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Landscape between heaven and hell 
Karel Dibbets 
 
Images of white clouds above a rich meadow and a low horizon with a spire can 
summon different associations and interpretations, memories and expectations. For 
some people, the picturesque apple blossom in De Betuwe is the epitome of beauty 
and serenity; to others it is a sign of kitsch and indolence. For some, the white 
village in copper-green oak is an experience of happiness and bliss, while it reminds 
others of places full of hate and malice. The same holds true for film. Pastoral 
Holland in film art has developed into a land of extremes: at first sight it seems like 
heaven on earth. But look closer and you might see hell. The landscape has lost its 
innocence. 
 
The romantic glorification of rural life still exists, especially in a popular medium such 
as film. It once began as an artistic ideal that was able to rise to great heights in 
landscape painting of the nineteenth century. In this painterly tradition, the wide 
horizon and rural life are merely a theme, an excuse to work magic with paint, colour 
and light. In this conception of painting, what one paints is less important than how 
one paints it. Dutch photographers and filmmakers have borrowed this artistic ideal 
from the ‘Haagse School’ (‘The Hague School’), a group of painters in the nineteenth 
century, and have subsequently used it to discover the ins and outs of their brand 
new medium and to develop new rules for an artistic programme of their own. Their 
films are therefore less a discovery of the countryside and more a discovery of film 
and its artistic possibilities. For a generation, filmmakers have simply used the 
clichés of windmills, canals and waving grain as an exercise while developing a style 
of their own. The ‘Haagse School’ was a toolbox, full of artistic devices and examples 
for them to use, a box that would always remain within reach. 
 
 
The ‘Haagse School’ represented both the high point and the end point for Dutch 
landscaping art in the nineteenth century. These paintings are not only beautiful, but 
also tragic. The gorgeous landscapes to which the School devoted itself no longer 
existed by the end of the nineteenth century. It is well known that one of the most 
virtuoso artists in this group, Weissenbruch, complained about having to walk further 
and further away from The Hague with his painting gear to find a suitable spot in the 
polder that hadn’t yet been tainted by modernisation. It is also well known that this 
same Weissenbruch left out everything in his paintings that he didn’t like: water 
towers, factory chimneys, railroad tracks, little train stations; they were single-
handedly removed from his earthly paradise. Not that that’s a bad thing: on the 
contrary. But neither do we have to close our eyes for the fact that these painters 
strived for an idealisation of the landscape and that they focused their vision on the 
past. They created historical reconstructions of lost landscapes. And one might 
wonder: did the filmmakers do it any differently? 
 
Unlike the ‘Haagse School’, film is a product of technology and industrialisation, an 
outcome of modernisation. This lends film a different source of inspiration, which 
would also play such an important role in modern art of the twentieth century: the 
big city. Those two themes, city and country, metropolis and paradise, commonly 
seem to rule each other out. They are connected by artistic ideals that at first sight 
would seem to have little in common. One also rarely sees this combination in films. 
And yet it does happen. First of all, a movement called ‘New Photography’ came into 



being in the 1920s. New Photography had a fascination for technology, while 
simultaneously attempting to banish every form of romanticism. This movement 
made a clean sweep of the pastoral paradise in the Netherlands, with remarkable 
results, as we will see further on. In the second place, this desire for nature is really 
an invention for and by city-dwellers. Arcadia springs from the imagination of a city-
dweller in search of leisure: a house sparrow on holiday, longing for peace and 
harmony, away from the noise, the machines and the office. That goes for the art of 
painting as much as for film. It is mostly the modern city-dweller – behind the 
camera and in the movie theatre – who prefers to observe life outside the city during 
a Sunday stroll. 
 
How have Dutch filmmakers come to grips with the Arcadian ideal? Technically 
speaking, they started out with quite some disadvantages on the art of painting. 
Several handicaps had to be overcome. The first of these was the contemplative 
approach developed by the art of painting in the nineteenth century vis-à-vis the 
landscape. The hallowed atmosphere and the concentrated attention art demanded 
from its audience since the nineteenth century - as in the national gallery or a 
concert hall, where one isn’t allowed so much as a cough - that atmosphere was 
absent in noisy movie theatres, especially in 1900. The new medium introduced a 
flood of visual information, with a lot of spectacle and sensation. It offered views of 
distant lands, unknown peoples and famous kings. It also demonstrated the modern 
city’s fascination with cars, trains, trams, bridges, shopping streets and crowds. 
Spectacular landscapes offered a special kind of attraction. There was even a movie 
shows called Hale’s Tours in the United States where the audience was placed in a 
train compartment: when they looked out of the window, they saw filmed landscapes 
moving by. Unspectacular horizons like that of the Netherlands however demanded a 
different approach. Filmmakers would have to subjugate the landscape – and 
therefore also painting and photography – to the medium. They would have to cut 
our Arcadia into pieces and then put it back together again. 
 
A second problem was that the famous Dutch skies full of clouds wouldn’t turn out 
very well on black-and-white film. All of those majestic cloud formations that played 
such an important role in the image’s composition are hardly visible in black-and-
white stock. The blue sky is always heavily overexposed and therefore completely 
white, unless one works with filters and then skilfully adjusts the prints in the dark 
room. You’ll never see any clouds in silent films from before 1930, and if you do, 
they were shot by someone willing to pull out all the stops. On top of that, clouds in 
a film can neither be staged nor directed. One has to wait endlessly for just the right 
moment. Adjusting the lighting and the filters shuts down the entire shooting 
process; it also distracts from the action elsewhere in the frame.  
 
 
A third handicap was that film has motion, whereas other art forms do not. A 
landscape usually entails motionlessness. This offered filmmakers a huge challenge: 
how could one prevent one’s film from becoming a series of still photographs, like a 
picture book? A solution for this problem of static landscapes had already been 
demonstrated with great bravura in 1899. In that year, cameramen from the British 
Biograph and Mutoscope Company came to the Netherlands to make film recordings. 
They used the clunkiest, most unmanageable camera in the world. It weighed as 
much as a piano, was controlled by several technicians, and was powered electrically 
by a diesel engine. A motionless camera combined with a static landscape… but film’s 
two biggest handicaps could not prevent MOLENS LANGS DE ZAAN (Windmills along 
the Zaan river – 1899) from becoming one of the best film recordings of the classic 



Dutch landscape, a minor spectacle in the space of 50 seconds. In order to shoot it, 
the heavy camera had been placed on the prow of a boat. As the boat turns, the 
camera whip-pans along the horizon of the Zaan area, where dozens of windmills are 
revealed. A new visual theme was born: the Netherlands viewed from the water. This 
panoramic shot became the model for countless variants that were soon to become 
popular. Examples include films shot from a steam tram riding into the city, of which 
Willy Mullens produced a great many. 
 
Not until the period of the First World War did the Dutch discover the Netherlands as 
interesting subject matter for a film. Before that time, they had little interest in their 
own country. But during the war, imports of films from abroad came to an almost 
total standstill. This created room for home-grown productions: not just feature 
films, but also documentaries. Various national themes came into view: besides 
cities, industry, harbours and shipping, subjects like the countryside, cattle breeding, 
and beautiful scenic areas now became viable. This new trend could be described as 
the awakening of a Dutch ‘school’ of documentary filmmaking. 
 
 

 
 
Of all these new films, DE RIJN VAN LOBITH TOT AAN ZEE (The Rhine from Lobith to 
the sea) by I.A. Ochse (Polygoon) from 1922 is by far the most important production 
made in that period. It summarises the artistic developments of the preceding 
twenty years, while simultaneously pointing the way forward, towards avant-garde 
filmmaking. It is also the least known, the most difficult and the most mysterious 
film ever made in this country. It represented a great leap forward in artistic 
development, many years before the avant-garde would present its first art films in 
the Netherlands. DE RIJN is not only a synthesis and a sampling of all filmic 
achievements until that time (and let’s be honest, they were few), but it also added 
something new that moved far beyond the quaint observations and impish beauty we 
had seen in films so far. I don’t mean the application of a few impressive effects, but 
the introduction of new rules, new devices for making films. All visual innovations 
that would later become known and would be claimed by the art film movement (as 
we will see later) were already present in this 1922 film. Besides, DE RIJN includes a 
few strokes of genius that the avant-garde ignored and that wouldn’t be rediscovered 
as new until sixty years later.  
 
DE RIJN is almost an hour long and is based on an improbably simple premise: it is a 
straightforward boat trip down the Rhine from Lobith to the sea, as the title says. 
The viewer travels through a landscape and looks around. It’s a geography lesson in 
the manner of a road movie. The first thing that strikes one about it is the preferred 
vantage point that the filmmaker chooses to observe the country: from the water. 



The Netherlands seen from the water constitutes the film’s main theme. It was not 
the first time that a film recording was made from a boat (see the panorama shot in 
DE MOLENS AAN DE ZAAN, 1899), but it was the first time that an entire film’s 
concept was based upon this premise. We will see this again later dozens of times. 
This new perspective from the water has at least four advantages. First of all, the 
camera sails along on the boat while the landscape drifts by us. What’s more, the 
landscape seems to come alive and to turn around us as though we are standing 
still; this is called ‘induced movement’. DE RIJN uses this illusion. Secondly, we have 
become passengers ourselves: not observing outsiders, but travellers sailing along 
and moving along. Thirdly, the movement of water is discovered here as a separate 
motif, and is subjected to closer scrutiny: the beating of the waves, the current, the 
reflection and glistening of the water surface. Haanstra’s SPIEGEL VAN HOLLAND 
(Mirror of Holland – 1950) is the apotheosis of this development. Finally, Ochse adds 
a fourth element to this style: time. His panoramas and fleeting distances are not 
only virtuoso in their execution, but also painfully slow. The landscape glides by in 
endless tranquillity. Duration is added as a style element, not only in order to be able 
to take everything in, but also to let the beauty really sink in. The contemplative look 
of the ‘Haagse School’ is an itegral part of this style. 
 
 
The very same Iep Ochse had already made the film NEERLAND’S VOLKLEVEN IN DE 
LENTE (Dutch Folk life in Springtime) together with folklorist D.J. van der Ven. The 
latter was one of the great popularisers of folk culture before the war. To him, film 
was a popular medium that suited his purposes. He aimed to register so-called 
ancient folk customs on film. He wasn’t interested in landscapes but in folklore. He 
did things very systematically, producing a series of films in the 1920s about Dutch 
folk customs, ordered by season. This led to the creation of films that went on for 
hours about Dutch folk life in the spring, in the summer and during the harvesting 
season. He had a predilection for parades and folk festivals in traditional clothing, 
events that were often staged for the camera. These productions are easy to make 
fun of today, but they are nevertheless the first films about rural life. Ochse soon 
stopped working for Van der Ven, when he realized that their views about filmmaking 
were incompatible. Perhaps that is why Ochse’s Spring Film has remained something 
of a hybrid: the parades are nearly unwatchable, but as soon as Mr Van der Ven was 
out of the way, Ochse would leap at the opportunity. 
 

 
 
Ten years later, the cinematic gaze had definitely uncovered the Netherlands. 
Filmmakers had fully mastered the envisioning of the ideal Netherlands. ALS DE 
HALMEN BUIGEN (‘When the stalks bend’, directed by Raab van Canstein, camera 



Jean Dréville, 1930) became a song of praise to peasant life, viewed through the eyes of 
a few Parisians on holiday. People do toil in this paradise, but they never tire, and they 
are always attractive to look at. Films like these not only promote the Netherlands as a 
holiday destination, but also glorify Dutch Arcadia as a symbol of national identity. The 
‘concept of nationality’ is not just an ideology, but is above all something that will cause 
no offence. The concept of nationality stands above all parties and socio-political 
divisions. Nobody can be against it: no parochialism, but unity instead. It is therefore 
mostly a marketing concept: the common denominator. It allows one to reach the largest 
possible audience, not just a limited audience of socialists, Catholics or Protestants. 
There are no strong divisions in our Arcadia. There is no such thing as a sectarian 
landscape. 
 
 
The Netherlands at its most beautiful was especially popular across the border. Several 
tourist films called THE NETHERLANDS were produced in the 1930s. The sound 
version by Max de Haas from 1934 combines the national anthem with images of clouds, 
horizons, cows, ditches and sailing boats. The same Dutch landscape is rediscovered 
from the air. The moment of magic in this film is the transition from a horizontal view 
from a boat to a vertical view from an airplane. The version by Willy Mullens from 1937 
contains a complete iconography, the entire catalogue of clichés and tempting images of 
the Netherlands at its most beautiful. This makes the film a sampling of twenty years of 
cinematography. And yet it also includes a new element that was missing before: we see 
highways and cars speeding by. Foreign tourists were not to be given the wrong 
impression that they would be transported here by horse and cart. A new kind of 
panorama and a different kind of horizon was appearing, not created by nature but by 
technology. In this film, they look nightmarish; the accompanying music certainly is. 
 

 
These films about the beautiful Netherlands still presented modernisation as a 
nightmare. A few films had by that time already been made glorifying technology, also in 
rural life and in the polder. But only in Joris Ivens’ films about the Zuiderzee does one 
see our paradise as a true high-tech environment. This is New Photography repackaged 
as film. In ZUIDERZEE (‘Zuiderzee’, 1930) and NIEUWE GRONDEN (‘New Earth’, 
1934), Ivens didn’t film the lost landscapes of the past, but the creation of new land. He 
illustrated that the old and the new landscape exist side by side in the Netherlands: 
modern land reclamation and nostalgic imagery sometimes intermingle. Unlike D.J. van 
der Ven, who wished to capture disappearing folklore on film, Ivens created an ode to 



this new land and to the machines that were crucial to this great endeavour. The rhythm 
of the mechanical instruments, the battle between nature and machine, the composition 
of the new landscape without a shred of nostalgia, an ounce of sentimentality, or a whiff 
of romanticism. A new landscape is created in Ivens’ films, not only as new land, but 
also as a new image, a new art that registers what the old art refused to see. This is 
lyricism, but with a vocabulary and a grammar completely different than before. Ivens 
glorifies the makability of the landscape; he creates an anti-Arcadia. 
 
 
It is only a small step from this anti-Arcadia to a dangerous Arcadia. That step is 
made in the feature film JONGE HARTEN (‘Young Hearts’, Charles Huguenot van der 
Linden, Hein Josephson, 1936). Now I must stress that there was precious little 
footage of actual landscapes in pre-war Dutch feature films. Inventive and 
interesting use of open land or the sea, as was so common in American and French 
films, was very rare in Dutch feature films. JONGE HARTEN (‘Young Hearts’) and 
DOOD WATER (‘Dead Water’, Gerard Rutten, 1934) are exceptions, although these 
films were more about the sea than they were about the land. JONGE HARTEN does 
something that isn’t part of that particular idyll: the delightful landscape changes 
into a treacherous assassin. The lovely water turns out to play a life-threatening 
role: a woman is trapped on the Wadden Sea by the rising flood. Nature turns 
against man. This dark side of the pastoral Netherlands finds a form for the first time 
in JONGE HARTEN. Death is lurking outside the walls of the city: strange things are 
happening there. 
 
The day of reckoning for our Arcadia would occur some time later. In ONTLUISTERD 
LAND (‘Tarnished Land’, 1947), Herman van der Horst shows how the most beautiful 
landscapes were covered with minefields and full of bunkers after the war. Hans Heijnen 
went one step further: in the late-twentieth century he made several controversial 
documentaries about the last remains of traditional rural life. Jos van den Burg wrote the 
following about Heijnen’s films – which include LEKKER WEERTJE, MENEER 
PRADHAN! (‘Nice Weather, Mr Pradhan!’, 1989), HET GEHEIM VAN OSSENISSE (‘The 
Secret of Ossenisse’, 1994), and BOKKEN EN GEITEN (‘Billy-goats and nanny-goats’, 
1998): ‘His lyrical images of landscapes bring to mind the work of Bert Haanstra and 
Herman van der Horst. There is however an important difference: rural culture is harsh 
and often ruthlessly intolerant in Heijnen’s films. Whereas the documentary filmmakers 
of the Dutch school had an idealised, lyrical vision of the countryside (…), Heijnen 
looked behind the façade of the idyll of rural life. (…) Landscapes that would suggest 
idyllic living communities, turn out to be hotbeds of backbiting, banishment and narrow-
mindedness.’ In HET GEHEIM VAN OSSENISSE, one of the villagers characterises the 
hamlet in Zeeland portrayed by Heijnen: ‘It’s like a miniature version of Yugoslavia here. 
Except we don’t have any guns.’ Heijnen’s arcadian horror films were made of course for 
a city audience that had long suspected that strange things were happening in the 
countryside, in spite of the age-old propaganda and indoctrination by the art of painting. 
But these horror films were the work of an insider, someone who knew village life from 
close by, but had run away, and who has since reported on this paradise as if he had 
escaped the Gulag archipelago. 
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