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THE PORTAL ART PROJECT (ZWOLLE,

THE NETHERLANDS)—THE REPRESENTATION
OF LOCAL CONTEXTS OF CONTEMPORARY ART
THROUGH THE CREATION OF

A TIME-TRAVELLING ART ROUTE

Ekaterina Kenigsberg

Keywords: Ram Katzir, Portal, Zwolle, artist, site-specific, installation, project

The article explores the Portal art project created in the public space of the city of Zwolle (Netherlands) in 2016-2021.
The authors of the project, the artist Ram Katzir and the art duo Hertog Nadler directly address the viewer, estab-
lishing communication processes with them, involving them in the experience of time in the digital age, without

breaking the link with “non-digital” and “pre-digital”

cultures, exploring different aspects of the distant past, the

modern present and the imagined future, the junctions of generations and eras.

Portal is located in Zwolle in the Netherlands”. The
project, which ran from 2016 to 2021, consists of a
panoramic video installation at Zwolle train station, a
series of sculptures on the way to the city center and
a blue bronze line connecting the parts of the project.
The author of the project was Ram Katzir, an Israeli art-
ist living and working in the Netherlands® The concep-
tual component of his works and projects is based on
the comprehension of the theme of memory, taking into
account historical and socio-cultural contexts, creating
imaginary worlds that combine on equal terms the famil-
iar and the unfamiliar, the tragic and the comic, the near
and the distant, the past and the present. The project’s
interactive video installation was created by Ram Katzir
in collaboration with the duo of Amsterdam-based art-
ists Hertog Nadler: Chaja Hertog (Netherlands) and Nir
Nadler (Israel)’, who make sense of local histories, land-
scapes, myths and legends in their visual projects.
The artists acted as curators of their own project. This

The four-kilometre-long site-specific installation

1 Portal

2 Ram Katzir

3 Hertog Nadler
4 KENIGSBERG

trend is quite typical for contemporary visual art and is
actively used by authors of conceptual orientation who
apply curatorial approaches in their artistic practices.
The curatorial strategy of the project can be understood
as a study of the current contexts of the present; the di-
rection of the research problems is the representation of
local contexts of contemporary art®.

The Portal is a permanent art route where lives from
different time periods intersect. There is no start or end
point on this route, you can join it at any point along the
way. Most visitors start their journey along the art route
from Zwolle railway station, which itself is the starting
and ending point of the passengers’ journey. In the new
tunnel connecting the various platforms underground, an
LED screen is built into one of the walls. This is the pan-
oramic interactive video installation Time Tunnel (2016,
HD video with sound, 244 minutes, 192 x 528 cm).

Mare than 500 local people were chosen to film the
Time Tunnel video in 2015, playing the roles of time trav-
ellers in different times, from the Middle Ages to the
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present day. Thanks to this, almost every resident of
Zwolle knows someone who can be seen in the film or
who was involved in its production. This contributes to
the cohesion of the local community, the involvement
of Zwolle residents in the creation of contemporary art-
works and the acceptance of the art route as a whole.

The video was filmed in the underground tunnel itself,
making this passing point of the transit route the desti-
nation. The final film is over four hours long and consists
of short clips that always have the same beginning and
end and are played in random order, flowing seamlessly
into each other. As a result, each viewer, seeing only a
certain fragment of the video, goes through his or her
own journey.

The key position of the video installation is the com-
bination of the virtual and the real, the communication
between passengers and characters located in the same
space in parallel time coordinates. The video has neither
beginning nor end; live pictures replace each other, the
ancient comhines with the modern, the current present
with the imaginary or real past: modern residents of
Zwolle going about their business, football fans in orange
T-shirts, a picture from the late 1930s and early 1940s:
Jews coming down the escalator with a yellow Star of
David on their clothes and suitcases in their hands, go-
ing into eternal exile; ordinary passengers with medieval
knights or Roman soldiers walking among them; a man
and a woman on horseback; a man on an ancient bicycle
with a huge front wheel; a shepherd driving a flock of
sheep and children on skateboards; a group of Turkish
women in characteristic clothing and a family of prim-
itive people in equally characteristic clothing made of
skins; radiant robots offering caffeine instead of coffee,
etc.

In different places in the tunnel ceiling, the soundtrack
of the film is played from built-in loudspeakers, mixed
with the real sounds of the station and announcements
of train arrivals and departures. The creators of the video
wanted the soundtrack to include announcements they
had invented, such as a prehistoric train being delayed by
b years, or a Bronze Age train leaving track three in a few
seconds, or a train not arriving due to a collision with a
mammoth. However, the railway management company
felt that such announcements would mislead passen-
gers, so the full version of the soundtrack can only be
heard on the Portal website and in audio scopes installed

222

further along the art route.

The underground tunnel, a passage point for passen-
gers who are always in a hurry to get to their trains, be-
comes not just a point of passage to their destination,
but a portal to the meeting of generations and eras. The
authors of the video installation understand it as a mirror
that allows travellers to make a virtual journey through
time: a person passing through the tunnel meets, as if in
a mirror, all kinds of living people from the present, past
and future.

The next point on the art route is opposite the station
building and is called “Swol” (2021, antique brick, brass,
glass, LEDs, sensor, 200 x 225 x 300 cm). It is an artificial
hill covered in antique brick, with a narrow rectangular
window built into it. Inside this hill is a typical under-
ground railway platform, with vaulted ceilings and walls
lined with characteristic white bricks. The rails emerge in
a meandering line from around a bend and go around the
next bend. On the grey concrete floor in the recesses of
the station there are wooden benches and metal waste
bins. A blue sign on the wall reads “Swol” in white sans
serif font. The far parts of the platform are illuminated
with blue LEDs. Everything is absolutely authentic, only
in miniature. The work of art is literally and figuratively
integrated into the environment. The station itself could
look like this fifty or a hundred years ago, or even today.

The idea for this work is based on a historical fact. The
city of Zwolle was built on a rounded hill in the middle of
the marshes, the only place that was not flooded during
river floods. Such a hill was called Soulle; the name was
later transformed into Zwolle. The round shape of the
artwork’s artificial hill and its name are a reference to
ancient times; the underground station is a reference to
rumours of underground tunnels in the city.

The “City Seal” (2016, bronze, 10 x 250 x 220 cm) is the
next stop on the art route. It is a huge round three-dimen-
sional bronze relief embedded in the plane of the pave-
ment at the intersection of two city streets —an image of
the urban area from ancient times through the modernity
of Google Maps to an imagined future. The outer circle of
the relief features a text inscribed in Dutch, French, Ger-
man, and Spanish, i.e. the four languages of the peoples
who lived on this piece of land. It reads, “The Future Has
a Long History.”

The art route continues along the promenade and di-
vides into two parts: right and left. At the end of each
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part are Audioscopes (2016, mixed media, sound, 165 x 38
x 38 cm each sculpture) — two identical sound sculptures
equipped with three trumpets, referring to wind musical
instruments. The Audioscopes broadcast a kind of frag-
ments of time. These are short music clips totalling about
two hours, played back by activated sensors in random
order. Each of the trumpets creates its own sound frag-
ment. The lowest one broadcasts music from different
time periods, from medieval ballads to artificially gen-
erated music, from Baroque masses to classical jazz
compositions, from Rococo canzones to modern rhythms.
The middle trumpet plays specially created stories and
announcements (for example, about how Archangel Mi-
chael, the guardian angel of the city, protected Zwolle
from a dragon or that a Bronze Age train was delayed due
to a wild animal entering the tracks), music from films,
newsreels and other archive material. The upper trumpet
transmits poetry, prose and news from the city of Zwolle
and its surroundings. The final cacophony forms a sound-
scape layering centuries and eras on top of each other,
bringing together the past and the present. The viewer
and listener certainly need more time to comprehend this
point of the art route than others, which are simpler and
easier to perceive.

The Blue Line (2016/2021), 393 metres long, connects
all points of the art route. It is a meandering bronze strip
with blue veins embedded in the pavement, interspersed
with 19 bronze manholes with a diameter of 25-60 cm,
depicting the spiral of a timeline winding deeper into
the pavement. The names of the authors and the title of
the project are inscribed along the outer diameter of the
manholes. The Blue Line is inspired by old maps of the
city of Zwolle and paintings depicting the waters of the
River Aa, and is reminiscent of the river. It leads from the

REFERENCES:

railway station to the city center.

The Portal project by Ram Katzir and the creative duo
Hertog Nadler is a time-travelling art route where ev-
eryday life and an imaginary world alternate. Ram Katzir
wants the viewer to become aware of social, societal or
psychological mechanisms, not just by showing them a
work of art, but by making them experience something.
The Portal project has created new signs that capture
the memory of the past, whereby the individual memory
of each specific person or event has, through the work
of the artists, been transformed into a collective, anon-
ymous memory that is projected onto events of the past
and present and possibly the future.

Contemporary visual art, in particular public art,
makes an important contribution to shaping the image of
the city, contributes to the formation of a positive image
of public space, comprehension of cultural heritage and
preservation of local cultural identity. The artists of the
Portal project directly address the viewer, establishing
communication processes with them, involving them in
the experience of time in the digital age, without break-
ing the links with “non-digital” and “pre-digital” cultures,
exploring various aspects of the distant past, the modern
present and imagined future, the junctions of genera-
tions and eras. In contemporary art it is not so much the
factor of the reality of the past that is important, but the
point of attraction or reference that triggers the mecha-
nism of the viewer’s understanding of the author’s idea,
making an important contribution to the formation of the
historical memory of society. The Portal project clearly
demonstrates how people’s lives are connected in dif-
ferent periods of time and how individual and collective
memory is formed. Contemporary art recreates the past
and creates the present as alternative artistic realities.

Ekaterina KENIGSBERG. Curatorial Strategies in the Contemporary Visual Art of the Second Half of the 20" and

Early 21t Centuries. Minsk: BSAA, 2023

Ram Katzir https://www.ramkatzir.com/ (14/06/2024)

Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/ (12/06/2024)

- Hertog Nadler https://hertognadler.com/ (14/06/2024)
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1. ,3MGOIT0N“: BLOBBMOGMNBIR MEONIBONGIBIT) NBLOSOBNS B3MIL LOXBIGNL BNG.
PORTAL, SITE-SPECIFIC INSTALLATION IN FRONT OF THE STATION ZWOLLE
Source: Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/

2. b3M. Swol, BIPVLIXVN B3MEIL LOX3IGHOL BNG.
SWOL, TOP VIEW IN FRONT OF THE STATION ZWOLLE
Source: Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/
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3. bL3M®,
SWOL
Source: Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/

4, 3o HINL 03830, 3-3063MANTIdNS60N dMNB3IML HIANIB.
CITY SEAL, THREE-DIMENSIONAL BRONZE RELIEF
Source: Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/

225



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARTS AND MEDIA RESEARCHES « 2025 #5 (15)

6. QAHMOL 330000, 3NVIML I3OHIBNL 96S6IFXN.
TIME TUNNEL, VIDEO SCREENSHOT
Source: Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/

7. @OHMOL 330600, 30QIMB I3MHOBNL S60dIFVN.
TIME TUNNEL, VIDEO SCREENSHOT
Source: Portal | Art-Route Zwolle https://portalzwolle.nu/
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5. 0B6LOSTVSBNS
»0090ML3M3N“
AUDIOSCOPES,
INSTALLATION
Source: Portal | Art-
Route Zwolle https://
portalzwolle.nu/





