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As an artist, I learned that the confined space of a studio was 
not for me. The ideal way for me to be an artist, I realised, 
was to walk around city streets and meet people. I wandered 
around faraway cities like Cairo, New York, Shenzhen and 
Beirut before making my first book of drawings about my 
hometown, Amsterdam.

This was difficult at first: the city was such an integral part of 
me that I found it hard to see what I was looking at. I realised 
that ‘my’ Amsterdam was just a small part of the city; my 
routes, people and places tended to be the same. Since then, 
I do my best to make sense of my city, seeing it not only as a 
local but also as an outsider or tourist.

All those years of drawing Amsterdam has made me see it as 
a city in flux. The Amsterdam of my youth was a like a set of 
bad teeth, with gaps and cavities where houses once stood. 
Today, all those gaps have been filled and people look for ways 
to expand upward or to build on former industrial zones.

The title of this atlas refers to Soft City, a book written in 
1974 by the British author and travel writer Jonathan Raban. 
His idea is that the city is where the solid concrete reality 
of buildings and asphalt meets the malleable, subjective 
experience and expectations of the people who live and work 
there. When I chose this title for my book I had no idea how 
appropriate the word ‘soft’ was for the Amsterdam that I have 
come to know from seeing it with new eyes, while still calling 
it home.

Jan Rothuizen 
Amsterdam, 2023



We’re open… aren’t we?
Of course we’re open – always have been, for everyone. 
But for how much longer? Amsterdam continues to 
search for a formula where everyone is welcome and 
can be themselves in an open-minded city.
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Neighbourhood stroll Since remote working has become more 
common, most of us take some time to go 
out during the day to stretch our legs. This is 
one of my longer strolls from my workplace. 
I start at the Singel canal, amble through the 
city centre and head back to my studio. 
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The annex 
(Anne Frank)

Reading Anne Frank’s diary, when I 
was about 25, was a personal, intimate 
experience. I believe her diary – alongside 
the Bible and Harry Potter – belongs to 
the ten most-read books because it’s so 
incredibly well written. Had she lived, Anne 
Frank would be 93 today.
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The end of the 
(tram)line

This is where the tram circles back towards 
the city. Osdorp is one of the garden cities 
built on the outskirts of Amsterdam in the 
1950s and ’60s. At the time it offered a 
green, spacious alternative to the crowded 
inner city. Now long past its prime, it’s 
currently getting a makeover.
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Budget hotel Amsterdam is a favourite destination 
amongst twentysomethings. It’s especially 
popular for stag parties, with young grooms 
coming here for a blow-out on their last 
night of ‘freedom’. But the current mayor 
stresses that this doesn’t mean people can 
leave their morals and decency at home.
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