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Abstract: Through a visual exploration of the Rio de la Plata’s littoral zone in Buenos Aires, the
project seeks to reframe the ecological and aesthetic significance of the post-natural shoreline. The
aim is to bring into focus the small-scale ecosystems at stake in the large-scale destruction of River
Basin ecologies, exploring the liminal littoral where hybrid ecosystems flourish, creating landscapes
that enable new ways of seeing the amphibious territories we live in. The muddy, shallow shore in
Buenos Aires has always presented a problem for urban planning. Deemed unattractive and featureless in conventional terms, it has been severely undervalued as both a fragile ecosystem and waterfront. The built environment has been superimposed on top of an artificial sealed surface, and the
native flora and fauna has been suppressed and controlled. The identity of the autochthonous landscape has largely been lost and the city’s inhabitants never really come into contact with the wetlands. The shoreline is a valuable urban commons that supports an ever-shifting, intricate system
that thrives as a forgotten margin of the city. This research focuses on the urban shoreline, understanding it as a political subject and space in conflict, in need for new approaches to urban practices.

Submitted: 15 October 2021

Keywords: urban landscapes, atlas, postnatural, amphibious cities, coastal cities, river cultures.

Names of the track editors:
Claudiu Forgaci
Rene van der Velde
Names of the reviewers:

Journal: The Evolving Scholar
DOI:10.24404/61699b46fa6c3e000

Accepted:
Published:
Citation: Flugelman Olmeda, M., et
al. (2021). Rioplatense: Archives, surveys and imaginability of Buenos Aires
shoreline. The Evolving Scholar | IFoU
14th Edition.
This work is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution CC BY (CC
BY) license.
©2021 [Flugelman Olmeda, M., et al.]
published by TU Delft OPEN on behalf
of the authors.

1.

1. Introduction
Since the early days of colonial settlement in Buenos Aires, the city has struggled to
fortify itself against the unpredictable movements of the river and its widely-fluctuating
tides. In its efforts to control the shore, urban development has claimed large tracts from
the river, dumped debris along its banks, contaminated its waters, and piped its streams.
Although the fragile autochthonous ecosystem has been severely disrupted, pockets of
ecological resilience along the shoreline offer glimpses into an alternative future for the
post-natural 1landscape. The aim is to bring into focus the complex urban ecosystems at
stake in the large-scale destruction of River Basin ecologies. This research forms part of
an ongoing visual exploration of the city’s shoreline through a variety of lenses, contemplating visual documents, photographs, visual art, cartography and historical processes.

1 The idea of a romanticized nature as a background scenario or neutral framework where human activity takes place is no
longer valid, and must be replaced by a broader and more complex reflection. The natural environment can no longer be read
only as a resource that is managed, nor one that imposes the circumstances to which we must adapt, but as one of the main
cultural constructions of modernity. The concept of Postnature, understands it as a political subject and place in conflict and
contribute to the definitive dissolution of the nature-culture binomial.
https://instituteforpostnaturalstudies.org/Postnaturaleza
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Buenos Aires is one of the main ports in the Rio de la Plata River basin, a vast river
system that is home to a vast biodiversity. Largely unprotected and under unprecedented
pressure from exploitative practices. This year alone, 90 thousands hectares of land have
been burnt to significantly expand arable land, agrarian enterprise, and private housing
projects in the Basin. Given the far-reaching consequences for water ecology in the region,
the Argentine citizenship is pushing the Congress to discuss the Ley de humedales (Wetlands law). If passed, the law would dictate protections for the invaluable ecological asset
that later, should be implemented. The basin needs to be addressed as an urban commons.
In the current absence of ecological stewardship and long-term vision, a wide diversity of uses have been designated along the shore, including informal settlements, private
clubs, exclusive neighborhoods, commercial concessions, highways, railways and airports.
The built environment has been superimposed on top of an artificial sealed surface, and
the native flora and fauna has been suppressed and controlled. Along the 200 km shoreline, the identity of the autochthonous landscape has largely been transformed and the
city’s inhabitants never really come into contact with the wetlands.
The shore is a system, not a boundary, that harbors complex relationships. The Rio
de la Plata estuary is a part of the Guarani Aquifer, one of the most important water systems in South America. It is the city’s primary water source, sewage disposal and the maritimal route through which commodities leave the region; it is a vital part of Latin America’s neo-extractivist technical infrastructure. For these reasons, the landscape and imaginability about and around the Río de la Plata can not be considered one but many.
The accumulation of visual representations from diverse historical moments allows
the interpretation of emerging similarities and variations on these complex urban landscapes. The study of visual documents enhances our capacities to transcend the verbal dichotomies, a product of the translation from visual statements to verbal categories. In order to review the relationship between citizenship and it’s the territory, we must take critical looks at these visual tools to build new dialogues that approach the urban landscapes
controversies.

2. Theories and Methods
Landscape is considered a result of the subsequent observation and interpretation of
a sum of natural and artificial elements. As Simmel (1911) describes in his book Philosophy
of Landscape, the concept of art does not operate in the daily discourses and gestures of
people although there are configuration models that can be classified as artistic. Only
when these models become governed by their own norms, do they cease to be at the service
of daily life and configure an object in itself that responds to its own logic and presents a
work of art. Under this configuration is how the landscape is conceived and therefore, it
could be studied as a visual composition.
The study of the landscape through images allows the articulation of various gazes
diluted in a homogeneous historical space, enabling comparability of uses, activities and
knowledge that shape living. The urban landscapes of Río de la Plata have as their main
challenge to integrate nature, rivers and their shores with service infrastructures, industrial architectures, working-class neighborhoods, collective housing and the various activities that take place at the river.
The approach method is carried out from a semiotic context that argues that adopting
a gradualist perspective allows us to effectively address the complexities of visual statements: “In the history of visual semiotics, there have generally been developed theoretical
proposals based on projecting categories of verbal language. These developments verbalize the analysis and description of the visual, and reduce and simplify it in polar terms:
light-dark, straight-curved, large-small, etc. It is a logic of binary type which shares the
oppositional criteria of affirmation-negation, truth-falsehood, characteristic of the verbal
language. However, the world is not like that, and even less the visual world. Each language has its limitations. A combination of different languages can be a surpassing instance to address more comprehensive analysis of visual images.
So as to transcend the boundary of translation from visual to verbal categories, the
research uses different frameworks that try to dissolve linguistic dichotomies such as artificial-natural in order to apprehend the complexities of these relations and the interconnectedness amongst humans and the environment. In this sense, the objective is to embrace all discourses that try to dialogue and broaden this non-binary and non-human centered vision. Multiple visual sources are implemented: Firstly, the Archivo Buenos Aires,
compiled at the Facultad de Arquitectura, Diseño y Urbanismo, Universidad de Buenos
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Aires by Lombardi 's chair, enrolled as a research project. This archive is concerned with
determining relevant sources to study the construction of the shape of the city of Buenos
Aires, organizing different atlases and collections that gather cartography, images of the
urban landscape, documentation of works, projects, plans and codes, public speeches in
reports and news. It only uses public information, and shares it for training and research
activities.
This project aims to develop three (3) collections that deal with the ways of collecting,
cataloging and associating that information, and disseminate it on open platforms to provide feedback on the passages between archive and production of images, in order to articulate disciplinary knowledge and public interest through the study of urban form as
material and cultural production. 1. Buenos Aires in historical images 2. Buenos Aires in
photography 3. Atlas of records and landscapes of Buenos Aires. These sets constitute a
network of sources that crosses the function of the image as a historical document, artistic
construction and projectual speculation. Secondly, the Atlas/Archivo, a web atlas and archive that focuses on the cultural landscapes of the Río de la Plata, developed by Alberto
Delorenzini and his team, also expandas the horizons of imagens and how to move from
documents to atlases.

3. Results
3.1. General results:



The approach to categorization and conclusions about the urban landscape of the Río
de la Plata basin from the study of visual documents;
The widening of archives and a review of its content to enhance the documentary bases and develop a database for future projects.

3.2 Specific results:




The building of new gazes and interpretations from files and sources to feedback the
knowledge of the study case;
The work tools reformulation regarding the production of agendas and guidelines on
how to build disciplinary relevance and how to enter the Río de la Plata landscapes to
the chain of promotion of cultural value;
The emergence of new vocabulary to address the complex relationships of the urban
landscape and make visible the hidden realities of the city of Buenos Aires, the territory we inhabit and transform.

4. Discussion
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Figure 1. Visual documents representing the climatic condition of the territory.
The vocabulary that emerged during the research process came as a result of comparing visual documents from various historic moments and worked as a tool to define the
themes that make the Río de la Plata landscape so complex, bringing out the unseen by
the city. In this sense, we recognized three (3) conditions that organize the figures, images
and narratives, Buenos Aires should be addressed as:


Amphibious city

Buenos Aires is sited on the end of the pampa, a wetland composed of streams, a plain
with a limited slope and meandering channels that flow into the river. Over this landscape,
an abstract orthogonal grid was imposed, neglecting the territorial information. Cartography is not neutral, it represents matters of high political interest that account for the
existence or non-existence of things. To draw something is to include it and not to is to
exclude. A great majority of the early cartographies about Buenos Aires deliberately omit
the hydric condition of the territory. This is an act of violence and lack of sensitivity that
later is transferred to the way of conceiving and inhabiting the city.
With the creation of the Virreinato de la Plata, Buenos Aires became the gateway to
the continent for the Spanish empire. Its port was the engine that kept the movement going in this village. The relationship with the river has always implied commercial activity;
water was and still is, the road for good’s flow. In addition, the native landscape of Buenos
Aires did not correspond with the hegemonic canons of beauty that existed towards landscape in those times2. The absence of exotic beauty contributes to a lack of care and invisibility of the coast. The river was only seen as an infrastructure that facilitated the economical aspects of the city. The lack of controls on the industries and absent policies regarding the water issue and urban solid waste, led to an impossibility of relating in a sustainable way with the water streams. In this scenario, the hygienist modernity found in
Buenos Aires a fertile setting for the intubation of urban water streams and the expansion
of the city over the river wetlands.
Despite the efforts to invisibilize nature, the Rio de la Plata shoreline materializes and
expresses itself in the city through climate: the Sudestada3, floods, humidity and fog are
the ways in which the river is present in urban life. As Anuradha Mathur and Dilip Da
Cunha propose, water is everywhere before it is somewhere4. Figure 1 is an atlas of rep2.
3.
4.

2 Graciela Silvestri develops the debates in the pictorial representation of natural beauty and the role of science and different
visual art techniques to portray the landscapes of Buenos Aires by several artists through time. Silvestri,G (2001). El lugar
común. Editorial Edhasa, Buenos Aires
Buenos Aires typical wind direction comes from the south-east. It is a climatic phenomenon that introduces cold air into the
territory. It is well known to bring big storms that make the waters move as the sea.
Mathur, A; Da Cunha, D. (2014) Design in the terrain of water. Applied Research + Design Publishing. University of Pennsylvania, School of Design.
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resentations around these footprints left by the river: Prilidiano Pueyrredon paintings describe the coast in the northern part of the city in the late 19 th century and the photographs
of Marcos Zimmerman portray the river in its fierce behavior; waves hitting against the
concrete walls of the sharp and straight edge of the North coastline. This collection also
takes into account Enric Miralles' project for Retiro in the early 1990’s in which he introduced the Río de la Plata into the city through a coastal walk.

Figure 2. Visual documents representing the anthropic transformations of the landscape.



Post-Natural scenario

Buenos Aires has multiple growth vectors; strangely the coastline is one of them. The
constant expansion of the water produced a city that seems to have no end; it extends both
towards the pampas and towards the Río de la Plata. The wetlands are easy to mold. The
possibility of an ever-shifting border leads to a lack of predictability in urban policies and
projects that deny the native riparian landscape. The waterfront is a repository of largescale urban infrastructure and exclusive private property perched on artificial landfills.
The various uses of the river by the citizens can be seen from the illustrations of Essex
Vidal to the images of Costanera Sur. The transformation of Buenos Aires into a metropolis
with poor policies of legislation regarding the natural sources meant the exposure of fresh
water to contamination, affecting the recreational and productive uses associated with the
La Plata basin. This is the reason why the images of people doing recreational activities in
the silver waters are analogic registers from the start of the 20 th century. Currently, the
coastline shows the post-natural condition of the city. The natural environment cannot
continue to be observed as a material that we can get rid of. The binomial relation between
nature and culture has to be transcended, to build a look that understands the complexity
of the interactions.
Of the entire coastline filled with rubble, dirt and garbage, the Costanera Sur Ecological Reserve is the greatest exponent. What was the historic center of the city, one of the
points with the greatest history with the river, where empires and immigrants arrived, the
Military Junta of the 1970’s dumped tons of material to bury the memory. What was a river
beach is now a continent. The project to expand the central area of Buenos Aires, made
from rubble and bodies of disappeared people, implied covering centuries of cultural heritage. Like many other Argentine urban projects, it was left unfinished and abandoned,
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and all kinds of vegetation from the region grew on this massive sculpture of dictatorial
land-art. In figure 2, we can see this symbiosis between artifice and nature, pollution and
vegetation, also waste and waste polished by water. The records allow us to understand
the resilience of the native landscape that sprouts in the few interstices that are vacant.

Figure 3. Visual documents representing the transformations of the coastline.



Coastal City

The river beaches from the first half of the 20 th century, bring us closer to an imaginary scenario where the population embraces the principles of the amphibian city by having contact with fresh water from bathing in the ecological heritage. The State´s infrastructural works that had been designed for the southern waterfront, inaugurated in 1918
and made the riverside recreation possible for the porteños public. The river was transformed into a popular space for leisure, and it meant the possibility of a coastal landscape
accessible to crowds that began to thicken the city. Afterwards, contamination and the
discontinuity of policies for maintenance of this type of spaces, deteriorated the promenades and the Río de la Plata began to move away from the community landscapes to become a forgotten border.
Currently, these beaches are shores of rubble and of waste that convert the Río de la
Plata into a hostile cemetery of destroyed materials and trash. However, community efforts are emerging to continue to build a bond on these deteriorated margins. The riparian
space is a disputed place, constantly attacked by real estate development and urbanization:
as an example, the recent episode of the contest Buenos Aires y el Río, Costa salguero,
carried out by government institutions, the Argentine architectural association and the
public university of architecture (GCBA, SCA, FADU and FADEA), for a project to privatize
the public land of a sector of the city shoreline for the construction of apartments and
commercial centers. This contest was promoted under the slogan of bringing the city closer
to the river. Again, partial, fragmentary, and exclusive logics are imposed on riparian planning. In turn, in the delta and the lowlands of the northern area, the construction of private
neighborhoods on native forests is deteriorating the wetland condition of these territories.
The figures gather editorial and family photographs, journalistic notes of people enjoying the river and the overcrowded river beaches. The city had its coastline and its
beaches and continues to have them. These figures seek to articulate the recreational practices of the past and the coastal present to show the current landscape in parallel to the
productive shoreline landscape. The atlas seeks to reorient the vectors of the past, towards
new past horizons that are more muddy, swampy, flourishing and wetter, and above all,
more accessible to the population.
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Figure 4. Composition of paint and current photographs of the riverside.

5. Conclusions
The records of these footprints document the behavior of the basin and allow us to
visualize and understand the facets of this complex environment. Assuming and studying
them is essential for the projection of a city that takes into account the conditions of the
territory. An action that is imminent to face the global ecosystem crisis that we are beginning to experience.
Researching the current state of the city’s edge and its history enables us to project it
into new scenarios and allows us to understand the importance of stopping the expansion
of the city with the prevailing logic up to now, reviewing previous modes of use and building new ways of linking with the native landscape. It is time to think about the rights of
the environment, an approach that harbors non-violent ways of incorporating the subjugated minority, which in this case is the native environment, and to carry out measures so
that the future of the natural heritage is not determined by policies in favor of economic
and private interests.
The images aim to address the possibility of a future that embraces the environment,
reviewing experiences from an amphibious past and sustainable projects from the present.

Figure 5. Composition of paint and current photographs of the riverside.

Data Availability Statement
Research results: Archivo Buenos Aires (Lombardi, Flugelman, 2019). Compilation of historic visual
documents of the City of Buenos Aires. Retrieved September 15, 2021, from
https://sites.google.com/view/ba-imagenes-historicas/inicio
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