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‘A stream of words’ – the Antwerp Quay Poem as
interrogation of urban open form, polyphony and
radical dialogue
Lieven Ameel*

Turku Institute for Advanced Studies, University of Turku, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
This article examines polyphony and open form as key concepts connecting
literary theory and urban planning. It focuses on Peter Holvoet-Hanssen’s
Quay Poem, an in-situ poem painted in 2011 on the floodwalls of the
Antwerp quays during Holvoet-Hanssen’s tenure as city poet. The long poem
in public space provides important insights into how literary city texts and
the discourses of urban development draw ultimately on similar narrative
structures, in close dialogue with past layers of urban meaning and in the
shadow of future material transformations. The poem gestures also to
insights planning can gain from literary forms of storytelling, in particular in
the way Holvoet-Hanssen’s poem produces a remarkable openness of form;
in the way it articulates a radical variety of different voices; and in the way it
continues to speak after the text itself has disappeared from the public built
environment.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 29 June 2020; Accepted 5 January 2021

KEYWORDS Public poetry; open form; polyphony

Located along the river Scheldt in Antwerp, the flood walls of the river
display an ingenious work of poetry in public space: the Quay Poem, com-
posed by the city’s poet laureate Peter Holvoet-Hanssen. The poem was
painted in 2011 in bright white on more than 3 kilometres of concrete
wall. It is a collage of different voices: the words of more than 500 inhabitants
of the city, composed by the poet in a single text, a multi-voiced narrative of
and by the city’s inhabitants. The poem, realised in collaboration with the
city’s planning department as part of their outreach for the redevelopment
of the quays, functions on a variety of levels: as the marker of a material
barrier; as example of public poetry; as a means to rethink relationships to
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the city’s past and to its water infrastructure; and as an allegorical figure to
unpack a range of topical themes, from ecological concerns to political
and social modes of entrenchment and openness. This article examines
how Holvoet-Hanssen’s Quay Poem interrogates open form, polyphony,
and radical dialogue. It also wants to provide a documentation of a poem
that is no longer visible in its complete form in Antwerp since the gradual
destruction of the quay walls begun in 2018 (Image 1).1

The institute of the city poet and the inception of the Quay
Poem

The institute of poet laureate in Antwerp, introduced in 20032, is part of
Antwerpen Book City (‘Antwerpen Boekenstad’), which ‘carries out a
support policy for existing projects and a promotional policy that positions
Antwerp as the book metropolis for Flanders’.3 Antwerpen Book City also
oversaw Antwerp’s tenure as UNESCO World Book City in 2004. The insti-
tute of city poet laureate can be seen as both a continuation of the long his-
torical tradition of officially sanctioned city poets (starting from Horace and
present in the Medieval and early modern encomium urbis), and the much
more recent competition between post-industrial cities for cultural capital
on a global marketplace.

The Quay Poem was commissioned from Peter Holvoet-Hanssen, then
newly inaugurated as fifth city poet laureate, by the urban planning depart-
ment (‘AG stadsplanning’) in 2010. The urban planning department was
looking for a way to enhance its communication of the upcoming quay rede-
velopment, one of the largest redevelopment projects of the new century.4

Image 1. A view of the Quay Poem. 2019. Picture by the author.
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Holvoet-Hanssen recounts that agreeing to the invitation was his ‘most
difficult decision as city poet’, since he was concerned that he would be
appropriated by city politics, and that he would become associated with ‘con-
crete and design green’.5 While the function of poet laureate suggests an
official capacity and hence a degree of formality, Holvoet-Hanssen repeatedly
and emphatically emphasised his freedom and his ability to escape formal
constraints, for example by demanding – and obtaining – a ‘vrijbrief’, mod-
elled on the ‘letter of marque’ of the age of sail.

Work on the poem began with a large-scale open public consultation, in
which inhabitants of the city were invited to contribute verses and words to
the poem; some 500 people sent in contributions. Individual verses and words
were selected by Holvoet-Hanssen in collaboration with his partner Noella
Elpers. The resulting poem, officially ‘a project of the city planning department,
in cooperation with Antwerp Book City’,6 was painted on 3, 2 kilometres of con-
crete along the river Scheldt, from the Rijnkaai to the Ledeganckkaai, some 6,300
letters in total. It was Holvoet-Hanssens’s second poem as city poet.7

Urban open form and the redevelopment of the Antwerp quays

Accompanying the inauguration of the Quay Poem in 2011, the City of
Antwerp published and distributed a handsome booklet with the text of
the poem and a map with the location of the words. The booklet included
images of the location of the poem in public space, as well as an epilogue
that looks forward to the future, including concept images of the redeveloped
quays. The following quote from the epilogue provides a summary of the
vision the planners had in mind for the Antwerp quays:

The quays will again belong to us.

The Scheldt quays are on the verge of a comprehensive redevelopment. A
zone with a length of 6, 7 kilometres and a width of 100 meters, next to
the city centre, will be completely redeveloped. This does not mean that
our quays will lose their current character, on the contrary. The develop-
ment team of the Quay Plan wants to enhance this open character and to
make it into an ever more pleasant and beautiful place, and in particular,
into a place that is more closely connected with the city and with the
river Scheldt.8

As the quote shows, the development of the Antwerp quays is an exercise in
preserving and enhancing the city’s relationship to the waterfront, by produ-
cing an urban material form that emphasises the open character of the city’s
public space and that envisions an accommodating relationship toward both
the city’s centre and its water infrastructure. But what is meant with open
form, how does this emphasis on openness relate to the historical develop-
ment of Antwerp, and to what extent is the focus on open form visible in
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the formal features of the quay development and Holvoet-Hanssen’s public
poem?

Openness is foregrounded in a range of planning documents that relate to
the quays and their development, and resonated also with the views of the
citizens of Antwerp for how the quays could or should be conceived and
developed, as documented in the 2009 consultation round for the develop-
ment.9 ‘Open’, in these documents, means a range of things: it means open-
ness to the city’s inhabitants and thus public access (in Dutch, openbaar); it
can also mean an open, unimpeded visual access to the river; an emphasis on
leaving considerable parts of this area open and thus unbuilt; and finally, it
also entails creating flexible water defences, rather than a closed infrastructure
of rigid sea walls.10

The proposed open form of the future Scheldt quays must be placed
within broader discussions in post-war architecture and planning theory.
Such discussions spilled over from architectural preferences for open form
as opposed to closed form, with figures such as Polish architect Oskar
Hansen calling for ‘open form’ (in itself a critique of the ‘closed form’
ideal of CHIAM modernists) and Aldo Rossi arguing, in opposition, for
the ideal of a closed and stable architectural form.11 More recently,
Richard Sennett has made an urgent call for an ‘open city’, arguing that plan-
ning in the twentieth century has focused too much on achieving a closed
system, defined by over-determination, equilibrium and integration. The
open city, in Sennett’s vision, would aim, by contrast, at an open system
by incorporating the principles of ‘porosity of territory’, ‘narrative indeter-
minacy’, and ‘incomplete form’.12 Sennett’s choice of words echoes concerns
within narrative theory. The reference to ‘narrative indeterminacy’, in par-
ticular, foregrounds the notion – shared also within this article – that plan-
ning is fundamentally a form of storytelling,13 and that planning texts and
practices are structured alongside specific narrative forms (open or closed,
dialogic or monologic) that in turn feed into the built environment.

One particular mode of openness mentioned by Sennett, ‘Porosity’ – the
permeability of edges and boundaries, when used as contact zones rather
than as dividing line – has a special resonance in the twenty-first century
planning of Antwerp. In the city’s master plan (the ‘Strategisch Ruimtelijk
Structuurplan Antwerpen’)14, ‘porous city’, is emphasised as one of the
guiding themes.15 Its meaning in the masterplan differs considerably from
Sennett’s use, and is meant to conceptualise above all the incorporation of
underused urban (built or vacant) space.16 While ‘porosity’ is not explicitly
applied in the city’s planning documents to the quay walls, the idea of porous
space is a concept that aptly describes how planners tried to resolve the confl-
icting aims at work in the quays’ development by striking a balancing
between creating a protective flood barrier and opening up access to the
water. The quay development is first of all meant to ‘safeguard the city
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against possible floods in the future’; the key measures to be taken are to
strengthen the quay wall and to raise the flood defences.17 There is, in
other words, a stark contrast between the two express aims of the quay devel-
opment: on the one hand an emphasis on an ideal ‘openness’ (of the city to
the natural environment; of urban public space) and on the other hand an
awareness of ‘closedness’ – a strengthening and heightening of the material
structure of the quays. A degree of formal ‘porosity’ is what allows a balance
between this dialectic of open and closed at the quays, strengthening the
city’s water defences while allowing tidal movement and public access to
the waterfront. In a public announcement, the Sigmaplan describes these
porous dynamics as follows:

Along the floodable riverside, the open space keeps its maritime character,
among others by reusing existing cobblestones. The existing rail tracks of
the cranes are kept and large sea-going vessels can continue to moor at the bol-
lards along the ‘blue stone’. A square/beach with a sloping plane was realized at
the Zuidersluis to allow everyone to come close to the water. During high
water levels, this side of the quay will continue to flood, and will thus
belong sometimes to the city and sometimes to the river Scheldt.18

An image of the future Zuidersluis is included in the epilogue to the Quay
Poem booklet from 2011, foregrounding future close interaction with the
water, with the actual quay wall out of sight (Image 2).

In the context of Antwerp, the focus on openness in contemporary plan-
ning is rooted in a number of historical developments that had created a cul-
tural image of Antwerp and its river as defined by a dialectics of enclosure
and contestation of enclosure. Such developments included the historical
closure of the river Scheldt by the Dutch (from 1587 to 1795); the expansive
fortification of Antwerp, from Middle Age walls to the famous star-shaped

Image 2. Zuidersluis. Source: © PROAP and City of Antwerp, 2011.
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citadel completed in 1572, to the circle of independent fortress built in the
run-up to the first World War (vividly described in Sebald’s Austerlitz
[2001]); or the image of the city as ‘Occupied City’ in what is arguably still
the most well-known iteration of Antwerp in literature, Paul van Ostaijen’s
modernist Bezette Stad (‘Occupied City’; 1921).19 The most recent fortifica-
tions still visible on the quays are atomic bomb shelters on the Loodswezen
site, the smallest one accommodating just six persons.20

An important turning point was the straightening of the quays in 1875–
1883, a massive operation carried out by the French engineering firm Couv-
reux & Hersent (also responsible for the Suez Canal), in which the city’s
relation to the water was altered radically. The river was deepened and
widened, the quays were strengthened, and between the city and the newly
harnessed water arose a wide swath of land dominated by warehouses and
a railroad.21 Antwerp figuratively ‘turned its back on the river’,22 limiting
access to the waterfront for much of the following century. In the second
half of the twentieth century, with harbour activities leaving the inner city,
the quays became a zone of post-industrial blight. Locally, the quays
became known as ‘the most beautiful parking lot of all of Europe’,23 the
city’s largest and potentially most valuable open space underused and
decaying.

The emphasis on the ‘open character’ of the city also contains associations
with urban cosmopolitanism, drawing on the complex dynamics between the
image of a long history as cosmopolitan merchant and port city, and the
reality of a city that, from the second half of the twentieth century
onward, developed into a stronghold of right-wing nationalist parties.
When Antwerp became European capital of culture in 1993, the rise of
extreme right in the city in the 1980s and early 1990s was one of the
reasons to give the name ‘open city’ to the architectural programme. The
term ‘open’ was explicitly understood in the 1993 programme as going
against xenophobia.24 The xenophobia of the 1990s had been for the most
part directed at the non-European communities in the city, with people
from North African descent constituting the largest group of foreign back-
ground.25 During the 1990s and early 2000s, the political extreme right
was kept out of City Hall by left-leaning coalitions led by the social-demo-
crats. It is one such coalition which oversaw the instatement of the office
of city poet in 2003 and which, in the same year, introduced a new city
slogan: ‘’t Stad is van iedereen’ – ‘Antwerp is from everyone’. The slogan
was used on all publications of the city and also prominently visible on
the front cover of Holvoet-Hanssen’s Quay Poem booklet when it was pub-
lished in 2011. When, in 2013, a centre-right coalition led by the democratic
Flemish nationalist party came into power in Antwerp, the slogan was one of
the first things to go. The marketing slogan on the Quay Poem’s publication
provides one example of how public poetry is drawn into competing
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discourses of a city’s political self-image. It should be noted that Holvoet-
Hanssen, while acutely aware of the societal and political implications of
his work, and of the historical complexities of working as a poet in Antwerp’s
public space, aimed to steer clear from city politics during his tenure as city
poet, an independent course symbolised by the ‘vrijbrief’ he obtained from
the city.26 A poetics of open form, rather than an explicit political
message, would be his method of choice for advancing his view of poetry’s
interaction with the city.

Radical dialogue

On the ground, and in its physical appearance on the flood defences, the
Quay Poem enacts a remarkable openness: openness towards the river
with which it is aligned, to the left bank from which it is visible, and
to the city’s inhabitants on whose perspectives it draws. An important
textual feature is how it radically opens up its space to other voices
than that of the poet. In addition to being a poem composed of citizens’
voices (a feature which will be discussed in the following section), the
Quay Poem also engages forcefully with earlier writing about Antwerp
and its river in a way that foregrounds the intertextual, poetical, but
also political antecedents of Holvoet-Hanssen’s public poem. There is an
intertextual nod to Paul Van Ostaijen (4), a reference to Wannes Van
De Velde (15–16), Antwerp’s most celebrated folk singer, and spatial dia-
logue with Adriaan de Roover’s public poem visible across the river (see
below). But the Quay Poem’s most radical dialogue with an earlier text
is its engagement with a poem that had earlier adorned the quay wall:
the ‘Walking Poem’ (‘Wandelgedicht’) by Herman J. Claeys, an activist
poet who had painted the poem illegally on the water defences in
August 1991. Claeys’s poem was a highly political statement in a city
whose left-leaning cultural scene had been shocked by the political turn
towards extreme-right in the early 1990s. The time of writing precedes
by a few months the elections of ‘Black Sunday’ (November 1991),
when the extreme-right Flemish nationalist party became the largest pol-
itical party in Antwerp. Some remnants of the paint were still visible on
the wall in the 2010s, when work on the Quay Poem began, and for
Holvoet-Hanssen, one of the aims of the Quay Poem had always been
to pay tribute to Claeys’s forgotten legacy and to make visible the traces
of earlier poetic intervention in public space.27 The Quay Poem quotes
a number of verses from Claeys, words that, in their direct address,
refer forcefully to the wall both as built infrastructure and as allegory
for social and political entrenchment. They accuse the reader of closing
their world from the outside:
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… do you build here a new “Fort Europa” with anxious human-closed walls
and scarce entrance gates just like this lockable water-tight floodwall?

The reference to ‘Fort Europe’ frames questions of open and closed form
within the perspective of mass migration, rising xenophobia and the cre-
ation of new kinds of European borders. The key question posed in 1991
by Claeys – what justification for walls? – has remained valid, while the
meaning of the words on the flood defences has shifted with changing
contexts. A reader in the 2010s will have read the text against the back-
ground of increasing globalisation, the refugee crisis of 2015, but also in
a context of continuing military presence in Belgian cities in the wake
of the Brussels attacks of 2016. On the ground in Antwerp, the mention
of the ‘scarce entrance gates’ is uncannily tangible, since the words are
just a short walk away of one of the few physical floodgates – heavy
movable metal locks – in the wall. It is clear to the poet what should
be done with such infrastructure of closure:

… you who stroll now along this quay: cut here a breach in this dike, the dike
of your compulsive resistance against the swiftly spring tide of your unchecked
urges… and let your swirling tidal waves rage inland and inundate the
unyielding citizens with your storm… (6–7)

The flood wall is also a symbol of the reactionary forces within the reader,
which keep in check the Dionysian forces symbolised by spring tide, tidal
waves and storm. But the victory of instinct over reason demands that
new walls need to be constructed against the ‘“stench of brown plague”’
(8), a clear reference to the spectre of fascism in the context of rising
extreme right in the city. Rather than an unequivocal call for openness,
Claeys’s verses call for old barriers to be torn down and new ones to be
erected.

In its relationship with Claeys’s protest poem, Holvoet-Hanssen’s Quay
Poem opens up most radically to political questions and to earlier poetic
interventions in public space. The long quotation foregrounds poetry’s
ability to engage with complex societal and political developments in ways
that actively intervene in the city’s public sphere. It emphasises the political,
but also the poetical stakes at work in the Quay Poem, as a poem that opens
up to a diversity of voices. The long quote also has consequences for litera-
ture’s relationship towards the material on which it is situated.28 The verses
that were retained, with their direct address of the passer-by, use an age-old
rhetorical device: the direct address of a passer-by was a strategy already used
by Greek epigrammatic poems in public space, typically as an exhortation to
consider the fate of the buried dead or the gods on display.29 Rather than
commending the works of men or of the Gods, the invitation of Claeys’s
poem-in-the-poem to an unnamed you is a radical invitation to do away
with the very material on which the poem is written. I will return to the
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ecocritical consequences of Claeys’s exhortation to breach the flood walls in
the final part of this article.

Poetical polyphony

Central to the Quay Poem is its commitment to radical dialogue, and its open-
ness to a diversity of voices. This commitment is rendered, among others, by
way of intertextual references – such as the quote from Claeys’s poem – but
first and foremost by how it draws on an extensive range of citizens’ voices.
Fascinating is not only the consultation process, in which all inhabitants of
Antwerp were invited to contribute verses to the future poem, but also how
these lines from various backgrounds were incorporated in the final poem
in a way that decisively directs the poet himself to the background. The vast
majority of the poem consists of the original words of citizen contributions,
written between quotation marks. Only the words not between quotation
marks are by Holvoet-Hanssen – a formal method of assigning voice that
enables a remarkable degree of transparency. In the colophon of the
booklet, a full list of contributors can be found. Several of the longer quotes
are introduced with reference to a name (which can be connected to a name
in the colophon), as if the reader is witnessing stage directions complete
with colon: ‘or Janno:… ’ (12) ‘to Kirsto:… ’ (11); ‘and Marco:… ’ (11);
‘and Rik:… ’ (13). One particularity of the text, in other words, is that the
different voices are not presented in summarised or paraphrased form but
are explicitly indicated as separate utterances by their placement within quo-
tation marks. As such, the text provides a truly multi-voiced narrative of and
by the city’s inhabitants. It is Bakhtinian polyphony in practice, producing a
text that is not subordinated to a dominant authorial consciousness but con-
sists instead of ‘a plurality of consciousness’; a text inwhich the protagonists are
‘not only objects of authorial discourse but also subjects of their own directly sig-
nifying discourse’.30 This characteristic of the Quay Poem is closely aligned
with the broader oeuvre of Holvoet-Hanssen, which has repeatedly been
read as ‘the result of an absorption and transformation of other voices’,31

and ‘fascinated by… radical polyphony, the combination of diverse voices
that take centre stage one after another’.32 In some of his other poems as
poet laureate, Holvoet-Hanssen had actively reached out to residents from
particular backgrounds, collaborating, for example, on a ‘tree of stories’
with co-authors who did not speak Dutch as their first language.33 In the con-
sultation process of the Quay Poem, there was no active outreach to particular
population groups, and nameswith a foreign background are relatively under-
represented in the colophon. But the text explicitly draws attention to this rela-
tive lack: Holvoet-Hanssen added between brackets the words: ‘(Hey, where is
Samira and Abdul?)’ (11–12), allowing even an absence of voices to become
visible in the poem.34
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In the opening section of the Quay Poem, the selection of citizen contri-
butions is introduced as ‘poetical debris’; ‘verses that came floating in the
wind’ or that ‘were washed ashore’ (1). They introduce the poet as a collector
of the flotsam and jetsam provided by the ‘stream of words’ that is the city.
Many of the individual contributions, placed between quotations, indeed feel
like ‘debris’, fragmentary bits and pieces, sometimes of only a few words.
Without context, they feel similar to patchy pieces of overheard and possibly
misunderstood conversations. The fragmentary characteristics of the Quay
Poem resemble modernist experiments with form, which have been read
in part as endeavours to come to term with the unsettling cacophony and
diverse stimuli of the modernising city.35 Part of the modernist technique
was to include found objects by way of a montage: fragments of advertise-
ments and signs in public space; overheard conversations; foreign words;
shouts and screams. In modernist literature, the fragments of urban poly-
phony tended to be a minority within the global text, subjected to the organ-
ising vision of the narrator. But in the Quay Poem, the relationship between
visionary poet and urban polyphony is inversed, with only a small portion of
the poem by the poet himself. In the figure of the beachcomber, Holvoet-
Hanssen performs the role that Walter Benjamin saw for Baudelaire and
other poets of modernity: to be a ‘ragpicker’ who goes ‘botanising on the
asphalt’, and who transforms the ephemeral and transitory into art.36 Benja-
min writes how already at Baudelaire’s time of writing, ‘the conditions for the
reception of lyric poetry have become increasingly unfavourable’, in part
because, ‘only in rare instances does lyric poetry accord with the experience
of its readers’, experiences which are typically ‘isolated’ in the modern city,
rather than rooted in traditional community.37 It is one of Holvoet-Hans-
sen’s contributions to have inserted poetic expressions – based on a
variety of highly personal everyday experiences – back into the material
urban public sphere, the same sphere from which it takes its inspiration.

The variety of voices is also mirrored in the poem by a range of narrative
genres and techniques. There are personal anecdotes that read like microfic-
tion: ‘I brought my dockworker his forgotten bread’ (3). There are fragments,
sometimes consisting of only a few words: ‘“Jiassou baba”’; ‘“do I smell the
scent of rope and tar’”; ‘“flapping flags”’; ‘“back towards home”’. In the
case of ‘“Jiassou baba”’, the foreign words (possibly a name?) without
context make the utterance to all effect unintelligible, with a focus on pure
sound, which also remind the reader of the linguistic diversity in the city –
the fact that ‘“migrants there will always be, sitting on the blue stone on
that anchor post”’ (14). But the other examples quoted above are almost as
incomprehensible in their fragmentary nature. Some of the fragments
consist of a single poetic image: ‘“My sky colours magenta-red”’ (1); other
read like mundane aphorisms: ‘“What happens behind this wall? Tragedy
and romance”’.
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In most of the cases, the material placement of the poem adds an impor-
tant dimension. Meaning is created in the relation between the words one
can see from a particular vantage point and their immediate material sur-
roundings. The utterances can be seen as ever so many invitations to test
whether one’s own impressions along the quays conform to, or differ
from, those of other citizens quoted in the poem. Walking along the
quays, can I still smell the ‘“scent of rope and tar”’ or hear the ‘“flapping
flags”’? What colour is the sky above Antwerp at this very moment? Lines
such as ‘“What happens behind this wall?”’ invite the passer-by to turn the
eyes from the words on the concrete to the city that lies behind it and
imagine the lives being lived there. One of the functions of the poem is
thus to call on the reader to forcefully imagine other lives on the basis of dis-
connected fragments. It is an operation that is as typical of city literature as it
is of urban life.38 As a reader, we run up against the incompleteness of the
information we have about these other lives, which come to us in discon-
nected fragments, scattered ‘debris’. At the same time, we are drawn into
the realisation that these touch our lives and share the same material
space. In this way, the poem in public space plays on the inattentive way
in which city dwellers tend to interact with the built environment. Walter
Benjamin speaks in this respect of the audience’s ‘state of distraction’ and
notes that this is particularly typical of interaction with architecture, since
buildings are experienced ‘much less through rapt attention than by noticing
the object in incidental fashion’.39 Benjamin’s observations were written in
the context of his theory of art in the age of mechanical reproduction, and
he notes that ‘[e]ven the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is
lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence
at the place where it happens to be’.40 The Quay Poem is situated in an
age when reproduction has moved into the virtual realm – Holvoet-Hans-
sen’s poem can be seen on a map interface, on YouTube, as online publi-
cation, as well as on paper. But in its material positioning on the flood
walls, the Quay Poem is also a poem with ‘its unique existence’, a work of
public art that draws the attention of distracted passers-by not only to the
city’s built environment, but also to the social and linguistic make-up of
the city, and to the unique positioning of a particular reader at a particular
time of the year and the day.

One way in which Holvoet-Hanssen effects a democratisation in form is
by a mixing of high and low. Many of the fragments have a prosaic feel, chal-
lenging traditional assumptions about the lofty form and content of poetry.
Some make use of the local dialect, in particular in utterances that can be
interpreted as expressions between lovers (or loved ones): ‘“you are really
a little sun”’ (15); ‘“come here you darling”’ (12). In both examples, there
is a direct address in second person singular, made all the more direct by
the use of local dialect ‘gij’ instead of the standard ‘jij’. This ‘you’ can be
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interpreted as an unnamed addressee, known only to the speaker, but it can
also be interpreted as the reader or even as the river, in a poetic dialogue
between quays and river Scheldt. Especially when reading the poem in its
material context on the quays, the river itself takes centre stage as the
implied addressee of the words, quite explicitly so in the following fragment:

you touch our land with softly stroke and carry birds along your back (15)

The subtle iambic metre of the line, which I have attempted to accommodate
in the translation, shows how the Quay Poem oscillates between highly
mundane dictum and more formal features associated with traditional
poetry, such as metre, inner rhyme, and personification. On the page, it is
relatively easy to recognise such rhetoric and poetic strategies (as in the
example above). On the ground, it is much harder to distinguish such
elements, also because the occasional stroller will read only a random part
of the text and is as likely to read the text from back to front as from the
front to back. The reader is literally confronted with a ‘stream of words’,
whose most distinguishable feature is its unrelenting linearity. This linearity,
too, is a feature that enhances the democracy between the different words: on
the quay wall, no utterance takes precedence over another by virtue of its pla-
cement within a verse or stanza (apart from the very first and very last
words).

The Quay Poem creates the illusion that these different voices and
different utterances are haphazardly brought together, as coincidentally as
sound ‘floating on the wind’ or debris ‘washed ashore’ (1). Only the river
and the quays constitute a connecting theme. But it is important to reiterate
that this is also a poem with a clear purpose within frameworks of urban
policy, as a poem composed by the city’s official poet laureate (who functions
by the grace of Antwerp Book City and its ‘promotional policy that positions
Antwerp as the book metropolis for Flanders’), and as a poem commissioned
by the City of Antwerp as part of the communication strategy for the rede-
velopment of the quays. Some of the contributions can easily be interpreted
as direct feedback to the city planners:

Noordkasteel from behind my window there where the trees have to remain
(3)

they won’t tear down the hangars won’t they (4)

No wall between me and the river (10)

These utterances can be interpreted as love declarations to the river and the city,
in tune with many other fragments in the Quay Poem. But they are also reac-
tions to local policy and planning: respectively, a reference to the ‘Oosterweel
Link’, the controversial and long-running plan to close the Antwerp ring
road, and the development of the Noordkasteel area (visible from the
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Bonapartedok, the location of the verse); a reference to the uncertain fate of the
obsolete hangars located along the quays; and finally, a reference to the more
general discussion about the connection between city andwater. They are a tan-
gible reminder that the poemwas also part of the communication strategy of the
planning department, and that the separate contributions were collected in a
process that resembled urban planning consultation.

Textual open form

The poetic programme of textual open form, as it took shape in the Quay
Poem, is profoundly grounded in the broader poetics of the oeuvre of
Holvoet-Hanssen. The poet who was approached by the city planning
department to create a literary work that would evoke the Antwerp quays,
their relation to the water, and their imminent redevelopment, was particu-
larly well-placed to create a poem aligned with a programme of open form.
For much of his literary career to date, Peter Holvoet-Hanssen has been con-
cerned with critiquing the constraints of narrative form and has endeavoured
to break out of the straight-jacket of various kinds of formal restraints. This
was the case already in his debut poetry collection, which has been described
as an exploration of the theme of how ‘to escape the closedness of a system’,41

an escape act which took the shape of formal experiments with roots in the
historical avant-garde and in postmodern experiment, such as extensive use
of quotations, an indiscriminate mixing of genres and styles, and the fusion
of personal life, public figure, and art. As Holvoet-Hanssen’s oeuvre devel-
oped, this mixing and breaking of categories resulted in the gradual creation
of a vast network of intertextual, intratextual, and extratextual configur-
ations, questioning the demarcations of individual art works and the
border between art and real life. As a result, Holvoet-Hanssen’s work can
be described as distinctly ‘centrifugal’, defying fixed categories or the restric-
tive hierarchies of one-sided interpretation.42 The text as open form in the
context of Holvoet-Hanssen is not only an issue of poetics. It also has a
bearing on the relationship between poetry and the outside world. Bart Ver-
vaeck argues that ‘literary fiction, for Holvoet-Hanssen, serves to open up
reality… to uncover its [reality’s] magical dimensions. And the other way
around: reality serves to open up fiction, to allow the language of humans
be spoken’.43 In this sense, the poetry of Holvoet-Hanssen has been seen
as an example of the ‘return to reality’ in recent literature.44 Openness is
not only a central characteristic of the poet’s work, but also a feature of
the readerly reaction it wants to invite: with his work, Holvoet-Hanssen
suggests to his public the possibility an ‘open reading attitude, against the
closed straight-jacket’ of a criticism that looks for fixed meaning(s).45

The urge towards experiments with open form, in Holvoet-Hanssen’s
work, can be seen as set against classical ideals of the poetic work as a
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closed, self-contained and self-referential totality, evoked in the image of the
poem as ‘well-wrought urn’.46 And it is also rooted within postmodern
thinking of literary texts as set on a continuum from ‘closed’ to ‘open’, or
in the terms of Roland Barthes (1975), from ‘readerly’ (lisible) to ‘writerly’
(scriptable).47 The open or ‘readerly’ text aims to remain radically open to
numerous approaches, using the ‘disruptive aesthetics of modernism or of
the avantgarde’.48 While this kind of openness would at first sight seem to
put the emphasis on the writer as creative force able to compose an intricate
web of multiple meanings, the real responsibility (and agency) in this view of
the text lies with the reader, who, in their approach to the text, is invited to
activate particular meanings. This is a view also associated with Umberto
Eco’s theory of the opera aperta, or open work, which foregrounds the mal-
leability of an artwork (such as a musical composition) in its consecutive per-
formances, but also the openness to interpretation and the active role of the
reader. 49

In the Quay Poem, these complex poetics combine in a way that defies
interpretation and that opens up in multiple ways. Openness is evident in
the multiple and open-ended varieties of the work, which exists in
different versions: it could be visited on the ground in Antwerp throughout
the 2010s; it exists in the form of a booklet published by the city in 2011; it is
also published in the double book that collected the author’s poems as
Antwerp’s poet laureate.50 On the internet, it can be found (among others)
on the official website of Antwerpen book city, both in plain textual form
and in the form of an interactive map.51 One of the elements of opennes
is arguably the text’s fundamental fleetingness, its conception as poem-in-
situ that was always intended to be transitory. As Holvoet-Hanssen said in
one interview: ‘I hope you like it. And if you don’t, it will soon be demolished
anyway’.52

In its textual attributes, openness of form is most vividly present in the
poem’s openness to different kinds of voices and its openness to radical dia-
logue, as described in the previous sections. But on the ground, for the reader
interacting with the poem in urban public space while walking along the
Antwerp quays, the material positioning of the quay walls and the location
of the text on the flood wall provides a concrete invitation to transgress
borders and scale walls. The poem is not visible for someone who approaches
the quay walls from the inner city, since it is painted on the side of the wall
that faces away from the city centre, towards the river Scheldt and to the ‘left’
shore of the river. When I visited the quays in April 2019, I was guided by
Michaël Vandebril, poet and coordinator of Antwerpen Book City. To get
access to the poem, Michaël showed me how we had to get across the low
wall (roughly one metre and a half), sometimes in quite awkward situations:
evading bicyclers, negotiating portions of the wall where the poem was
obscured by scaffolding or by the building material left by ongoing
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redevelopment. To become a reader meant literally to become transgressive,
to scale walls, to look at things from a different perspective – a perspective
that was also, literally, that of the neglected ‘left’ shore of the river. In his con-
ceptualisation of the dialogue between the two shores, Holvoet-Hanssen con-
sciously played on the connotations of ‘closed’ and ‘open’ in the Dutch
language: even before the inception of the Quay Poem, the poet had begun
collaboration with local inhabitants of the left bank on a possible harbour
poem, and Holvoet-Hanssen expressed the desire to ‘close’ with poetry the
division between left and right banks – with a play on words on the Dutch
word ‘dichten’ which means ‘to close’ as well as ‘to create poetry’.53

A striking form of such ‘closing’ of the division between left and right
bank is the Quay Poem’s interaction with the poem ‘My City’ by Adriaan
de Roover, a poem from 1958 which was painted on one of the Europark
Apartment Blocks on the left bank in 2011. One of the stated aims of the
Quay Poem was to act as a ‘poetic answer to the poem’ by de Roover
which can be seen from the quays.54 It is a gesture of open dialogue
towards an earlier generation of city poets, but also towards the neglected
left bank of the river and the Europark Apartment Blocks, social housing
towers constructed along modernist lines in the 1960s and 1970s. The dialo-
gue between the two poems can be approached in terms of their textual res-
onance, but for visitors to the material site, the most compelling effect is not
the words (which can hardly be seen from one site to the other without bin-
oculars), but rather the way the poems in public space foreground the subtle
material communication between two monumental constructions, one hori-
zontal and one vertical. Both are large, public building projects that testify to
the complex legacy of twentieth-century endeavours to solve urban problems
with public infrastructure (rigid flood walls, and high-rise and densely built
social housing, respectively), but whose viability is increasingly questioned in
the present century.

The Quay Poem draws attention to the materiality of the matter on which
it is written, as well as to the city’s broader built environment. But, as the dis-
cussion of the long quotation from Claeys’s earlier ‘Walking Poem’ shows, it
does so in a profoundly critical manner, questioning the justification for the
very infrastructure on which the poem is situated, urging passers-by to take
action, with a direct address that has political as well as poetical undertones
(‘ … you who stroll now along this quay: cut here a breach in this dike… ’; 6–
7). I raised the possibility that the ‘you’ who is addressed in such passages of
the poem can be identified with the river Scheldt, an exhortation that fore-
grounds the agency of the river and that allows for an openness to natural
forces in their most destructive form, even if it means they threaten the
very material form on which the poem is written.

The ecocritical resonances of the invitation to actively breach the water
defences gain further depth when it is read together with the lines that
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immediately follow these by Claeys, lines which constitute a full quotation of
the poem ‘Ecocide’ by Antwerp’s unofficial youth poet laureate Yoni Sel. In
terms of intertextual interaction, the quotation is an unusual form of dialo-
gue. Holvoet-Hanssen extensively shares his platform as poet laureate with
his younger contemporary counterpart; Yoni Sel’s poem is the only text
quoted in full in the Quay Poem, and takes up more words than Holvoet-
Hanssen’s own contribution (i.e. the words not in quotation marks). In its
first (of three) stanzas, ‘Ecocide’ draws attention to how artistic form is
implicated with the destruction of the environment:

If a young man likes to make paintings
He needs paper for his idea
So they’ve shaved forests stark naked
To be used in his atelier
The nature he wanted to paint however has been lost
But there is NO PLANET B (8–9)

The desire to recreate the world in artistic form leaves its violent mark on the
natural world: forests have to make way for paper to allow artist to create
their products. But the materiality of artistic form (from the paper used
for sketches to the concrete on which the poem is written) is entirely futile
in the light of what may be irrecoverably lost. With its epistrophic ‘there is
no planet B’, repeated at the end of each subsequent stanza, the poem
opens new perspectives on the relation between poem, water and city. Sel’s
poem questions the artistic impulse to imitate nature by way of a material
fabric (from paper to concrete) that is utterly complicit in our problematic
relationship with the natural environment. The condemnation of cultural
acts that in their material form perpetuate human exploitation of natural
resources takes on particular urgency in the light of the immediately previous
invitation to an unnamed ‘you’ to rise up and ‘cut here a breach in this dike’
(6–7). The material form on which the poem is written is no longer seen as
an artefact of cultural heritage worthy of preservation; instead, what is fore-
grounded is the interaction between different kinds of material forms
(including, and in particular, that of the river and its agency). This does
not mean to say that all poetic expression is futile, on the contrary: the
poem ends with a consideration of the powerfulness of the poem even as
an immaterial utterance. The Quay Poem began with the suggestion that
its different voices were ‘verses that came floating in the wind’ or that
‘were washed ashore’ (1). In the final words, there is the suggestion that
the verses unite again with the wind above the river: ‘my darling, listen to
the wind, it’s Wannes who whispers’ (15). Earlier songs (by Wannes van
de Velde, local folk singer) and the different voices of the Quay Poem
merge with the wind above the river, a singsong that is perpetuated even
as the quay walls are cut, breached, and remodelled.
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Conclusion

The Quay Poem was originally commissioned as an act of communication by
the planning department of Antwerpen, with the intention that it would be a
temporary poem in public space to communicate the redevelopment of the
waterfront. But when the destruction of the quay walls on which it was
written began, in 2018, the sudden and violent disappearance of parts of
the poem took many by surprise. Members of the public had become
attached to the poem; Holvoet-Hanssen was dismayed by the fact the demo-
lition began without prior warning or announcement, and lamented the fact
that no efforts had been made to preserve some parts of the poem.55 But the
Quay Poem was never merely a one-directional act of communication. In its
formal openness, its polyphony, and in how it enacts a radical dialogue with
the city’s material environment and its immaterial layers of meaning, it con-
stitutes a powerful and tangible intervention that produces new perspectives
on the city, its past, and its future development. It foregrounds formal ques-
tions of open and closed form in ways that go at the heart of contemporary
discussions about city form and about social and political forms of entrench-
ment. In its remarkable polyphony and in how it includes unfiltered and con-
tradictory voices of the city, it provides a blueprint for possible polyphony in
planning and policy. It enacts a compelling dialogue with other structures in
the built environment, with previous experiences of the waterfront, ‘carried
on the winds’, and with the palimpsestic remnants of past moments of pol-
itical contestation. When visited on the ground along the river, it proposes a
profound material and physical positioning within urban space, inviting the
reader to scale walls, to take new perspectives, even to breach the concrete on
which the text is written. Finally, in its ecocritical gestures towards the
powerful agency of the river, it questions not only the rationale of floodwalls,
old and new, but cuts away at the roots of its own literary materiality.
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