, because they offer
a landscape where we can survey the environment
safely, without being seen.
A different explanation for the same savannah
habitat is the Information Processing theory
by Kaplan & Kaplan. They argue that we prefer
landscapes which are optimal to gain knowledge
about them. Information-rich environments enhance
the advantage gained by the large capacity of human
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brain, for example through orientation during hunting.
The four key characteristics of such landscapes
are complexity, coherence, legibility and mystery.
Coherence and legibility facilitate our understanding
of a scene, while complexity makes an environment
interesting, and mystery raises expectations that
there is more to learn in the scene (Kaplan & Kaplan,
1989).

Cultural aesthetics
Unlike biological aesthetics, cultural aesthetics are
learnt preferences. They are bound to origin, social
context, time, and place. Cultural preferences can be
both conscious and unconscious, but they require a
certain knowledge and understanding of the cultural
context, consisting of a set of collective views and
habits. Any symbolic meaning in a landscape (e.g.
art) is likely to be context-bound, and working only for
people that share it’s background, as symbols are
cultural constructs (Bourassa, 1991).
The most significant cultural aesthetic concept in
landscape architecture is the ‘spirit of the place’, the
Genius Loci (Thompson, 2000). The concept, which
was made famous by Alexander Pope, refers to the
inherently contextual, distinctive local atmosphere of a

place, embedding both natural dynamics and cultural
meanings attached to it. Respecting the Genius Loci
is the most agreed “law” in landscape architecture
practice (Turner, 2005).

Personal aesthetics
Personal aesthetics vary between each individual,
but they are largely influenced by cultural aesthetics.
Personal aesthetics, or taste, is mostly conscious,
and it evolves by time and by the personal growth of
people. The memories and meanings we build up are
then adding to the collective cultural scene, forming
symbolic value.
A similar concept to the spirit of the place is ‘place
meaning’, which lays somewhere on the edge of
personal and cultural aesthetics. It incorporates any
form in which a person is related to a place, e.g.
usage, feeling of belonging, emotional attachment,
memories, knowledge. Place meaning is the property
of the landscape, assigned to it by people (Manzo,
2005 in M. Jacobs, 2006).

Mental process

physical
landscape

internal/subjective
landscape

Biological factors
Cultural factors
Individual factors

personal aesthetics

cultural aesthetics

biological aesthetics

Figure 9. The process of landscape experience (based on Bourassa, 1991 and M. Jacobs, 2006).

2.4.2. Social aesthetics
Our environment is constituted not only by objects and
abstract meanings, but also by the various activities
we undertake. Additional to the above outlined
landscape aesthetics, environmental aestheticians
include the social dimension in our experience.
The atmosphere we create through our actions and
social interactions may even be more important than
the physical space, it can make the space (Saito,
2010). It can be tense, relaxed, harmonious or vivid,
inspiring or discouraging; changing through the
time of the day and the seasons of a year, just as a
market-square is completely different on an average
afternoon than at market-time.
Social aesthetics may even carry a certain desire by
itself for people, such as being accepted by others,
willingness to participate (or not to be left out), and
exchange (Berleant in Saito, 2010). This aesthetic
dimension has a great impact on people, due to its
‘everywhereness’ and our frequent engagement with
it (Saito, 2010).

Figure 10. Social aesthetics: people and their activities are
part of the landscape scene
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Figure 11. Aesthetic experience develops and changes through time and space
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2.5. Aesthetic matters
2.5.1. Evolving through time and
space
As memories and experiences accumulate in our
heads (and bodies), every new landscape experience
is influenced by, affected by, or maybe compared
to the past ones. During the course of life, people
become attached to places and load them with
meanings (Tuan, 1980 in Jacobs, 2006).
In nature, these experiences accumulate and
reinforce our connection to the environment in
general. Spending time in nature is suggested to
make our emotional bonding stronger, which then
further encourages us to spend more time in nature.
This self-generating dynamic process tends to
result by time in a positive environmental attitude,
protective behaviour towards nature, and a feeling
of responsibility (Hinds & Sparks, 2007). Beatley
in his book ‘Biophilic cities’ (2011) suggests that
exposure to nature strenghtens citizen’s commitment
to sustainable living, and ‘educates’ us to be better
environmentalists.

2.5.2. Relational aesthetics
Aesthetic experience is not only lived by us, but it
also has a great influence on us, making us respond
to it. It affects our image and understanding of the
state of the world, and plays a significant role in
directing our thoughts and actions (Saito, 2010; Koh,
2013). Landscape aesthetics is two directional: we
experience the landscape, creating a certain image
of it, and in return we react with our behaviour,
shaping our environment by time. Hale et. al. (2011)

claims this ‘relational aesthetics’ to be the most
direct relationship between people and the landscape
(Fig. 13). Reimer (2010) goes further, stating that
aesthetic qualities are the spatial substantiation of
this connection, and beauty plays a synthesizing role
between humans and the environment.
Landscape thus can be understood as an agent for
change (Koh, 2013). Immersive aesthetic experience
can contribute to the understanding of natural
processes, to learning about nature, to a positive
attitude towards nature, and to a transformation in
the environmental ethics and value-system of society
(Meyer, 2008; Reimer, 2010; Koh, 2013).
Learning and understanding by interaction are also
important, since people are able to evaluate and
judge an object more affectively, when they have
direct experience and a better understanding of that
object (Bourassa, 1991; Hinds & Sparks, 2007).
Thus if aesthetics can foster understanding, it will
equally facilitate a well-considered judgement about
phenomena, e.g. an ecological planting design or an
urban garden.
Interestingly, social sustainability can also be related
to experiences with nature. Dee (2012) argues that
sensory experiences open people up and facilitate
social interaction. Beatley (2011) relates contact with
nature to building friendships and social networks.
Furthermore, experiences in nature may as well
foster place-identity1, self-confidence, and the feeling
of being part of nature (Hinds & Sparks, 2007).
For this reason, many aestheticians, environmental
psychologists and design theorists propose aesthetics
to be incorporated in a sustainability agenda (see
e.g. Thompson, 2000; Gobster et. al., 2007; Meyer,
2008; Dee, 2012; Koh, 2013). Landscape aesthetics,
especially in designed landscapes, is a potent tool

aesthetic experience

PEOPLE

LANDSCAPE
responding by behaviour

Figure 12. Two directional relationship between people and landscape

1. Place identity is the spatial dimension of self-identity, defined in relation to the physical environment (Hinds & Sparks, 2007).

to achieve sustainability by changing the attitude
and behaviour of people, who then would help to
‘change the World’. An ecologically sustainable
landscape can be a local solution, but if we multiply
the transformative effect by the number of people
experiencing that landscape, the impact becomes
limitless.
13

2.5.3. Transforming beauty
Question is, what kind of aesthetics can best
create this transformative effect on people? What
we understand today as ‘beautiful’ is a culturally
constructed concept, created by an unsustainably
living society. Order, homogeneity and strict geometry
might collide with the dynamic, complex and adaptive
natural world. Diversity, heterogeneity and a dynamic
system are necessary to handle unexpected future
changes, and we shall not privilege beauty over these
qualities, “sustainable futures do not automatically
come through aesthetic perfection” (Reimer, 2010 p.
35). Some argue, that we need to step away from the
comfort of balanced, smooth, charming and pleasing
beauty, and instead explore a new aesthetic (Meyer,
2008; Reimer, 2010; Koh, 2013).
What Reimer (2010) calls ‘performative aesthetics’
is focused on establishment and exploration through
action, it allows experimentation and change, it is
not representative but performs over time, it fosters
interaction, “repeatedly actualising the relations, the
tensions, or the field conditions of a historical or local
setting” (Reimer, 2010, p. 8). It is worthwhile to note
here, that among such practices she names organic
farming and communal cooking, two food-related
practices.

Aesthetics may not make us feel at ease,
instead, it forces us to face surroundings of
discomfort and confusion, forces us to think
and act. A sustainable aesthetic approach
creates an unsettled and emergent space with
great transformative power, establishing selfreflection and criticality (Meyer, 2008; Reimer,
2010; Dee, 2012).

garden
ACTA
Tuin,
name,
Amsterdam
Amsterdam
Nieuw-West
West

3. problem
framework

3.1. Community gardening
aesthetics
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Aesthetic experiences in urban gardens carry
great complexity. The meaningfulness and (multi-)
functionality of places, the changing dynamics, and
the normative (often political) vision embedded in
the activities are all playing a role.
Community gardening, of any kind, in any form,
always includes the active work of gardening
participants. They are shaping the landscape by
working the soil, building structures, planting and
harvesting vegetables, pruning trees etc. It is thus
important to understand the dynamics of the creation
and shaping of urban gardens.

3.1.1. Concerning gardens
Interestingly, gardens have been belonging to cities
since their existence. The first gardens appeared
together with the first settlements in around 10 000
BC. Ever since, gardens have been made for various
purposes, taking various forms. When investigating a
garden, the four major questions about its creation
are the followings (Turner, 2005, p.2):
•

Why gardens are made? - Garden objectives

•

Where to make gardens? - Locations

•

What kind of garden to make? - Garden types

•

How to shape gardens? - Aesthetics

The aesthetics is resulting from the first three
questions, combined with looking at pre-existing
gardens and the aesthetic philosophy of the era
(Turner, 2005). Thus cultural influences are present
both in the vision and the shape of the garden.

Bottom-up community gardens, on the contrary,
are made, transformed, and maintained by a group
of people, not necessarily having a background in
design. The vision and philosophy to be expressed
are decided within the community. As the community
changes, the garden changes too, as well as it grows
and evolves naturally by time. The way the space is
shaped results from personal or collective preferences,
and can be considered as self-expression. In fact,
this opportunity for personalisation is one of the
most endearing characteristics in food growing areas
(Viljoen et. al., 2005).
Thus additional to ‘Why’, ‘Where’, ‘What’ and ‘How’,
the question of ‘Who’ becomes of great importance.
Being bottom-up initiatives, community gardens are
limited by the resources available: funding, space,
materials, invested time, and last but not least
professional knowledge and skills (Fig. 14).

In the context of this study, it should be considered
that the questions of Turner are applicable to designed
gardens, which were created by professional(s) for
the desires of a ‘commissioner’.

people &
their resources

who?
where?

how?

community
garden
location

why?

Figure 13. The three major factors shaping
a community garden

vision / aim / goal

krisspinhoven.nl
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Figure 14. Left: ‘Spaarndammerboeren’, oil painting of the Brediustuin by Kris Spinhoven. Right: Photo from the same garden.
Amsterdam-based landscape painter, Kris Spinhoven is inspired by urban gardening spaces, especially by their
informal-personal character. In her opinion, the aim of these gardens is “to produce with your heart”, and it is
clearly visible from the result, that people love what they are doing. “Each garden has its personality, it’s like
painting a portrait” - she adds (Spinhoven, 2014, personal communication).

3.1.2. The desire to garden
To understand the possible vision embedded in
community gardens, motives of gardeners have been
investigated first in literature. Due to the scarcity of
sources focused on community gardens, a broader
group of urban gardening activities have been
included, e.g. allottment gardens, CSA farms and
guerilla gardens.

•

being active outside, exercising

•

getting away from the daily routine

•

health, fresh air, relieving stress

•

relaxing, escaping the noise of the city

•

meeting people, socializing

•

knowledge exchange

Four studies have been found directly related to
the topic, all based on interviews with gardeners.
These have been conducted by Hale et. al. (2011) in
community gardens in England; by Lange (2011) in
community gardens in Amsterdam; M. Jacobs (2006)
in allottment gardens in Rotterdam; and by Rivas
(2013) in a CSA farm in Freiburg.

•

strong sense of community, belonging

•

establishing new relationships

•

stories, memories, history

•

seeing the effect of own contribution

•

self-expression

When asked about the sense of the place, gardeners
are expressing their thoughts intertwining use,
meaning and experiences (M. Jacobs, 2006; Hale
et. al., 2011). Therefore classifying their motivating
factors into aesthetic typologies is hardly possible.
Nevertheless, they give a good indication of the
relevance of certain aesthetic concepts.

•

learning about food

•

appreciating one’s own produce

•

achieving food sovereignity

•

learning new skills

•

hobbies, doing/making things, joining activities

Food production of course is a common line in all
gardens, however, it is often not the major motivation
of participants. There is a great variety of activities
based on urban gardening, but not directly related to
produce (Lange, 2011).

•

supporting
a
good
-philosophically)

•

promoting sustainable local food production

•

The following points are common results mentioned
in the studies: favourable activities, motivating
factors and the gardeners sense of place, combined.

nature, birds, plants: watching things grow and
change with time

•

feeling embedded within nature

•

full-body engagement, getting dirty

initiative

(politically

3.2. The stakeholder
anomaly
Gardeners shape places, they inhabit them, they are
the ‘changing agents’. Thus the fulfillment of their
wishes is largely dependent on the discussion and
compromises within their own group.
Still, they are not the only stakeholders in community
gardens. In his study on the urban agriculture
practices in
Amsterdam, Lange (2011) located
various stakeholder groups (see Appendix). There
are acting and non-acting stakeholders, the acting
ones being involved in decision-making, while the
non-acting ones only being affected by the changes.
Acting stakeholders are the urban farmers and
various organizational bodies (e.g. municipality,
housing corporations). When a new community
garden project starts, these stakeholders make
an agreement about the provisioned activities, the
boundaries of the area, maintenance rules etc. Nonacting stakeholders are the citizens of Amsterdam,
and the broader global community.
For this paper, the network of stakeholders is
simplified to the following scheme (Fig. 16), with four
groups:
•

urban gardeners

•

“officials” representing organizational bodies
of the municipality, the city districts, and the
neighbourhoods

•

local residents, representing the non-gardening
inhabitants of the neighbourhood

•

visitors, representing unfrequent users

Role in decision making

high

active

urban
gardeners

influence of
the landscape
experience
in/of the
garden on
users

The two axes show their role in decision-making from
active to passive, and the way the experience of the
resulting space influences them, from high to low
influence (Fig. 15).
In terms of aesthetic experience, the two most
important groups at stake are the urban gardeners
and the local residents, as they are both highly
influenced by the community gardening space.
It becomes apparent though, that the latter has
a passive role in decision making. This way local
residents are confronted with the dynamic changes
in their direct environment, but their needs and
opinions might stay implicit. If it is expressed, it
often happens through personal interaction with the
gardeners, e.g. by commenting on the weeds, or
giving compliments on the harvest (Solomon, 2014,
personal communication).

View of the neighbours
Although there is not much accessible data upon the
opinion of non-gardening locals about community
gardens, the interviews conducted in Amsterdam
by Lange (2011) and Klippe (2014) suggest that in
general, these spaces are appreciated.
In the study of Lange (2011), gardeners mentioned
positive responses from the neighbourhood, such
as people stopping for a short chat or even actually
offering to help out. Klippe (2014) focused on the
inhabitants of areas surrounding community gardens
in Amsterdam. The interviewees emphasized
‘goodness’ over beauty. Out of 22 people, 20 found
them great (‘leuk’) initiatives, while 11 said it is
beautiful (‘mooi’), and 7 found it beautiful in certain
seasons. There was only one interviewee with a
negative opinion.
Although design literature suggests a possible
negative impact on city aesthetics (Viljoen et.
al., 2005; Philips, 2013; Zeunert, 2013), and the
municipality of Amsterdam is concerned about the
landscape quality of such places in an urban setting
(Buys, 2014, personal communication), it seems that
the aesthetics of community gardens need a different
approach.

Passive

local
residents

visitors

low
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In addition, all four studies mention that gardeners
have a special emotional bonding to the garden,
“their” garden. M. Jacobs (2006) and Hale et. al.
(2011) both explain it with the repeated encounter
with the space. In the course of months, seasons and
years, the place becomes loaded with a vast network
of memories and associations, giving it meaning and
identity. The gardeners do not see the garden, but
everything what has been grown and harvested,
everything what has been done and experienced
there.

officials

Figure 15. The four major stakeholder groups, their role in decision-making,
and the influence of the community garden on them

3.3. Knowledge gap
As it became clear in the former chapters, aesthetics
in/of urban gardens can greatly influence the impact
of the gardens on people, on the food system, and on
the city. However, landscape architectural research
and practice have been barely addressing the
aesthetic-experiential dimension or urban gardens,
although these spaces have some special landscape
character as well as spatial, functional, and symbolic
particularities.
There is an endless diversity of urban gardening
activities and spaces; likewise aesthetics is an
extremely broad field. Therefore this paper can only
address a small fragment of the knowledge gap.
The focus here is on one hand on the interactions
of people with the (urban gardening) landscape, and
on the other hand, on the possibilities landscape
architectural design can offer in this dynamic relation.

3.3.1. Experiences in/of urban
gardens, not only for gardeners

As demonstrated in other design problems, such as
accomodating the messyness of ecological design,
landscape architecture has the potential to solve
such problems (Cross, 2006; Gobster et. al., 2007).
A well-thought spatial configuration could “marry”
top-down expectations with bottom-up activities.
Thus the second focus area within the knowledge gap
is the potential of design to improve the aesthetic
quality of urban gardening spaces.

3.4. Focus area
To enrich the understanding of urban gardening
aesthetics, this study focuses on public community
gardening spaces in Amsterdam, in the Netherlands.
For the descriptive part of the study, multiple gardens
have been analyzed (see Chapter 5). An aesthetic
design approach have been further tested on the
area of the Vogelbuurt IJplein in Amsterdam Noord,
where a community garden exists since 2013, the
Voedseltuin IJplein.

3.5. The purpose of study

From the literature, it appears that urban agriculture is
an ultimate solution to many of the global challenges
we face today. Community gardens are regarded as
a catalyst for sustainable living, both ecologically,
socially and economically. However, the emergence
of garden spaces greatly depends on the participants
and resources of the local community.

To explore aesthetic landscape experiences
particular to a community gardening setting.

The aesthetic qualities of the gardens are critical
for the desired outcomes, such as growing
environmental awareness. It is clear from literature,
that our experience of/in an environment, in this case
a community garden, can determine our attitude
towards it. Furthermore, this aesthetic experience
will influence our relation to the place and the
community, our understanding and appreciation of
nature and food, having an affect on the way we live.

•

finding and testing aesthetic design principles, to
improve a pragmatic situation

•

exploring the potential and limitations of an
aesthetic design approach

Despite that, little knowledge is accessible on the
particular aesthetic experiences these gardens can
offer. Knowing what is there is a necessary step for
discovering the aesthetic potential of community
gardens, as public green spaces.

3.3.2. Urban gardens in the
cityscape
The spaces in question are often part of the public
(or publicly used) urban landscape, taking place
on ‘unused’ spaces in established neighbourhoods.
As such, they need to meet the needs of various
stakeholders - the people living in the surrounding
neighbourhood, passing-by citizens, or the city
governance.
Urban gardens, especially
bottom-up initiatives
are criticised for being messy, visually unappealing,
lacking designed unity. In some cases, public
accessibility is questioned. However, the popularity
and public acceptance of community gardens - as far
as the scarce data allows assumptions - shows that
these practices are also legitimate in the city.

•

filling the knowledge gap in assessing the
aesthetics of community gardening

To examine the potential of aesthetics through
(re-)designing urban garden(ing) spaces in the
Vogelbuurt IJplein, Amsterdam.

Design challenge at the IJplein
To maximize the benefits provided by the urban
gardening space, by using aesthetic principles and a
landscape approach to design.

3.6. Research questions
What are particular aesthetic landscape
experiences in/of community gardens in
Amsterdam?
•

What aesthetic theories are most relevant to
urban gardens?

•

What are specific landscape attributes
community gardens in Amsterdam?

of

In what ways an aesthetic design approach
can enrich the landscape experience of urban
gardening at the Vogelbuurt IJplein for diverse
users?
•

What
are
special
aesthetic
landscape
characteristics of the existing urban garden,
Voedseltuin IJplein?

•

What are pragmatic challenges and opportunities
related to the gardening activities in the
Vogelbuurt IJplein?

•

Which aesthetic design guidelines are applicable
and relevant to the Voedseltuin IJplein?

•

How can urban gardening activities be
complemented by an aesthetic design in the
Vogelbuurt IJplein area?
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4.1. Philosophical
assumptions
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As aesthetics is a subjective, hardly quantifiable term,
for the transparency of this research design study,
philosophical assumptions need to be clear. This is a
qualitative research study, adopting the knowledge
claim of social constructivism: the aim is to construct
new theory from the research findings. Because of
the state of the art of the subject of ‘urban gardening
aesthetics’, the paper is exploratory and will generate
hypotheses and questions rather than answers.
It is important to add, that being an advocate
of urban agriculture, my aim is to make urban
gardening practices better accepted and supported.
During the design process, normative decisions will
be necessary to make. For that, I take a primarily
utilitarian, besides eco-centric stand, thus the design
should be a better place for more people, while
considering ecological sustainability.
Designing urban gardening spaces however cannot
be supported by a purely social constructivistic
worldview. Design is regarded as problem solving
(Cross, 2006), responding to the real-life situation
at the site. Thus a pragmatic design is created,
addressing various issues such as functionality,
accessibility, water management, ecological value,
etc. In fact, aesthetics is ought to be the means of
this process, not the ends (Thompson, 2000; Dee,
2012). The knowledge claim of this study is therefore
something in between social constructivism and
pragmatism, what may be called ‘social pragmatism’.
As the object of the study is urban gardening, which
automatically brings local inhabitants at stake, the
notion of advocacy cannot be ignored. Designing a
space which includes a bottom-up initiative also means
that a blueprint approach is not suitable (Koh, 2013).
During this research study though, the emphasis is
not on empowerment in action, but on analyzing the
space resulting from empowerment. Furthermore,
as explained in the previous chapter, the aesthetic
experience which we know the least about is that of
the ‘non-gardeners’. Thus participation in this paper
is limited to consultation. Nevertheless, the role of
the designer was reconsidered multiple times during
fieldwork and designing.

4.2. About Landscape
Landscape “means an area, as perceived by
people, whose character is the result of the action
and interaction of natural and/or human factors”
(European Landscape Convention, 2000). Landscape
is a dynamic process, the interplay between ‘nature’
and people. The physical landscape is simply a
moment in time, it changes and evolves through the
interaction of elements.
In the case of productive landscapes, the relationships
between different components of the landscape can
be well illustrated by the layers-approach. In the
classical model, called ‘triplex model’, the landscape
consists of three layers: abiotic (e.g. climate, base
rocks), biotic (ecosystems) and the anthropogenic
layer (human activity).

Figure 16. The classical triplex-model (based on Kerkstra
and Vrijlandt in Duchart, 2007)
The classical model presupposes the dependency of
above layers on the bottom ones, and it is applicable
to most traditional rural landscapes. However, since
the end of the 19th century, with the development
of artificial fertilizers, industrialization of agriculture,
and changes in the watersystem, and a transition
towards a service-economy, human patterns are
not soil-dependent anymore. Instead, networks
of infrastructure start organizing the landscape.
Thus the components of the new layer approach
are cultural-, network-, and abiotic layers. For the
understanding of a landscape, ususally a combination
of both models is necessary.

Figure 17. The new layer-approach (based on Dauvellier
in Schaick & Klaasen, 2011)

4.2.1. Urban food landscapes
Urban landscapes are usually dominated by
dynamics from the new layer approach: networks
and infrastructure are more important than abiotic
and biotic factors. On the contrary, growing food is
inherently climate- and soil-dependent1. In an urban
garden, a group of people voluntarily decides to
return to the dependency on natural dynamics.

People, societies, economies have now different
motives to shape their environments than to live
out of it. That is why the direct connection between
human life and the natural landscape is extremely
important to acknowledge and protect.
One big quality of food landscapes is the visibility of
this direct connection (Nordahl, 2011). And as cities
have a high density of inhabitants, urban gardens
are at the best place to exhibit these relationships
between humans and landscape.
Thus the layer models not only describe the landscape
processes, but also the way humans look upon the
landscape (Fig. 20). For this, an aesthetic approach is
becoming important: the environment we experience
in the ‘top layer’ can shape our view about nature,
the landscape, and our role in it.

Figure 18. Gardening in the city: the intersection of
the two layer-models

Food landscapes in an urban context are, in this sense,
an anomaly. A small surface of soil-dependence and
connectivity to the natural cycles.
Of course the two systems cannot, and may not
be separated: “...food and landscape are seen as
mutually constituted through shared social, spatial,
and ecological systems.” (Potteiger, 2013; p.261).
Their relation in an urban environment is especially
interesting because of this ‘anomaly’ effect.

anthropogenic
biotic
abiotic

Figure 19. The dynamics described by the two layer
models also shape our awareness and understanding
of the landscape around us

occupation
network
underlayer

1. Food growing can also be independent from the natural soil and climate conditions, e.g. in heated and lighted greenhouses. In
the case of Amsterdam though, urban food production is usually happening outdoors exposed to the climate, directly planted in
the soil or into raised beds.
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4.3. Research methods
In this chapter, the used methods are presented in
their timewise sequence. Figure 21. illustrates the
entire research-design process.
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In this research,
the sequential mixed method
approach was be used (Creswell, 2009), in an
explorative manner (Deming & Swaffield, 2011).
A literature study was conducted to create the
theoretical background and to define the knowledge
gap. With an increasing understanding of the
phenomena of community garden(ing) aesthetics,
gardening practices in Amsterdam were investigated.
At five selected community gardening sites in
Amsterdam, reference studies were conducted
through observations.

explorative
strategy

The findings were tested in a research-thoughdesigning process at the Vogelbuurt IJplein, in
Amsterdam Noord. For a sound understanding of
the landscape former to designing, observations
and interviews have been conducted on-site, and
the gardening community have been visited for an
ethnographical inventory. A pragmatic and aesthetic
landscape analysis complemented the process.
The research design includes a number of qualitative
methods, which require the interpretation of the
researcher-designer. It was a conscious choice, to give
priority to exploration and general understanding.
Limitations are addressed in the Discussion (Ch. 9.)

mixed methods
research

literature study
aesthetic theory
• landscape experience
• landscape aesthetic
• design theory: the role of aesthetics in
human-environmental interactions

knowledge gap
aesthetic
experiences
in/of urban
gardens

reference studies
urban gardening
• added values
• role in the urban structure
• design principles

design theory
• human-landscape relationships
• use of space - how
• form-giving
• ‘ought to be’

Figure 20. Research diagram

community Gardening
in amsterdam
Understanding the character
and the qualities of the
bottom-up practices

4.3.1. Literature study
The literature study was primarily conducted on
urban garden(ing) and landscape aesthetics. The
aim of the review was to define the context of the
research problem, as well as to limit the scope of
inquiry.
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To ground my research design in theory on aesthetics
and/of urban gardening, an integrative summary
of the literature review was prepared as separate,
starting chapters of the thesis (see Chapters 1-3.).
This summary provided the basis for my research
questions, knowledge gap, and for the chosen design
research strategy.
Literature was revisited during the research-throughdesigning process. During designing, new questions
or problems arose - both aesthetic and pragmatic which required decisions grounded in theory.

community
gardening
aesthetics

case study IJplein

ethnography
Understanding the interactions between the
space and the gardening community. Gaining
information about the will of gardeners.

discussion
conclusions
recommendations

interviews
Gaining insight of the various views on the
garden and it’s surroundings, from different
users. Helps the interpretation of the
observations.

observations
Gaining knowledge about the users and the
daily use of the garden and it’s surroundings,
investigating the outdoor spaces in the
neighbourhood

landscape analysis
Analysing the site in an Amsterdam context.
Identifying pragmatic problems and potentials
within the neighbourhood.

research through
designing:
foodscape IJplein

4.3.2. Reference study research
The reference studies have been made partly parallel
to the literature study, to enrich the understanding
of urban gardening spaces and to guide my further
research in theory.
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During the garden visits, observations have been
recorded in field-notes and photographs. The focus
has been on the spatial arrangement of the site,
connected to the functions it serves.
There is a large number of community gardens in
Amsterdam, but for feasibility, only a few have been
selected for visiting, based on short preparatory
researches about the gardens on the web and
through contacting a professional network. After the
visits, five gardens were chosen for more detailed
investigation.
Former to visits, key initiators of garden projects have
been contacted through email. When they were open
for contributing to my thesis, I visited the gardens
together with them, sometimes in the framework
of a communal gardening day. The visits included
informal, unstructured, open-ended, explorative
interviews.

Observations included quantitative measures - such
as the number of people passing on a path in a
certain time-frame; and qualitative measures, such
as the description of the observed functional and
recreational activities.
The area have been visited 3 times for first-person
observation walks, and two times (including a
weekend-day) for intensive observations for a longer
time period (5-7 hours), from a static viewpoint.

4.3.5. Ethnography
Based on the ethnographic research method in Deming
& Swaffiled (2011), the ‘everyday’ functionning of
the Voedseltuin have been investigated by joining
a gardening afternoon. The gardening activist have
broad - but sometimes tacit - knowledge of all aspects
of the project: environmental conditions, social
structure, relationships inside the community and
with the neighbourhood, past difficulties, everyday
needs. By engaging with them during their normal
activities, these aspects can be better understood.
The time of the visit was arranged through email
with the garden initiator, Mariken Heitman. The
ethnographic research was conducted on a
Wednesday afternoon, at an occasion when multiple
volunteers were working in the garden, according to
their own schedule.
During working together, informal, unstructured and
open-ended interviews were conducted. The topic
of this research was broadly introduced beforehand,
then it was the free choice of gardeners what they
felt relevant or interesting to share. Questions have
been asked on one hand to keep the conversation
flowing, and on the other hand, to get more details
on interesting topics.
The focus for noting information was on the
functionning of the food garden: the people gardening
it, the way it is used, the food system connected to
it, the history of the space and the future plans, etc.
Observations and aquired information were noted in
qualitative field notes.

Figure 21. The location of the Voedseltuin IJplein (orange)
among the other community gardens of Amsterdam (green)

4.3.3. Design site selection
Parallel to the literature study and the reference
studies, I looked for a suitable design site. The
Voedseltuin IJplein was initially intended as a
reference study, but it had a great potential for
design experimentation (see Chapter. 6-8).

4.3.4. Intensive field observations
To gain a more detailed understanding in the use of
the outdoor spaces at the IJplein, especially around
the area of the Voedseltuin, the site have been visited
multiple times for observation. Understanding the
functions and dynamics between the physical space
and it’s users guided the design of the area.

4.3.6. Interviews at the IJplein
In the close surroundings of the garden, ‘nongardener’ passers-by have been interviewed about
their opinion on the area and the garden. The aim
was primarily to find out what ‘non-gardeners‘ think
about the community garden, in what ways they
interact with it, and what is their attitude towards
it. Additionally, and for comparison with the context,
general questions have been asked about the green
space surrounding the garden.
The open-ended questions were prepared beforehand
(according to Creswell 2009), and structured in the
order below. Interviewees have been asked questionby-question, they did not see or read the form. The
answers have been recorded in short notes by the
researcher, content prioritized over the accuracy of
the exact sentences. Special attention have been
played in the answers to normative judgements

(both positive and negative) and/or spatially relevant
information.
QUESTIONS
(first noting gender, assumed age, and short
description fo the person e.g. ‘XY walking a dog’ or
‘dad with two daughter between 5-7y’)
1. Where do you live? or Postcode:
2. How often do you come here?
3. What do you use this space for? How do you spend
your time here?
4. What do you like and dislike in this park?
-------------------------------5. What do you know about the gardening project
here, the Voedseltuin IJplein?
6. Do you support this project?
7. What do you think about its location?
8. Do you garden yourself, here or elsewhere?
9. Have you been inside the garden?
10. What do you like or dislike about this garden?

4.3.7. Landscape analysis
To understand the dynamics of the landscape, a
pragmatic landscape analysis is necessary. The
situation, infrastructure, water system, green
structure of the site is investigated. Furthermore, field
immersion guarantees a deep understanding of the
landscape at the human perspective. Interrelations
are investigated between the different layers and
between different time periods, to see patterns of
landscape processes (see Chapter 7).

4.3.8. Research Through
Designing
Combining the theoretical background in aesthetics,
and the demands of the real-life situation at the
Vogelbuurt IJplein, a pragmatic research-throughdesigning process have been used (Lenzholzer et.
al. 2013). The designing process was continuously
interwoven with physical immersion in place,
researching literature written on design/ing, and
reflecting on the design and the findings.
From the findings of the former research activities,
I defined various concepts and principles, and
tested how can they be combined (concept-test
model in Milburn & Brown, 2003). The aim of this
RTD was to explore a wide variety of potentials and
opportunities, as well as conflicting situations, and to
find multiple alternatives before finalizing the design
product. Further questions arose from designing,
also redirecting me to the problem of aesthetic
assessment. The key activity is reflection: through
reflecting on my own process, decision moments
become apparent, which provide feedback on the
applicability of strategies and guidelines.
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garden name,
Brediustuin,
Amsterdam
Amsterdam
West
West

5. community
gardening
in amsterdam
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5.1. Urban agriculture in
Amsterdam

5.1.1. Amsterdam community
gardens

Within Europe, the Netherlands is one of the leading
countries in supporting urban agriculture.There have
been around 250 000 community and allotment
gardens in 2007, occupying more than 4000ha of
land, 350ha in Amsterdam (Leeuwen et. al., 2010).
These numbers increased since, for various reasons,
such as the economic need due to recession, and the
growing environmental awareness of citizens.

Community gardening is the second predominant
form of urban agriculture in Amsterdam, after
allottmens. Most of the gardens are quite recent, and
more than half of them have temporary contracts
or an uncertain duration for using the land (Lange,
2011).

Activities considering the urban food system in
Amsterdam are mainly addressing food growing
or food consumption (Farming the City1, 2013).
Nevertheless, these activities are not exclusively
focused on food production. Additionally, they often
seek to catalyse public interaction between different
social groups on the neighbourhood scale. During
gardening people with diverse ethnic backgrounds,
diverse ages and social statuses can mix with each
other.

Community gardens are generally found on public
space, or on private land with public access. As the
gardens do not require a lot of space, many examples
can be found on ‘unused’ belts of green around
playgrounds or along roadsides (Lange, 2011). At
the moment, there are 97 (registered) community
gardens, ‘moestuinen’ in Amsterdam (Amsterdam
DRO Maps online, 2014). This number might be even
higher, if we include starting gardening initiatives and
unofficial (guerilla) gardens.

The municipality especially supports such initiatives,
as the social activity brings long-term values.
Since many projects are on vacant lots, where the
construction is on hold due to the recession, the
gardening activities might need to end in a few years.
Despite that, the social and educational benefits will
stay long after the material benefits (e.g. produced
food) are gone. (Farming the City2, 2013).
Figure 22. Urban agriculture in Amsterdam (Amsterdam Maps Online, 2014)
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5.2. Reference sites

5.3. Analytical framework

To gather knowledge on urban gardening practices
and community garden spaces in Amsterdam, a
number of projects have been visited (Fig. 23). Six
community gardens have been selected as reference
studies. There are some common properties, which
make them comparable to the design site:

The main goal of the analysis of the gardens was to
find certain aesthetic characteristics, which can be
specific for community gardens. First of all, the spatial
qualities of the gardens were observed. Elements
of special attention were e.g. pathways, gathering
places, garden structures, fences, entrances and
the spatial relationships of them. Furthermore,
the garden’s connection to its context have been
observed: access, visual connections, interaction
with the surroundings.

•

collectively cultivated gardens

•

organic production of vegetables

•

planting directly in the soil

•

in a residential area

The gardens selected for further analysis are (see
also Fig. 23):

As a framework, the four previously described
aesthetic typologies have been used: biological,
cultural, personal and social. The category of ‘personal
aesthetics’ was only applicable when gardeners were
sharing their personal stories about the space.

1.

ACTA Tuin

2.

Bredius Tuin

3.

Moestuin Landlust (project ‘I can change the
world with my two hands’)

The biological attractiveness of the space was
observed by noting the following elements:

4.

Groene Vingers

•

5.

Moestuin Parmenides

6.

Demo Tuin (from ‘social design lab’ Urbaniahoeve)

visual openness & vertical structures fragmenting
the space, referring to the savannah-theories
(e.g. trees, walls, buildings, climbing plant
structures)

•

shelter for harsh weather conditions

•

water elements

•

complexity, legibility, coherence and mystery

At the first four locations, observations have been
done on gardening days, when the community was
present. Meeting and talking with them also enriched
the understaning of the space and it’s functionning.
The results of the reference studies are represented
on the following pages in qualitative descriptions and
a photo-analysis, highlighting certain aspects of the
current situation. More details per garden can be
found in the appendix.

For the cultural aesthetic qualities, where it was
possible, informal interviews were hold with
gardeners. The aims and visions of gardens have been
investigated through their websites and facebook
sites as well. Furthermore, physical-spatial ‘symbols’
such as art, educational boards, signs, meaningful
shapes (e.g. spiral) have been noted on-site.

Figure 23. Visited community gardens (orange), with their location among all ‘moestuinen’ in Amsterdam (green).

Brediustuin

Demo Tuin

Parmenidestuin
Moestuin
Landlust

ACTA

Voedseltuin IJplein

Groene
Vingers

Social aesthetics have been observed on one hand
through group-activities, and on the other hand, in
the spatial ‘footprint’ of social life. These elements
are for example gathering spaces, cooking facilities,
seating (together or separate), arrangement of the
gardening plots (together or separate), separation of
the gardening plots (e.g. fencing).
These four aesthetic typoligies kept in mind during
the visits and investigations of the gardens, were
however intrepreted flexibly. The findings onsite were re-shaping and adjusting the analytical
framework.

5.4. General functioning
Unlike most of the green spaces in Amsterdam,
community gardens are managed by a group of
citizens, usually from the close surroundings of
the garden. This management practice shapes the
landscape in a very particular way, thus before
analysing aesthetics, functionality needs to be
addressed.
The story of the reference gardens already had quite
some differences. Two of them (Bredius, Parmenides)
started as guerilla gardens, and being successful
and meaningful, they ‘grew’ into legal practices.
Two gardens (Demo, Landlust) have been organized
by key initiators, artists in these cases, as mid- or
long-term sustainability projects. Interestingly, these
gardens are on rented, enclosed private land, to
guarantee a stability in land-use rights. The Groene
Vingers (from now on GV) garden also has one key
person, but she has more a coordinating role, and
decisions are made collectively. The ACTA garden was
first planned as a permaculture ‘examination-project’
and got realised two years later by local volunteers
who supported the plan.
When starting a community garden, first of all land
is needed, and a community to cultivate it. From the
interviews it became clear, that the two are getting
defined more-or-less parallel. In the legal process,
plans are discussed during residential meetings,
which will provide options for the location and with
responsible persons for the organization.

down, some chairs with a table at a shady spot.
In the visited gardens, at each location, they grew a
combination of vegetables, fruits (usually berries and
fruit trees) and flowers. Flowers had both a functional
role (barrier against insects, snails, or enriching the
soil with nutrients) and an aesthetic one; in Groene
Vingers, looking at the display of flowers, A. Tiebosch
said “in this neighbourhood, you dont expect a
garden like this”.
The harvest goes to the gardeners themselves, and
sometimes they cook and eat also on-site together
(e.g. in Groene Vingers, ACTA, Demo Tuin). Some
gardens also produce for a local shop, restaurant or
market, such as the Moestuin Landlust.
All gardens were said to be very productive, although
there were great differences in the apparent
productivity between them, mainly due to sun
exposure and the microclimates.
According to the gardening initiators, there is never
a problem of ‘not having enough’ harvest. On the
contrary, ‘overdue’ vegetables have been observed
on multiple sites, they were not taken on time. D.
Solomon from the Demotuin said “You need to teach
people to harvest....most of the time we cannot
eat in the pace the garden produces. Last year at
least 8 people apologized to me for taking all the
raspberries.”
It is important to add, that these gardens need a lot
of labour to be maintained and to be kept productive.
However, participants are investing their time and
energy in other activites too, e.g. into building
structures or decorating elements, sometimes even
on the expense on the upkeep of the garden. Initiators
told that although they coordinate the garden-work,
people come and go as they want, and they are not
obliged to do anything - instead, encouraged to take
initiative and start someting they are interested in.

Site choice is thus opportunistic, and it depends on
the available land at the present time (often vacant
lots), rather than on ideal conditions for gardening
or for recreation. Usually there is a core group of
people starting up the garden, and later many join
in the course of the first year. Initiators also said,
that ‘starting’ and creating something is always more
popular than maintaining the garden for years, there
is a fluctuation in volunteers.
When there is land, there is a plan, a vision defined
by a leader or by a community - then gardening can
start. The activity of gardening poses many functional
requirements. There needs to be water access,
enclosure against animals (e.g. rabbits in ACTA), and
a shed for tools. Additionally, structures are needed
for plant growing - e.g. bean-sticks or a greenhouse.
In all gardens, there have also been a place to sit

Figure 24. Creative use of resources: when there
is no toolshed, a transformer box can also be
used (at ACTA Tuin)
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5.5. Spatial characteristics
of community gardens
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Urban gardens are inherently green. Their main
building element is vegetation: annual or perennial
vegetables, fruit shrubs and flowers. They often
feature fruit trees as well, but very young ones,
which are not so significant yet in the visual scene.
Due to the largely annual and young vegetation, the
gardens are visually open, and the spatial context,
the ‘background’ becomes part of the garden
experience. Depending of the surroundings providing
this background, gardens become open or enclosed,
and buildings may pose a sense of ‘ownership’ on
them. This notion can influence how visitors perceive
the garden: can they enter or not, is this the garden
of somebody?
The garden itself is, actually, not only a garden.
During interviews, some participants talked about
‘the garden’ meaning the vegetable garden, excluding
other parts, e.g. the gathering space. This happened
both in ACTA and in Groene Vingers, where the sitting
area and the toolshed are outside of the enclosures.

Figure 25. Groene Vingers - The view on the park extends
the garden

In general, the spatial configuration inside the garden
is driven by functional needs, social activities, and of
course, natural dynamics. Seasonality is particularly
strong in these places. Due to the available resources,
and the uncertainty in time planning, there is very
little hardscape in the gardens.

Brediustuin

Enclosures - fences, hedges, walls define the garden space. A fence can
become a visual feature, a strong
frame in the view. Such structural
elements can be also decorative in
wintertime.

Typical for community gardens is the
use of materials found on the site or
collected from nature. Tree branches
for example make good poles, fences,
compost boxes. These structures
contribute to the genius loci of the
place.

ACTA Tuin

Figure 26. Dominant visual elements in the community gardens

35

Moestuin Landlust
Bean-sticks and other plantsupporting structures have a
strong graphical appearance:
clear
lines,
rhythm
and
repetition.
Edges built from the same
material
are
strong
visual
elements.
By
framing
the
vegetable beds, they decrease
the ‘messyness’ of the garden.
Paths and planting areas get
separate and well marked. Edges
also give a sense of coherence
and structure to the space.
Moestuin Parmenides

Broad and ‘paved’ pathways provide
a clear sign of where it is allowed to
walk. Having more than a functional
small path increases the feeling of
publicness in the garden, and people
are more eager to walk around.

Demo Tuin

Existing mature trees give a feeling of
permanence. They also organize the
space and limit the views, resulting
in a more complex landscape.

Groene Vingers

5.6. Results: a bottom-up
aesthetic
5.6.1. Micro scale delight
36

In gardens, by nature, there is always something to
discover. The vegetation is changing really quickly, it
re-shapes the garden week-by-week. From a seed,
in a few months the plant can get higher than the
gardener. Then things get harvested, and the soil
becomes visible, but soon another little plant will
sprout in it.
The activity of gardening brings people really close,
in a physical sense, to the landscape. They notice
things they would otherwise not have seen. There
are endless opportunities for learning and discovery
in the garden.
Smelling and tasting the plants is a great pleasure
in the gardens. The Demo Tuin was especially
interesting in this sense. Every Tuesday, there is a
gardening day. Volunteers bring lunch, but only bread
and cheese, the rest, ‘the green stuff’ they always
harvest from the garden. Lunch goes with mint and
ACTA

IJplein

lavender-tea from the garden. But the aesthetic
appreciation is not limited to the ‘nice’ smells and
tastes: some gardeners leaned down to rub a piece
of wild garlic leaf every single time they passed the
patch where it grew.
Gardening also means hard work, physical activity,
which is delightful to some people. In the ACTA Tuin,
the ratio of men is significantly higher than in other
gardens. “They just love this hard working stuff” explains A. van Hoorn, referring to the building of
the new fence, which involves a lot of digging and
hammering.
‘Getting dirty’ is also something desirable for many
gardeners. A volunteer at the Demo garden stated:
“My favourite is working with the soil.” Being able to
do that is only possible in a gardening setting.
When a garden is cared for, every detail is meaningful
for those who cultivate it. In Groene Vingers, although
they only have one common plot, people regularly
return to “their” spot, where they have planted some
seeds; and they take better care of it then of other
parts.

Parmenides

ACTA
Demo

Landlust

Landlust

5.6.2. The pattern language of
utility
The largest - or most essential - part of the community
gardens is the productive garden. This is the area
where the volunteers work the most, it needs a lot
of care and maintenance, and that is clearly visible
in its appearance.
Vegetables are traditionally planted in rows, for a very
functional reason. Firstly, they ensure the accessibility
for maintenance in-between rows. Secondly, in the
period when the seeds did not sprout yet, one row is
easy to mark and remember as planted. And thirdly,
vegetables planted in a row show in each stage of
their growth, which are the useful, ‘intended’ plants
there and which are unwanted weeds.

Having a geometrical pattern is thus helping the
recognition and the appreciation of the garden by
‘strangers’, and through that, it strenghtens the
cultural aesthetic value of the space.
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At the same time, annual plants have an inherently
temporary appearance. It can be a quality, but a
pitfall as well. If the visual pattern of the garden is
only made by vegetation, it will be completely lost
during wintertime. When the structure is reinforced
by structures and pathways, the ‘filling’ might vanish,
but the pattern will stay throughout the year.

The visited gardens, except for the Demo Tuin, all
used very simple geometries for the micro-layout and
the planting scheme of the gardens: rows, circles,
ovals.
This geometry results in a rhythmic repetition of
foliage colours, plant heights, supporting structures
and bare stripes of soil. The pattern of utility gives a
strong visual character to the gardens. Additionally,
an annual plantation with such pattern is instantly
recognized as a productive garden, even for those
unfamiliar with garden plants.

Groene Vingers

IJplein
Brediustuin

Landlust

ACTA

5.6.3. Community*Indentity
Possibly the most important element in community
gardens is the community itself. During observations,
it became clear that gardening is (but not only) a
good excuse for gathering, meeting people and doing
things together.
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The social activites have their spatial footprint in
cooking and gathering places. These common spaces
have a very informal but distinctive character, unique
for each garden. The atmosphere of the sittingmeeting place is an element which adds to the
experience of the outsider too: the logs around a
fireplace at GV give a much more ‘public’ impression,
than e.g. the garden sofas at the Brediustuin. It is
also determining whether the gathering space is
behind a fence or not.

Each visited community comes together for gardening
at least once in a week, in some gardens 2-3 times.
People garden in couples or trios, hardly ever alone.
When they take breaks, usually with a tea or coffee,
everybody comes together and talks about things
around the garden or about their personal life. Some
people actually come primarily for this part.
Knowledge exchange and learning from each other
also has an aesthetic value. In GV, gardeners
mentioned how much they like that everybody knows
different things, so they learn from each other and
make use of it together.
The identity of the community is created through
collective activities; and these activities create
an identity for the garden in return. Without the
community, it would be a completely different place.

In return the spatial arrangement similarly
communicates with the social structure. In gardens
with only a community plot, there is only one sitting
area. On the contrary, in gardens with individual plots
(Bredius, Parmenides), there are multiple spots for
sitting and talking in different parts of the garden.

Demo

ACTA

Bredius

Landlust
Groene
Vingers

Parmenides

IJplein

5.6.4. Opportunistic exploration
In most gardens, food production is an ongoing
experiment, in different ways. For example, at the
ACTA, gardeners test different ‘systems’, such as
permaculture, biodynamic, three sisters, etc. They
also have four bee-hives (pictures below), using
different beekeeping methods. In GV, participants
experiment with growing exotic herbs and vegetables
(mainly from the African cuisine). In the Demo
garden, a multi-layered food-forest is the aim to
reach through years of experimentation. Every year
they learn more about the soil, the microclimate in
the garden, they learn about pests and ways to keep
them away, etc.
Apart from growing, there is an explorativeopportunistic attitude in building the garden too. In
every garden, structures made of reused materials
can be found, which can become focal points in the
garden. Common examples are benches, compost
boxes, and plant supporting structures made out of
pallets; or small paths, edges for vegetable beds or
‘insect-hotels’ made out of old tiles and bricks.

Sourcing materials for new construction goes
differently every time, thus the garden may feature
a large diversity of different materials. They are
also made with different techniques, by different
people. The point is often not the creation of the
new element, but the making process of it, and the
notion of making use of otherwise wasted things. At
GV, A. Tiebosch mentioned that they were planning
to buy 100 pallets the coming week, for a low price.
They did not know exactly yet, what they will build
out of it - “some benches, for sure” - but the simple
opportunity to get the raw material for something
made the whole community enthousiastic.
In comparison to the designed unity of other public
landscapes, this display of recycled self-made
structures might seem messy. However, for the
community and especially the people who have been
involved in the making, these elements carry great
emotional value. Even for outsiders, the apparent
creativity of the community can be pleasing and
inspiring.

Groene Vingers

At GV, there is a spiral-shaped raised bed (see picture
to the right). The reason why it is there, is simply that
they had a lot of leftover fence-poles, which they got
from the municipality. One gardener came up with
the idea of making a spiral out of them, so they did.

ACTA

Groene
Vingers

IJplein
ACTA

ACTA

ACTA
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5.6.5. A value laden space
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Additionally, symbolic values and ‘meaningfulness’
must also be mentioned. Although there are few
spatial attributes found which are directly related to
symbolic values, these qualities largely contribute to
the appreciation of the garden for both participants
and outsiders.
Community gardens are visionary: they have the aim
to make a world a bit better - by changing the food
system, by bringing people together, by caring for
nature.
The vision reflects in the motivation of gardeners too.
A volunteer in ACTA, replying to why he gardens,
said: “I like the idea of growing food” (emphasis
added by author). A. Tiebosch from GV admitted that
she has way too much work with the garden as a
coordinator, and it would not be worth doing if we
reason objectively, but “my reward is seeing truly
happy people”.
Creating something meaningful is a great value for
gardeners, and it is equally appreciated by outsiders.
Everything in the community garden becomes
connected to this ‘greater cause’ - varying by garden
- and by time it gets loaded with meaning and
symbolic values.

5.7. Conclusions
The reference studies on six community gardens have
been very useful in understanding the aesthetics
of urban gardening. An urban garden is primarily
a ‘lieu’ for the activities, the actual physical space
dynamically follows the function. The prior analytical
framework - based on biological, cultural, personal
and social aesthetics - was helping the investigation,
but it is not directly applicable for the description of
observed phenomena.
The former four aesthetic groups are describing on
what basis a landscape is appreciated. In everyday
life, the levels cannot be clearly separated, thus
aesthetic experience cannot be explained by either
one of them, only a combination of all.
What came out from the reference studies though, is
that certain aspects of urban gardening and certain
spatial elements in the gardens tend to be delightful.
For further use during design exploration, an
operational aesthetic framework is needed, describing
criteria for elements to be perceived. On the basis
of observations and interviews at the reference sites,
aesthetic experiences have been grouped to four new
typologies: sensory, spatial, social and symbolic. The
groups largely overlap, and they are combined in
community garden experiences, but they provide an
operational framework for aesthetic qualities.

Operational typologies for community
garden(ing) aesthetics
Sensory delight
Sensory experiences - such as taste, smell, touch,
sound and kinaesthetic experience - are also
described in literature as a strong component of food
landscapes (Dee, 2001; Beatley, 2011; Nordahl,
2011). Findings from the reference studies also
correspond with that.
The gardening activity automatically brings people
closer to the landscape, they see more details and
textures, they engage with the soil and plants by
touching, they smell and taste what they are growing,
etc. The garden looks different every week, giving
endless opportunities for exploration and learning
about nature.

Spatial experience
Spatial aesthetics here incorporates biological theories
and visual qualities (e.g. the prospect and refugee
theory by Appleton and the complexity-coherencelegibility-mystery framework by Kaplan&Kaplan in
Thompson, 2000; visual landscape characteristics
by Tweit et. al., 2006). The aesthetic experiences in
this typology - may it be safety, comfort, or beauty result from certain spatial qualities.
In community gardens, the landscape is usually open.
Recently planted young trees do not obstruct the view
yet and the vegetation stays lower than the horizon.
Thus existing trees, climbing plants and other 3D
structures are necessary for spatial separations.
The gardens with the major element being vegetation
are inherently green. Consequently, seasonality plays
an important role in the aesthetics of the garden,
both in positive and negative ways. On one hand,
in the growing season the functional pattern of rows
of vegetables gives a rhythmic visual quality. On
the other hand, in case there is a lack of permanent
elements and hardscapes, the garden becomes bold
and empty in winter.
Enclosures are one of the dominant elements
in a community garden, it defines its place. The
appearance of a fence, hedge or wall can become
a nice feature, but it can also suggest a ‘stay out’
message.
Elements from the close surrounding also influence
the garden space, especially if it has few vertical
boundaries, and it extends visually to the landscape.
Buildings in the proximity can influence the way we
see the garden as ‘public’ or as ‘owned’ by somebody.
The location - which is chosen from a limited options
- will greatly influence the use of the garden in terms
of multifunctionality and recreation. Connections
to public areas (such as the park at GV) make the
garden more frequently visited by ‘strangers’.

Social experience
Social aesthetic was a useful and operational category
from the analytical framework. Their importance
is emphasized generally in urban landscapes (e.g.
Jacobs, 1961; Gehl, 2010). In community gardens,
some specific social experiences are common.
The social experiences here refer to the activities,
collective memories, and the programming of the
space. Each garden features one or more gathering
places, with seating, a table for drinking and eating,
often in the shade. These spaces are used for resting
in-between garden work, but they are very important
scenes for the development of the community, and
through them, the garden.
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Figure 27. Sensory experience

The meeting places in the gardens are particular,
and they tell a lot about the social processes
between participants. The accessibility and design
of these spaces can be deterministic in how much
time gardeners spend socializing, but also in what
outsiders think about the openness of the community.
Features like cooking facilities, moveable chairs and
tables, rain-protected seating areas, and fire places
are providing a good base for social interaction.
Programs both inside and outside the garden, such as
events and vegetable markets, can foster interaction
between gardeners and the neighbourhood.

Figure 28. Spatial experience in a community garden

Symbolic values
Symbolic values is a category covering cultural
aesthetics (e.g. genius loci), place meanings, visions,
emotional bonding, and any abstract meaningful
experience connected to the landscape. Experiences
from the former three typologies can equally be
symbolic.
Symbolic values are built through time and through
activities, but they are also expressed in space. The
gardening community builds its own identity while
gardening and interacting, and through the relational
nature of aesthetics, they shape the garden to match
with that identity.

Figure 29. Social experience in a community garden

Spatial elements carrying symbolic meanings are
e.g. enclosures, entrances, self-built structures,
artwork, fruits for picking. The way pathways and
seating areas are designed can create a sense of
openness, a message of ‘be our guest’, which also
carries symbolic meaning.
Literature suggests, that non-gardening neighbours
are appreciating the ‘goodness’ of the garden over
beauty (Klippe, 2014). To enhance that, the symbolic
values of the community can also be expressed in
an explicit way, on information boards. Telling about
the vision and mission of the garden, and explaining
about the natural dynamics in the garden will help
outsiders to understand and acknowledge the
contribution of the garden.
Figure 30. Symbolic meaningfulness
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6. Case study
introduction

6. The design site
For the case study, the area surrounding the Voedseltuin IJplein was chosen. This location offers a great potential
for design disvovery connected to urban gardening and aesthetic experiences. This is particularly true on one
hand because of the existing community garden, and on the other hand, because of the central location of the
area in Amsterdam and the large amount of open green spaces it features.
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6.1. Voedseltuin IJplein
The Voedseltuin IJplein is an initiative of
Stichting DOEN, the Voedselbank Noord,
Resto van Harteand Buitenruimte voor
Contact, in cooperation with various local
parties. The aim of the garden is to produce
organic fruits and vegetables, meanwhile
foster social contacts and community
bonding between the inhabitants of the
IJplein.
The garden is cultivated collectively, there
are no individual plots. The harvest goes
to the Voedselbank, to the Resto van Harte
and to the gardening participants.
The plans of the garden (Fig. 31) were
created through collaboration of the
various participants in 2012. Gardening
started in the beginning of 2013.
Gardening days are scheduled on a
weekly basis. Additionally there are open
programmes for the neighbourhood and
everybody else interested. Such events
are e.g. the sowing- and harvesting
celebrations
every year (Voedseltuin
IJplein Online, 2014).

Figure 31. The original plans of the Voedseltuin IJplein (adapted from
Voedseltuin IJplein Online, 2014)

Figure 32. Picture of the garden at the start, 2013 February, and 4 months later (facebok.com/VoedseltuinIJplein)

6.2. Location
The design site is located in Amsterdam, in the capital of the
Netherlands. The ‘Vogelbuurt IJplein’ neighbourhood is part of the
city district Amsterdam Noord, on the Northern side of the IJ river.
The area is primarily residential, with a few small shops, small
businesses and a supermarket.
The Vogelbuurt IJplein consists of two parts: Vogelbuurt on the
North and IJplein on the south, next to the water. They have a very
different urban structure and history. The focus of this study is on
the IJplein.

vogelbuurt

IJplein

The IJplein area is surrounded by water from
three sides. The major connection to the
center of Amsterdam is by ferry. Car access
is only possible from the Northern direction,
thus there is no drive-through traffic. These
circumstances give a real potential to create a
cyclist- and pedestrian-friendly space.
Figure 33. (Above) The location of the design area
Figure 34. (Below) The schematic plan and accessibility of the IJplein neighbourhood

by car,
bicycle,
walking

by bicycle,
walking

by ferry:
cyclists,
pedestrians

garden

by car,
bus,
bicycle,
walking
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6.3. History of the IJplein
Amsterdam Noord is very different from other parts
of the city, both in its structure and its identity. The
history of the landscape can help to give an explanation,
therefore this sub-chapter provides a short overview
of the development of Amsterdam Noord and the
Vogelbuurt IJplein, for a better understanding of the
spatial-cultural context.
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6.3.1. Amsterdam Noord
For long, Amsterdam Noord was part of the rural
landscape. In fact, what is now Amsterdam Noord,
was almost entirely covered with water until the 18th
century, when land was reclaimed, and it became a
polder.
Figure 35. Amsterdam in 1616 (molenwijk.wordpress.com)

The first few houses in Noord were small homes
of fishermen, merchants and craftsmen - people
working at the harbor of Amsterdam. With the growing
industry in the beginning of the 20th century, the area
became more important and vibrant. The waterfront
was occupied by large industrial complexes, while
the land behind them remained green, spacious and
quiet, a village-like neighbourhood with small houses
and gardens. Due to the growing life in Noord, new
connections were needed with the city: the first bridge
over the IJ was constructed in 1957, followed by the IJtunnel in 1968 (amsterdamnoord.com, 2014).
By the end of the 20th century, residential areas started
to replace industry - the Vogelbuurt IJplein was one of
the first ones. Re-development is still happening today,
the industrial function disappears, and old buildings get
new uses or get replaced by housing. Amsterdam Noord
is slowly turning into ‘the hip place’, hosting a strong
alternative scene with plenty of culture, green startups and social initiatives (iamsterdam.com, 2014).

Figure 36. Amsterdam in 1866 (wikipedia.com)

Figure 37. Old Amsterdam and Noord in 1915 (wikipedia.com)

Figure 38. The situation today

6.3.2. Vogelbuurt & IJplein
The area, where the IJplein neighbourhood is today,
have been reclaimed from the polders in 1872. The
elevated ground was slowly built up on mud, but for
long it was not suitable for building construction, so it
was manily used as grazing land.
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On the western side, from 1915, the raiwear
company Hollandia Kattenburg was situated. The
eastern side of the area was used as an industrial
harbour. From 1877 until the beginning of the 1980s,
the ADM (Amsterdamsche Droogdok Maatschappij)
company was building and repairing industrial ships
and machinery (Alberts et. al., 2009).
At peak times, more than 1800 people have been
working there. Their need for housing triggered the
development of the Vogelbuurt. The first homes have
been the villas of directors from the companies in the
harbour - some still existing along the Meeuwenlaan
today. For the workers, 2-3 storey housing have been
built, using the ‘garden city’ principles (Amsterdam
Noord Online, 2014).

Figure 39. Industrial harbour around 1970 (Alberts et. al.,
2009, p.16)

vogelbuurt

As expansion was limited in space, the ADM industry
needed to move to another location. After the last
units have moved out, in 1981 the municipality
bought the land with the aim of constructing a new
neighbourhood, for social housing (Alberts et. al.,
2009).

6.3.3. Stadsbuurt IJplein
The masterplan for the new residential area was made
by OMA (Office for Metropolitan Architecture) with
the leadership of Rem Koolhaas. The plan proposed
an open configuration of parallel building slabs of
different height and form. The main idea was to offer
a clear view on the IJ for everyone - thus instead of
the houses facing the river, the public green spaces
are oriented towards it.

meeu

wenla

an

IJplein

Hollandia Kattenburgpad

Figure 40. Plan of the Vogelbuurt IJplein now

The western part of the neighbourhood consists of
‘urban villas’ (towers with four apartements on each
level) and two long housing blocks with five levels.
The eastern part is much more densely built. Parallel
slabs of 3-4 level high buildings are placed in a way,
that each of them is accessible from a street but also
looks to a green strech on the other side, with small
private gardens on the ground floor and public space
in-between them (OMA, 2014).
The industrial past of the area is still present in street
names today: the main bicycle-pedestrian path going
through the area is called ‘Hollandia Kattenburgpad’,
while the diagonal streets on the east (e.g. Gieterij,
Koperslagerij, etc.) are referring to the construction
work of the ADM.
In the original plans, the central green space
separating the two parts was planned to be a very
open, plain grass field, with a clear view on the IJ and
the historical center of Amsterdam on the opposite
side. Due to the urgent need for a daycare, later the
new bulding of the OSB IJplein school got constructed
here (Alberts et. al., 2009).

Figure 41. View on the IJplein in 1985 - the construction is
almost finished (Alberts et. al., 2009)

6.4. Present situation
Since the 1980s, the physical environment did not
change remarkably in the neighbourhood - actually,
it is slowly decaying, it tends to look ‘worn out’ and
not well maintained.
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The Vogelbuurt IJplein is one of the ‘focus areas’
in Amsterdam, meaning that the municipality has
chosen this neighbourhood (among a few others)
to invest in urban development, since it is much
necessary. There are high rates of unemployment
(11% in 2012), and more than one fifth of the people
are living of the minimum wage. The inhabitants are
by the majority immigrants, half of them are nonwestern origin (NUL20 Online, 2012).

View from the ferry terminal

So the design area is a low-income, but culturally
diverse neighbourhood, in a central location in
Amsterdam Noord. Here are some images from the
site for a general illustration of the atmosphere,
Chapter 7. provides a more detailed analysis of the
landscape.

View Eastwards along the IJ

Hollandia Kattenburgpad and the urban villas

Street between the diagonal slabs
Green ‘plaza’ at the Western end of the area

Ditch and parking lot between the two parts of the
neighbourhood, school on the right side

Green space between the diagonal slabs

6.5. Future plans
In ‘De Oostflank van de noordelIJke IJ-oever’ (Alberts
et. al., 2009), the future plans of the municipality are
outlined for the Eastern side of the IJ-bank, including
the IJplein.

banks. The IJplein would be thus connected by
bridges on one side to the Hamerstraatgebied, and
on the other side through the Sixhaven towards the
Buiksloterham.

Due to the central location, the neighbourhood can
not avoid densification. In the long-term, both the
urban villas and the diagonal building slabs may be
extended height-wise, with a few extra floors. In the
case of the urban villas, there is an option to create
luxury flats on top, to attract higher-class people
without decreasing the number of social apartements.

As the Sixhaven is planned to become a cultural
terrain, with a new metro-connection, the importance
of the IJplein is also increasing. During events at
the Sixhaven, the green spaces at the IJplein might
also be used. For the additional need for parking, an
option is to place an underground parking lot below
the central grass field. The daycare building will be
relocated in the future.

On the ground level, small shops might replace some
homes, preferably with high-value but non-disturbing
activities.
The landscape of the IJplein carries great recreational
potential too. One of the major plans concerning the
area is the creation of a walking-cycling promenade
along the IJ, connecting the Eastern and Western

Figure 42. Future plans of the
municipality

The physical attractiveness of the outdoor spaces will
determine the popularity of the place and the amount
of visitors. With a beautiful promenade, and attractive
green spaces, the IJplein can become a new vibrant
and lively scene for the city of Amsterdam (Alberts
et. al., 2009).

daycare re-location
parking underground
extension in height, new apartments

sixhaven: new event terrain
and metro stop

promenade along the IJ

Existing paths along the water
Planned connections for the promenade
Ferry routes
Main Green Structure of Amsterdam

N

500m
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7. Inventory
analysis

7.1. Spatial structure
Several visits and first-person observations have
been done in the area, to explore the landscape of
the IJplein neighbourhood, and detect qualities and
shortcomings.
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The results of the observations are described here
in three parts. Two subchapters are about the two
different urban structures in the neighbourhood, as
defined in the plans by OMA: the area of the urban
villas, and the area of the parallel building strips.
The third subchapter describes the green space in
the middle, including the Voedseltuin, which is in the
main focus of the design.

West - Urban villas
This area is the entrance-zone to the neighbourhood
from Amsterdam centrum. Between the rows of
lone-standing villas and longer housing blocks, there
are broad green spaces oriented towards the IJ.
These green stripes accomodate public functions,
e.g. playgrounds, sport-fields and a main plaza
planted with trees. There are a few allottment plots
under large, mature trees, bordered by a charming
rainwater-channel (see Fig.43). The landscape feels
green and spacious, with diverse opportunities for
recreation.

Figure 43. Photos of the ‘plaza’ and the water channel next to
the allotment gardens

Figure 44. Schematic section of the landscape
around the urban villas
active green

Figure 45. Satellite image of the IJplein area (bing.com/maps) and the boundary of the three landscape units

Fig.48
Fig.43

Fig.46

Fig.43

urban villas
building strips
green plain &
voedseltuin

100m

East - Building strips
On the eastern half of the neighbourhood, houses are
mouch more densely built.The parallel building stripes
are fairly low (3 elevations), but due to their close
distance the space between them feels narrow and
enclosed. The buildings have an industrial character.
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Between the houses, stripes of green and roads are
alternating. The layout of the outdoor spaces follows
the strong linear geometry of the housing structure,
with all lines oriented towards the IJ.
In the middle a triangular space - ‘Het Dok’ - breaks
the monotony of the stripes, but it is rather plain:
large surfaces of pavements, a massive sculpture and
a car parking are dominating the space.
Figure 46. The ‘Het Dok’ square

Figure 47. Schematic section of the buildings stripes
and their surroundings

enclosed space

Green plain and the Voedseltuin
This area is the transition space between the two sides
of the neighbourhood. Originally, it only consisted of
a large grass plain, with the Hollandia Kattenburgpad
(bike-and pedestrian path) cutting it half. A small
dyke (~1,2m high) closes the space and separates
it from the IJ.
Today, on the Southern half of the space, there is a
low daycare building, and since 2013, the Voedseltuin.
There is a strong boundary towards the strips of
housing: a terrain difference with a waterchannel, a
wall, a line of parking lots and a road. Despite of
the central location of this green space, recreational
opportunities are scarce.

Figure 48. View on the plain from North

lacking human scale

Figure 50. Schematic section of the
middle green space

spatial
barrier

Figure 49. The character of the Voedseltuin

7.2. Everyday functioning
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The above introduced spatial structure can describe
the physical space, but it is even more important
to understand how people use it. The everyday life
of the IJplein have been studied through intensive
observations focussed on activities, movement
patterns and user groups.
Activities in the area can be separated into two goups:
functional/necessary activities, and recreational/
optional activities. Necessary activites are mostly
movements: getting from ‘A’ to ‘B’, from home to the
ferry, to school, to the supermarket, etc.
The main and most busy infrastructural axis through
the neighbourhood is the Hollandia Kattenburgpad, a
12m wide bike-pedestrian pathway. Most people who
use the path are inhabitants, cycling or walking on
their way to/from work or school. People also come
from the close surroundings to bring their children
to school or to daycare. In fact, the path is not busy
most of the day, and 12m width seems exaggerated.

Observed optional/recreational activities were e.g.
meeting at the Wilhelmina Dok, walking dogs, or
gardening. All three activities have their designated,
well defined space with no overlap (see Fig. 52).
Even in perfectly sunny weather and on the weekends,
very few people use the space for recreation
compared to the central location and the size of the
area. Strolling, sitting, sunbathing and such ‘regular’
recreational uses were only observed on the dyke
along the IJ. There are various possible reasons for
this. One reason can be a lack of seating, especially
in a protected setting, with a nice view. Another
reason may be the poor walkability and the lack of
human scale, as the space can be seen all at once,
thus walking does not promise further discovery or a
change in scenery.
The Voedseltuin makes a clear contribution to
the space in this regard, and with the maturing
vegetation it will do more. However, in the present
situation it does not use it’s full potential - reasons
will be addressed in the following subchapters.

Mosque El Mouhssinine
(architect: Gerard
RIJnsdorp)

Wilhelmina Dok
restaurant & café

‘IJKleintje’
daycare of the OSB IJplein

OSB IJplein Primary school

DOCKZZ
Jongerenwerk

supermarket

apotheek

restaurant
& bar

Figure 51. Public buildings at the IJplein
Figure 52. (next page) Main functional elements in the central green space

Dog arena - water
catchment
•
used all day-round,
until dark
•
only a few (1-3) dog
owners at a time
•
leisure-ground on the
weekends

N
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‘De Muur’
A. Eikelenboom, 1987

School and daycare

Memorial to the
Jewish victims of the
Nazi terror

Hollandia
Kattenburgpad
•

main functional
axis of the
neighbourhood

•

car-free zone

•

peak times:
“highway” to/
from school in the
morning, at lunch
& in the afternoon

•

fun-lane for
learning cycling,
hanging out

•

used from 8:45 till
15:15h

•

parents come to pick
up their kids by foot,
bike, few by car

•

older children are
moving independently

•

daily rhythm
influences the
dynamics of the whole
neighbourhood

Wilhelmina Dok
Voedseltuin IJplein

•

popular destination

•

gardening activities
every We-Fri-Sat.
afternoon

•

lunchtime is especially busy

•

childrens play

people come straight and leave
straight

•

visitors come by foot, bike, car

•

50m

7.2.1. The gardening community
As a community garden is as much about the garden,
as about the community, the participants of the
Voedseltuin were joined for a gardening day, to gain
‘insider’ knowledge through an ethnographic visit.
56

The gardening community is really diverse, all agegroups are represented and people are present from a
diversity of ethnic origins. They garden together three
times a week (Wednesday, Friday and Saturday), and
in average 10-16 people are joining each occasion.
Surprisingly, many people from the ‘core group’ are
not from the neighbourhood, but from other parts of
Amsterdam. At the visit, there were two turkish ladies
from the IJplein, out of 18 participants. According to
the gardeners, more locals are joining on weekends,
but rather irregularly.
Apart from volunteers, the Voedseltuin IJplein also
has an agreement with the Albatros organization and
they involve handicapped people or people suffering
from work-stress related illnesses. Gardening is also
used as a therapy.
On gardening days, Mariken Heitman (the initiator)
is coordinating the work to be done, in one large
common field. From next year, the coordination will
be taken over by two other people, who are already
training for the role.

Gardening participants can choose their preferred
task, and of course, nothing is obligatory. During the
visit, work seemed to be an ongoing learning process
- “What kind of seed is it?...How deep should we
plant them?”. Meanwhile, it was full of enjoyment.
People expressed their care about the garden - “Oh,
have you seen the cabbages? They are huge!” - and
they worked and chatted in a relaxed mood. During a
tea-break, everybody gathered at the central bench,
and shared some personal stories.
When asked, the community told about their
future plans and needs. Most of the mentioned
objectives were very functional: having a toolshed, a
greenhouse, collecting rainwater (to use it instead of
tap-water), having an eco-toilet.
Additionally, they mentioned that they would like to
involve the children more in their activities and to
grow awareness in the neighbourhood about food
issues. Axel Haye, one of the future coordinators,
explained that they don’t plan too much in advance
about growth, they like the garden to evolve
organically, based on democratic decisions. They
would like to have later a permaculture food forest,
with a very natural character, but the concrete details
will come by time.

Figure 53. Moments in the Voedseltuin IJplein (source: facebook.com/VoedseltuinIJplein)

7.2.2. The outsider’s view
In the close surroundings of the garden, passers-by
have been asked a few questions about their opinion
of both the area and the Voedseltuin itself. The aim of
the interviews was to hear different viewpoints about
the site, and gain inspiration from it. Nine interviews
have been conducted, with different types of users
- dog walkers, parents with children, hanging-out
youth.
Although the number of interviews is not sufficient
to draw general conclusions, there were quite a few
interesting points.
Most people had a really good opinion about the
garden (7/9), one neutral, and only one negative a dog owner, due to the competition for the use of
space. People most often used the word ‘good’, they

judged the garden according to it’s added value: “It’s
helping the poor people”, “It’s really useful next to
the school...”.
Surprisingly, most interviewees have only been once
or twice in the garden, to have a look. They knew fairly
little about it’s functioning and about the community
cultivating it, most people only mentioned ‘growing
food for the Voedselbank’.
The interviews suggest that the existence of the
Voedseltuin is accepted and supported in the
neighbourhood. Despite that, people are not feeling
involved. The garden does not have the function
of a ‘social hub’, it is rather an additional land-use,
existing parallel to other functions. It is not well
connected into the recreational network of the area.

Figure 54. A few highlights from the interviews: positive and negative opinions
about the green space and the garden in it

About the Area
“I like the ferry. And also that the houses are small.”
“It is nice here in good weather, with the children around...”
“It is a very pleasant area, with a great mixture of nationalities.”

“I don’t like that it is not clean.”
“I dislike the canal. It has no use.”
“We would like to have a big grass football field here.”
“I do not like that in the winter, they fill it (the dog area) up with water. They
do it for the children to skate, but it never freezes.”
“I dislike that it is forbidden for dogs in many places.”

About the voedseltuin
“It is good for people, and the location is nice.”
“It is really good that the garden is here.”
“Nice view.”
“It is better than it used to be.”
“It is a very important initiative!”
“I am not involved, but I think it is great!”
“It is very good, the area is big enough, and it grows more every year.”

“It’s good, but the children destroy everything...”
“It is good, it looks better then it did before... but it does not work the way it
was supposed to. She’s not delivering.”
“It costs a field for the dogs!”
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7.3. Conclusions
To sum up the results of the analysis, it can be said
that the Voedseltuin IJplein is a good initiative with a
lot of potentials, however, the neighbourhood is not
benefiting of it in the best possible way.
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The garden, due to several factors, has the potential
to be a city-wide known and appreciated pilot garden,
making a real impact on the perception of people
about the food system. However, at the moment only
a few people are involved in the life of the garden,
most of them are not even from the neighbourhood.
Among non-participant IJplein inhabitants, there are
uncertainties about what is done and about who is
involved in gardening in the Voedseltuin.

7.3.1. Problem setting
The garden is lacking connectivity in many ways.
Although it is central, people are not using it unless
they are explicitly going for gardening (or playing,
in the case of children). To achieve the desired
benefits, such as community bonding, environmental
education, food sovereignity; the garden needs to
be open, inviting and public to encourage people to
enter and to engage in optional activities.
The garden is visually open, but it is spatially not well
connected to the surroundings. It has a very different
character than the surrounding landscape, which
makes it ‘float’ in the green field without connecting
visual clues. The gates and fences are keeping the
people out, it becomes an island. Seeing the original
garden plans of the initiators, with a traversing ‘broad
path with benches - educative sitting spot’ (see Fig.
31, p. 44), it can be assumed that this disconnectivity
is not intentional. The problem is rooted in the spatial
configuration of the place.
Connectivity could be strengthened in a functional
sense too. Now the garden is ‘importing’ resources:
they use tap-water, the tools come in a van, and
the volunteers travel here from other parts of
Amsterdam. The food is then sold to the Voedselbank
and to restaurants. Making a direct connection with
the neighbourhood, e.g. by reusing rainwater from
the roofs, recycling organic waste from the school
or selling vegetables to inhabitants would put
more people at stake. Additionally, making these
natural cycles visible could greatly contribute to the
environmental awareness in the area.

schemes while expanding the garden space could
involve more people.
Last but not least, connectivity could be strengthened
in symbolic ways. When people know about the
vision and mission of the garden, they will support
it. Currently, the most what ‘outsiders’ know about
the garden is the factual information written on the
board in front of the garden: name, initiators, where
the food goes, first gardening day (dating back to
2013 Spring!).
Making symbolic-cultural meanings even more explicit
would grow the appreciation of the Voedseltuin by
local inhabitants, but also by visitors or accidental
passers-by. If there is something to read about or to
learn about in the garden, it is a good reason to go
in and explore it.
The above mentioned problems all relate to the
experience of the garden, as a public landscape. The
Voedseltuin IJplein is already a good start, enriching
the neighbourhood and giving meaningful experiences
to a number of people. The biggest “problem” is the
yet unexploited potential, to have a bigger impact.

Social connectivity would equally be fostered with
involving the children from the schools, and other
interested inhabitants. Furthermore, by programs
such as vegetable-markets and cooking events,
interested people would get a chance to interact
with the gardening community without getting too
involved.
Even if somebody wants to garden, fitting to the
existing practices can be a problem. According to the
gardeners, some people wanted to join, but they were
wishing to have individual plots, which is not possible
in the Voedseltuin. Allowing different gardening

Figure 55. A spatial example for disconnectivity: the used
pathway is between the fences of the daycare and the
Voedseltuin

7.3.2. Goal setting
First of all, the IJplein neighbourhood has a great
potential for growing food within the city (see
Appendix). The soil quality is good, the climatic
conditions - sunlight, orientation - are also ideal at
many spots. The neighbourhood still has a lot of
unpaved space, or unnecessary pavements to be
broken up, furthermore all the roofs are flat and
suitable for roof gardening. If urban gardening needs
to grow, there are plenty of possibilities.
Secondly, the current gardening activity could be
very well connected to the life of the neighbourhood.
The Voedseltuin is at a central location, directly next
to a school, a daycare and a restaurant. All three
could use the produced food, and create a super-local
food cycle. The Voedseltuin is also laying between the
main bicycle and pedestrian routes - the Hollandia
Kattenburgpad and the dyke along the IJ - thus it
is ideally accessible in ‘green’ ways, and it could
become a major meeting point in the neighbourhood.

Thirdly, and most importantly, the Voedseltuin has
the potential to catalyze change on the city level. It
lays in a multi-cultural neighbourhood, where it could
foster integration - as it does already. Being next to
a school in social housing, it could provide a perfect
environmental education scene for the kids from the
poorest families.
There is a growing interest in Noord, it is becoming
the ‘hip’ place of the city. Amsterdam is planning
to develop the Northern IJ-shore, and there is an
expected increase in visitors to the IJplein too. The
Voedseltuin is 5 min. away from the very center
of Amsterdam, and it is highly visible even from
the opposite shore of the river. If this project is
successful, it can be a pilot to be followed by many
others in Amsterdam.

socially integral

multi-cultural
educational

Potential

to catalyze change

central location
high visibility

Potential

buildings with potential for food distribution

to connect to the existing system

(shop, canteen, restaurant)
areas of intensive use - potential meeting places
main functional routes

Potential

facades & topography with a

to produce food

favorable microclimate
potential green roofs
potential productive areas
existing gardens

Figure 56. The potentials of urban gardening at the IJplein
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8. Foodscape
IJplein

8.1. Design process
As it became clear from the former chapters, the
Voedseltuin IJplein can make a great contribution to
both the IJplein neighbourhood, to Amsteram and
maybe even to the change of the food system.
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To achieve that, top-down and bottom-up practices
need to work together and reinforce each other.
Landscape architecture, by working in different
scales, can contribute to the success of this process.
During designing, long-term objectives of Amsterdam,
mid-term wishes of the gardening community, and
pragmatic landscape challenges have been taken into
account.
As the focus of the study, the Voedseltuin is a
community-managed garden, designing a ‘blueprint’
was not possible. The design process was rather an

Figure 57. Defining design guidelines by combining theory and
research findings

experiment with possible futures, trying to predict
how the garden, the neighbourhood and the city will
grow together.
Through design, theories on urban gardening and on
aesthetics have been combined with the findings of
the reference studies, projected onto the problems of
the design site (see Fig. 57).
The end result of the design process is an optional
future, a well invented one, but not the only one.
When landscape is shaped by activists, by designers,
planners, and by nature and time, there is no
permanence, “merely a point in time, when a place
wears a particular form.” (Dee, 2012, p.7)

The key principle in the design process is connectivity.
Connectivity means “the state or quality of being
connected or connective” (Oxford Dictionary
Online, 2014). In this paper, it’s meaning combines
connectedness, being related, being attached, linked,
joined. In spatial terms, it can refer to accessibility,
openness or networks; in abstract terms it can
concern integration, understanding, accordance,
support, associations, etc.
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8.2. Design strategy
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Designing for connectivity at the IJplein requires a
different strategy on different scales. For designing
with the potential of urban gardening, four scales
were selected for intervention: the perceptible level,
the site level, the neighbourhood level and the city
level.
The strategy works bottom-up and inside-out:
starting from the garden itself, extending the scope
to larger scales. The objectives on the other hand are
set by long-term plans on the city scale: ecological
and social sustainability. The challenge is to achieve
these objectives by designing on different levels,
guiding the bottom-up practice to the right direction.

neighbourhood level

• increase social responsibility & local involvement
• flexible strategies for expansion
• create closed cycles (food-waste, water)

The relevance of aesthetics changes in different
levels as well. Aesthetics and the quality of landscape
experience are extremely important of the perceptible
level, and on the site level. From the neighbourhood
level though, processes and networks are becoming
essential, and the focus shifts from aesthetics to
functionality, ecology, and social structures.

site level

• increase accessibility & connectivity
• intensify green space - multifunctionality
• connect with the broader context

perceptible level

• small interventions of key importance
• involve the community
• focus on transition & thresholds
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city level

• ensure permanence and/or continuation
• assess pilot: learn from successes and failures
• research/design other locations

Based on this strategy, the design concept was
prepared from two directions. From bottom-up, criteria
was set by the practical needs of the Voedseltuin
community, and by the aesthetic problems found
in the area through observations and interviews.
From top-down, at the same time, design was used
as a tool to find out how future developments in
Amsterdam Noord will influence the urban gardening
activities at the IJplein consequently. The future role
and potentials of gardening guided the design on
smaller scales and vice versa.

Figure 58. (including former page)
Scale-dependent design strategy

The design objective was to provide a spatial
framework, which can solve the detected problems,
can strenghten the aesthetic qualities of the site and
at once can accomodate growth in space and time.
The two most important levels for design were the
neighbourhood level and the site level - the city level
can only be planned; while the perceptible level needs
to be decided and co-created with locals in 1:1 scale.

8.3. Design concept
Designing with bottom-up creation involves a lot of unpredictability and
assumptions. This plan illustrates a possible design intervention, but it is
intended as a flexible framework, a ‘could be’ instead of an ‘ought to be’.
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The design and development of the area is broken down to three phases,
comparable to the growth from ‘site’ to ‘neighbourhood’ and ‘city’ levels
described in the design strategy. The phases follow an optimistic scenario: the
conituation, and expansion of bottom-up gardening activities. The designed
space assits and supports the effort of inhabitants towards sustainability,
e.g. through rainwater collection and creating microclimates.
The aim of the design is a better connectivity, both spatially, functionally and
socially. A network of aesthetic and safe green spaces will encourage outdoor
recreation, bringing people out to see and experience - and maybe join - the
ongoing transition.

Sixhaven: future
event terrain

3.

2.

Harbor replaced
from Sixhaven

Phase 1.
•

Revitalization of the water channel: natural vegetation and a larger waterbody, with the aim of storing
rainwater for irrigation in the food gardens.

•

New boulevard: a beautiful N-S direction alley with the canal, connecting the Western and Eastern parts
of the neighbourhood and connecting the Vogelbuurt with the IJ.

•

New social space: a car-free zone around the schools and the Wilhelmina Dok, open connections to the
river and a new entrance to the Voedseltuin. Providing space for public events, e.g. vegetable markets,
small gatherings, school celebrations.

•

Expansion of the gardening activities:
•
a large fruit orchard as the extension of the Voedseltuin. Under the canopy, diverse sorts of
recreational uses (e.g. dog-walking) are still possible.
•
possibility for individual plots (allotments) along the Northern half of the canal
•
school gardens across the school, with access to the Voedseltuin. The space is made free by the
relocation of the daycare, which is replaced to a new building.

Potential
marketplace

LEGEND
Buildings
Planned trees
Planned fruit trees
Existing trees
Pedestrian areas
Bicycle paths
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Existing garden
Planned vegetable gardens
Planned waterbodies

3.

Potential new
community space

1.

Bo

ul

ev

ar

d

2.

e

Promenad
Voedseltuin

Phase 2.

Phase 3.

•

Promenade along the IJ: minimizing traffic
by one-way streets and car-free areas. Broad
staircases give a smooth transition towards
the river. Using the warm microclimate of
the watershore, mediterranean herbs can be
produced.

•

•

The renovation of the public spaces are
necessary, especially nearby the ferry terminal.
A local market might be organized under the
shade of the mature existing trees.

Broader connectivity: bridging the promenade
to both directions along the IJ. Amsterdam is
planning a new event terrain at the Sixhaven
(towards West), featuring a metro connection,
which brings new access and new interest to the
IJplein area. In the Hamerstraatgebied (towards
East), the residential function and the number of
offices will grow - their main connection towards
Amsterdam centrum will go through the IJplein.

•

Possibly new apartments will be built on top of
the old ones. The increase in the inhabitants and
visitors might bring more need for fresh, local
produce, strengthening the economic basis of
urban gardening.

•

New community space and gardens: the underused central parking lots could be turned into
a lush green space. The water feature would
serve rainwater collection and reuse.

Neighbourhood level
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Connectivity on the neighbourhood level is achieved by a recreational framework. The existing bicycle-pedestrian
path, the Hollandia Kattenburgpad was taken as the starting point. This route is the most used element currently,
it is the ‘spine’ of the neighbourhood. What became clear from observations is that the path is purely functional,
it is built for movement, although there would be a need for recreational opportunities too. Many parents meet at
the H. Kattenburgpad before picking up their children at school, but while waiting, they just walk up-and-down.
Dog owners also come through this route, but while their dog is running in the free arena, they cannot even sit
down.
In the design the Hollandia Kattenburgpad is used as the main functional axis for fast movements. Greenblue recreational corridors are running across the path, inviting people to slow down and enjoy the landscape.
Along the IJ, these green lanes are connected by the promenade, providing a ‘slow’ alternative to the Hollandia
Kattenburgpad.
Between the green structures, space is created
for staying, spending time. This way design
allows a gradual change in people’s use of space:
from the necessary fast route between e.g. the
ferry and home, they have the chance to choose
a slower, recreational one, and from there it is
just a small step to decide to stay outside and
spend some time in the landscape.

Figure 59. Conceptual plan and diagram for the
design of the neighbourhood

hollandia kattenburgpad
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Hollandia kattenburgpad

Meeting point: benches
in the shade and a
drinking well
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Site level
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On the site level, design is based on the aesthetic
principles found in theory and through the reference
studies. The objective of the design is to reinforce
the gradual engagement, made possible by the green
framework on the neighbourhood level. Aesthetics
has the power to guide people’s behaviour. Through
positive aesthetic experience in the landscape, people
may go through a transition illustrated by Fig. 59.
necessary activities

optional activities

(Gehl, 2010)

remarking
accepting

(Dee, 2012)

understanding
supporting

(Bourassa, 1991)

positive attitude evolves by time and engagement
(Hinds & Sparks, 2007; Meyer, 2008; Beatley, 2011)

Figure 60. Expected outcomes of an aesthetic design

In the reference studies, four major aesthetic
typologies have been found for urban gardening:
sensory, spatial, social and symbolic. These
concepts have been used in design to strenghten the
connectivity of the Voedseltuin with its surroundings.

Sensory delight
Sensory aesthetics ultimately comes with increased engagement with the
environment. Although it is not possible to force people to touch and smell
plants, design can facilitate their engagement.
The pathways going around the Voedseltuin, separated by a fence, have been
replaced by pathways through the garden. People walking accross, just on
their way, have the chance to notice the changes in the garden, optionally
making them interested to actively discover more.
Free-to-pick fuits and herbs are interesting for many people, and it frees them
from the permission of the gardeners to taste something. Edible landscapes
outside the garden fence - such as the orchard and the herb gardens on
the promenade - are creating a delightful opportunity for engagement and
getting connected to the landscape.

Figure 61. Bringing people right in the middle of the garden facilitates engagement

Spatial experience
The spatial aesthetic element is the strongest in design, and it is used as
a tool to influence the other aesthetic typologies. Connectivity is achieved
by erasing functional barriers, and strengthening the visual relationships by
extending the public green elements to the garden and the garden to the
public space.
73
garden

garden

Figure 62. Green elements create a visual relationship between the
garden and the boulevard
Another principle smoothening access between functions which influence
each other: the school and the garden are really close, in the design they
become interconnected by a school garden being part of both the Voedseltuin
and the schoolyard.

Figure 63. Connecting the garden with the schools by an easy access
benefits the children, as they learn while playing
Certain spatial elements have a crucial role in the public use of space. The
threshold one needs to overcome to engage in an activity is deterministic,
thus enclosures, entrances and access needs to be created in a very open and
inviting way (Gehl, 2010; Verna & Tiesdell, 2010; Dee, 20102). By creating
broader pathways and two major entrances to the Voedseltuin, the thresholds
can be decreased.

Figure 64. Interventions for a better public use: broadening and defining
pathways (above), and creating representative entrance points (below)

Social experience
The garden has the potential to trigger more intensive social life in two ways.
One is through the ‘animation’ of the space: by organizing events, cooking
workshops, vegetable markets. These occasions attract many people and
give a good reason to interact (Varna & Tiesdell, 2010).
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In the design, apart from creating space for such events, options for everyday
recreational activities have been introduced to the garden and around: sitting
and meeting places, picnic tables, complex spaces to discover by walking.
Multifunctionality helps the intermingling of people, and the integration of
a great diversity of inhabitants - next to enjoying the outdoor environment,
‘being part’ and being accepted delights them.

Figure 65. A multifunctional garden is an integrative place. The spatial
layout can ease interaction between people
In order to accomodate many people at the same time, the Voedseltuin needs
to provide comfort and intimacy - otherwise a negative social experience may
happen, such as feeling observed or not feeling welcome to join activities.
Vegetation and garden structures are good tools for that.

Figure 66. Different heights of vegetation are good for guiding views and creating
intimacy, as well as a feeling that there is more to explore

Figure 67. Pergolas allow growing
plants in-between buildings, without
taking much space. Apart from being
a beautiful addition to the scene, they
create an intimate room underneath.

top view

section

Figure 68. The animation of the space indicates certain uses: the more diverse, the more multifunctional the garden will become

Symbolic values
Symbolic values are maybe the most difficult to design with. For the
gardening community, these values are growing through their common
vision, meaningful actions and experiences. For ‘outsiders’ though, the values
are invisible, as they are/were not involved in the life of the community.
By design, values can become explicit. The sustainability vision of the
Voedseltuin becomes apparent by creating closed natural cycles (food-waste,
rainwater reuse), making their functioning visible (composting, ecological
water-channel) and even describing them on information-boards. People like
to read and the opportunity to learn something encourages them to discover
the garden.

Figure 69. Making information explicit about meaningful activities will help to involve
outsiders and encourage them to discover the garden

Place meaning related to stories, memories and community life are more
abstract, and often cannot be described in words or form. These meanings
are communicated to the outsiders straight by the community, by leaving
traces of their presence, by interacting with neighbours, by sharing and
celebrating. In that way, leaving ‘blank’ space in the design for independent
bottom-up creation can also enhance symbolic values.
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8.4. Visualizations
In the following pages, visualizations of the designed
recreational framework are given. The three main
axes are the Hollandia Kattenburgpad, the new
Boulevard (Gedempte Insteekhaven) and the
Promenade on the Noordwal.
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Design impression

current situation
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The new boulevard is created on the place of a former twoway (but dead-end) road and a lane of parking lots. The wall
along the channel is kept, as a reference to the industrial
past of the site, but the pavement is broken up with stripes
of wild flowers.
The alley of trees connects the two sides of the waterchannel,
the school and the Voedseltuin. The level of the water is
increased and cleaned by natural vegetation. The water
serves as an aesthetic landscape element, as well as a
watersource for irrigating the gardens.
A shed is placed at the new entrance of the Voedseltuin,
which can store tools and host small community-meetings.
Optionally simple facilities, like a small stove can be placed
in it, for the regular tea- and coffe-breaks of the community.
The roofed veranda looking at the garden can protect from
rain, or provide shade on hot summer days.
The shed marks the entrance of the garden, with the
information-board about the Voedseltuin. A small orchard
around it - which is already planted by the gardeners - can
create a charming welcoming atmosphere.

Figure 70. The new boulevard between the
schools and the Voedseltuin
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0,00m

0,00m

Design impression

current situation

Figure 71. A greener Hollandia Kattenburgpad,
with recreational paths running across
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The Hollandia Kattenburgpad is separated to bicycle- and
pedestrian paths by a stripe of wild flowery green in the
middle. The pathway is open, but the crossing rows of trees
give it a certain rhythm, marking opportunities to leave the
path. Instead of focusing straight ahead, the eye follows the
alleys, and notices the blooming nature around.
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Design impression

0,00m

current situation

Figure 72. The new plaza at the waterfront
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The school is surrounded by a car-free zone from the
direction of the river as well. The plaza between the water,
the school and the Wilhelmina Dok can host small events
(e.g. school celebrations).
A wooden deck extends above the IJ and brings people
closer to the water. It is also a new connection: boats can
stop here or leave from here to Amsterdam.

On the building facades,
espalier fruit trees can find a
place.
Monardia sp.

Pyrus sp.
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Laurus nobilis

Rosmarinus
officinalis

Due to the Southern orientation of the
Noordwal, the promenade has a very warm
microclimate. Even mediterranean plants can
grow here, given a tolerance to salty winds
from the IJ. Exotic herbs such as Rosemary,
Laurel, or Bergamot are ideal. They can
be well appreciated in such a multicultural
neighbourhood.

0,00m

0,00m

Figure 73. Sections of the promenade
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Wherever possible, the promenade is
connected to a car-free zone for a calm
and safe environment along the IJ.

Impression from inside the garden: the visual impact of
seasonality in the garden is strengthened by the trees,
while the built structures provide permanent focuspoints in the scene.
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Figure 74. View from the garden in summer...

Figure 75. ...and in autumn
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The expansion of gardening activities can fit well into the
designed framework: the pathways and trees organize
the space, allowing diverse uses in-between.

Figure 76. Impression from the Northern part of the
site: the allotments and the fruit orchard

garden name,
Ontkiem
West,Amsterdam
AmsterdamWest
Nieuw-West

9. discussion
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9.1. Dialogue between
theory and findings

9.2. An aesthetic design
approach at the IJplein

The purpose of this study was to tackle the
knowledge gap in the aesthetic dimension of
community gardening, from a landscape architectural
perspective.

Through designing, the potential of an aesthetic
approach was explored. This approach does not mean
that aesthetics is the goal of the design, instead,
aesthetics is used as means to solve pragmatic
problems.

The findings presented in this study are showing
that aesthetics - to be precise, aesthetic landscape
experience - is indeed relevant to add to the various
discourses about urban gardening.
The process of exploration required a continuous
dialogue between theory and field-work throughout
the whole process. The first result of synthesizing
literature with the reference results was the inclusion
of social aesthetics. Further on, it became clear that
the levels of biological-, cultural-, personal and social
aesthetics are not separable in real-life situations.
Aesthetic concepts have been re-arranged into
operational criteria, and four new typologies have
been created to describe the aesthetics of community
gardens: sensory, spatial, social and symbolic.
These typologies are based on aesthetic- and
design theory, nevertheless, the applicability and
completeness of them needs to be tested. They have
been formulated to fit the seven visited community
gardens, but further investigation is necessary
on other gardens to be able to evaluate their
appropriateness. A list of recommendations is given
connected to this in the Conclusions.
In the gardens, four special landscape attributes have
been found. Three of them are well corresponding
to the aesthetic typologies: ‘micro scale delight’
referring to sensory experiences; ‘a pattern
language of utility’ referring to spatial qualities;
and ‘community*identity’ referring to the social
experience. The fourth attribute, ‘opportunistic
exploration’ is maybe the most special attribute in
gardens, as this is the only one which can hardly be
found in any other landscape type.
Building
structures,
recycling
materials
and
experimenting with composting or growing techniques
are all part of this last attribute. They create symbolic
values - such as free creation, creativity, and
sustainability through recycling - but that is not their
main objective. From the gardeners comments, it can
be assumed that these structures are constructed for
the sake of constructing them and using available
materials. Trying different growing techniques even
though there are well-established ones is, similarly,
an exploration mainly for the sake of trying it out, not
for increasing the harvest.
This exploration is very important for creating
collective values, and for challenging comfort,
conventionality and the current state of the world.
The outcome of ‘opportunistic exploration’ might not
qualify to the aesthetic expectations of professional
designers, regardless it is a quality to keep and foster.

In literature, concepts like social responsibility,
environmental awareness and food sovereignty are
associated with community gardens. These concepts
have more implications on gardeners than on the
physical gardens, and they suggest an element of
personal (or collective) transformation.
When it comes to behaviour of people in the
landscape, aesthetic experience is indeed the right
starting point. Regarding the specific situation at the
Voedseltuin IJplein and the IJplein neighbourhood,
the major aesthetic - and at once pragmatic - key
concept is connectivity. Connectivity can join the
various positive aspects and activities at the IJplein,
helping both the garden and the neighbourhood to
reach it’s full potential for a better life.

Major decision points
The first challenge in the design process was trying
to step away from beautification. The freedom of the
community to shape the garden must be kept, or even
celebrated by design. Their feeling of ownership and
responsibility needs to be respected too. However,
other stakeholders have different needs: most
importantly the non-gardening inhabitants need a
delightful and public environment for recreation.
The seemingly contradictory situation triggered the
reconsideration of what to design in the landscape
and what to leave for either to the users of the space,
or to nature to shape.
The community is most attached emotionally to the
micro-scale: their crops, their meeting places, their
self-made structures; while the design is aimed for
led to the four-scale design strategy, suggesting
different amounts of intervention on every scale.
To ensure the embeddedness of the garden in the
landscape, the design focused on a spatial framework
to connect and to provide access. The frame stays
within the boundaries of the yet comfortable and
accepted aesthetic values, and attracts people to
the outdoor environment which is easily enjoyable.
Meanwhile, this frame of ‘delight’ opens a door to the
garden of transformation. In such an environment,
all users can choose the gradient to which they want
to be exposed to transformation.
If the garden is well connected to the environment
in various ways, one looking ‘from safe distance’ first
can soon become interested, supportive, or even
actively involved. The main point of the design is to
allow change gradually, in small steps: change in the
landscape as well as in each person, and in society.

Community

9.3. Limitations

The smallest scale in the design strategy is the
perceptible level, which is the most relevant for the
gardening community. Any design intervention thus
should only happen with the participation of the
community.

Exploring a knowledge gap in the framework of a
master thesis is a challenging task, and naturally
there are certain limitations the researcher has to
face.

Due to time limitations unfortunately, a participatory
design process was not possible. Instead, the
perceptible level was left open in the design, which
actually contributed to a better plan on the site-level.

A major limiting factor has been time - it is the
primary reason why participatory design was not part
of the research. Time constraints also affected the
number of site-visits and the number of conducted
interviews.

About the future development and activities in the
Voedseltuin itself, only predictions could be made.
These are based on consultation with gardening
participants, on the outcomes of the reference
studies, and on the existing plan of the Voedseltuin.
The plan of the garden was created through a
participatory process two years ago, thus the
outcomes represented in it are still relevant. The
change of the garden since then followed the main
structure of the original design, but there are many
alternations in details. The gardeners stated however,
that it is not their aim to follow the plan, they prefer
organic growth.
Nevertheless, the existence of a garden design based
on participation gave enough insight into the original
aims of the gardening community. Comparing the
current use of the garden with the original intentions,
is becomes apparent that they were planning to have
a much more inclusive and multifunctional space
then what it is now - and this problem gives extra
relevance to the aesthetic design approach of this
thesis.

Language barriers were restricting the depth of
knowledge gained about the real-life situation in the
community gardens of Amsterdam. The vast majority
of blogs, websites and social media sites about
these gardens are only available in Dutch. Besides,
although gardening participants all spoke English, the
fluency of conversations during visits was lowered.

9.4. Research quality
As described in the research design (Ch.4), the used
methods require interpretive strategies. The most
important research quality criteria thus are credibility,
transparency, originality and significance (Deming &
Swaffield, 2011; Lenzholzer et. al., 2013).
Credibility is addressed by systematic and
conscientious documentation of the research.
Triangulation and sound reasoning are ensured by
regular supervision, a diversity of methods (both
inductive and deductive), and a broad range of
sources.
The question of transparency is especially important
in the ethnographic visits to gardening communities,
as they cannot be repeated the exact same way by
a different person. Being open about my intellectualethical stand as a researcher and writing detailed
field-notes help to make the interpretations more
transparent.
Peer-reviewing
with
supervisors
minimized mistakes of bias or misinterpretation.
Originality and authenticity of both the research and
the design process are ensured by peer-reviewing.
Naturally, the closest possible attention was paid not
to repeat what has already been done, both in the
research and in the design part.
The significance of this research is addressed in the
Conclusion. Due to the explorative nature of the
study however, it is difficult to compare the findings
to outcomes of similar researches.
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garden name,
Pop-up
Farm, Amsterdam
Amsterdam Noord
West

10. Conclusions

Conclusions
This thesis presented the importance of aesthetic
experiences in a community garden setting, and the
use of an aesthetic design approach on the pilot case
of the Voedseltuin IJplein.
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In this chapter, the research questions will be
revisited and answered to the extent the findings
allow. As large part of the study was exploration in
the field of community gardening aesthetics, a list
of recommendation for further research will conclude
the report.

10.1. Results
The main purpose of this study was to explore
particular aesthetic landscape experiences which are
distinct and relevant for community gardens. The
study consisted on a qualitative study on community
gardens in Amsterdam, enriching theory, and a design
case study conducted at the IJplein neighbourhood.
In line with the objective, the main research question
was the following:

What are particular aesthetic landscape
experiences in/of community gardens in
Amsterdam?
The main question was specified in two sub-questions:
•

What aesthetic theories are most relevant to
urban gardens?

•

What are specific landscape attributes
community gardens in Amsterdam?

of

The questions were answered by studying literature,
visiting and observing seven community gardens
(including the design site) in Amsterdam, and
interviewing people during participation in gardening
activities in four of them.
Findings suggest, that theories in landscape aesthetics
which presuppose engagement are all applicable. To
the three levels of aesthetic experience - biological,
cultural and personal (Bourassa, 1991) - one more
level, social aesthetics have been added (Saito,
2010). In the reference gardens social aesthetics
was well distinguishable, while the other three levels
blended together.
For describing specific landscape attributes, four
operational aesthetic typologies have been defined:
sensory, spatial, social and symbolic. The visited
community gardens had some similar attributes in all
four typologies.

vegetation and the garden structures. Crops are
planted in rows, often in a simple geometry for
practical reasons, and it results in a strong graphical
- but seasonal - quality.
Social experiences are enacted by the community,
and these collective activities leave their traces in
the landscape, becoming spatial attributes. Each
garden had social gathering place(s), with a unique
and distinct character. The gardens had an informal
atmosphere.
Symbolic attributes of such gardens are rather
abstract, like their vision of sustainability and social
cohesion. These values often stay implicit. A common
physical attribute, carrying symbolic meaning, was
the presence of self-made experimental structures.
These (usually recycled) objects declare the notion of
creation and transition in the gardens.

Following the theoretical exploration and the field
visits at reference sites, the findings have been
applied in an aesthetic design approach on the case
of the Voedseltuin IJplein. The design question was
formulated as:

In what ways an aesthetic design approach
can enrich the landscape experience of
urban gardening at the Vogelbuurt IJplein
for diverse users?
•

What
are
special
aesthetic
landscape
characteristics of the existing urban garden,
Voedseltuin IJplein?

•

What are pragmatic challenges and opportunities
related to the gardening activities in the
Vogelbuurt IJplein?

•

Which aesthetic design guidelines are applicable
and relevant to the Voedseltuin IJplein?

•

How can urban gardening activities be
complemented by an aesthetic design in the
Vogelbuurt IJplein area?

To answer the sub-questions, the design site have
been visited and investigated multiple times. Special
landscape characteristics found in both the garden
and the neighbourhood were openness and the
beautiful view on the IJ. The neighbourhood has
an industrial character with long, straight lines and
simple geometric shapes, while the Voedseltuin is
more small-scale, informal and organic. The functional
pattern of the vegetation was very dominant in the
garden scene.

Sensory experiences are especially rich in gardens
due to the full-body engagement by gardening, to
the physical closeness to details on the micro-scale,
and because of the opportunities to touch, smell and
taste plants.

Surprisingly, the majority of gardeners in the
Voedseltuin were not coming from the IJplein
neighbourhood. This fact is also contributing
to the major aesthetic and pragmatic problem:
disconnectivity. Analysis of the findings suggests,
that the Voedseltuin has the potential to bring diverse
social-ecological benefits, if connectivity is increased
spatially, functionally, and socially.

Typical spatial attributes were greenness, low
vegetation and a functional pattern in both the

Guidelines for an aesthetic design supporting
connectivity have been derived from landscape

aesthetic theory and urban design theory. The
main intervention was a strong spatial framework,
connecting the surroundings of the garden with other
parts of the neighbourhood. The design was guided
by the need for legibility and coherence (Lynch,
1960, Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989), the theory of ‘framing’
(Gobster et. al., 2007), the aim to have a continuous
green network (Beatley, 2011) and the principles for
permeable edges and thresholds (Gehl, 2010; Dee,
2012). Furthermore, the vertical spatial structuring
of the garden and surroundings has been improved,
referring to the Prospect-Refugee theory (Appleton in
Bourassa, 1991), to complexity and mystery (Kaplan
& Kaplan, 1989) and to the need for intimacy in space
(Gifford, 2007).
Through designing, it became clear that an aesthetic
approach can indeed complement and benefit the
gardening activities. In the case od the Voedseltuin
IJplein, the main contribution of an aesthetic design
is facilitating the interaction of people with nature
and with each other. Delightful experiences in the
landscape can lead to a positive attitude, and in the
long-term, to the feeling of care and responsibility
towards the environment. Fostering a vibrant life at
the IJplein by creating well-connected, multifunctional
and delightful places can contribute to the success of
the community garden as well as to the quality of life
for all users.

10.2. Outreach

10.3. Recommendations for
further research
The findings of this study should be considered as
starting points for further research, due to the
exploratory nature of the thesis. To tackle limitations,
certain topics addressed in this study would require
continued research, for better validity and/or a more
generalizable result. These are:
•

Reference studies in Amsterdam: with a larger
sample, in an extended time-frame;

•

More interviews on the aesthetic judgements of
gardens, especially by non-gardeners;

•

Participatory design processes at the IJplein,
with involving a diversity of user-groups;

•

Repeated investigation in the Voedseltuin IJplein,
to respond to it’s evolution by time. Especially in
case part of the design plans are implemented, it
is important to assess the Voedseltuin as a pilot
project.

Furthermore, the knowledge gap in urban gardening
aesthetics could be further explored; and the
potential of aesthetic design for urban gardening
could be better articulated by investigating the
following topics:
•

Case studies with using participatory design
methods combined with an aesthetic approach.
As each community is different, introducing an
aesthetic approach to their plans concerning the
garden would probably bring different results,
therefore multiple cases are necessary to draw
general conclusions. The way participants
incorporate aesthetics might add an interesting
and valuable point to the discussion about urban
gardening aesthetics.

•

Urban gardens in other cities.
Following up on the reference studies concerning
community gardens in Amsterdam, other
cities (both Dutch and international) could
be investigated for comparison and a better
understanding. Research could address other
gardening typologies as well apart from
community gardens.

•

Time-wise evolution of urban gardens.
The spatial qualities of community gardens
were partly dependent on the maturity of the
vegetation. It would be interesting to continue
the aesthetic research on gardens of different
ages.

•

Phenomenological studies in urban gardens.
Phenomenology was not in the scope of this
research, but findings demonstrated that
sensory aesthetics are very important in
community gardens. To investigate that aspect,
a phenomenological study is advisable, also in
relation with design.

Most of the research outcomes are bound to the
studied case and references, and to the Amsterdamcontext. However, some of the findings carry general
relevance for landscape architecture practice and
theory.
Landscape architecture is generally focused on visual
aesthetics, prioritizing beauty (Meyer, 2008). This
leads to a certain criticism towards the aesthetic
quality of bottom-up practices, such as community
gardening. In this study, on the contrary, it became
clear that sensory experiences, social aesthetics and
meaningfulness are more important for both the
gardening community and the people living around
the garden - they prioritize ‘goodness’ over ‘beauty’.
Questioning conventional beauty is a necessary
step towards sustainable design (Reimer, 2010) and
community gardens are leading in this transition.
Therefore, within the garden the design should aim to
better accommodate bottom-up creation, instead of
determining desirable aesthetic qualities. Embedding
a community garden in the landscape by design can
extend the impact and the added values brought by
the initiative.
Furthermore, this study suggests that top-down and
bottom-up design approaches are not opposing, but
complementing each other. The main interest of the
community is in the perceptible level at present time,
while design and planning are concerned with larger
scales and time-frames. Both approaches benefit
from one-another if applied with varying weight in
different scales.
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AnneMarie Tiebosch (Groene Vingers)
Hedvig Everaerts (Woodfood, PvW)
Debra Solomon (Urbaniahoeve)
Axel Haye (Voedseltuin IJplein)
Marieken Heitman (Voedseltuin IJplein)

urban
agriculture

urban
gardening
urban food
network

community

citizen
participation

Arnold van der Valk (WUR)

‘growing
delight’
Fruzsina Gyertyán

urban
planning

Ingrid Duchhart (WUR)

Amsterdam
(Noord)

Charlotte Buys (DRO)
Niek Bosch (DRO)

landscape
architecture

aesthetics

Kris Spinhoven (Painter)

Figure 77. Contact network
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II. Stakeholder groups in urban agriculture in Amsterdam
(Lange, 2011)
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Figure 78. The role of different stakeholders in urban agriculture (Lange, 2011, p. 15
based on Smit, 2001)

Figure 79. Stakeholders in urban agriculture in Amsterdam
(adapted from Lange, 2011, p. 48)
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The ACTA tuin was created by the help of Groene
Ruimte Maken in 2013, on an ‘unused’ green patch
around a highrise student-building in Slotervaart.
There are multiple plots, all having a focus aspect or
method (e.g. permaculture, biodynamic, pollination
garden). The garden is cultivated by volunteers,
who can also consume the harvest. According to
the gardeners, there is a big problem with rabbits
damaging the garden.
The area lies between the tall building and a wild
woody stripe, separating it from the road. Apart
from vegetable and fruit growing, this garden
features beekeeping too.

50m

Outstanding spatial elements
•

interesting beehives

•

a patch of ‘forest bordering’ the garden

Appendix

Brediustuin, Amsterdam West
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The Brediustuin is located on a temporarily
vacant lot. It consists of two parts: the original
Brediustuin, and the newer Soeptuin Bredius.
In the older community garden part, people
have their individual gardening ‘plots’ in crates
and boxes, in added soil.
The Soeptuin is an initiative from 2013, here
each plot grows ingreadients for a certain
soup, for the Voedselbank. The plots are
uniform, and the area is enclosed by a fence
made of willow-braches.

50m

Outstanding spatial elements
•

willow-fence

•

the scattered but uniform planting boxes

•

plenty of outdoor furniture: sofas, chairs
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Groene Vingers, Amsterdam Zuid-Oost
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Groene Vingers has started in 2013, with the coordination
of ‘Neighbourhood Embassador’ AnneMarie Tiebosch. The
main focus is on social life, and apart from gardening
together one day a week, the community organize cooking
events, garden celebrations and diverse workshops. The
community space features an enclosed vegetable garden,
an open fireplace with seating, a shed, a wild flowering
meadow and a willow tippie.
Fruits and vegetables are grown in the garden organically,
following the permaculture principles. Participants can
choose what they want to grow, but they cultivate the land
collectively. There is a lot of experimentation with exotic
species, especially from the African kitchen.

50m

Outstanding spatial elements
•

gathering-place and fireplace: a circle of cut treetrunks

•

circular pattern of the garden paths

•

a garden ‘without boundaries’: the views extend the
space in all directions, towards the water and the
park
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Mooestuin Landlust, I can change the world with my two hands, Amsterdam West
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The Moestuin Landlust is an urban gardening project
from Natascha Hagenbeek, the initiator of ‘I can
change the world with my two hands’. Since 2011,
they are producing biological vegetables and fruits on a
1200m2 inner courtyard. The garden has a central part,
producing for sales with the help of volunteers, and a
number of outer plots rented out to people from the
neighbourhood. The garden is only open for visitors on
open days and workshops. The gardening activities are
also only possible on certain days, between 9am-8pm.
Due to the renting contract, only gardening-related
activities are allowed on the yard.

Ground plan of the garden
(icanchangetheworldwithmytwohands.nl)

Outstanding spatial elements
•

particular chrystal-globe shaped greenhouse

•

well-organized, geometrical middle-garden with
‘curtains’ of climbing plants

•

enclosedness - by the wall and the buildings

50m

Appendix

Moestuin Parmenides, Amsterdam West
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The Parmenides garden is located in a semi-public
‘court’, on two sides surrounded by housing.
Originally one immigrant lady from the houses
started to garden, yet without permission. At the end
of 2009, with the support of the neighbourhood, it
has been transformed into an official neighbourhoodgarden, producing fruits and vegetables, as well as
providing a welcoming outdoor space for residents.
Locals cultivate it almost daily, and they use it as a
meeting-living place. Outsiders can join on organized
events, workshops and gardening days.
50m

Outstanding spatial elements
•

a dark red Berberis hedge surrounding-framing the area

•

broad and bright coloured pathways, paved with broken seashells

•

built edges framing the vegetable beds
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Urbaniahoeve DEMO Tuin, Amsterdam Noord
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The Demo Tuin is the demonstrationgarden of Urbaniahoeve, a ‘social design
lab’ for city farming. It is open for the
public every Tuesday. The garden features
a ‘food-forest’, with the aim of producing
the maximal yield on the area by growing
herbaceous plants, shrubs and trees
simultaneously, in layers above each other.
The 1500m2 garden is located in the yard
of a former office building since 2012,
and serves as a research-experimental
terrain for Urbanoahoeve. The design and
maintenance are done by the ‘core team’.
The DEMO Tuin is only open on Tuesdays, connected with working together in the
garden. The garden crew inform and educate visitors both online and during the
visits. They organize workshops, inviting experts in certain fields in urban farming.
The garden is an ongoing experiment, a fascinating project for anybody who is
interested and willing to get involved.
Outstanding spatial elements
•

mature trees

•

pathway edges hand-made from small branches

•

topography (small hills creating microclimates)

50
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IV. Intensive observations at the Hollandia Kattenburgpad
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IJplein, Vogelbuurt, Amsterdam Noord
23.09.2014, Tuesday
Cloudy weather
Location: Fixed observing position
close to the main bike-pedestrian
lane, Hollandia Kattenburgpad, which
is assumed to be the most used
element is the area. Due to the fixed
position, the visibility of the space is
limited (see plan view).

observation point

garden

garden entrance

hollandia
kattenburgpad

dog-walking area

observation point

hollandia kattenburgpad

x16

x3

x45 children

x219 adults

x185 children

x308 adults

x9

x1

temporality
The intensity of the use of the
path highly correlates with
school schedule. From the
pattern of children - with or
without adults- moving to one
direction, the timing of the
lunchbreak and the end of the
schoolday becomes clear.

Quantitative analysis on the use of a section of the path

hollandia kattenburgpad

x24

x19

x9

x29

x53
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V. Suitability for food production at the IJplein
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Soil quality in Amsterdam. The IJplein falls in Zone1 (blue), which
is perfectly suitable for gardening (adapted from Amsterdam
Maps Online, 2014).

Ratio of paved areas is ~45%, rooftops
~24%. Both are suitable to collect runoff
rainwater and reuse for irrigation.

Water quality: the IJ is slightly salty, not suitable. The channels inside the IJplein neighbourhood are storing
rainwater. They can be suitable for watering, if the water is cleaned by phytoremediation (Charlotte Buys, perc.
comm., 2014).
Water levels: in case of heavy rainfall, excess water can be pumped into the IJ. The waterlevels in the channels
can be regulated to the gardening needs, it is not necessary to store all the potential runoff water (Inrid Duchhart,
pers. comm., 2014).

Potential areas for food growing, both on roofs and in the soil. Based on sun
exposure, orientation, topography and distance from car-roads.

