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“A Constellation of Empathy” captures a nuanced portrait of global inter-
connectedness, illustrating how diverse elements of migration, identity,
and community intersect within the setting of Delfshaven. Through Florian
Braakman’s lens, the exhibition showcases the dynamic interactions and
rich textures of this historic Rotterdam district.

Delfshaven has long been a symbol of migration and settlement, with its
history stretching back to the 17th century. Once a bustling launching point
for ships embarking on voyages to distant and unknown lands, Delfshaven
was a gateway to the world, its docks echoing with the ambitions and
dreams of adventurers and traders. Today, the district retains that spirit of
exploration, but in a new context, serving as a beacon for those arriving in
the Netherlands with hopes of new beginnings and opportunities.

As a recent arrival to the area, Braakman brings a fresh perspective that
balances the view of both an insider and an outsider. His photography
surpasses simple aesthetic considerations; it serves as an intimate and
reflective examination of community, connection, and the everyday life that
pulses through Delfshaven. Through his lens, Braakman captures the
intricate textures of human interaction and the subtle exchanges that build
the bonds of community.

Delfshaven, however, is more than a picturesque locale. Seen as an
economically disadvantaged and culturally diverse neighbourhood is often
unfairly judged by mainstream media. The dominant narrative tends to focus
on immigration and the social challenges tied to it, reducing the area’s
complexity to simplistic portrayals. Braakman'’s work, in sharp contrast, offers
a nuanced counter-narrative. Through his projects, Braakman challenges the
divisive discourse surrounding immigration and integration, highlighting the
closeness that can exist between ‘strangers. His work reveals a deeper truth:
solidarity and connection do not require sameness, but instead, flourish in
diversity.

The series "Delfshaven’s Finest" (2013 - ongoing), a selection of which
forms this exhibition, has grown into a vast archive of recurring themes
such as food culture, urban nature, street life, games, drying laundry, trash,
and security surveillance, alongside Braakman’s ongoing portrayal of his
neighbors. His images capture the raw authenticity of contemporary
urban life. Through a process of reassembling and composing these images
into collages and installations, he creates multi-layered narratives that
celebrate the vivid reality of life in Delfshaven. By playing with form, color,
and cross-references, Braakman crafts a story that transcends surface-level
observation, allowing viewers to engage with the deeper societal currents

at play.

Florian Braakman goes beyond mere documentation of Delfshaven’s life
—he becomes an integral part of the community he captures. His photogra-
phy reflects a deep engagement with the people and places around him,
offering more than just visual representation. Instead, his work is a
profound exploration of belonging, the search for home, and the shifting
dynamics of identity and community in the ever-evolving urban landscape
of Delfshaven. The district’s history of ‘comings and goings'is reframed
through Braakman’s lens, contextualized within the ongoing narratives of
migration and the quest for place and connection.

In addition to the thematic richness of Florian Braakman'’s work, the
exhibition’s mood plays a crucial role in shaping the viewer’s experience.
The installation of the photographs is thoughtfully designed to evoke a
range of emotions and reflections, with each wall capturing distinct aspects
of the core themes.

The exhibition begins with a more detached, observational tone. Early
walls feature images from elevated perspectives, offering a broader, more
distant view of the world. This initial distance sets a contemplative mood,
inviting us to reflect on the larger context of Delfshaven’s urban landscape.



As the exhibition progresses, the mood transitions to a more intimate
and immediate experience. The photographic focus shifts to close-ups and
detailed views, drawing attention into the personal and everyday aspects
of the community.

Throughout the exhibition, the mood varies significantly. Early in the
show, we encounter night scenes of architecture and a vast pink sky with
a solitary helicopter, alongside images of a blood-stained butcher's apron
and a juxtaposition of vibrantly coloured and damaged cars. These images
set a dramatic and often somber tone, hinting at the complexities and
contrasts within the urban environment.

As we move through the exhibition, we encounter more intimate and
personal themes. There are images of hands holding shopping bags
filled with fruit and vegetable, and close-ups of foodstuffs and other
products displayed in mini-markets and grocery stores. These elements
bring a sense of familiarity and everyday life, contrasting with the earlier,
more abstract observations.

The installation continues with photographs of construction sites and
buildings wrapped in construction foil, reminiscent of Christo’ & Jeanne-
Claude’s wrapped monuments. These images underscore the theme of
transformation and the physical changes within the neighbourhood.
Interspersed with these are photographs of local flora, including flowers
growing in the area and hands sharing plant seeds, symbolizing growth
and community.

The exhibition also contrasts freedom and confinement through images
of a caged bird held by a hand, juxtaposed with a parrot freely perched
on a tree. These photographs add a layer of metaphorical depth,
exploring themes of liberty and constraint within the urban context.

The final sections of the exhibition celebrate community and leisure,
capturing large groups of people enjoying a warm summer day. Images
of individuals lounging in bathing suits on grassy areas amidst newly
constructed buildings convey a sense of collective enjoyment and the
evolving nature of the neighbourhood.

Through this varied and dynamic presentation, Braakman'’s exhibition
not only documents but also immerses viewers in the multifaceted
reality of Delfshaven. The shifting moods and thematic groupings
enhance the narrative, providing a nuanced and immersive experience
that reflects the complexities of urban life and the vibrant, evolving
character of the community.

Finally through the resulting photographic installation Braakman
illustrates that community is not a static concept but an evolving process,
an interplay of coexistence, mutual understanding, and shared experience.
His work advocates for a broader definition of home, one not confined by
geographic or cultural boundaries, but rooted in moments of humanity,
connection, and solidarity in the face of adversity.

“A Constellation of Empathy” stands as a snapshot of global dynamics,
where diversity and unity coexist in an intricate balance. Braakman’s work
exposes and expands the layers of community, forming an active archive
that celebrates the tenacity, empathy and synergy of the human essence.
Through this lens, Braakman’s work challenges the growing trends of
nationalism, xenophobia, and racism, underscoring that our shared human
bond transcends the boundaries and divisions that seek to separate us.
As a form of social activism, Braakman’s photography not only documents
but also advocates for a more inclusive and compassionate world,
inviting us to engage in a deeper dialogue about our collective
responsibility to one another.
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