
The seminar will depart from contemporary art historian Hilde Van Gelder’s book 
“Ground Sea. Photography and the Right to Be Reborn” (Leuven University Press, 
2021), which unfolds a vivid account of repeated trips to Calais and Dover between 
2017 and 2020. Using a selection of photographs realized by Bruno Serralongue for his 
Calais series (2006-) as well as her own photo-fictional field research, Hilde Van Gelder 
zooms in on the border landscape of the Northern French coast. This so contested 
maritime zone lends itself to a microcosmic analysis of all our contemporary global 
challenges: migration, climate change, human rights, and neoliberal surveillance 
technology. In their terrible convergence they risk crushing us like a villainous, 
ecocidal wave. But it is also conceivable that a fertile ground wave will eventually 
grow, generating in its wake a real rebirth. A critical reflection on the indifference of a 
divided European Union regarding the substantial number of people on the move who 
find themselves stranded near, or drown in the English Channel. A reflection that 
allows to imagine a world within which every living entity cherishes a fundamental 
right to be reborn.

Allan Sekula. Centrale nucléaire et usine d’aluminium de Gravelines (triptyque encadré). Nuclear power station and aluminum factory, Gravelines (framed triptych). 51.9 × 200 cm. Part of Deep Six / Passer au bleu (1996 - 1998). 1er volet: Les droits de l’homme. Part 1: The Rights of Man. © the Allan Sekula Studio
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Borderscapes
PhD seminar

The seminar is part of the PhD research “In/visible geographies”, 
which develops a theoretical and visual investigation of the Swiss 
Italian borderscape. The seminar will first discuss a paper on the 
notion of a borderscape, an emerging conceptualization of borders 
within the contemporary debate of border studies, focusing on 
the relation between the term and landscape. The suffix “scape” 
presents a double meaning, between polity and scenery. On the 
one hand, “scape” is linked to the verb “shape” and indicates the 
human space to which man has given shape through everyday life 
activities and spatial practices such as walking, indicating a piece 
of land and its associated political community. On the other hand, 
“scape” is related to the idea of a scene or an open view and its 
aesthetic representation, denoting the representation of a piece of 
land, a meaning associated with the birth of landscape painting. 
This double meaning is explored by considering the painting 
The Census at Bethlehem (1566) by Pieter Bruegel the Elder and is 
subsequently moved from landscape painting to photography in the 
context of borders. At the end of the seminar, some first results from 
a fieldwork in the Swiss Italian borderscape will be presented and 
discussed. This way, the seminar aims to outline a methodological 
approach to the study of a borderscape as a political and scenic space 
that is shaped, seen, represented and experienced.
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