|

1y Ut
|
. -
]
L
T

N
b — Uk —
=S Ak —=
3 - 0W =
-
R — ) S

1

One of the trends in current country house research is the
growing interest in the landscape context of country houses.!
The previously unquestioned emphasis on the main house and
the garden is increasingly making way for an approach in which
the wider surroundings (village, nature, town, infrastructure,
farms, churches, other country houses) are included in the

research or are themselves the subject of study.?
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DUTCH RESEARCH INTO
THE COUNTRY HOUSE
AND ITS LANDSCAPE

CURRENT STATE OF SCHOLARSHIP
AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

HANNEKE RONNES
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1. 'Groot Kostverloren aan de Amstel' country estate in

Amstelveen. Below, fourteen parcels of hospice land and above,

the inn Het Kalfje and the Grote Loopveld. Drawing by

Johannes Leupenius. Orientation: south at top. Map book of

P ! j Amsterdam hospices, 1676 (Stadsarchief Amsterdam)
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It is one of the signs - together with the wider range of
periods and topics being studied and the growing
number of PhD theses - that country house research
has come of age. Although this wider focus is not new,
it is clearly gaining momentum. The University of
Groningen, Delft University of Technology and the
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam regularly publish books
on the country house landscape; added to this are pub-
lications from various foundations and associations,
such as In Arcadié and the Gelders Genootschap, that
conduct research into the country house and the land-
scape.

ANTECEDENTS
Henri van der Wyck, writing with an eye to the future
protection of historical country house estates, was one
of the first to focus explicitly on the (disappearing)
landscape around this type of heritage. From the 1970s
onward he promoted the study of the ‘ensemble’ of
architecture, interior and park, which expanded to
include the nature areas of which the country house
was an ‘extension’. It was Van der Wyck who coined the
term (in Dutch) ‘country house landscape’, which he
regarded as the landscape ‘defined by a number of
country houses’, but also as ‘the decor against which
the country houses stand out and in which they
appeared to best advantage’.? An early (1976) article by
Pim van Tent focusing on the landscape examined
which factors had influenced the emergence of clus-
ters of country houses, such as those along the river
Vecht.? This geographical approach attracted few fol-
lowers until after the 1996 publication of a much-cited
article by Hans Renes about the interrelatedness of the
country house and the surrounding landscape.® This
and other articles by Renes on the subject, as well as
his research into the concept of ‘landscape biography'
introduced by Jan Kolen, have contributed greatly to
the current popularity of the landscape-focused
approach to the country house.®

The popularity of the landscape perspective in coun-
try house research cannot be explained solely from a
(historical) geographical perspective. The discipline
of archaeology, where landscape studies gained in
importance from the 1980s onwards, also played a
role. In the Netherlands, the Dutch archaeologist
Hans Janssen was an early proponent of an ‘integrated
approach’ focusing on the interdisciplinary study of
the castle, including its economic, social and political
history, and researching not just the main fortress but
also the immediate surroundings of the castle.” In
England the archaeologists David Austin, Oliver
Creighton and Matthew Johnson encouraged research
into the ‘elite landscape’. Austin set the tone with two
lectures in the 1980s and ’9os. In the first he stressed
the symbiosis between castles and their immediate

(social, economic, landscape) surroundings, and the
influence of a pre-existing landscape on the choice of
location for a castle.® The second lecture was even
more groundbreaking. In it Austin expounded his the-
sis that different actors - farmer, servant or owner —
perceived and experienced the physical landscape dif-
ferently.® Almost twenty years later, Creighton
elaborated on Austin’s first lecture in particular, in
Castles and landscapes. Power, community and fortifi-
cation in medieval England and Designs upon the land.
Elite landscapes of the Middle Ages and in a historio-
graphical article.!® But it was primarily Matthew John-
son who, with his book Behind the Castle Gate, pushed
Dutch castle studies for awhile beyond the ‘gatehouse’
and into the landscape.!!

TOPOGRAPHY AND LOCATION FACTORS
The topographical location of the country house had
already been the key focus of Van der Wyck’s regional
atlases of Overijssel and the Veluwe.'? This type of
research was subsequently followed up in a series of
twenty-first century polder atlases containing recon-
structions of the historical landscape, including coun-
try houses and country house clusters.!* The strength
of these publications lies in large part in the visual
representation of the geographical distribution of
country houses and their location in relation to one
another and to other (cultural or natural) landscape
elements (fig. 1)."* These atlases are in some respects
reminiscent of the traditional regional studies that
inventoried and described the typical country house
areas, such as two early and fine examples by Heime-
rick Tromp and Jacob Six: De buitenplaatsen aan de
Vecht van Remmet van Luttervelt and De buitenplaatsen
van ’s-Graveland. In 2017 Ben Olde Meierink called
these kinds of clusters ‘country house biotopes’, claim-
ing that they were often deliberately created as utopian
Gesamtkunstwerke, or total works of art, and discern-
ing an affinity with the early ‘villa parks’.’®¢ Compara-
ble with these country house biotopes are the various
‘landed estate zones’ currently being identified, such
as the Stichtse Lustwarande, the Lustwarande in
Friesland and Groningen, the Gelders Arcadia landed
estate zone and those of Wassenaar-Voorschoten-Leid-
schendam-Voorburg. In Olde Meierink’s study of the
country house biotope, historical research and con-
ceptualization were key; with landed estate zones,
however, the focus is on areas that function adminis-
tratively and legally as a protected townscape (Wasse-
naar),areinstrumentalinthetourismsector (Friesland
and Groningen) or are expected to ‘enhance’ the (re)
development’ of the country houses and the country
house zones (Gelders Arcadia).'”

A second landscape approach that is currently prov-
ing popular, looks at what factors informed the choice
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2. Bird’s eye view of Soestdijk showing, in addition to ‘het lusthuis’ (country house) and the formal gardens, the ‘boswagter’s
huys’ (forester’s house) , the ‘moestuijn’ (kitchen garden), the ‘weg na de kalk-ovens’ (road to the lime kilns), several farms
and the city of Utrecht. Bastiaen Stopendael, 1675-1693 (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

of a specific location for a castle or country house.
These ‘location factors’ recently received attention in
the PhD theses of Diana Spiekhout, Het middelecuwse
kastelenlandschap van het Oversticht, and Gerdy Ver-
schuure, Welgelegen. Analyse van Hollandse buiten-
plaatsen in hun landschappen.'® These studies turned
up a lot of new information and, in part thanks to
them, the analysis of location factors already has a
firm place at the beginning of monographs of individ-
ual castles and country houses. For the non-geogra-
pher, the results of this kind of research can seem
fairly physical - and paradoxically enough also some-
what obvious (country houses are located on water-
ways). The danger with this approach is that it risks
losing sight of the human being as actor (and so also of
the mental, social and cultural landscape).

PRODUCTIVE LANDSCAPE AND INFRASTRUCTURE

One topic thatis receiving significantly more attention
in the present century is the study of farming enter-
prises on or near the country house estate. There is a
certain inevitability to the way the art-historical
approach to (the aesthetic quality of) house and gar-
den has dominated country house research. But it
ignores the significance of the productive landscape of
(tenant) farms and coppice woodland, and of the agri-
cultural landscape beyond the estate boundaries
(fig.2). One of the earliest publications on this topic
was Landgoederen en landschap in de Graafschap by
Piet van Cruyningen.'® According to Van Cruyningen,
country house ownersin the Graafschap in Gelderland
played a pioneering role in the modernization of farm-
ing in the nineteenth century: they experimented with
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manure, planted coniferous forests and took the lead
in moorland reclamation projects following the distri-
bution of common wasteland. In the twentieth cen-
tury, by contrast, they curbed modern agricultural
practices like forest clearance, with the result that the
landscape in the Graafschap still displays traces of the
historical country house landscape. Martin van den
Broeke’s PhD thesis (2016) was innovative on two
counts. Firstly, in presenting a typology of country
houses on the island of Walcheren based on different
levels of scale (small country houses on the urban
periphery, medium complexes further away from the
city, and large country houses in the most rural areas).
Secondly, in emphasizing the ongoing importance of
the productive landscape for the country house
owner.?? Van den Broeke convincingly rebuts the
widely accepted notion that country house estates
were purely for pleasure. The Zeeland country house
also featured in a study of the de-urbanization of the
Dutch Republic in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies by Paul Brusse and Wijnand Mijnhardt, who
claimed that during this period countless country
houses made way for agricultural businesses.?* Yme
Kuiper developed this idea in his contribution to the
European collection Estate landscapes in which he out-
lined a cyclical pattern in Dutch country house estates:
the country house with a significant agrarian compo-
nent (until c. 1700), the country house estate focused
purely on pleasure (until 1750) and country house
estates in turn replaced by farms (after 1750).22

The study of roads and railways connecting country
houses with one another or with towns and villages, or
running through them, is another fruitful and rela-
tively new landscape perspective. Jaap Evert Abraham-
se’s Wegh der Weegen, considers the eponymous, per-
fectly straight seventeenth-century road between
Amersfoortand Utrecht and the country house estates
that were intended to line it, but few of which were ever
realized.?® Unlike the studies of well-known country
house zones like the Beemster or Watergraafsmeer,
here it is the failure of a reclamation-cum-country
house development project that is of interest. Peter
Bijster and Theo Spek researched the (equally straight)
king’s roads built or planned in the Veluwe under Stad-
holder-King William 111. These roads, which were
intended to connect hisown currentand future landed
estates, also facilitated his frequent hunting parties.**
Bijster and Spek’s study raises the wider question of
the precise extent of the Stadholder-King’s ambitions
in the Veluwe where he owned a great deal of land. Was
William III planning to create a royal landscape com-
parable to that of Louis X1v around Paris??® Frans
Krabbendam’s study of the impact of the development
of the Dutch railway network on country houses has
yielded the most detailed picture to date of the clash

between the old and modern worlds.?® While some
country house owners hoped to profit from the devel-
opment of the railways based on increasing tourism
and the construction of the famous private stations,
otherswere worried about a disrupted view or the loca-
tion of the line. Country house owners regularly
attempted to influence the exact route of the railway
track in order to ensure that it would not run through
their estate. This did sometimes occur and led to
expropriation proceedings and the break-up of the
estate into smaller parcels of land that were subse-
quently used for villa developments (fig. 3).

MINDSCAPES AND LANDSCAPES OF MEMORY

Avery different type of research reconstructs the polit-
ical-ideological country house landscape.?”’” Mark
Glaudemans argues in his PhD thesis that the country
houses around Amsterdam bear the traces of classical
ideas of the ideal city and an encircling Arcadia.?®
Responding to studies by Johan Huizinga and Peter
Burke of the typical urban country house found in
the province of Holland, Rob van der Laarse and Yme
Kuiper analysed mental landscapes rather than the
physical environment.”® Both discerned a divide
between urban, bourgeois country houses (around
Amsterdam) - possibly the result of the gradual ‘aris-
tocratization’ of the regent class — and noble and stad-
holder landscapes (in The Hague and in the east of the
country).

The decline of the bourgeois-urban country house
began earlier than that of the noble landed estate, but
by the beginning of the twentieth century both were
experiencing hard times. Several landscape-focused
studies discuss attempts to preserve landed estates at
the beginning of that century and the Nachleben of the
country house: what happened to this heritage when
the owner was forced to sell the estate or large parts of
it? Wybren Verstegen researched the 1928 Natuur-
schoonwet (Nature Conservation Act), whose objective
was not so much the preservation of the landed estates
themselves as the natural values they represented. The
Actplayed arole in the opening of landed estates to the
public - one of the conditions for securing a grant -
and gave avital impetus to the conservation of parts of
the country house landscape, especially in the east of
the country.®® In his study of the Eerde estate, Michiel
Purmer describes the complexity of the democratiza-
tion of the landscape: is it possible to continue to hon-
our the wishes of the former owner, as expressed at the
handover of the estate to Natuurmonumenten,
decades later?®* What function should a landed estate
have today, who gets to decide that, and what are the
consequences of the almost inevitable financial strin-
gency when it is managed by an association?

In the twentieth century many landed estates were



3. The railway line in Arnhem with view of Sonsbeek. Album Staats Evers, 1865 (Gelders Archief)

swallowed up by creeping suburban development
or infrastructure while others became municipal
parks, as Sandra den Dulk shows in her PhD thesis
Verlangen naar groene wandelingen.’®> Elyze Storm-
Smeets describes this process in detail with respect to
Arnhem in herarticle ‘From elite to public landscapes’.
The Arnhem city council bought up several landed
estates, including Klarenbeek, transforming a former
nobleman’s private property into a public space in one
of the finest municipal parks in the Netherlands.3?
What the country house estate and the municipal park
have in common are walks, a subject on which Erik de
Jong haswritten extensively.?* The main focus of these
publications is not on the physical landscape, but on
the interpretation and experience of the landscape
under the influence of Romanticism, the scientific rev-
olution, aesthetics, and treatises on health and
hygiene. While contemporary landscape studies often
promise to consider the mental landscape or mind-
scape, they rarely deliver. By contrast, in De Jong’s

writings the interaction between the (natural and cul-
tural) physical landscape and the ideological land-
scape occupies centre stage.*® In his analysis of the
eighteenth-century enthusiasm for ‘Arcadias’ (descrip-
tions and topographical representations of the land-
scape, including castles, ruins and country houses), he
demonstrates that the physical landscape carried
both religious and enlightened connotations and
aroused a feeling of pride in one’s own country that
foreshadowed the formation of the nation state in the
nineteenth century.’® In two recent interesting arti-
cles, David Koren drew attention to the still recogniz-
able plantation landscape complete with country
houses on Curacao and to the future of this cultural
heritage. Koren believes that the mental landscape
should take precedence in the process of awarding
World or local heritage status: instead of the architec-
tural history of the houses it is the cultural or memory
landscape that should be prioritized.?” In Delft Steffen
Nijhuis argues for a spatial design approach, loosely
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based on Fernand Braudel, with attention to both the
physical and the mental landscape.3® Nijhuis distin-
guishes several layers in the historical landscape -
sometimes with the aid of GIS technology - that lay
bare the estate landscape and its evolution: the physi-
cal environment, human activities and cultural, insti-
tutional and conceptual ideas. The concept of layers
and their interrelationships forms the basis for an
area-based, landscape[-focused] approach to the
design and protection of estate landscapes.

It is absolutely crucial to discuss and theorize the
issue of how to interpret the historical estate land-
scape and how we want to use it, interpret it or trans-
form it in future. Kasteel en landschap in Limburg, one
of the early landscape publications, reveals just how
wide agulfthere is between research and design.* The
solid research in the first part of this collection is fol-
lowed by a final chapter featuring concrete designs by
avariety of practices, which have little or nothing to do
with the historical-geographical knowledge of the pre-
vious chapters, let alone with the mental landscape.

OUTLOOK

The main task for future researchers of the estate land-
scape is to find a methodological and theoretical foun-
dation, and to venture beyond a description of the
landscape based on form and function. It is remark-
able, given its success in the Netherlands, that the
landscape biography approach has found few adher-
ents in the field of country house landscape research;
the examples can be counted on the fingers of one
hand.*® The emphasis that this approach puts on the
nature-culture relationship (a defining feature of the
country house estate), on the individuals who have
shaped the landscape (owner, architect, staff and gar-
deners, walkers), on the mental landscape (based on

NOTES

Jaarboekje Nederlandse Kastelenstichting,

classicideals, biblical connotations or the specificlink
between an actor and the country house), on forgotten
or overwritten phases or layers (such as periods
between construction phases), and on a critical analy-
sis of the current design task (restoration or new inter-
pretations), make the landscape biography an press-
ing oratleast useful addition to country house studies.

Equally curious is the almost total absence of lead-
ing theoreticiansin the fields of geographyand archae-
ology in studies of the country house landscape. Nor is
there any trace of the pivotal geographical debates
about ‘space’, whether it be Henri Lefebvre’s ground-
breaking publications on social space or Anthony Gid-
dens’ structuration theory and Bruno Latour’s elabo-
ration of that theory. Even the less theoretically
top-heavy scholars are absent from current landscape
studies. Denis Cosgrove’s influential perspective on
landscape as text, for example, appears to have no fol-
lowers at all. Nor has the subsequent, more performa-
tive approach to landscape found an audience. Twenty
years ago Matthew Johnson was already transposing
this last approach into the study of ‘the elite land-
scape’, which he regards as a place where the ‘identi-
ties of men and women were “played out™”.*! Operating
in-between the disciplines of geography, landscape
architecture, archaeology, history and art history, the
country house studyin general, and that of the country
house landscape in particular, cuts a somewhat meth-
odologically and theoretically isolated figure, and per-
haps that explains the lack of method and theory in
many studies. The country house research field is
maturing, not least thanks to the growing interest in
the wider (physical, political, cultural and social) land-
scape of which any given country house is or once was
a part. But there is enough room, and perhaps also
need, for further development.

7 He did this quite explicitly in: H.L.

With thanks to Steffen Nijhuis and
Michiel Purmer.

Although it is sometimes difficult to
draw a line between research into the
country house landscape and research
into gardens, in this article I am
primarily interested in the landscape,
and so I do not consider research into
the country house garden.
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DUTCH RESEARCH INTO THE COUNTRY HOUSE AND ITS LANDSCAPE
CURRENT STATE OF SCHOLARSHIP AND OUTLOOK

HANNEKE RONNES

One of the unmistakable trends in current country
houseresearch is the growing interestin the landscape
context of country houses. The unquestioned empha-
sis on the main house and the garden is increasingly
giving way to an approach that includes or focuses on
the wider setting: village, nature, town, infrastructure,
farms, churches, and other country houses. This arti-
cle sketches the rise of this approach and offers an
overview of the various perspectives. Among the as-
pects covered by landscape studies are country house

regions, choice of location, the productive landscape,
infrastructure, the political landscape and the mental
landscape. Although this growing interest in the land-
scape setting is one of the most important recent devel-
opments in country house research, most of these
studies are predominantly descriptive. This article
calls for the establishment of a firmer methodological
and theoretical underpinning - a task to which it is to
be hoped that future researchers will devote them-
selves.





