
The diploma project in architecture is a special, 
long-awaited moment – the culmination of 
six years of studies, but it is also charged 
with a large spectrum of emotions due to 
its complexity. The process of developing 
the diploma project is quite demanding 
since it assumes working with much more 
independence and, in most cases for the first 
time, the responsibility of choosing one’s 
own site, programme and theme. The depth 
expected, from decoding the context to the 
narrative, is also much greater. A diploma 
project must convincingly demonstrate the 
overlap of various substrata in a coherent 
discourse.
All the projects presented in the following 
subchapters proved their consistent qualities 
by being substantiated through research and 
responding to the fundamental objectives 
outlined in the five volumes of this series. 
Thus, they remain good examples even for the 
themes of the forthcoming volumes. 
Yet given the focus of this volume, the 
authors were asked to frame their projects 
by emphasizing the role played by context 
and its deciphering in the course of their 
research process. These projects, quite 
different in nature, showcase how decoding a 
context translated into the design in different 
manners, shaping distinctive approaches and 
grounding well-formed arguments.
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Andreea Diana ROMAN

This paper examines the intricate relationship 
between a site’s contextual nuances and the 
systems that define its identity, functionality 

and evolution. Focusing on the Dutch city 
of Zaandam, it analyses how the current 

conditions of an environment are shaped by 
its historical, cultural and socio-economic 

layers. The findings highlight particularities 
of urban and architectural systems that 

contribute to the continuous production of 
meaning within the urban environment. The 

study emphasizes the necessity of addressing 
contemporary needs, which introduces an 

experimental dimension to the concept of a 
functional city. Such a city requires a delicate 

balance between maintaining a coherent 
representation of the existing urban fabric 

and incorporating the individualisation of new 
developments, an idea I applied in the project 

for the redevelopment of the city centre in 
Zaandam.
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INQUIRY, CONTEXT AND URBAN COMPLEXITY

Architectural research and semiotics function as a pivotal framework for 
facilitating dialogue between a new architectural structure and the surrounding 
society. Such a framework reveals the profound implications of design on the 
daily experiences and lived realities of citizens and it has been used as a starting 
point in the research undertaken during the development of my diploma project. 
As the final project of the Architecture Master’s, it captured the complexities 
of the architectural programme and the specificities of a built environment. 
The results of this research were a theoretical paper on elements of identity 
in the structuring of the new centre and the project Hybrid Strategies in the 
Densification of Zaandam City Centre, presented during the 2023 viva sessions.

When Rem Koolhaas (2020) stated “I think I can make architecture as a journalist, 
(...) it is a profession without discipline. Journalism is just an assembly of curiosities, 
applicable to any subject” (p. 18), he sought to articulate his distinctive approach 
to architectural practice. This perspective encourages a broader examination of 
the role of research, which can be understood as encompassing the systematic 
investigation, analysis and dissemination of knowledge pertaining to the built 
environment.

Architecture, within this framework, operates inside the context of the urban 
landscape, subtly influencing the dynamics of the city while remaining integrated 
into its broader fabric. By engaging with the complexities of urban life, we 
acknowledge that architecture needs to address pragmatic values as well as to 
shape the qualitative dimensions of place.

I began the design process for my diploma project – consisting in the 
redevelopment of the city centre of Zaandam – by understanding the vocation of 
the site and its functional necessities. This understanding is cultivated through 
an opportunity study, which evaluates the site’s potential and constraints, and 
through volumetric sketches and site surveys that facilitate the visualisation of 
spatial relationships and contextual integration. The approach to the site may 
vary significantly, ranging from bold, transformative gestures to subtle, discrete 
interventions, depending on the existing conditions and the intended impact. 
Regardless of the approach, coherence with the site’s identity, as defined by 
its urban planning guidelines and contextual particularities, remains a critical 
consideration.

The Special Function of a Site 
in the Context of Globalisation

Urban life has always required strong focal points within the limits of the city. 
These elements are essential for preserving the continuity and recognisability of 
the urban fabric, which remains rooted in the city’s identity. However, this raises 
the critical question: How do we respond to these urban, social and historical 
imperatives? The answer lies in adopting a critical attitude toward the city’s 
existing and potential narratives. The specificities of the context are the sum of 
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the elements that confer its identity, thus defining its particularities in relation to 
the city.

In their dialogue, Rafael Moneo and Kenneth Frampton (1997) emphasize 
the importance of critical reading in architecture, particularly in the context of 
globalisation. They argue that the principles of the architectural discipline must 
be rooted in the identification and documentation of spatial configurations 
and urban conditions. This approach aligns with the ontological exploration of 
architecture, the nature of its being and the epistemological frameworks that 
define how we acquire knowledge about it.

The essence of understanding urban life and its intricate systems lies in the 
questions we ask, often without a predefined understanding of what we seek. 
Dilemmas and inquiries about how to intervene on the site drive the analytical 
process, transforming abstract ideas into tangible insights. For instance: How 
do spatial configurations influence urban conditions? Or: What defines the 
character of a place beyond its function? Such questions guide us toward an 
understanding of the urban fabric, in which architecture operates as both a 
backdrop and a catalyst for continuity or change.

One of the key considerations must be the extent to which these local 
characteristics are influenced by global thinking and the evolving needs of 
society. While knowledge of globalisation cannot be directly integrated into a 
contextual environment, it can provide a valuable perspective on how to leverage 
the specific characteristics of the place you work with. In the case of Zaandam, 
aesthetic characteristics and visual style were the main instruments in creating 
an architecture that continues the history of the place while simultaneously 
addressing contemporary needs.

Given that the resources at hand could be infinite, a clear understanding of 
what you are looking for must determine the suitable research method for each 
case. Key aspects must be examined at the correct scale to provide meaningful 
insights. The regional context helps in understanding broader urban dynamics 
and connectivity while the city’s local image reveals how a site fits within its 
urban fabric and cultural landscape. Additionally, newly defined spaces must 
be assessed to determine how contemporary interventions influence social 
interactions and urban experiences.

The analysis of Zaandam integrated four methodologies so as to ensure a multi-
layered approach to site analysis. This comprehensive strategy enabled a well-
rounded understanding of the spatial, social and cultural aspects that define the 
identity of the site.

Field observations, photographic documentation and mapping techniques 
provided direct insights into spatial organisation, infrastructure and environmental 
features, allowing for a comprehensive evaluation of the site’s character and 
functionality. Beyond theoretical and experiential approaches, the historical 
records, zoning laws and urban planning reports were examined in order to 
understand the regulatory influences on the site’s evolution. 

Sources and Resources
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Architectural theory served as a foundation for site analysis, offering a framework 
to understand spatial organisation, urban development, and design principles. 
By referencing established theories, you can position a site within broader 
architectural trends, recognising spatial patterns, historical influences and their 
impact on the built environment.

Using phenomenology as a method to concentrate on a space’s sensory and 
experiential characteristics provided insight into how to navigate the built 
environment given that individuals identify locations with experiences, feelings 
and memories.

Ethnographic study further enriched the analysis by focusing on the behaviours, 
traditions and practices of the community. Immersing yourself in the local context 
through interviews and participation in urban life allows you to capture narratives 
and interactions that define the space, assessing how it shapes identity and 
belonging.

The Paradox of Choice

Zaandam’s urban design and development are deeply influenced by stylistic and 
spatial characteristics, which significantly shape how the city’s transformation 
is perceived and understood. These elements determine how the debate on 
Zaandam’s development is interpreted, influencing the overall effectiveness of 
its urban narrative.

When performing a contextual analysis of Zaandam, it was essential to 
differentiate between hard (non-negotiable) and soft (subjective) data, as 
outlined by Edward T. White (1983). Hard data involves objective elements like 
physical site characteristics, structural parameters and other quantifiable factors 
while soft data includes more interpretative aspects like cultural significance, 
user behaviour and emotional resonance. According to White, soft data forms 
a bridge to user experience, enabling behaviour patterns to inform design 
strategies that enhance human interaction with the space.

Furthermore, determining the value of different components of urban research 
required structuring arguments using three rhetorical concepts (logos, ethos 
and pathos) that became essential tools in structuring and presenting the 
collected data (Abell, 2010). Logos, which appeals to logic and reason, provided 
the evidence-based framework for the justification of urban design choices for 
traffic patterns, environmental sustainability measures, and for the assessment 
of the effectiveness of urban interventions in the way people use public space. 
Ethos, the ethical authority of those making decisions, served to build trust in 
the development process, maintaining proper standards in respecting the city’s 
cultural heritage. Pathos, which addresses the emotional connection of the 
audience, evoking feelings like pride, nostalgia or community spirit, was relied 
upon in blending modern urban needs with historical references, engaging 
emotions that deepen the relationship between the city and its inhabitants 
(Norberg-Schulz, 1965).
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A MULTIDIMENSIONAL APPROACH 
TO ZAANDAM’S CIVIC AND 
ARCHITECTURAL IDENTITY

Zaandam has undergone significant transformations over the past decades, with 
its evolution from an industrial hub to a post-industrial urban centre reflecting 
broader trends in urban development, such as the shift from manufacturing-
based economies to service-oriented ones. The Inverdan urban development 
plan for the centre of Zaandam (Municipality of Zaanstad, 2006) serves as a 
prime example of how hybrid strategies can reconcile the need for innovation 
with local identity.

The city’s urban fabric is characterised by a phenomenological approach, where 
architecture is experienced through the design of both indoor and outdoor 
atmospheres. These address the interaction between the user and the immediate 
outdoor space as well as the indoor navigation through the building. This 
interplay between genius loci and thematic design underscores the importance 
of creating a coherent urban identity while accommodating diverse cultural and 
functional needs (Ibelings & Van Rossem, 2009). 

The temporal scale plays a crucial role in understanding the dynamics of events, 
their durations and the evolving perceptions of physical characteristics (White, 
1983). Critical periods or processes that illuminate the contextual nuances of the 
site determine not only how long an event takes to occur but also how long its 
effects last, creating a continuous interplay between past, present and future. 
As time progresses, perceptions of physical attributes change, reflecting shifts 
in context, scale and significance that highlight the interconnected forces which 
define a site’s identity. These issues, pursued in the study of the municipality of 
Zaanstad and particularly of Zaandam – its largest city – were the focus of my 
research.

Layers of Hard Data

Hard data layers are the tangible, non-negotiable elements that dictate the 
physical and legal parameters of urban development, involving the careful 
integration of various layers. These are often legally bound elements that dictate 
the structure of urban development and form the foundation upon which flexible, 
adaptive designs can be built, ensuring a harmonious blend of functionality, 
history and modern urban needs.

        Historical Development and Industrialisation

Zaandam, a city located in the northern part of the Netherlands, has emerged 
as an integral component of the Randstad region, specifically of the Amsterdam 
Metropolitan Area (Fig. 1). Geographically, it is situated along the river Zaan, 
which has historically served as a vital transportation route, facilitating trade 
and industrial development. Over time, Zaandam has evolved from a small 
settlement into a significant industrial hub, and more recently, into a post-
industrial city facing contemporary urban challenges such as the lack of public 
spaces (Helsloot, 2005).
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Figure 1. Zaanstad municipality within the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area. 
Source: redrawn and adapted by the author from https://www.openstreetmap.org/

The origins of Zaandam can be traced back to its early settlement, which was 
marked by shipbuilding and the production of decorative motifs inspired by those 
found in larger Dutch cities. Its strategic location along the river Zaan made it a 
crucial link between Amsterdam and the North Sea, fostering its growth as a 
trade and industrial centre.

Industrialisation began in the 16th century, driven primarily by windmill-powered 
industries specialising in oil and wood production. By the 18th century, the city 
of Zaandam had developed into one of Europe’s earliest industrial centres, 
boasting more than 650 operational windmills. This era of industrial prosperity 
was, however, interrupted by frequent flooding of the dikes, leading to a period 
of stagnation. During this time, plans were laid for the construction of a railway 
across the North Sea Canal, which would later play a pivotal role in the city’s 
economic transformation.
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The 19th century brought significant changes to Zaandam, as the advent of 
steam engines and the opening of the North Sea Canal shifted economic focus 
from water-based industries to land-based infrastructure. The construction 
of railways and roads further transformed Zaandam’s urban fabric, leading 
to the densification of the city centre and the emergence of new residential 
neighbourhoods (Fig. 2). The revitalisation and expansion of the automated 
industrial sector began at the end of the 19th century, setting the stage for 
further urban development.

Figure 2. Zaanstad densification. 
Source: redrawn and adapted by the author from https://www.oldmapsonline.org/

        Post-Industrial Transformation

The 20th century marked a turning point for Zaandam, as the decline of traditional 
industries left it with a legacy of abandoned factories and underutilised spaces. 
The post-industrial period necessitated a rethinking of urban development 
strategies, particularly in terms of land use and architectural practice. The city of 
Zaandam could no longer expand outward due to natural protected areas to the 
west and a major highway to the east (Fig. 3). As a result, urban development 
shifted towards the efficient use of existing urban land within these natural 
boundaries.

134



The post-industrial era also brought about challenges related to living quality 
and population densification. The increased urbanisation of peri-urban areas, 
driven by improved mobility and economic benefits, led to migration to the Zaan 
region and a corresponding rise in population density. This period is characterised 
by a focus on densification strategies that accommodate the city’s inhabitants 
while preserving the surrounding natural environment.

Zaandam’s integration into the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area has further shaped 
its development. The city is now seen as an extension of Amsterdam, particularly 
in terms of industrial and tourism activities. The evolution of Zaandam can be 
divided into three distinct phases: the initial industrial phase dominated by 
windmills and shipbuilding, the automation of industry in the late 19th century 
and the current post-industrial phase, which focuses on addressing issues such 
as living quality and sustainable urban development.

        Demographic Shifts and the Economic Transition

The significant socio-economic and demographic transformations in recent 
decades are characterised by population growth, economic shifts and urban 
redevelopment strategies aimed at fostering a socially sustainable development.

The Amsterdam Metropolitan Area and in particular the Zaan region have 
experienced population growth due to natural population increase and 

Figure 3. Borders in the territory. 
Source: redrawn and adapted by the author from https://www.openstreetmap.org/
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migration. The city of Zaandam has become an attractive destination for both 
domestic and foreign migrants, leading to increased urban density and a rising 
demand for housing and community services. Amsterdam’s structural plan 
(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2011) proposes that, by 2040, two thirds of new 
housing should be constructed within its metropolitan area, outside the capital 
itself. This policy underscores the importance of Zaandam as a key component 
of the broader metropolitan region, which can accommodate population growth 
while maintaining a balance between urban development and environmental 
sustainability.

The current situation of Zaandam is the result of a transition from an industrial 
economy to a service-oriented urban hub, where the creative industries have the 
main impact in driving innovation and economic progress. This situation has also 
urged a rethinking of urban space, with a focus on creating pedestrian-friendly 
environments and multifunctional urban areas. 

One of the most important changes in recent years is exemplified by the Zaanse 
Schans district of historic windmills and houses. Together with the remaining 
factories along the river, it has become a major tourist attraction, drawing visitors 
as part of the broader Cycling Amsterdam area and contributing to the local 
economy.

The city’s redevelopment strategies support this process by breaking the causal 
connection between form and function, as seen in modernist architecture, 
embracing flexible urban spaces that support interaction between the subject 
and the surface space of the buildings. As Gibson (1979) argues, the definition 
of surfaces determines how space is conceived. This approach is evident in the 
redevelopment of the railway station area, which serves as a cohesion point 
connecting the old city to new housing neighbourhoods and cultural clusters.

        Restructuring the Central Area

Zaandam’s industrial legacy is deeply rooted in its history, with the region having 
once served as a hub for heavy industries powered by windmills and water. 
However, the advance of new technologies and shifting economic priorities led 
to a decline in these industries over the past centuries. The remnants of factories 
and industrial sites, once symbols of prosperity, became stains on the urban 
fabric, necessitating a comprehensive redevelopment strategy.

The Inverdan Plan emerged as a solution to these challenges, aiming to transform 
the central area of Zaandam into a vibrant urban centre. The plan sought to wash 
away the industrial stains and create a new identity for the city, one that reflected 
its historical heritage while accommodating modern urban needs by creating 
a new urban centre that would serve as a gateway to the city, connecting its 
historical core with emerging neighbourhoods. 

Sjoerd Soeters (2020), the architect behind the Inverdan Plan, emphasized 
the importance of using Zaandam’s unique heritage as a foundation for its 
redevelopment. He argued that the city of Zaandam could only compete with 
other urban centres by embracing its own identity and architectural language. 
As a result, the new buildings and public spaces within the Inverdan area 
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were designed to reflect the Zaan region heritage, combining traditional and 
contemporary elements to create a hybrid urban environment.

A central feature of the Inverdan Plan was the development of urban nodes along 
the railway, which served as catalysts for public activity and economic growth. 
These nodes, strategically located around key transportation hubs, became focal 
points for social interaction, commerce and cultural activities. The plan’s emphasis 
on hybridity reflects a broader trend in urban planning, where the integration of 
diverse influences is seen as essential for sustainable development.

        The City at Eye Level

At the heart of Zaandam’s urban experience is the concept of the city at eye 
level, which prioritises pedestrian-friendly environments and transparent urban 
spaces. This concept is reflected in the city’s morphology, where the urban grid 
system of the city is employed as the foundational schema for the design of the 
city hall, transforming the large-scale building into an integrated element of the 
urban fabric.

The experience of public space is shaped by the phenomenon of horizontal 
landscape. An elevated eye level alters the perception of space, creating distinct 
experiences depending on one’s position – whether situated atop a structure, 
within a valley-like space, or in an intermediate zone. The inclusion of a dominant 
tower element and the elevation of buildings on pillars to maintain public space 
at ground level exemplify this approach. The new “plinth” level is set at 7.20 
metres, creating a dynamic relationship between vertical accessibility and 
public space. This approach integrates circulation nodes both inside and outside 
buildings, dissolving the traditional boundaries between public and private 
spaces. These varying perspectives offer different interpretations of the same 
spatial situation. As one moves through the environment, one experiences the 
transition from one space to another, with visibility limited to approximately 15 
metres ahead. Within this range, architectural details become visible and each 
sequence of movement is framed by a preliminary space, creating a layered and 
dynamic spatial experience. 

The anthropological exploration of place identity, attachment and dependence 
is achieved through architectural interventions that reinterpret traditional forms, 
such as the facades of workers’ housing, while introducing variations in scale and 
asymmetrical compositions. 

Edward Relph (1976), in his work Place and Placelessness, argues that places 
define our identity and that, without a sense of place, we would be completely 
rootless. This perspective examines how individual and social identities 
are shaped by our connection to specific places. It also seeks to address the 
architectural challenge of creating a substantial project without presenting 
it as an imposing, standalone structure. An illustration of this approach is the 
design of Zaanstad City Hall, located in Zaandam, conceived as a cohesive part 
of the urban fabric, blending seamlessly into the existing urban framework. The 
building is composed of distinct workhouses, each serving specific functions, 
interconnected by a central spine that mimics the role of a main street within 
the city’s life structure, thus reinforcing the city hall’s integration into the urban 
network.
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        Materiality and Aesthetics

Zaandam’s architectural identity is deeply rooted in its historical and cultural 
heritage, prominently characterised by its traditional wooden houses, typically 
painted in green and black, with steeply pitched roofs that reflect the region’s 
historical building practices. These structures, alongside significant industrial 
landmarks such as the De Adelaar factory, contribute to the city’s unique sense of 
place. While the industrial heritage once posed challenges such as pollution and 
aesthetic discomfort, it has also left an indelible cultural legacy that continues 
to shape Zaandam’s identity. The city’s industrial past, despite its drawbacks, 
has contributed to its distinctive character, with elements such as the chocolate 
aroma from the Verkade factory and the juxtaposition of green wooden houses 
against the industrial skyline creating a nostalgic yet dynamic urban landscape. 
This interplay between tradition and industry has transformed Zaandam into 
an emblematic playground of architectural and cultural expression (Reinders, 
2016).

In recent years, Zaandam’s architectural evolution has embraced a pluralistic 
approach, reflecting shifting societal values and functional demands. This 
trend is evident in the design of contemporary buildings, where spaces are no 
longer monofunctional but instead integrate complex, multifunctional uses. The 
previously mentioned city hall exemplifies this shift, blending modern design 
principles with references to the city’s historical context (Fig. 4).

Figure 4. Zaanstad City Hall next to the railway. 
Source: the author.
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Koolhaas (1995) argues that the sources of a city’s identity lie primarily in its past 
and historical context and advocates for a method of “systematic idealization, a 
systematic overestimation of what exists” (p. 208).

However, the integration of traditional and modernist elements in contemporary 
architecture has led to a repetitive and spatially ambiguous style, often perceived 
as a new traditionalism (Ibelings & Van Rossem, 2009) or a critical form of 
modernism (Witman, 2010). While this approach seeks to balance local tradition 
with innovation, it sometimes results in a superficial authenticity, where replicas 
of vernacular architecture are used decoratively on the exteriors of modern 
buildings. This practice, while visually evocative, often fails to fully respect the 
specific architectural language of the city, leading to a distortion of its traditional 
image. The Inverdan project, for instance, emphasizes the importance of 
maintaining a connection to the city’s history and tradition but has been critiqued 
for not sufficiently enhancing the architectural quality of its outcomes.

The interplay of historical heritage, industrial legacy and contemporary 
innovation must be carefully balanced with a deeper understanding of the city’s 
unique architectural language. As Koolhaas (1995) suggests, the systematic 
idealisation of existing elements can serve as a valuable method for urban 
identity formation, but it must be accompanied by a commitment to authenticity 
and quality in architectural practice. Ultimately, the creation of meaningful places 
that foster a sense of belonging and identity remains essential for both individual 
and collective interests.

Layers of Soft Data

The variable and adaptable factors, shaped through the design process, 
significantly influence the experiential reading of a place. While they are not 
always central to urban development, these elements play a key role in shaping 
the atmosphere and perception of the space. They can be adjusted or left 
unchanged depending on broader urban planning goals, creating a balance 
between immediate needs and long-term aspirations while reflecting the 
evolving social, economic and environmental contexts that define a community’s 
experience of its surroundings.

        Urban Development Philosophy

The Inverdan Plan blends trends such as mixed-use planning with the local 
architectural traditions of Zaandam. This hybrid model highlights a core principle 
of urban development: contextual sensitivity. Urban planners must ensure that 
new developments respect the historical identity of the city while also facilitating 
its economic modernisation. Drawing upon John Habraken’s (1987) open 
building concept, the framework of the Inverdan Plan prioritises adaptability 
and flexibility, allowing urban spaces to evolve in response to changing social 
and economic dynamics. These instruments create environments that support 
both individual needs and collective aspirations, fostering spaces that encourage 
social interaction.
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        Placemaking: Crafting Meaningful Spaces

The transition from a production-oriented economy to one driven by creativity, 
knowledge and innovation has led to an increased emphasis on the role of 
pedestrians in shaping urban spaces. Historically, the city was structured 
around a clear division between residential and work-related zones. However, 
the shift away from car-centric urban models in contemporary urban planning 
acknowledges the importance of spaces where individuals can interact and 
engage outside of their primary work or home environments – commonly referred 
to as third places. Influenced by Jane Jacobs’ (1961) vision in The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities, Zaandam’s urban spaces, such as public squares, 
provide an essential platform for social interactions and community engagement. 

Drawing inspiration from the stylistic and volumetric characteristics of Western 
squares in cities such as Paris, Lyon and Barcelona, the urban environment 
provides models for creating open spaces that take into consideration both 
aesthetically and human-centred principles, with a focus on accessibility. The 
objective is to transform public spaces into dynamic urban living rooms that 
encourage community engagement and foster social connections. Research has 
shown that such transformations are essential in creating cities that are not only 
functional but also liveable and vibrant. Urban squares, in this context, serve as 
a stage of the city, offering structured environments where social interactions 
occur naturally (Fig. 5). These spaces facilitate physical interaction, connectivity 
and the formation of social bonds – fundamental elements that underscore the 
human scale of urban life.

Figure 5. Pedestrian connections to the plinth in the city centre.
Source: the author; excerpt from the diploma project.
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The railway as a mode of transportation has been the most important factor 
in the area’s connectivity in the evolution of the urban landscape. Even more 
nowadays, the car is being supplemented – and in some cases replaced – also by 
well-integrated bicycle routes. The station acts as the gateway for both residents 
and visitors, making it the focal point of efficient mobility (Fig. 6). 

Figure 6. Transportation routes in the proximity of the site.
Source: the author; excerpt from the diploma project.

The design of pedestrian pathways further enhances the accessibility of the 
site. Pedestrians are provided with two levels of crossing, each offering distinct 
experiences of the urban environment. The first level follows the ground 
plane, aligning with the construction of neighbouring sites to ensure seamless 
integration into the existing urban fabric. Above, at 7.20 metres, a second 
pedestrian level provides an elevated crossing, designed to connect the train 
station with the commercial routes that run perpendicular to the site. This 
elevated crossing helps create dynamic interaction between the transportation 
infrastructure and the main commercial activities in the area (Fig. 7).

Figure 7. Walkability in the proximity of the site. 
Source: the author; excerpt from the diploma project.
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        Immediate Interventions and Long-Term Impact

Most iconic architectural projects often reach a scale that can be perceived as 
inhumane due to their overwhelming size. The plans for Zaandam, however, 
aim to use architecture as a form of language, extracting and emphasizing its 
fundamental principles. Within the architectural tradition, these elements carry 
intrinsic meaning and serve as a medium for communication. Architecture, in 
this sense, functions as a vernacular language – a reflection of the cultural and 
regional identity of a specific area. The goal is therefore to identify and incorporate 
this regional architectural language so as to create spaces that are recognisable 
and meaningful. While the challenges and methodologies may be modern, they 
remain deeply rooted in the concept of architecture as a communicative tool. The 
aspiration is to design spaces that evoke a sense of safety, comfort and belonging 
– places where individuals can gather, connect and enjoy simple pleasures, such 
as sharing a cup of coffee.

The concept of the 20-minute city emphasizes the importance of localising 
essential services like food distribution within neighbourhoods, thus reducing 
dependency on automobiles and promoting sustainable urban living. Such 
localisation was a mandatory requirement after World War II in Dutch cities. In 
this approach, the design process begins with the spaces between buildings 
since they define the character and functionality of the built environment. 
The quality of these interstitial spaces informs the design of the surrounding 
structures, ensuring the creation of pleasant and cohesive urban environments. 
However, it is important to recognise that architecture alone cannot resolve 
the complexities of urban planning. Instead, it must address the fundamental 
question of spatial dimensions and human-scale interactions, particularly those 
within the human range of vision. This perspective underscores the importance 
of designing spaces that are not only functional but also emotionally and socially 
resonant.

Figure 8. Routes through the city. 
Source: the author; excerpt from the diploma project.
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BRIDGING ANALYSIS AND PRINCIPLES

A critical insight that emerges from this exploration is the distinction between 
a building and a city. While buildings are individual components of the urban 
fabric, a city is a complex, living organism shaped by social, cultural and economic 
dynamics. This understanding challenges architects and urban planners to think 
beyond the scale of individual structures and consider the broader systemic 
relationships that define urban life. Zaandam’s transformation serves as an 
example of hybrid buildings and integrated functions, where the sum of parts 
transcends individual elements, fostering a collaborative relationship between 
urban space and its inhabitants.

The transformation of the urban centre reflects a complex interplay between 
historical preservation, civic engagement and contemporary architectural 
expression. As an administrative hub, Zaandam exemplifies the democratisation 
of public spaces, blending local and experimental tectonics to create a hybrid 
architectural identity. This duality is obvious in its architectural language, which 
balances the preservation of historical imagery with the integration of modern 
civic functions. 

As you navigate the complexities of its urban design, you can see the ability 
to balance analytical rigour with creative expression, ensuring that the designs 
resonate with the people and places they serve. This practice underscores the 
idea that while rigorous analysis and scholarly precision are essential, there is 
also a need for creativity, passion and personal expression in shaping the built 
environment.

Going further, one of the fundamental questions for the conclusion to a contextual 
study is: Where do you come from in terms of analysis and where are you going 
in terms of intervention principles?

The journey from analytical rigour to principled design is a transformative process 
that underscores the essence of architectural and urban planning practice. This 
shift from form to substance is central to creating meaningful and contextually 
resonant spaces, which emphasizes the importance of translating specific 
knowledge into general skills, thus ensuring that architectural solutions are both 
locally relevant and globally informed (Fig. 9).

Furthermore, Zaandam’s focus on cultural and creative industries aligns with 
Richard Florida’s (2002) theory of the creative class. It underscores the significance 
of creative cities in attracting talented and innovative individuals, thus fostering 
innovation and economic progress. The city’s efforts to create a vibrant cultural 
cluster, connected through an axis perpendicular to the river, demonstrate its 
commitment to supporting cultural interaction and social cohesion (Fig. 8).

Architectural styles that reflect local heritage and culture transform cities into 
stages for cultural expression and social interaction, emphasizing the role 
of architecture not just as a physical structure but as a cultural medium that 
connects people with their environment. The interplay between place, city, 
architecture and placemaking is essential in shaping urban life and creating 
spaces that resonate with the aspirations of their inhabitants.
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In my diploma project, the development of specific spatial sequences plays a 
key role in enhancing the perception of space. Pathways converging toward 
the central square serve as visual attractors, guiding movement and creating 
a dynamic spatial experience that captivates and engages individuals as they 
navigate the urban environment (Fig. 10).

Figure 9. The solution proposed for the new city centre. Rendering depicting the main perspective. 
Source: the author; excerpt from the diploma project.

Figure 10. Section view of the proposal.
Source: the author; excerpt from the diploma project.
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The adaptability of architectural interventions is central to responding to change 
without altering the fundamental spatial pattern or disrupting navigability. 
The design is structured to accommodate specific functions within a flexible 
programme rather than rely on multifunctional spaces, thus ensuring that the 
built environment can evolve in response to shifting needs.

The interior of buildings is conceived as a continuation of the exterior urban 
environment, reinforcing the connection between public spaces and private 
interiors. This continuity strengthens the significance of urban space and 
enhances the relationship between the built environment and its surroundings.

Activity within the urban space is organised vertically, directing movement 
and interaction across different levels of the building. This vertical circulation 
responds to the intensifying urban density, optimising space and fostering 
dynamic exchanges within the structure while preserving its connection to the 
city. 

Zaandam’s transformation exemplifies the power of integrating history, 
innovation and community needs into a cohesive urban narrative, reminding us 
that the spaces we create today shape the cities of tomorrow, where the past 
and future coexist in sometimes contentious tension, pushing us to critically 
reconsider how we reinterpret historical characteristics in contemporary design 
(Fig. 11).

Figure 11. Zaandam plan. Reference points along the river Zaan and within the urban fabric. 
Source: redrawn and adapted by the author from https://www.openstreetmap.org/

145



Abell, J. H. (2010). Logos, ethos, pathos, and ecos: Neighborhood housing 
design research and development. Greening the Curriculum, 21(1), 99–112.

Norberg-Schulz, C. (1965). Intentions in architecture. MIT Press.

Florida, R. (2002). The rise of the creative class: And how it’s transforming 
work, leisure, community, and everyday life. Basic Books.

Gemeente Amsterdam. (2011). Structuurvisie Amsterdam 2040: Economisch 
sterk en duurzaam. Open Research Amsterdam. https://openresearch.
amsterdam/nl/page/42693/amsterdam-structuurvisie-2040.

Gibson, J. J. (1979). The ecological approach to visual perception. Houghton 
Mifflin. 

Habraken, J. (1987). The control of complexity. Places, 4(2), 3–15.

Helsloot, P. N. (2005). De glorie van Zaandam: Zeven eeuwen geschiedenis, 
gezien van de Hogendam. Europese Bibliotheek.

Ibelings, H., & Van Rossem, V. (2009). De nieuwe traditie: Continuïteit en 
vernieuwing in de Nederlandse architectuur. SUN.

Jacobs, J. (1961). The death and life of great American cities. Random House.

Koolhaas, R., & Eisenman, P. (2020). Super-Critic. Pro Cultura.

REFERENCES

146



Moneo, R., & Frampton, K. (1997). Rafael Moneo in dialogue with Kenneth 
Frampton. In K. Nesbitt (Ed.), Theorizing a new agenda for architecture: An 
anthology of architectural theory 1965–1995 (pp. 545–552). Princeton 
Architectural Press.

Municipality of Zaanstad. (2006, July 6). Inverdan zoning plan [Urban 
development plan]. Planviewer (Kadaster). https://www.planviewer.
nl/imro/files/NL.IMRO.0479.STED3820BV-0001/t_NL.IMRO.0479.
STED3820BV-0001.html

Reinders, L. (2016). Homing the Dutch City: Iconography of home and the 
politics of representation. Home Cultures, 13(2), 193–213. https://doi.org/10.10
80/17406315.2016.1190586

Relph, E. (1976). Place and placelessness. Pion.

Soeters, S. (2020). Open Building NOW! lecture by Sjoerd Soeters 
- 5 November 2020 [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=CcC6d3RlNec&t=4439s

White, E. T. (1983). Site analysis: Diagramming information for architectural 
design. Architectural Media. 

Witman, B. (2010, April 17). Hotseknotse stapel Zaanse pandjes. De 
Volkskrant. https://www.volkskrant.nl/cultuur-media/hotseknotse-stapel-
zaanse-pandjes~b83456cc/

147




