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A mood
Sitting comfortably is over-
rated. Laying down is way bet-
ter; when your body abandons 
itself in the depth of a sofa with 
your head raised by a pillow, 
that’s when you know you’re 
going to focus on one thing 
only.

Time passes by so fast that our 
brains have no choice but to 
be in a hundred places at the 
same time. In your hands is an 
object that is an anthology of 
texts, interviews, photos, gra-
phic works and more personal 
bits. They were produced by 
a group of people including 
myself - let’s call that a collec-
tive - and directed by me. Our 
ways of expression are lan-
guages, that you, reader, will 
also speak, with us.

The magazine format I chose 
allows for this language mul-
tiplicity and today all of the 
thoughts are finally together, 
in one magazine. It will argue 
how nowadays it is more im-
portant than ever for us to stick 
together, and what space has 
to do with it. I want to show you 
how my work is influenced by 
my womanhood and the power 
that scenography has towards 
a community.

It is now all regrouped in one 
place to form an introduction 
to my work as a scenographer, 
a manifesto of my interests and 
ideals in my professional field.

So, lay down with this maga-
zine, raise your head with a 
pillow and focus only on what 
you read and see, because 
you’re cordially invited into my 
research.

better together - editorial
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This is a map of Utrecht you 
just saw. The city I study in, 
and where I wanted to find a 
place to take up a site-specific 
project, in conversation with 
all my areas of interest. In teal 
green, a little highlighted area 
is framed among the multitudes 
of the city. A small oasis, just 
outside the city centre and the 
old fortifications of the High 
middle-age Rhine that crosses 
it. The moestuinen of Abstede, 
shared vegetable gardens for 
inhabitants of the area to culti-
vate, share green spaces and 
escape from the hard ground of 
the city when they feel like it. A 
ground divided into almost 60 
gardens, crossed in the middle 
by a water stream called the 
minstroom. It separates the 
North and South parts and 
flows into the Singel and the 
Nieuwegracht, the main wa-
ter elements of the city-centre. 
The stream once served the 
city, proving food on the low 
docks of the city from the farms 
situated around the ground. 
Stroom means stream and min 
actually takes its origin around

1350 and means wet nurse, a 
woman breast feeding another 
woman’s child. Tadpole willows 
surround the stream, assuring 
the fertility of the soil around 
and helping the biodiversity 
to grow. The city expanded, 
but the fertile land remained a 
place to grow vegetables, up 
to today where it’s a gem that 
the local community cares for 
together. For a presentation I 
did in December 2020, I took 
the audience through this site 
of Utrecht that englobes a lot 
of exciting features. The shared 
ground is somewhere between 
public and private and there-
fore relates to home and public 
space at the same time. This pu-
blic space is itself questionably 
located somewhere between 
urban and rural space. Green 
oasis in cities, what will they be-
come?

Thanks to being able to work on 
projects in Fort Lunet last year 
and in Culemborg in September, 
I understood that a feeling great 
inspiration and narration comes 
from a site-specific project. I de-

The place of the moestuin 
in the research

cided to carry on with that idea 
by working in Utrecht and spe-
cified the site in December with 
the moestuinen of Abstede. It 
is a way for me to stay close to 
where we are, and open eyes 
to what’s there, not so far. Stay 
in the here and now... Also, the 
reality of it makes it possible 
to work on a bigger scale, be-
cause I’m starting with a 1:1 
real space, which I discovered 
was incredibly stimulating for 
me.

On the shared ground, only 
one little house called Glad-
jool, stands tall for the whole 
collective to enjoy. That is the 
space I’m particularly inte-
rested in, as it is the common 
space of the site, and it is not 
working as such at the moment. 
Problem? Solutions. That is the 
project you will get to accom-
pany me into later in the ma-
gazine. But for now, it’s wild, 
chaotic, and only communal 
on paper. How could the wil-
derness be embraced to create 
togetherness?

Here is a little segment of the 
voice-over I wrote for the said 
presentation in December: 
«Hope. For me this is what this 
place is. If the world becomes 
a city, I want you to have your 
moestuin in it. How are we 
using the space to encourage 

collectivity? This is a question I 
want to give an answer to when 
I’m standing here. These paths, 
the house, the wilderness, all 
the components that make this 
place special, I would use them, 
use what the members have to 
say, work with them to encou-
rage the collectiveness of this 
site. (...) This engagement from 
the community to keep such a 
project standing, the fact that 
this is a collaborative initiative, 
all the stories that can be told 
around it, this space in-between 
public and private… All of this is 
closely related to my research, 
and choosing this place was the-
refore evident.»

If I chose this site of Utrecht, it 
is because of the potential in 
proximity, working on a project 
that is geographically close to 
me, somewhere I can go to and 
notice what is there or not. It is 
because of the social prospects 
that this collective ground brings. 
But also the political ones, green 
areas are valued more and more 
so the demand is higher and the 
price rises with it. And of course, 
how could we ignore the envi-
ronmental prospects of it? This 
green terrain is particular be-
cause it is rather big for being so 
central. Situated just beside the 
old train rails of Maliebaan Sta-
tion, these rails are today trans-
formed into a green line, coope-
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rating on the biodiversity of the 
moestuinen. The value of green 
lungs in cities goes beyond the 
poetry of escaping cities. It is a 
protected land, that carries His-
tory dating to the 17th century. 
And today, more than ever, it is 
part of the actuality and of our 
need to grow together.

In an article published in the 
domus online magazine, Gaia 
Lamperti writes: ««Vegetable 
gardens can become promoters 
of sustainable change within 
our cities,» designer Sandiglia-
no commented. «Growing your 
own vegetables is something 
old, a tradition that we have 
lost and we are slowly starting 
to rediscover.» An initiative 
that starts from the individual 
citizen, but then passes on to 
the neighbourhood’s commu-
nity and, possibly, to the local 
administration. Sandigliano’s 
great vision is precisely that of 
integrating vegetable gardens 
in urban planning: «If these 
processes were incorporated, 
we would create new econo-
mies for the cities. City gardens 
could change an entire system 
in a macroscopic way, towards 
both environmental and urban 
sustainability.»»

This place is full of stories, full 
of details and of scenographic 
opportunities. My aim is to 

create an embellishment of the 
Gladjool and what’s around it 
for an existing community. Not 
to enlarge it, not to attract more 
people but to reinforce their 
collective into a real community 
with common values and com-
mon spaces. It is a small space 
of less than 80 msq in total but 
the relevancy it has for my re-
search makes it the perfect 
choice and scale for me to un-
dertake a site-specific project. 
As small as it may seem com-
pared to the projects I was so-
metimes part of in architecture, 
it represents 60 pieces of land 
and more than 80 people, wil-
ling to be engaged in this com-
munity. I’m not sure what I will 
make out of this choice exactly, 
but it appears to be the perfect 
case-study for my research.



Carte Blanche #1

Aina 
Roca
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When I was a kid, I used to go on long camping trips to the 
mountain with my scout group. We would go to different places 
depending on the season, close to the sea or up in the mountains 
in the summer, to places guarded from the wind in winter. 

During summer, we used to leave for at least 15 days. We usu-
ally went to a house in the Pyrenees. I had so much fun there, 
so many beautiful memories… The ritual was perpetuated year 
after year, we arranged the garden to be able to sit around all 
together in the mornings, after lunch and at night. That circular 
space where we would sit in different moments of the day would 
always become the heart of our small community for those two 
weeks. It is important to know that calling it “a garden” is giv-
ing it a lot of good attributes that it didn’t have. There were no 
trees or flowers and the floor was grey and dusty. But it doesn’t 
matter, it was where we met before breakfast, after lunch and at 
night, around a fire, to tell stories and sing.

At the moment of going back home, on the cleaning and packing 
up day, the space always looked detached from all the memories 
we had created during the last two weeks. Even though it was 
exactly the same space, the same size, with the same elements, it 
was not the same. We were the ones making it possible, bringing 
life into it by being there, taking care of it, sharing activities and 
tasks. 

Without us, the soul of that garden was gone.

It is curious because the feeling didn’t stop there. It stayed with 
me when we went back home, when I had my fist dinner with my 
family, and the days after when lunch was over and suddenly 
the only thing to do was watching TV. What happened to all the 
activities we were doing before, all the games, all the songs and 
stories we could tell and sing together? 

After a few days, normal life was back and the feeling of belong-
ing to a community was gone. Like a nice dream that you can’t 
remember.

In my house there is a garden, it is a beautiful garden, with or-
ange trees and roses. But to be able to feel like I used to feel 
when I was on the camp with my group, what I needed wasn’t a 
garden. It was the people doing things together. 

Aina Roca.

better together - Aina Roca better together - Aina Roca
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If I had to give you a list of the 5 
most important topics we were 
going to talk about in my the-
sis, it would be the following:

1. space
2. collectivity
3. community
4. contribution
5. femininity

From those topics, a few ques-
tions arise. From Space as a 
form of engagement: how can 
space respond to social, poli-
tical and environmental forms 
of engagement, both in the pri-
vate and public space? that is 
quite general, as well as How 
does a form of social design 
become scenographic, what 
is the story of the space and 
what does it do to the orga-
nized events?

To How can space best contri-
bute to creating a community 
within the collectivity? and The 
influence of femininity and 
womanhood in what I do and 
how I do it, how it creates the 
context of my work.

I have found that the theme of 
collectivity and togetherness 

is something that I carried with 
me from my architecture prac-
tice. When creating floor plans, 
from housing to urbanism, I was 
always kept the users (people) 
meeting and co-habiting to-
gether as smoothly as possible in 
my head. It is slightly by chance 
that I came back to it, through 
the moestuin choice as a site, 
but it makes a lot of sense now. 
It makes sense that I’m working 
with that because it’s always 
oriented my way of creating 
spaces; it was always about col-
lectivity and it was always about 
scenography, in my thought-pro-
cess on the spectator, and in re-
lation to time and details. 

The underlying theme of my jour-
ney was always How can we 
best live together and the stren-
gth of working and living and 
creating together is unmatched, 
according to me. It came with an 
ease that I did not experience 
before within my studies and 
that is how you know it’s right. I 
love working with people, I love 
living with people... With the in-
dividuality that is on the rise and 
in our societies in general at the 
moment, because of social rea-
sons, environmental reasons, 

Space as engagement
Introduction to my topics
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political reasons: we can’t be 
living alone and that’s why 
space has a huge role to play, 
in that matter.

The themes of femininity and 
womanhood, I am inspired 
by and make discoveries from 
them. It is still something new 
for me to research and include 
in my professional life, but it 
feeds the curiosity I have and 
makes me want to go further, 
which makes it crucial in my 
process. I’m learning a lot and 
that’s amazing.

I always relate everything to 
space, thanks to visionary ar-
chitects such as Apolline Vran-
ken, who wrote a thesis about 
feminist architecture, or geo-
grapher and writer Leslie Kern, 
the author of Feminist City. 
On the way I found sources, 
articles, writings, texts... that 
constantly feed my practice and 
show me the importance and 
the reality of the undeniable 
link between womanhood and 
space.

Through my conversations with 
Nirav Christophe, the enthou-
siastic soul who followed and 
advised me for this thesis, I dis-
covered what feminine writing 
was and that I have a tenden-
cy to it, for example, with the 
interviews. The feminist wri-

ting deconstructs the male way 
of writing, which includes only 
one voice claiming truth, so the 
fact that I was willing to colla-
borate as much as possible for 
this project was in fact a strategy 
of feminine writing. That is, one 
amongst others, for the writing 
part. But the making part also, 
knowing that my practice at the 
moestuinen is based on collec-
tivity and community, we could 
also, of course, argue that this 
is a feminine perspective on ap-
proaching scenography or ar-
chitecture. Because for me, femi-
ninity and collectivity definitely 
go hand in hand.

At least the plurality of feminine 
writing, or the multiplicity of the 
voices (polyphonies), to use Ni-
rav Christophe’s vocabulary in 
his book Ten Thousand idiots 
(Christophe, 2019), where we 
can read  «In her book A pe-
dagogy of possibility; Bakhti-
nian Perspectives on Composi-
tion Studies, Halasek mentions 
poststructuralist, pluralist and 
feminist writing pedagogy, for 
example, but also teaching wri-
ting aimed at co-creation and 
multiple authorship, (…)». But 
hopefully, the co-creation can 
also come from within, and only 
the concept remains true: «In her 
2009 PhD thesis The Anxiety of 
Feminist Influence; Concepts of 
Voice in Margaret Atwood and 

Carol Shields, Nicola Jayne 
Stead comes to the similar 
conclusion that the interplay of 
the various voices in the author 
forms their ‘personal voice’. 
«The ‘voice’ is multiple, ambi-
guous and influenced, but it is 
also apparently unique.»»

There is a form of self-denial, 
maybe in how women were 
raised by society, that creates 
this feminine philanthropy that 
can be bearing a form of to-
getherness that men cannot 
achieve as well as women. 
Creation is a collaboration 
according to me, because no 
one is never really completely 
alone to create. Now I know 
that saying that women are 
more collaborative than men 
is not an appreciated topic but 
the essence of it lays in the ne-
gative perception of the words, 
and that is the problem. In an 
article written by Dr Christi-
na Constantinidis, researcher 
for the University of Luxem-
bourg, Center for Research in 
Economics and Management 
(CREA), it reads «These cha-
racteristics are often presented 
as detrimental to the entre-
preneurial success of women, 
primarily defined in terms of 
financial performance and 
growth. However, research 
carried out in 2016 at the Uni-
versity of Luxembourg shows 

another face of female entre-
preneurship, based on collabo-
rative practices, proving to be 
particularly suited to the cur-
rent economic context. 
(…) This form of collaborative 
entrepreneurship presupposes 
from the outset the pooling of 
resources and skills, joint risk-ta-
king in order to create added 
value from ideas generated 
collectively. The distinctive cha-
racteristics of female networks - 
strong ties, female composition 
and relational approach - the-
refore appear as assets, and 
not weaknesses, for the deve-
lopment of collaborative pro-
jects.» The field of economics 
and management is other than 
the makers’ field we are in, but 
they have in common that they 
are all about taking action, in 
that case, together. 

During the first semester of my 
second year I worked in duo in 
Culemborg, we made a project 
that had for the first time in my 
work an engaged dimension. 
I initiated a group project on 
Antigone and the themes of fe-
minism and tragedy that never 
saw the light of the day. I took 
part in a school project with 
two of my fellow students in the 
school’s big theatre, where I 
developed my ingredients and 
my strength, in my own perso-
nal practice as well as my capa-
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city to work in group. Through 
my own reflection and those 
projects, I got a lot of clarity 
concerning my own work: what 
it is and where I’m going with it.

Now let’s clarify the use of the 
words engagement and space 
together. Engagement, for me, 
is the act of committing to a 
cause that you care for. It is ca-
ring for something external so 
much that you make it your own 
issue too. In this case, I talk 
about social, political and en-
vironmental forms of engage-
ment, but my interest lays in a 
scenographical context, hence 
in a spatial context. What trig-
gered me was that I was sen-
sing a link between spatial 
events and this engagement, 
but I could not quite grasp how 
it was co-existing. My curiosity 
started there, willing to be part 
of the society rupture that we 
are living in, not by theorizing 
but by making, designing, trying 
new solutions to answer these 
social, political and environ-
mental challenges that we are 
facing. Many spatial solutions 
are a proposition to answer 
this rupture that I’m mentio-
ning. I’m thinking for example 
of Superkilen in Copenhagen, 
a public space project covering 
a 27,000 m2 area, result of the 
creative collaboration between 
BIG, Topotek1 and SUPER-

FLEX, crossing several cultural 
backgrounds in the same area. 
A mix between architecture, ur-
banism and art, the project is 
a permanent world exhibition 
that supports and celebrates 
diversity. The communities have 
helped select street furniture 
from all over the world creating 
a contemporary urban version 
of a universal garden. 

From this desire to create, ra-
pidly came the evidence to 
work in group, because of the 
power it has. In this article 
called Collaboration is the Key 
to Unlocking Innovation in the 
Workplace, we can read «(…) 
This experience made me rea-
lize how vital human interac-
tion is to innovation. Collabo-
ration has the power to spark 
innovation in the workplace 
because everyone brings a 
unique set of knowledge and 
skills to the table. Working to-
gether and embracing these 
differences gives birth to new 
ideas through the blending of 
unique viewpoints.»  If we look 
at the fact that it is more and 
more common to create our 
job, I think it’s also because we 
need those different inputs in 
collaboration. Maybe you stu-
died law but you specialized 
in something along the way 
because you were good at it, 
the essence of this specializa-

tion, and that’s how the sys-
tem is made (with master’s and 
studies that encourage people 
to specialize in something), 
is the piece of a giant puzzle 
that is collaborative work, in all 
fields. I think the essence of a 
scenographer is based on the 
fact that we are a piece of a 
puzzle that wouldn’t be com-
plete without us nor with us 
only, because we specialize 
in an aspect of the space that 
we become good at, but lack 
on other levels, and that’s won-
derful. So, all these traits are 
coming together to create a 
power that collaboration has. 

Innovative, faster, more effi-
cient, more brains and different 
capacities coming together, 
there are many reasons why I 
think collaborating is the key 
but also as a way to counter 
the rising individualism in our 
societies, collaboration is my 
reaction to this. Living in the 
Netherlands where everyone 
has their own right and way 
of functioning for themselves, 
living in an era where the in-
formation is social media and 
vice-versa, it struck me how 
much more attention is put on 
our well-being and taking time 
for yourself today, compared 
to when I was younger. It’s like 
the more we need to stick to-
gether, the more we separate 

and think about ourselves. That 
is where the space comes in. 

Those interrelations in space 
make us move the way we do, 
this connection between each 
other and the general feeling 
of space is something a user 
can’t see but feel. It’s about mo-
vement in space and re-direc-
ting paths. I think space plays 
a huge part in how we evolve 
together, spend time together, 
work together, re-imagine the 
world together, and that is what 
I’m interested in working on.
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Superkilen, public park in 
Nørrebro, Copenhagen. Col-
laboration Superflex, Bjarke 
Ingels Group and Topotek 1.
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La Cité Radieuse, Unité d’habi-
tation, Marseille, Le Corbusier, 
1952. A well-known example 
of an architecture that brings 
people together, with its wide 
corridors and communal roof 
terrace. Dwellings, schools and 
shops come together in this 
multi-use building.
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The roof terrace and pediluve.
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Tietgenkollegiet, student re-
sidence in Ørestad, Copen-
hagen.Lundgaard & Tranberg, 
2006. The ground floor is 
composed of common faci-
lities giving the building its 
own system of maintenance, 
involving the students living 
there. The appartments are 
simple, giving spacious com-
mons all looking on the cen-
tral green space. 

39
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Blue pavillon is an installa-
tion by the Chilean archi-
tects and artists duo Pezo 
von Ellrichshausen for the 
Royal Academy of Arts, Lon-
don, 2014. Part of the ex-
hibition ‘Sensing spaces’, 
this curious meeting point 
is captivating the heights 

of the Royal Academy and 
gathers the visitors in alti-
tude. It symbolizes for me 
the intimacy in the monu-
mentality, from the floor 
between the columns to 
the stairs and the platform 
looking down on the room.
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What follows is about how my 
research questions evolved un-
til I realised it was always about 
collectivity. How I got right on 
track, the ups and downs of my 
expedition until I settled are in 
the travelogue of my very re-
flective journey. Buckle up. 

Natural light, 
interior space and 
discovering scenography

I started with a research ques-
tion regarding natural light 
in interior spaces that quickly 
evolved to artificial and theatre 
light, I gathered some field 
notes of my first steps into what 
scenography was. The only 
thing I know is that I had no 
idea...

After discovering the most I 
could in one small semester, 
here are some views on spec-
tatorship, or discovering sceno-
graphy and what it implies. The 
senses, the importance of time, 
the spectatorship.
 
«This idea of amount of focus to 
give is also something we need 
to take into account as theatre 
makers, I think. Knowing that 
there will be reluctance from 
your audience to give you 
what you want, is being aware 
of what I will call the allowance 
of disconnection. The spectator 

can be out of focus, because 
everyone has their own life, 
and that’s part of the director’s 
role or the dramaturge’s to let 
the spectator have some out-
side moments during a play as 
well. (…) I personally enjoy a 
piece that is more grounded; I 
can make a personal link to my 
own reality and have the space 
to do so because my head isn’t 
focused too much on connecting 
with someone else’s reality. Or 
as Dorita Hannah would say, 
it requires the viewer to be si-
multaneously connected to and 
separated from the event, inha-
biting ‘a space of betweenness’ 
(Hannah, 2017, p. 59).»

By grounded I meant that the 
imaginary is not abusive, so 
that the spectator is allowed to 
create their own.

More and more interested in 
«How can I touch my audience 
as a Scenographer, and with 
what tools (text, stage design, 
sound, light, etc.)?» without 
me being in the middle of the 
performance I orchestrate and 
questioning the important place 
of humour in performances. By 
going to more performances, I 
explored the power of humour 
and how uncomfortable I get if 
an artist tends to take themsel-
ves too seriously. Humour was 
also a way to get to the au-
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dience’s heart and mind, hence 
touch them more easily. «So as 
a theatre maker, knowing that 
you can control the mind by 
the text, how can you be sure 
that you will touch your au-
dience? My opinion about that 
is that you should ensure the 
spectator can connect on diffe-
rent levels: with their mind but 
also the emotions. Or we could 
ask: how can someone touch 
different types of people in 
different ways? Can we touch 
everyone and if yes, how? For 
Rancière, the spectator ‘must 
be proposed the spectacle of 
something strange, unusual’ 
(Rancière, 2007, p. 2). For 
Choi Kwan Lam, the sceno-
grapher must create an expe-
rience for the spectator, as ‘a 
museum is no longer something 
to be read, but to be remembe-
red’ (Choi Kwan Lam, 2014, p. 
62).»

Further in that text, I began 
talking about willing to keep 
my master’s about my work 
and not about me. That got 
even more important later on.

«Can one be both a per-
former and a spectator? 
And a scenographer wit-
hin their own work?»

And on experiencing specta-
torship consciously within my 

work for the first times:

«(...) I simply never experienced 
spectatorship within my own 
work before that. It’s interes-
ting to have different people’s 
opinion because where some 
spectators felt too instructed, 
others felt too free. I think that 
the next semester for me is 
partly going to be about this: 
how can I direct the spectator 
without expecting something 
too precise from them and how 
can I touch my audience while 
being lightheaded.»

... talking about from February 
2020 and onwards. Little did I 
know what was going to hap-
pen!

Awakening, 
frustration and corona 

«Yes, the natural sunlight on 
my room’s wall will always be 
pretty but it’s not a reason to 
work on that my whole life» Feb 
2020, I quickly realized that my 
research question was lacking 
a bit of depth for my taste.

«strategies to prepare the au-
dience to become more embo-
died and experience this - expe-
rience her/his body in relation 
to imagination and/or emotion 
more focused, in the moment» 
March 2020

I’m walking towards a more 
central narration in my work, 
more attention to the specta-
tor and a new attention to the 
present. For me, this is the be-
ginning of my desire to infuse 
a form of engagement in my 
work. Being more connected to 
the world, what’s around me, 
stating an opinion and being 
less superficial with my work… 
Very timidly, at first.

«I had a zoom with Henny 2 
days ago. Where would I fit 
in the scenographical world? 
What’s my place, what’s pos-
sible? I want to work with and 
for others.» May 2020

«SCENOGRAPHY: m.n. The ac-
tion of linking a text (a story) 
to a space with a particular 
attention to the spectator.» De-
cember 2020

I was pushed by corona to use 
video to show my work, but I 
ended up making an amazing 
discovery. I realised I could tell 
a lot with my style of showing 
image and movement. I en-
joyed writing the scripts of my 
videos and directing them 
exactly as I envisioned. I used 
this medium until the end of the 
semester, being forced to share 
our final exhibition remotely as 
well.

In May 2020, I had the op-
portunity to work in a bunker 
for a month and it was my first 
time doing site specific perso-
nal work. It was very tangible 
all of a sudden, opposed to the 
rest of that semester, where my 
research question got lost in 
translation with all the events 
we were going through. Never-
theless, it was an occasion for 
me to develop my recipes for 
the scenography of an exhibi-
tion.

I succeeded at the extremely 
difficult task of extracting my 
work from my limited personal 
life then. It was hard, especially 
in times of corona when every-
thing was rotating around fee-
lings: including work. 

«How are you feeling?»

I managed to translate those 
feelings into a universal lan-
guage and created my first 
exhibition. The work that was 
exposed happened to be mine, 
but it was a real exercise for me 
to try and treat it as externally 
as possible. I had produced a 
sort of an illustrated diary of 
the quarantine, and the feelings 
of imprisonment (dare I say, 
confinement?) and of freedom 
were palpable: I exhibited that 
precisely. The procedure was 
to extract those two diametri-
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cally opposed feelings and to 
spread them into the casemate 
I was working in so the specta-
tors could relate.

I enjoyed the whole exciting 
process of it, from the research 
about the place in a historic 
and architectural way, using 
the building’s own story, to a 
social and environmental awar-
eness of the place, using it as 
an inspiration and in the work 
itself (casemates, bunker, wa-
terline,...). The scenography 
I created became also a rela-
tion to movement, induced by 
the architecture of the place. 
A web of red thread was in-
tended to express our univer-
sal struggle at the entrance, 
and the small room was divi-
ded between different atmos-
pheres, forcing the eye to focus 
on details and haptic aspects of 
the work. Video work in niches, 
using the height and the whole 
space, to stimulate the immer-
sive experience of the specta-
tor. I paid special attention to 
the entrance of my work with 
the thread but also light and 
what the spectator could see 
or not before entering. It was 
a great first experience for me 
that saved the unreal year we 
just had. And it made me disco-
ver one of my main ingredients 
which is:
Redirecting the paths we know.

The work I did there made me 
have a broader understanding 
of the importance of inducing a 
narration in the role of the sce-
nographer and giving it more 
importance in the design pro-
cess. This I will carry with me 
in my second year and later on 
for sure.

Corona times weren’t smooth, 
but it got me focusing on the 
home in a different way than in 
an architectural way: in a sceno-
graphic way. It made me deve-
lop interest in the living space, 
or living in spaces, and indeed 
redirecting the paths we know 
in the home and the movement 
of it: how does it change? How 
did it change with Corona?

Growing, 
engagement 
and looking forward

Summer 2020. I got inspired by 
a lot of conversations that made 
me grow and take distance from 
the past year. I remembered 
and wrote about one especial-
ly, with Giulia, one of my best 
friends that I met in my previous 
studies in engineering architec-
ture. Other conversations with 
some family members, people I 
value the opinion of and some 
texts I stumbled on too. There 
was this speech from Hernan 
Diaz Alonso, director of 

Sci-ARC, to his community:
«More likely than not, most of 
you who are starting now, you 
are going to be developing an 
architecture version of being 
an architect in a completely 
different way than many of 
your teachers did it. These are 
extraordinary opportunities 
for new ideas. These are mo-
ments for new ideas. These are 
moments for new sensibilities. 
These are moments for new so-
lidarities. These are moments 
to create new ideas of com-
munities. How are we going 
to behave? What do we want 
to do with public space? What 
do we want to do with our ci-
ties? What kind of world do 
we want to shape? These are 
challenging times and I think 
we should all collectively say 
«Challenge Accepted».»

This little segment resonated in 
my head like a prayer. We are 
living in an absurd society and 
I want to be part of its constant 
contemporary evolution. Say it 
with me, Challenge Accepted.

All over, my summer was a 
storm of ideas.

July
My need to develop recipes 
like I did in architecture is so-
mething I wanted to apply to 
the rest of my education too. 

In June I experienced and de-
veloped one recipe for exhibi-
tion related scenography, and I 
wanted to develop more and to 
do so for theatre, film, design...

The isolated period we lived 
made me realize even more 
how much I need to work in 
groups. It stimulates my creati-
vity and that is how I want to 
work later on, and you could 
also get more work done, which 
I was craving at this point. As 
well as working site-specific to 
focus on reality.

Investing locations spatially to 
develop a narration and deve-
lop my own style was maybe 
the answer to those points of 
focus. Narration plays a huge 
part in the role of the sceno-
grapher and the master’s is 
the place where I can explore 
that potential. There is a link 
between spatiality, emotions 
and feelings that was less em-
phasised in architecture - sceno-
graphy is related to making the 
spectator feel something.

Related to those feelings, I wrote 
about touching the audience. 
I have this eye for detail that 
I explored with a storytelling 
through camera in the second 
semester of my first year, and I 
can explore that more spatially.
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How to serve Art with socially 
interesting ideas in a meaning-
ful way?

August
August was about looking 
forward, deciding I was going 
to make the most of the master’s 
and developing new ideas. 

Quite a positive time, where I 
discovered and got a subscrip-
tion to the Apartamento maga-
zine and got incredibly inspired 
by it for my own work and 
practice. It proved to me that 
the link between space and the 
people interviewed in the ma-
gazine’s engagement could co-
habit, and that gave me hope 
for the year to come. My mis-
sion was to make space and 
engagement cohabit somehow 
spatially and scenographically.

At first, and with the confined si-
tuation, I questioned the home. 
As Apartamento was making 
a link between life and space, 
I thought «is it what we collect 
in our homes that speak about 
our own form of engagement?» 
It made me want to find inspi-
ring stories and points of view, 
people that have as a mission 
to make the world better, in 
one way or another, through 
their own space or not.
 
August was also the moment I 

was craving discussions about 
the insanity happening around 
us, constantly. I had a real urge 
to open a door for engagement 
in my work. We are living a 
rupture and have to find solu-
tions for new ways of living and 
looking at things, and I want to 
be part of it.

Space, 
engagement 
and collaboration

September 2020. The second 
year starts with a month residen-
cy tutored by Maurice Bogaert 
at an old furniture factory, an 
industrial space with an eclec-
tic history. I arrived there with 
a huge will of working hard, 
and to give an engaged dimen-
sion to my work. Morgan and 
I worked together as a duo. I 
wanted to reconnect with what 
I am good at: site research and 
analysis, and specific attention 
to details. That is how I started 
the one-month project in Cu-
lemborg. By understanding 
the place and its relation to 
the area and the Netherlands 
through history, why it was spe-
cial and how, and which of my 
findings did I want to use. 

What struck me was the so-
cial content of the factory 
throughout the years, from its 
position next to the station and 

an industrial area, to its use as a 
furniture factory in the past and 
an anti-squat for families later, 
to an artist residency today. 
The diverse standards of living 
around the area throughout 
the years pushed the project to 
be the entrance of the group 
exhibition we were building. 
It made sense as we were ha-
ving conversations about the 
accessibility to Art and the bar-
riers between Art and certain 
people (related to language, 
money, education, awareness 
of events, the feeling of not 
belonging). With those ideas, 
the entrance of the event was a 
logical choice to work on and 
our final concept went about 
breaking spatial barriers with a 
colour statement, arguably re-
lated to the feminine presence 
that we infused in the by-ap-
pearance-masculine space, to-
gether, 8 women working in a 
factory for a month. 

This project was a great ope-
ning to my new research, de-
sign and space based but with 
an important engaged dimen-
sion. We created stairs going 
over and through the fence of 
the back yard of the factory, 
taken over by a wild garden. 
The stairs were built with the 
old pieces of furniture that we 
upcycled from the space, cove-
red by a pink wooden carpet. 

It was leading the spectators 
through opened windows, ma-
king them enter our group exhi-
bition in an unconventional way. 
We gave our spectators a plan 
of the exhibition with a ques-
tion at the back. It referred to 
a point of conversation, where 
a frame and home-made pieces 
of furniture were installed for 
them to leave some answers 
with the possibility of discussing 
them with us if they felt like it. 
It was important for me to be 
able to discuss those topics with 
the spectators, so they wouldn’t 
be forgotten in the simple act of 
entering somewhere.

New direction, 
femininity and 
finding a site

My research question started 
to take the form that it has now. 
I had the opportunity to dip my 
toes into it at Culemborg but af-
ter that I wanted to dive in, and 
quickly.

End of October 2020. My 
thoughts were going a bit eve-
rywhere and at this point I had 
a lot of interests but I had to ca-
nalize them. My main research 
question was about creating a 
dialogue between Art, space, 
engagement and life stories. 
Space could be inside, outside, 
private or public. Life stories 
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are what emerges from conver-
sations, meetings, details that 
connect to people and make 
them relatable. When I spoke 
of engagement, I was referring 
to a reaction to the rupture 
we are facing in our societies, 
socially, environmentally and 
politically, and how I needed 
to be a part of the change. Es-
pecially in an artistic context, I 
couldn’t ignore what we are li-
ving through every day for lon-
ger. I didn’t exactly know how 
it was going to be a dimension 
of my scenographic work, but 
I wanted to infuse it in an op-
timistic and positive way. My 
research question at this point 
could have been «How could 
space encourage you to deve-
lop ideals?».

A vocabulary around femininity 
was also emerging, not really 
defined yet, nor integrated in a 
clear way in my practice. But 
I was curious, and I wanted to 
feed that curiosity and read 
about the link between space 
and women. And so, I did.

I wanted to learn a lot, use my 
imagination, dream a bit big 
and dive into this pond of inte-
rests.

After that, I quickly had to nar-
row my various enthusiasms to 
a more defined understanding 

of engagement. In November, 
I was using the word engage-
ment and willing to link that 
concept to space by giving 
myself options, such as How 
is feminine presence linked 
to space? Is the space gende-
red? or How is the environmen-
tal crisis influencing the space 
(private, public, urban, inside, 
outside...). But also, How is the 
sanitary crisis of COVID 19 in-
fluencing the space and from 
Culemborg, quite naturally: 
Accessibility to Art and link to 
space, what’s the space’s role 
in the facility to access Arts?

At this point the idea was to 
focus on a site in Utrecht, and 
develop a project linked to one 
of those questions. The reason 
for this and how I found the site 
will be explained in my design 
process of the project later on.

At the time, I chose the first op-
tion as my main direction, but 
it evolved to encompass a bit 
more, even though it is the only 
one that is still truly present.
My goal was to choose and 
present the site I had chosen for 
December 2020. Through the 
choice of the moestuinen as the 
said site, the term engagement 
within my research question 
evolved to encompass collecti-
vity and community, how and 
where to live better together.

53
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The stairs, the wooden carpet and 
the conversation point of Not just 
an entrance, September 2020, 
project made in collaboration with 
Morgan Henry. The Gelderlandfa-
briek, Culemborg.
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and talking about how wonderful this place is to 
whoever wants to hear it, like me back when I met 
him, and this place. Hans is a great story-teller. 
He lived in a squat or two into Utrecht, in the area 
of the moestuinen, just before squats were trans-
formed in student houses in the city. I wanted to 
know more about that, and his relation to this pie-
ce of land, for someone who has less soil on their 
hands than the members of the association do.

Hans Klein 
Schiphorst

INTERVIEW BY EMMA BOURGUIGNON
PHOTOGRAPHY BY NOA STAAL

Hans was the one at the core of me entering in 
the moestuinen in the first place. His partner is the 
member of the association and Hans has hay-fever 
so ironically enough, he’s not the greatest garde-
ner you will get to read the story from. Despite 
that, he introduced me to the place and has a lot of 
stories to tell. Hans is a philosophy teacher in the 
theatre faculty I’m graduating from. We met in his 
moestuin, where he is willingly building, mowing 

Let’s go in your moestuin!
It’s a very different garden 
than from the first time we were 
here, in December.

Yes, now it’s all green! That’s 
your new construction, right?
Do you like it?

Are you done with it?
No, I need to make it water-
proof. We got this wood for free 
from one of the neighbours on 
our street, so I only needed to 
buy the lock. Well it’s a good 
opportunity to borrow the lawn-
mower from the neighbours, 
it needs to be done. When I 
was a kid, we had a backyard, 
but it was a construction site. 
We could play around, we 
dug holes, it was only sand. 
My mother didn’t have time 
to have a garden. Then grass 
started to grow, and I started 
mowing the grass. Then when 
my father died she was alone, 
and we gave her an electric 
lawnmower for her garden. So, 
now I’m mowing here. I don’t 
garden here, that’s Marion’s 
job. I mow, build things, I trim 
the hedge...

Why don’t you work with the 
soil?
I don’t know anything about 
plants, which is shameful be-
cause my grand-dad really 
had a green thumb. But we we-

ren’t interested enough to learn 
what he knew. There were lots 
of opportunities to learn but 
we didn’t. The other reason is 
I have hay-fever. But it’s sort of 
gone now, I grew out of it.

For me you were at the root of 
my encounter with the place, 
this in-between role with me 
and the association.
Officially, Marion is the member 
and she’s taking care of the 
garden, but I feel rooted, in a 
way. The funny thing is we met 
other members before, for exa-
mple our moestuin neighbours, 
I knew Peter from school and 
then I realized he’s the husband 
of Marin. So, it’s a very small 
community and Peter is around 
as well, like I am for Marion, 
he’s around for Marin.

Would you define the associa-
tion as a community?
Oh, it’s very simple, it’s a 
gardening community that 
shares common gardening va-
lues, and that’s where people 
get invited to be part of the 
association, but it’s not a com-
munity with people who want 
to do more than cultivating to-
gether. In that sense, it’s a free 
community because everybody 
can come and go whenever 
they like.

What’s the difference between 
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having a moestuin here and a 
garden at home if you could 
have one?
We don’t but others do, and 
they really like to be here so 
there’s a real value. This place 
is beautiful. There’s a diffe-
rence between having your 
own garden and being part of 
this gardening community. You 
connect to the neighbours, we 
got this cherry tree we got from 
them, they had too many.

You’re geographically really 
close to each other.
We’re close but it’s quite big, 
the people on the North part 
I really don’t know them. It’s 
interesting because it’s related 
to the soil, right? You’re from 
Belgium, you have your roots 
there and you can look at this 
area in the same sense that all 
the people here are rooted 
here. Without knowing all the 
Belgian people, you have a 
connection through the soil, it’s 
a question of common ground. 
We share a common ground 
and gardening values, and 
that’s enough.

It’s interesting. It’s enough for 
everyone here because you 
don’t know else. There could 
be more things that are put to-
gether here so people share 
more things, even if it’s around 
gardening. You entered the 

Gladjool for the first time today. 
There was corona but still, it’s 
the only built space so it says 
that it’s too closed.
I think it’s really corona. It’s 
only our third spring here so 
that’s it. People of the associa-
tion are proposing to do ac-
tivities together, so there are 
people thinking about what we 
could do together. So, the inte-
rest is there.

It’s also a question of persona-
lity. When you come here do 
you want to see people, or you 
hope to come alone in this oa-
sis?
I don’t mind. I went once to 
an association gathering on a 
Saturday morning before co-
rona and we sat at the picnic 
table over there, drank coffee, 
connected, but it was a one-time 
event that Marion couldn’t as-
sist. But that’s no problem, I can 
join if I want and in that sense 
I slowly feel like a member as 
well, without the responsibi-
lities. I feel connected to the 
space and I can relax here, sit 
and read a book, we come here 
to eat with friends or family, 
we put a table here or a blan-
ket to sit on the ground so it’s 
a really nice extended friends 
and family area. It’s really nice 
because it’s quite hidden so we 
bring friends here that live in 
Utrecht that have never been 

here and who are struck by the 
beauty of it and how special it 
is! It’s a meeting place as well, 
and in that sense part of my 
everyday life.

You’ve been living in this area 
of Utrecht for 40 years so you 
know it really well, how im-
portant is it for the urban en-
vironment that these communal 
moestuinen exist?
I live right at the corner, in an 
apartment on the first floor. We 
look down on a central space 
cut into little private gardens for 
the ground floor apartments. It 
always comes to my mind that 
in other countries you have 
blocks of houses with one com-
munal garden in the centre for 
everyone. So maybe this idea 
of having your own garden 
in the city is really Dutch and 
it takes away the community 
possibilities of such a central 
space. It could be totally diffe-
rent if people weren’t locking 
themselves up in their own pro-
perty, having their own gar-
den and their own everything. 
Things could be organized 
differently like they are in some 
other places, where this central 
space is transformed into a pu-
blic one. This shared ground 
here is the second-best option 
because you have to cross the 
street to come, but you have 
this community feeling.

Do you feel like this moestuin is 
yours even though it belongs to 
the city? And I could ask that 
question when talking about 
your squatting times as well.
Yes, but then if you squat a 
house, 2 becomes 1 because 
the living activity becomes 
part of your space. I think it’s 
the same here. Having it as an 
extension of our home, it feels 
like being at home, your home, 
even though you know it’s not 
my property. Because of these 
social activities such as inviting 
people over and spending time 
somewhere, you make it your 
home.

And for you it was the same 
when squatting a home? Be-
cause you make it yours by li-
ving there.
Yes, when starting to live 
somewhere, you appropriate 
any place, a house or an area 
like this, by being alive. My 
squatting era was a long time 
ago, though.

Did you keep some things from 
it? In the way you live, in the 
way you appropriate a place.
Yes, but the question is what co-
mes first? In the whole ideolo-
gy of being an owner or not, if 
we squatted a house it was be-
cause of political anti-capitalist 
reasons, the squatting commu-
nity in the Netherlands in gene-



62 63

better together - Hans better together - Hans

ral was a political movement, 
trying to redefine ownership 
relations. Liberalism kept on 
going, so since the 80’s it’s 
been forbidden to squat. The 
ownership is the highest norm 
you can have so you have to 
keep your hands off properties 
even if they’re misused. 

Is there a reason why you stop-
ped squatting?
It’s because we wanted a pro-
per house and we found one. 
The squatting time was still on 
for another two years after we 
did, so we didn’t miss much.

And when you were in these 
movements, did you try to put 
something into place for your 
community living there that 
differed from a student house 
as we know it today?
We were a community housing 
so all arrangements around the 
house were with the 8 people 
together, and even in terms of 
money, we had a common or-
ganisation. Then we had child-
ren and we started our families 
there, so it wasn’t a student 
house with individual come 
and go, it was definitely more 
than that.

You took care in the place in a 
more durable way.
Yes, the house made possible to 
adapt to couples breaking up, 

we had extra rooms for people 
to bounce back for example. 
That was possible because we 
were an organized community. 
It was a big house. The brother 
of someone in the house was 
involved in the drug scene of 
Maastricht and he couldn’t get 
out of it, so his brother took 
him to Utrecht, and we welco-
med him and supported him 
as a living community, it was a 
common decision. And he got 
clean.

What can you expect of priva-
cy in a place like here? There’s 
a lot of passers-by just by your 
moestuin.
The function of this area is 
gardening, grow crops, have 
cherries, things like that, so you 
don’t need that much privacy. 
We’re used to people looking 
inside your house in the Nether-
lands, and especially in corona 
times it was really nice to have 
an evening walk and to have 
a look inside of other people’s 
homes, not as a voyeur but just 
to feel connected.

It’s present in the Dutch archi-
tecture, but it comes from reli-
gion.
You could have a theory that 
we’re observed by god anyway 
so it doesn’t matter if others 
see you too, or the other way 
around that if you close your 
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curtains, you have something 
to hide and it’s not a good 
sign to god. But god doesn’t 
exist, so it’s not a good sign for 
the other community members 
then. It’s sort of shifting though, 
it was a cultural standard for a 
while but religion changes and 
other religions come in, so the 
whole atmosphere changes, 
and the notion of privacy with 
it. But that takes generations.
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4th of November 2020
For end of December, find a site in 
Utrecht that is a place for engage-
ment and pitch a project/an assign-
ment I can give myself there that cor-
responds to my research questions.

Question of public/private space

Choosing the theme of engagement!!

25th of November 2020
I’m comparing the maps of Utrecht 
over time, to see how the city evol-
ved and have better understanding of 
what lead to what. 

Fortified Rhine crossing city at Roman 
times.

The importance of its traffic, through 
water and rail in time, the city is consi-
dered the centre of the Netherlands 
because of its rail transportation 
growth.

population: 350000+ and very young 

How the small house in the 
middle of the moestuinen did 
not become a community place

19th of November 2020
Life stories are these details that make 
a place ours, Ruud knows someone 
who has been living in Utrecht for a 
long time so I’m going to dig up some 
life stories by meeting him.

9th of December 2020
I met Hans at 11AM in Wilhelmi-
napark this morning. We had a walk 
in the area of Utrecht where he’s been 
living for 40 years, talking about his 
experience with the spaces he lived 
in. We walked through these green 
shared vegetable gardens, where 
him and his partner have a moestuin. 
There are a lot of life stories just there.

11th of December 2020
I’m deciding that I will choose this 
place, I don’t know yet what I want to 
do there but there is a great potential 
in bringing people together, the histo-
ry and the present of this space make 
me want to explore it. It sounds like 
engagement and space are coming 
together there for sure.

17th of December 2020
Showing the site I chose with a 360° 
video in a blackbox with 11 people. 
They all walk with me through the 
moestuinen and hear a voice-over 
of me explaining the relevancy of 
choosing this place as a case-study 
for my research. I present it as a trea-
sure place, and mention the words 
togetherness, community, social com-
pounds. «How are we using the space 
to encourage the community living?», 
I say. My research is changing.

13th of December 2020
I managed to go inside because Hans 
has the key, I filmed a video with a 
360° camera to share the place’s ex-
perience this week. There is a house 
in the middle of the gardens that is 
the only communal built space that 
the members have to come together, 
I’m interested in it specially because 
of its spatial potential.

5th of February 2021
I’m working collaboratively with Kia-
na and Morgan in a theatre space. I 
try to transform my new vocabulary 
into designs there. 

12th of February 2021
Go back to the moestuinen! Talk with 
people and think about the relevance 
of it. What’s the concrete next step? 
Focus on the house, design events so 
they can use it as a communal space 
more than they do and create mo-
ments there around gardening.

17th of February 2021
Allow yourself to do simple things, 
don’t put pressure on doing a whole 
project. 

2nd of March 2021
The project is addressed only to the 
community, there, at the moestuinen 
and not for the teachers or Utrech-
ters. I’m not about proposing events 
for the city, I’m about focusing on that 
site, on that space, and reinforcing 
the site and the community around 
it by the space. It’s for them and for 
me.
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4th of March 2021
My ideas are very practical, it makes 
them almost fictional. Maze (my tutor) 
focuses me on what the ingredients of 
my work are. Giving a context to my 
work, in this case it is situated. Inte-
rest in the house and how it evolves, 
it seems obvious but when he tells me 
I’m realizing it. Of course, this atten-
tion to details that I have, and I would 
add the enjoyment that is present in 
my work, this feeling of satisfaction I 
have when I’m planning something, 
and it comes to life.

12th of March 2021
«Wisdom comes with winters» Oscar 
Wilde

Isn’t winter almost over?

8th of March 2021
I’m starting to build a masterplan, like 
a presentation of my plans there.

22nd of March 2021
Clearly, I’m not excited with the idea 
of the events, it doesn’t make enough 
sense and there’s no satisfaction for 
me to design that. I want to build 
a project with the plan to make the 
house usable by the members and 
make them autonomous with it. A po-
lyvalent layout that corresponds to 
their way of using the space. 

27th of March 2021
The house is called Gladjool. I met 
Lara today, the secretary of the 
board’s association on a community 
day where some motivated members 
were working together to trim the wil-
lows. I’m explaining her and some 
others what my intentions are. My 
instincts were correct, the Gladjool is 
mostly closed to the members of the 
association who are not part of the 
board. 1st of April 2021

Design functional solutions to facili-
tate people being there since they 
express a need for it.

8th of April 2021
I had a talk with Maze and I’m ques-
tioning my intentions and the time that 
I have to really put something into 
place. I just handed in the first version 
of my written thesis and it is taking me 
a lot of time...

13th of April 2021
I’m going there more and more. 
Always asking Lara when she’ll be 
there so I can come in. I go in the 
Gladjool and sketch some ideas, help 
people if I can be useful.

20th of April 2021
I draw the plan of the Gladjool to 
have a clean canvas because I tend 
to freeze a bit when I go there, facing 
the 1:1 scale.

15th of April 2021
Lara lends me a key of the gates and 
the Gladjool! Game on, I can go 
there whenever I want to.

21st of April 2021
What’s in it for me if I do it?

22nd of April 2021
We’re going to exhibit outside but we 
have to choose a space that is in an 
area in the centre. It changes every-
thing for my making process as I want 
to find an idea for my final work, 
we’re getting closer and closer from 
it. 24th of April 2021

I’m scouting locations and settled on 
one. But it’s a new space, I realise I 
built a library of knowledge around 
the moestuinen in the last months that 
gives it an extra spark. But my thesis 
is not about the moestuinen.

26th of April 2021
I’m full on focusing on the final work 
at the new location. The moestuinen 
are still part of my thesis though so I 
can’t let go of them, I still want to in-
terview a few members in collabora-
tion with photographers and I’ll do it.
I’m finding nice ideas for the final 
work; I want to build a space that can 
host a moestuin in it for the spectators 
to experience my narrative. The Rus-
sian dolls of hard and soft environ-
ment, or urban and natural. 28th of April 2021

Think big >< create big
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13th of May 2021
It wasn’t clear before but now it’s offi-
cial: I can’t build what I wanted to on 
public space, so I have to find a new 
one. I’m full on busy with my inter-
views so I’ll think about it later.

20th of May 2021
It’s raining all the time, worst moments 
to be excited about showing work out-
side but I decided that I’d show my 
final work at the moestuinen, because 
it makes a lot of sense. The context 
of the place will be part of my work 
there and its dramaturgy. I get excited 
again and have a lot of ideas.

15th of May 2021
It’s a wrap on all my interviews, the 
last one today was with Lara. I ex-
plained my situation and maybe the 
possibility of doing it there at the 
moestuinen would be feasible.

26th of May 2021
I have a meeting with the board to 
see if it’s possible for me to be there 
and it is! That’s so great.

27th of May 2021
It’s been a lot of intense weeks and I 
have to make steps on every level to 
be able to finish everything. I’ll have 
to make choices for the way I’ll use 
the moestuinen and kill some darlings 
but I’m really positive about my pro-
ject.

30th of May 2021
I’m realising that what I had originally 
planned to undertake there has taken 
a whole other turn, but the concepts 
are the same. Showing work that is 
spatial and in conversation with the 
Galdjool but has a narrative that’s 
about the topics of my research. The 
moestuin was an important tool, but 
not the heart of my work. 
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the Social Street Loom

the Embodied Loom

  LE T ’S     W  AV E   O URSE LV ES      TOGE THER   
   L  ET’S         EA VE     O  RSEL VE S T     OGETHE R

the Loom

the Street Loom

the Day of Interweaving - de Lange Nieuwstraat, Utrecht 
foto by M. Overgaag - 13 juni 2020

the Embodied Movements of the Loom 
video in collaboration with Sonia Perdeck

The centuries-old craft of weaving 
involves a series of movements 
that create connection. As the 
loom slowly integrates perpendi-
cular yarns, weaving forms a per-
fect model for initiating and stren-
gthening social connectedness. 

  LE T ’S     W  AV E   O URSE LV ES      TOGE THER   
   L  ET’S         EA VE     O  RSEL VE S T     OGETHE R

SE LV ES      TOGE THER   
SEL VE S T     OGETHE R
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the Netherlands 50 years ago and was a teacher and translator 
for the University. For her moestuin, she is greatly helped by Mir-
jam who works with her to keep her small parcel one that the whole 
community envies. I’m not sure if it is her or her moestuin that is the 
most famous amongst the association, but it has a central place, 
just by the side of the Gladjool. I was instantly tempted to meet 
Agnès and Mirjam as it made sense to focus on two women wor-
king together, collaborating so their moestuin is the perfect little 
oasis you’re about to discover. Agnès was always quite engaged, 
lives in a co-owned house and her opinions were enriching. We 
sat in the middle of her moestuin and talked about gardening and 
engaging; with the space, the community and the neighbourhood.

Agnès 
Vincenot

INTERVIEW BY EMMA BOURGUIGNON
PHOTOGRAPHY BY MIO NORRMAN

As soon as I heard about Agnès I was eager to meet her. One day 
I saw her coming on her bike and said hi from the inside of the 
house, not knowing it was her. I knew it was her when she walked 
into her moestuin that I could see from the window, limping slight-
ly. I knew where her garden was and I knew she had hurt her 
hip recently, she is popular. I thought «okay, that’s my chance, I 
have to go talk to her». I was drawing in the Gladjool, got up and 
knocked at an invisible door at the entrance of her moestuintje. 
While the magnolia was already blooming, she was busy protec-
ting some small crops with plastic bags, preventing another frost-
freeze. Agnès is a French philosopher from Paris, but she settled in 
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How are you, is your hip better?
I’m fine. It’s not bad but the recove-
ry is long, so it depends on the day. 
When I sit down to rest, I can’t get up 
anymore.

You’re a young lady, I’m sure you’ll 
be fine! Thank you for having us here, 
can we have a little tour together first?
We can start with the fixed things, 
here are the gooseberry trees. We 

40 years? The same garden!
Yes, I arrived in 1986, so 35 years. 
At the beginning I didn’t do this be-
cause I didn’t know it in France. It’s 
a very Dutch habit to do a vegetable 
garden. 

And what is this?
Oh, that’s for the birth of my last 
granddaughter, I told you that we put 
roses for people who have died, and 

rants, and there of course the apple 
tree, which gives a lot of character to 
the little piece of land. The roses are 
also fixed, we mix them with aromatic 
herbs, it works very well. We planted 
a rose for each person who died in 
our family.

It’s beautiful. How long have you had 
this garden?
It’s been 40 years now.

these are fava beans. They are also 
very symbolic for me because the le-
gend says that the fava bean is one of 
the first foods of humanity, so I grow 
them for that. Because of the fairy 
Melusine who distributed the fava 
bean in the South of France, well the 
old legends. And in France we don’t 
eat a lot of them but here the Dutch 
love them, so I’ve been growing them 
for a few years. But rather for the 

we put other 
plants for 
people who 
are born, so 
this one is for 
my new grand-
daughter. It’s a 
yellow broom, 
a small flowe-
ring bush that 
smells very 
fresh. There 
are still many 
things to come 
that we have 
to plant. You 
mustn’t plant 
too early, not 
before May 15 
because it can 
freeze again. 
Not before 
the late Spring 
frosts (the ice 
saints days in 
French). And 

can go around 
if you want but 
it’s very small. 

There are a 
lot of currants! 
Are you going 
to make jelly?
Yes, I manage 
to go all winter 
with the jams 
I make from 
the garden. I 
have currants, 
raspber r ies , 
b lackber r ies 
and strawber-
ries so there’s 
plenty to do. 
And there is a 
plum tree, but 
it only gives 
every other 
year. There are 
b l u e b e r r i e s 
and blackcur-

beauty of the symbol because it is dif-
ficult to cultivate.

Do you have a favourite plant?
It’s hard to choose. Mirjam and I are 
very happy with these little plants 
that bloom white, the wild garlic. It’s 
very pretty, grows in the shade and 
it’s very good to eat, it’s a little gift 
from the garden. All the harvests are 
great, it’s earlier and earlier every 
year, it’s incredible. The favourite 
plant is actually a moment, when eve-
rything is growing.

When we first met, you told me that 
you didn’t feel completely integrated 
into the collective here. I was wonde-
ring why, was that a choice?
It took me a number of years to feel 
integrated because I was French and 
from the city, and a lot of people here 
have parents who had a vegetable 
garden themselves and were already 
familiar with it. I had no idea what I 
wanted at first. And I came here for 
my children, it seemed like a great 
idea to do a vegetable garden with 
the kids, but I had no idea. I felt very 
different from the others; not at all re-
jected, but I was very intimidated and 
hesitant myself.

You came here in the 80’s, as a Uni-
versity teacher?
Yes, I worked for the University, but 
I came to the Netherlands in 1971, 
and I worked my whole life as a tea-
cher of philosophy and literature in 
different places, and after that as a 
translator. Independently of that we 
had two children who went to school 
in the neighbourhood and it was 
through them that we started here. 
In the beginning we had little contact 
with other people, it was very limited. 
If you enter a community like that 
because you know the people, their 

activities, their spirit, it’s different but 
there I was a bit parachuted in even if 
I was warmly welcomed. I met people 
who had different ways of doing their 
vegetable garden, that encouraged 
me to open up and learn a lot, about 
plants and culture. It is trendy now 
to leave the soil covered and not just 
«black». But it was at the beginning, 
in the first 10 years maybe I felt a little 
intimidated, and then little by little, it 
even surprised me at the time, I felt 
integrated. People have always been 
very nice to me, so it was more of an 
internal thing. I feel very comfortable 
here now, even though I don’t feel 
like I did anything to make it happen, 
it just happened naturally. It’s not a 
real close-knit community but people 
are very positive towards each other, 
I think.

There was also an interest on my part 
in your collaboration with Mirjam and 
I was wondering how you met.
Mirjam is not the first person I have 
worked with in the garden. I don’t 
know when it started, but in the 90’s I 
was always one season behind in my 
work in the garden, so I asked some 
of my girlfriends to come and help 
me. I always found it very difficult be-
cause you have a strong relationship 
with your place and it’s complicated 
to share a vegetable garden, I find. 
To be fair, I’ve never had the impres-
sion that these experiences were very 
successful. I once shared it with a fa-
mily, and they were very nice people, 
but they put in stuff that I found ugly. 
You can have very different tastes and 
make different choices accordingly.

Yes, it’s very aesthetic, it’s outside but 
it’s a space like a home.
That’s it. And I like silence too, so I 
don’t like it too much if my girlfriends 
come here to chat. It’s hard to find 
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an agreement, but then with Mirjam 
it was different, she was already 
working with another person who 
was older and who passed away 
two years ago. I got to know her 
through this lady and at the time of 
her death I was myself overwhelmed 
again so I proposed to Mirjam who 
had suddenly been deprived of a ve-
getable garden, «would you like to 
try working together?» It happened 
quite naturally like that, but we didn’t 
know each other very well. Then the 
learning of discovering each other, 
discovering our tastes and our way 
of doing things... In fact we have a 
very different way of doing things, 
so I learn a lot from her. It’s thanks 
to her that now everything is covered 
like this, she lets everything grow and 
we agree on what kind of weeds we 
want to remove. 

It’s up to you, or does she still have 
a say?
Up to now, it’s still my decision but 
we agree, we make a little plan... She 
is more impulsive than I am, but she 
does have a margin of freedom, yes.
And you share the harvest?
Oh yes, sharing is no problem. 
It’s more a question of how to give 
shape to the space, if you are very 
precise or nonchalant. I have a lot of 
help and it’s a good thing because 
otherwise I would have been very 
late. And I find her adorable, I have 
grandchildren and I love to introduce 
them to the vegetable garden, but 
my grandchildren are of all ages, so 
they’re interested in different things 
and we built a teepee together where 
we’re sitting now. Mirjam tolerates it 
very well, it doesn’t bother her. This 
way it’s my moestuin, I decide how 
the space works. We have differences 
that are very enriching because you 
observe how the other person does 

things and you say to yourself, «In 
fact, why not».

And it’s done in a rather gentle way.
Well, yes, otherwise there’s no point.

It may be a bit of a stretch, but does 
the fact that you are two women wor-
king together make a difference?
I would have done it with a man 
if it was someone who... Actually, 
it depends on the type of person. 
Someone who would do it for the 
yield, profit, I’m not that interested. 
But if it’s someone who’s less deman-
ding, more contemplative, then yes, it 
would be very possible.

From what I hear of the sharing, it 
sounds quite cyclical and there seems 
to be a certain roundness in your 
collaboration. You’re both collabora-
tors, even though you’re in charge of 
the field.
Yes, maybe that’s a feminine charac-
teristic, I’m quite agreeing with that. 
There are fewer men here than wo-
men, but it would also be interesting 
to observe how the men who work 
here do it. I wouldn’t dare to say that 
women are more collaborative, but I 
think it’s also a bit of a choice depen-
ding on how you want to be to the 
world. We choose rather to aim for 
the result, therefore the competition, 
or rather for the process, and I am 
rather for the process and it is pe-
rhaps true that men aim rather for the 
result but not all of them. It would be 
a nice topic, if you sorted the gardens 
out by gender and tried to compare, 
it might be interesting.

We protect our plants from birds, but 
we also want to attract them, so Mir-
jam made a bird drinker. I like stones, 
I like the mixture of stone, earth and 
water.
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With Mirjam it’s a sharing spirit, I 
wouldn’t like to do the vegetable 
garden for myself. I don’t do it for 
the yield, I do it for the happiness of 
being there, the beauty. The fact that 
I felt the need to be helped, admitted 
another way of doing things, other 
ideas from someone, little by little 
we’ll maybe get to a more intense 
kind of sharing. For the moment we 
complete each other, and we share 
our ideas and the harvests. 

I think your garden is quite strikingly 
flawless and I’m wondering how it’s 
connected to your living space?
I think a garden is like a person, it’s 
a mirror. I’m actually quite a perfec-
tionist, she’s not, but she’s very me-
ticulous so it works. I’m not more of 
a perfectionist than others because I 
find that there are other gardens that 
are much neater! 

I was wondering what you find here 
that you don’t find at home?
The light, because we have a small 
garden overlooking the street where 
we don’t like to sit because it’s so 
narrow. It’s more a decoration than 
a functional one. And at the back it’s 
a more utilitarian space where we 
store the bikes as we live with seve-
ral people, it’s me who takes care 
of it the most but if I wasn’t careful it 
would be a mess. I feel better when 
it’s neat and tidy, but the northern ex-
posure doesn’t make the space very 
easy, it’s nothing like here. Here it’s 
incredible, it’s sunny until late, it’s 
wonderful. We have the birds, all this 
environment of trees, the minstroom 
with the willows, it’s an oasis. And 
then the proximity of the people, the 
neighbours here I prefer to my street 
neighbours. Sometimes we even have 
a drink together here. 

So, you live in a community house?
Yes, that’s a big word, but we bought 
it with 6 owners and there are 4 of us 
now. We’re a co-ownership. We are 
very, very good friends but it’s not the 
kind of housing we dreamed of in the 
70’s. We’re really happy in a diffe-
rent way.

It’s quite rare to live in a condominium 
at your age and for it to work out.
Yes, maybe that’s why people on the 
street look at us funny. Like we are 
eternal students.

Do you have common spaces besides 
the small gardens?
Yes, but less than before. We used to 
really have a common living room. 
There are 4 of us but you could inter-
view all 4 to get 4 different testimo-
nies, it’s a long story.

But you consider your co-ownership a 
success.
Yes, it’s a success story, but from the 
beginning we distanced ourselves 
from each other, because some of us 
had children and others didn’t. Now 
that you are making me think about it, 
the fact that I share the garden, I find 
it difficult, but the fact that I admit a 
part of my garden and that I feel good 
with people, maybe it has something 
to do with the fact that we don’t live 
in an individual house, I would never 
have wanted to live in an individual 
house. I would never have wanted to 
live in a single-family house. With my 
garden, my house, I would be bored. 
It lacks dynamics, it’s too static for 
me. At first it was because we thought 
it was too bourgeois and all that, now 
it’s almost more emotional.

Have you been in other community 
projects before?

In Paris I lived with two girlfriends, in 
a way that’s how it started, my taste 
for not having an individual home.

You share a house, and at the same 
time you have the luxury of a vege-
table garden of your own, which is 
almost a more personal space than 
your home in a way.
Yes, maybe, if I had opted from the 
start to work together on a vegetable 
garden, I would have had a different 
attitude. Now it requires a kind of me-
tamorphosis, although I want it, I have 
a lot of desire, I think that this whole 
vegetable garden complex should be 
more open to the neighbourhood. I 
would be very happy to really work 
in community for this project, and yet 
here it is a little difficult to transform 
because it is a little bit my refuge.

Is it too late?
Oh, it’s not too late, it might happen, 
but it might be easier if you start right 
away in a community project, rather 
than transforming something more 
static. It’s true that it’s been a bit of 
a sanctuary here. Not because I live 
with other people, but now that you 
mention it, I never thought about it, 
but one of the other co-owners also 
has a vegetable garden, somewhere 
else. It’s like we each have a refuge. 
It’s funny because her garden is com-
pletely different from mine, with a 
small house, it’s very nice but a bit 
dull for me. And she thinks I’m a bit of 
an anarchist here, you know. It’s a litt-
le bit of a mess for her. But that’s also 
the spirit of the garden, it’s much less 
rigorous than where hers is. What’s 
funny, is that I couldn’t really share a 
vegetable garden with her.

When I arrived here, I was struck by 
the fact that there is only one place 
built «in hard», Gladjool. I think it’s 

crazy that it’s closed most of the time 
and barely used when the place could 
be a great communal space for you. 
The specificity of your garden is that 
it is located right next to Gladjool, 
do you feel like you belong there too 
or not? How does that influence your 
garden?
So, the house not at all. The little shed 
where we store our tools is impor-
tant. But the house indeed we don’t 
have the key, only the people of the 
board have the key. I don’t think it’s 
manageable for them, but it would be 
nice to be able to make coffee when 
we want to, to be able to meet other 
people. Maybe in the future it will be 
possible, but it’s never been like that. 
For example, for me it would be nice 
to be able to use the electricity from 
the solar panels to mow my grass... 
That’s something we don’t talk about 
a lot, it’s really reserved for collective 
use, for meetings and some parties. 
Before the corona it was much live-
lier than it is now, though. I’m quite 
happy to be close to the passage, the 
entrance was moved when the bridge 
on the minstroom was raised to allow 
boats to pass. I’m quite happy to see 
people coming in, we say hello to 
each other even if it’s short and the 
contact is easier. I still leave a bit of 
greenery so that it’s not too open. 
I like to be together but not in each 
other’s houses either. I like to have a 
little bit of reserve.

And it’s the same at home, do you 
manage to keep this reserve?
Yes, very well. You know, we’ve been 
living together for 40 years, so we 
quickly develop a way of life where 
we don’t get in each other’s way. 
Maybe at the beginning, when we 
were younger, there was a couple 
who wanted to have a drink every 
evening and discuss things together, 
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but that quickly became too much, 
but as time goes by, we get a very 
good feel for how each of us sees our 
own life. But in student housing it mi-
ght be quite different.

I find that after one year we already 
understand each other quite well, so 
after 40 years I imagine that it must 
work. After all, co-ownership may be 
a bit of a dream, but at the same time 
I think that you can quickly fall apart 
over common spaces...
I wouldn’t say that, exactly. It’s not 
on practical problems that we make 
mistakes, it’s rather on ideological 
questions, on points of view that di-
verge that a community can collapse. 
We have managed very well to get 
over the practical problems and to 
find what suits everyone, but when 
we discuss, we feel that we have 
different positions on society and the 
choices we make, and that hurts. And 
sometimes I feel a little nostalgic, tel-
ling myself that if I had to do it again 
it would be with people whom I feel 
closer to intellectually or collectively, 
with whom I could have shared more 
things. But it’s difficult, it’s good in life 
to manage to live where you are with 
the people who are there and to put 
your own points of view into perspec-
tive.

You told me that you would not des-
cribe this association as a community?
No, a collective, yes. I don’t think it’s 
really a community.
If there were things that were being 
put in place you would welcome 
them?

I would, but I think it’s very hard to 
make things change in a big way, 
and we’re tenants here, not owners.
And do you still feel at home?

Well yes, but it’s more of a right of 
use than a property.
And as for the issues that have occur-
red with the inhabitants of the social 
housing there behind, for you it’s diffi-
cult to address I imagine, do you talk 
about it together, would you like to 
come up with something together? Be-
cause ultimately you are privileged to 
be here and to have this extra parcel 
of land. 

Yeah, it’s almost a bit provocative. 
I totally agree with that, that things 
should be put in place to deal with it, 
but most people react defensively to 
this problem of vandalism. We need to 
make our hedges stronger, our fences 
higher... and it’s true that we feel at-
tacked, it’s not easy to manage, it is 
threatening. But on the other hand, 
we may be the ones who create this 
vandalism by being privileged. I am 
quite open to initiatives, I thought we 
could at least leave open one or two 
parcels of land to the people of the 
neighbourhood, I don’t really unders-
tand why it is not happening.
This place is incredible, located next to 
the city centre in a beautiful neighbou-
rhood, which gives it a political status.
I think things have changed over time. 
Initially the people who created this 
were proud to save it from the urban 
threat, it wasn’t talked about as an 
idyllic, privileged place at first, it was 
saved from the concrete and it was 
more of an activist place than a green 
paradise. And it’s only now that we 
realize that it’s a very privileged 
place, and maybe this new aware-
ness will lead to something else.

And why is it important to you that 
this place remains?
For me it’s a place of peace, which 
makes the threat of the young people 
we were talking about disturbing, but 
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it’s a bit of an individualistic reflex 
that’s being expressed here. From 
this point on, it is difficult to realize 
that we are privileged. But this district 
was not always a beautiful district of 
Utrecht, the houses were renovated, 
it is a green district so little by little 
one realizes it, but I think that before 
it was more a working-class neighbou-
rhood. People have a hard time reali-
zing that they have this at the expense 

and personal engagement. If I were 
20 years old today it would be diffe-
rent.

Why?
I think I would be more involved, but 
at that time we had come a long way, 
that’s the impression I had. Coming 
from a very urban, traditional, nor-
mative civilization, I had a hard time 
getting rid of that. I got married and 

into account your background when 
asking you this.
When I left France to come here, I was 
in a pretty anarchist state of mind but 
I didn’t get involved in any concrete 
movement, I never took that step. At 
the time we were very concerned by 
the feminist movement, so I was part 
of small groups, but we never took 
action or demonstrated like women 
do nowadays, we were much more 
restrained, in a mode of reflection 

of new inha-
bitants. It’s a 
theme that we 
don’t formulate 
much in this 
association. I 
think people 
are more 
c o n c e r n e d 
about environ-
mental issues, 
for example 
we are trying 
to move to 
permaculture, 
and we have 
a lot more dis-
cussion about 
that than so-
cial issues. It’s 
hard to speak 
for others ob-
viously.

Of course, 
and I also take 

had children 
for love, but it 
was not my am-
bition. I accep-
ted this lifestyle 
but not the 
s ing le - fami ly 
home, for exa-
mple. It was a 
wish from the 
beginning so 
very quickly 
we lived in 
communal envi-
ronments. I felt 
very trapped 
in the traditio-
nal family and 
I would never 
have wanted 
that for myself.
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there made the time we took even more precious, as 
Mirjam believes in taking time for things that mat-
ter, such as feeding the moestuin’s community. In 
her green hands, Agnès’ moestuin is taken care 
of by someone who cherishes it like it’s hers. And 
to be fair, it almost is. Her position being the one 
of a helper, I wanted to dig further in their colla-
boration. I was happy to discover how different 
they are yet how logical it is that they work well 
together.

Mirjam 
Ten Brinke
INTERVIEW AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY EMMA BOURGUIGNON

In the end of the same afternoon of my inter-
view with Agnès, I spent a moment with Mir-
jam in between the rain and some rare rays of 
sun. I asked her about herself, her power in this 
fruitful collaboration between her and Agnès. I 
wanted to hear her feelings and another side of 
the same story. I discovered someone very active; 
a lot goes through Mirjam’s hands and her poe-
tic way of seeing the garden. Her contribution 
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How are you?
A bit better, after a full day of work.

Do you want to give me your own 
tour of the moestuin? Agnès gave 
me a tour already but I want the tour 
through your eyes as well. Maybe 
you can start by telling me what’s 
your favourite plant?
Yesterday I was here, I was busy 
with the roses and the herbs beneath 
them. We talked about that combi-
nation last year with Agnès and we 
realized that they go together really 
well. But my favourite are the arti-
chokes and how fast they’re growing. 
We didn’t eat them last year; we en-
joyed the flower! I like the whole, it’s 
one of the nicest moestuin here and I 
like the combination of the nice apple 
tree and the shadow in the summer, 
the vegetables but also the flowers in 
between.

And you have rhubarb there as well, 
are you making jams?
That’s Agnès’ speciality. What I like 
is working in the garden. It’s also in 
how we work together, Agnès and 
me. We listen to the garden and we 
listen to ourselves, if we have time 
and how the weather is, but I feel 
like we have a sort of responsibility 
to support the garden in its develop-
ment, and the responsibility to enjoy 
it too.

Do you feel like it’s your moestuin 
here?
This is also my moestuin but in another 
way. It has a homey feeling but it’s 
different than the moestuin in which I 
was working before, the one of Titia. 
Agnès is different so her moestuin is 
different too. This one is more central 
but it’s more confined...
When I came to live here and saw this 
garden I thought «Aah, I would very 

much like to be a part of this» but 
I knew about the long waiting list. 
Somebody from the neighbourhood 
was supporting this old lady but he 
didn’t have enough time so he asked 
me if I could help Titia. We met each 
other and had a try at it, and it was 
a very good mix. Titia was almost 90 
years old and her moestuin was there 
behind the Gladjool, I helped her 
for 3 years and she passed away in 
the winter 2 years ago. Agnès was a 
friend of Titia and she asked me if I 
could try to help her. For me it was an 
opportunity to stay close to this place, 
but it also made my loss less difficult 
because I lost a very dear friend, it 
was very special for me to work with 
Titia. The last evening we spent to-
gether I told her she had to choose 
if she wanted to keep her moestuin 
for the new coming year or not, and 
I said «if not, don’t do it for me, I’ll 
come and help you at your garden at 
home» and she said «Mirjam, there 
was a man who stopped gardening 
and the year after he was dead, so 
we’re not stopping». And we ordered 
new seeds for the new year that eve-
ning. The day after she passed away.

Is there a part that you consider more 
yours or the contrary?
No. In our construction of working 
together we’ve chosen to not divide 
the work in certain places but it’s her 
garden, so she makes maps of the or-
ganisation, that’s her responsibility. 
It’s quite organic but it’s good to have 
a basic plan of what you want. For 
Agnès it’s also about knowing and 
respecting each other. I know what’s 
important for her and I respect what 
she puts emphasis on and I bring in 
my qualities as a combination. I’m 
good at weeding, not so much at buil-
ding little structures for the strawber-
ries for example.
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Are you still on the waiting list to have 
your own moestuin?
No, I’m dedicated to these collabo-
rations, and I’m lucky with Agnès as 
I was lucky with Titia. We’re lucky 
with each other, maybe it’s my thing. 
I have my own house to take care of 
and maintain so it’s so nice to share 
this here with others. To share the 
responsibility of this moestuin, which 
gives me a sort of freedom. The first 
year that I was in this moestuin, I had 
a lot of responsibility very quickly 
and Agnès made me feel very free 
and trusted. 

What do you do actually?
I’m a movement therapist. And I give 
class as well.

I’m questioning your own feeling of 
belonging because you’re the helper, 
the fairy, and yet you take care of it 
as something that’s completely yours. 
What makes it a good match with 
Agnès for you?
Respect for each other as a person, 
in the way we do, think, function 
and feel about gardening, that we’re 
both listening to the garden and en-
joying it, and that we both benefit 
from the situation. I love working and 
being here, and it makes me happy 
to combine it with what she likes. We 
share what we do after we’ve done 
something, not always, and we give 
each other space and freedom.

The way you talk about the garden 
is different from what I’ve heard, you 
have a very poetic way of approa-
ching it. I feel like you have a relation 
to time, patience and nature that is 
specific.
I think there are more common points 
than differences. Agnès also likes the 
quietness, enjoys being here, if we’re 
together then we sit, have a cup of 

coffee, start doing things and then 
we’re silent into our actions. If I see 
she’s busy, I don’t disturb her. Some-
times we work together because it’s 
necessary and sometimes we come 
without the other.

But she’s responsible for the choices 
in general?
Yes, but she’s open for me to give 
my opinion or advise. I have enough 
space to make choices and I like that 
she’s the brain and I’m the hands. You 
can only combine it like we do when 
the helper, so me, has gardening 
knowledge. I’ve had my own garden 
when I was in my twenties already 
and I learned from my father. It was 
a family thing; we ate food from the 
moestuin every day. I was the youn-
gest child with 6 siblings and my 
father was taking care of the moes-
tuin and we were all helping, outside 
in the summer, growing crops in the 
basement for the whole year, it was a 
cyclic thing. I was born in 1959, and 
I grew up in the east part of Holland, 
in a rural part, a village near the Ger-
man border.

You’re not officially a member of the 
association, but do you feel connec-
ted to it?
Yes. I like to be part of the social 
surroundings, so I come on the com-
munity days when we’re working to-
gether on maintenance.

Would you call it a community then?
Yes. We share knowledge and the 
community is built around gardening 
and around the enjoyment this little 
paradise. I realise that I have a bit 
of an insecure place in it, but I have 
to have trust that I’m part of it. And 
Agnès makes me feel necessary which 
is important.



104 105

better together - Mirjam better together - Mirjam

Your collaboration is important and 
part of the community. From the fact 
that you’re two women, there’s a part 
of femininity in your collaboration 
and the way you work together, in 
the way you share the ground. Would 
have that dynamic with a man?
It depends on who of course, on per-
sonalities and who you can have a 
match with. I’m not someone who’s 
happy when I’m given too many or-
ders and directions because I have 
a knowledge in gardening. I can be 
flexible, but the trust and responsi-
bility are important in the relation. 
Maybe our work is influenced by my 
womanhood, but I don’t want to say 
that. One of my feminine aspects in 
my way of living is to support what 
is necessary for maintaining a good 
community, and I’m enjoying the 
contribution that I give to the social 
environment.

So, this participatory element is im-
portant in the way you’re here and 
that connects to the feminine part of 
you.
Yes, and as a mother I’m supporting 
what is necessary so it’s natural. But 
my daughter is more of a leading per-
son for example.

Completely, we’re not making clear 
distinctions, but I think we all have 
parts of us that are feminine and mas-
culine as human beings and they take 
different importance for each of us. 
You’re never 100% of a gender. But I 
think that if we thrive for results, then 
the feminine part of us thrives to be 
part of that result and the masculinity 
part of us thrives to be that result.
It can be, yes, because when I talk 
with my daughter about her work or-
ganisation, this result example that 
you give is true. It’s important that 
both men and women feel responsible 

for the process, together, to thrive for 
the result together too.

It’s very well groomed here, I 
confronted Agnès telling her she was 
maybe a bit of a perfectionist and we 
joked about it, but I can see that there 
is a great attention to details.
Yes, like this little mineral installation. 
I made this clay bird drinker with a 
friend in her studio and Agnès put it 
there with the huge pink quartz that 
is so special. It’s also about accep-
ting the non-perfect that participates 
to the moestuin, and Agnès apprecia-
ting that I create something that goes 
in her moestuin. Sometimes something 
grows and we decide to leave it there, 
so it rounds up a corner and gives us 
surprises. It’s a balance.

I think it’s hard not to feel good here, 
you want to engage with people 
around. And what about the Glad-
jool?
It’s a pity that it’s always closed, it 
would be better if it was open, then 
I wouldn’t have to bring my own cof-
fee, but it is what it is.

Yes, it’s a shame because it would 
contribute to the community way 
more.
I think so too; it would be good to talk 
about the contribution it would make 
for the community. Now it’s used on 
the community days. It’s like your 
grandparents’ house, you only go 
there when they’re at home.

Do you consider the moestuin as a 
place you come in to escape or do 
you also come here to see people?
No, I come here to support the gar-
den, myself, work here, and it’s a nice 
extra if I can have a small talk or say 
hello to someone. But I don’t come to 
see people, it’s an extra layer that I 
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appreciate if I can say hi to someone. 
I come here because of the moestuin, 
and I appreciate the fact that it’s a 
community.

And do you support its growth as well 
as the one of the moestuin?
I support it by sharing my extra plants, 
and by taking time for it. When you 
don’t take time to do things then they 
don’t exist. The grass in the com-
munal orchard is too high now and 
it makes me feel like I’m not central 
enough within the community. But I 
have a special role by not having a 
moestuin myself.

Yes, you’re the fairy! With a special 
notion of time linked to this place.
It has to do with what I think it’s im-
portant in living together. It’s that 
you see each other, and take time. 
To know each other, understand the 
other, to say goodbye, to accept that 
not everyone functions the same way. 
I want to take the time to be here, 
disconnect from my phone to connect 
with the garden. 

Do you have a garden at home? 
What do you find here that you don’t 
find at home?
Nice question! Yes I have a back gar-
den at home, so it’s the social com-
ponent. The community. Not only 
talking but being active together. 
Contributing to the same ground by 
doing similar activities and sharing it, 
being proud of the garden together. 
Look I put a sign for my little garden 
stool, so that people can use it and 
ask me how to use it! Then people get 
to know me if they want to. But since 
I started working with Agnès I got 
more connected with the community, 
I think because of the location!

Well yes, you’re at a crucial place. 

And for how long have you been li-
ving in Utrecht?
For 40 years already. But I didn’t 
know this place before I moved to this 
area 6 years ago. So, when I moved 
here, I needed to settle here. When 
appropriating the area, that’s how I 
discovered this place.

What do you think of the importance 
of these shared moestuinen being 
here?
Extremely important. The way it is 
used now is great because people 
are contributing to the diversity of the 
neighbourhood.

Yes, there’s been vandalism and some 
issues with younger inhabitants of the 
social housing very close to here, 
speaking of contribution in the area.
There is vandalism here but there is 
vandalism everywhere. If it’s taking 
more attention than the gardening 
itself, then it becomes an issue but if 
we talk too much about it we make it 
exist more.

Do you feel like if your community 
was stronger, it could contribute to fa-
cing that in a constructive way?
If this was really a social place where 
more happens, then it could attract 
people and vandalism.

I’m also talking about including them.
That would be a nice thing. We’re 
a small community so maybe what 
would work is asking them personal-
ly to help, give them a student job so 
they can earn a bit of money because 
they are in the age that you don’t 
really care about contributing in a 
social project and community. They 
could mow the high grass for exa-
mple, then they come in, have contact 
and it’s different. They have done so-
mething in the garden, so they care 

about the work they did. Sometimes 
we could also open the door to the 
neighbourhood, but then you feel 
responsible for strangers being in. 
People are always very honoured 
when they can go in! I don’t know if 
Agnès told you but 20 years ago, a 
homeless person settled for a bit in 
our moestuin. He was quite philoso-
phical, the then members built a rela-
tionship with him, washed his clothes 
and people brought him coffee in 
the mornings. But today people are 
scared of sharing, it’s different and 
more closed than it was then. Times 
have changed.
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Here are a few words on my main 
inspiration for the format I chose: The 
inspiration is Apartamento, an every-
day life interiors magazine. A maga-
zine that looks more like a book, a 
new issue every 6 months with a lot of 
work into each of them. Interviews of 
artists, architects, fashion designers, 
cooks, scientists, people, with an ori-
ginal view on their interior. Each in-
terview is a collaboration between 
the interviewed, the interviewer and 
the photographer. You can also find 
novels, a photo section, an illustrated 
novel, sometimes the interview is illus-
trated instead of being photographed. 
The red thread in the very different 
interviews, is that they always touch 
the engaged side of the interviewed 
person. In their work, in their life, and 
make the reader connect with them. 
So, it’s a focus on different people 
and their perspectives, through the 
eye of the photographer and the wri-
ter’s pen.
You will find two interviews in this ma-
gazine, the interviewees were chosen 
carefully, to fit my research topics and 

the vegetable gardens of Abstede, 
Utrecht, that I chose as the hub for 
engagement for this project.
I was very inspired by the format and 
the content of Apartamento. The first 
spark was really about «wow, it’s 
possible to link a form of engagement 
and space!”. And then everything 
flew from there. I was interested in in-
terior spaces before but let myself be 
interested in outside and public space 
too. This source is what grounds my 
research, it’s like my structure but also 
my inspiration to get creative.
Apartamento is a beautiful collection 
of visionary thoughts that I want to put 
in everybody’s hands, and I would 
love my thesis to be that too.
The difference is that I want to expand 
my work to less individual spaces 
and more collective spaces so in that 
sense the source is focusing on private 
spaces. But yet, collecting an antho-
logy of individuals that become part 
of a community in the magazine. This 
community will be created and direc-
ted by me in this magazine.

A few words on Apartamento
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CO-MEANINGS IN SPACE  Peripheries collection 

                 walking
Co     reading    in space   -   m e a n i n g s 

                  creating 

Spatial reading  from collectivity

Dynamic from words to space around the concept of «periphery». The space 
becomes a field  of collective interactions, through the path. Each (mobile) ele-
ment that makes up this space contains a definition in its peripheries, fragmented 
in its 4 faces, projecting itself outside. In this way, dynamic reading is gene-
rated through walking between concepts, each with their individual path. Simul-
taneously collective through the interaction, rotation and movement of the ele-
ments, generating new discourses around this concept and reading of a whole. 

The space becomes walking, reading and creation, an empirical collective dis-
covery in constant change, where the individual becomes a fragment of the 
whole, changing its position and role in space. Thus, discourse is a co-depen-
dency between the individual and the collective - between co-living and co-crea-
ting. In the reading and creation of the discourse, it is not enough just to be; the 
individual definition of each element is an acquired meaning, only in the move-
ment and with others, the meaning is discovered, transformed and constructed.

The transfer from the individual to the collective, supposes a growth, both 
conceptual and spatial, the meaning becomes alive, in a system of constant 
change, adaptation and evolution, from the space to the conceptual. A lan-
guage revealed by the body and its movements, transitory meanings from the 
embodiment of collective experience.
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related to the moestuinen pretty well. Speaking 
to her is very easy as she is curious about every-
thing, but she also has a lot to tell. When she’s 
in this place, it’s hard to believe she does so-
mething outside of the moestuin, as she is in her 
natural habitat there. But Lara is a hydrologist, 
and I asked her about the place of her job in the 
moestuin. We talked a lot about the community 
and the garden because she just knows a lot.

Lara van 
den Bosch

Lara’s generosity radiates. She’s giving her time, 
her joy and is a pillar of the gardening commu-
nity of the moestuinen. She has the power to 
make gardening sound extremely simple and 
makes you want to start your own moestuin. As 
the secretary of the association’s board, Lara is 
part of the core of the organisation, which com-
pletes the panel of people I interviewed that are 

INTERVIEW BY EMMA BOURGUIGNON
PHOTOGRAPHY BY LARA OOST
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Let’s start with a little tour of your 
moestuin!
Here you have the strawberries, I put 
straw so when they’re ripe they don’t 
rot in the soil.

I learned the other day that they 
thrive with straw, hence straw-berries!
Oh, you’re right, I’ve never thought 
of that! I have more or less 6 com-
partments in my moestuin and I turn 
and change my cultures every year. 
The mint I put in a tray because it’s 
very invasive so it cannot go out. 
And these I have to take away, but it 
hurts my heart, they’re forget me not. 
They’re just wild flowers but they’re 
so beautiful, sometimes treasures 
come on your path.

Are these spring onions?
These are special Utrecht’s onions; 
they grow in the winter. I put in one 
onion in September and took out 
four. That’s garlic, I just went to the 
shop and bought organic garlic and 
planted it. Gardening is really easy! 
It just needs sun, water and some 
love. In this corner I make manure 
from cow dung, we collect it every 
year in November. There’s a farmer 
coming and you can put it in your gar-
den, but I had left over so now it’s 
there, which makes the soil around 
very fertile now. So, I’m going to put 
my pumpkins here because they need 
a lot of nutrients. I like it because it’s 
circular, like our organism.

For how long have you had the moes-
tuin?
This one I had for 7 years but I had it 
in another place before. In de Uithof, 
when I was a PhD student, I also had 
a little garden there, for 7 or 8 years.

What’s your favourite plant if you 
had to choose one?

Well I love coriander; I really love this 
stuff. People either love it or hate it, 
it’s funny. And I really love pumpkins 
as well, but that’s later in the year. 
They can grow so big and go through 
the whole garden. We have a news-
letter and I write some articles for it 
every time, so I wrote a piece on co-
riander.

Your position in the board is quite im-
portant, you’re the secretary.
Well important... We’re not very hie-
rarchic here. I communicate a lot with 
the members.

Did you volunteer to do that?
Yes, they needed someone and they 
were asking around. It sounded nice 
since I like to be in the garden with 
the people here, and I want to give 
something back for all the joy that I 
get here.

And when did you start?
Two years ago. I was already here 
for five years but I was not a good 
gardener. When I started here, I real-
ly made a mess of my garden. I ne-
glected it due to personal issues, and 
got some comments from the board, 
they told me I wasn’t doing a good 
job so I didn’t know if I was the right 
person to be on the board, but they 
accepted me. Even though I think that 
I’m a bit of a messy gardener.

Isn’t it a bit the spirit of the associa-
tion?
Yes, some people have even more 
weeds than I do. And others keep it 
all clean.

In my thesis, I make the distinction 
between community and collectivity, 
would you define the association as a 
community here?
Well it’s difficult. Because in some 
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way we all share the same feeling of 
enjoying nature growing, of having 
your own organic vegetables and eat 
them, we share values related to that, 
and in that sense we’re a community. 
Although we are all very different 
kind of people, I would still say yes. 
I notice when I’m in my garden and I 
talk to people, we’re all enjoying the 
season when everything is blooming 
and growing, all complaining about 
the weather together, and talk about 
our gardens, it feels really nice.

When you’re not a gardener you’re a 
hydrologist, what’s your hydrologist 
point of view on the ground?
I’m not sure I have a scientific point 
of view of the garden! When I’m here 
I’m not a hydrologist anymore. I’m a 
gardener, just enjoying the nature. I 
try to forget about my work when I’m 
here… Well, I did some experiments 
in the minstroom actually. I looked at 
the water quality and did that from 
my professional perspective. I shared 
the results in the newsletter.

I was going to ask about your way 
of sharing it, because everyone has 
a speciality here, as you said, you’re 
all different.
You’re right but we don’t do that a 
lot, just sometimes in the newsletter, 
the minnebrief. People are interested 
because we use the water from the 
minstroom to water our gardens so 
it’s nice to know if the water quality 
is good. I also did some chemistry 
experiments to determine the nitrate 
level and it was all quite well actually. 
So, we can be happy! And I wrote 
about it for the community.

We’re really close to the city centre 
so it’s quite impressive. And you also 
told me about what’s behind the Gla-
djool, this little point of water where 

you were trying to reintroduce some 
species into. 
Yes, we call it the nature garden. We 
dug a hole there, on the side. We 
more or less claimed that land from 
the Council actually. There’s not a lot 
to see there but for the people who 
know what’s going on, there is a lot 
of solitary bees and special weeds 
growing there. It’s a very natural 
place that not a lot of people come 
to, so it’s left intact. There’s just a litt-
le ecosystem happening there. We 
have a special committee of people 
that I’m in as well, who are promoting 
this kind of ecological places in the 
shared gardens for people to keep 
their moestuin interesting for animals.

Because you’re quite proud of it as an 
association here, right?
Yes, we actually got rewarded for 
it, we got the certification. We had 
someone coming by last year, she just 
walked around the moestuinen and 
took a look everywhere. We were 
showing her how we work here, and 
she gave us the certificate.

Do you control that the members stick 
to that title?
No, everybody can decide what they 
do, but we promote it. For example, 
we put into place things like this litt-
le construction there where you can 
put your branches that you cannot 
put on your compost. We promote for 
people to build their own because it’s 
very good for insects to live in and 
develop. It’s kind of a natural insects’ 
hotel and you can put your old wood 
debris on it, it just sinks, goes down af-
ter a while and you have some more 
space to put more. It’s useful and it 
looks nice, I think.

I think it’s super interesting that you 
have your own hydrologist point of 

view on the biodiversity here.
It’s possible yes, I work with ecolo-
gists and other scientists and we are 
working on the water quality. Because 
we are using the water from the mins-
troom, we’re not using tap water for 
our gardens. It’s environmental-frien-
dly which is important for us.

In terms of environment with the city 
around, how important do you think it 
is to maintain a place like this?

they’re going to take this away. We 
rent this from the Council and it’s 
very affordable, I pay only 100 eu-
ros per year for this garden. What 
if they build a house here? They can 
make much more money. So, we’re 
always afraid this is going to happen. 
That’s why we decided to leave the 
waiting list open and even if we have 
500 people, we can tell the Council 
«look how popular we are». But well, 
this garden has also history because 

had one garden coming free this year 
and there’s more than a 100 people 
on the waiting list. So theoretically it 
can take a hundred years for you to 
get a moestuin, it’s crazy! The waiting 
list is still open but it’s chanceless. The 
reason we leave it open is because 
we want to show the Council that a 
lot of people are interested. This is a 
very expensive ground; it became a 
very popular area of Utrecht to live 
in. Houses are very expensive, and 
we are always afraid that someday 

is really expensive, but there’s also 
social housing there behind. They’re 
also part of the neighbourhood and 
you had some issues with some of the 
inhabitants, do you think there would 
be solutions regarding that? Because 
we talked about how the garden is 
closed and it’s a private place, and 
most people want to keep it like that. 
What’s your position?
Well, my position used to be that 
I would like to have this open for 
people of the neighbourhood to walk 

Oh, I think it’s 
really important. 
We’ve seen it 
also in the coro-
na period, this 
place has beco-
me very popular 
because people 
are walking much 
more around their 
house so there’s 
a lot more people 
walking here and 
asking us «what 
are you doing 
here» and saying 
«what a lovely 
place». This year 
in one year, we 
had 30 more 
people on the wai-
ting list to get a 
parcel. We only 

since the end of 
the Middle Ages 
there was already 
a vegetable gar-
den here.

Yes, it’s always 
been a growing 
ground.
It’s a protected 
cityscape, like the 
inner city. I think if 
they really wanted 
to put it down, 
they could do it, 
but that would be 
crazy because the 
city needs places 
like this.

You were saying 
about this area 
that the ground 
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through it, like a park. But then a few 
weeks ago I spoke with Tom who lives 
just there. He’s been living here since 
the 70’s and he told me that when this 
association was created in the 80’s, it 
was open but there was a lot of theft. 
People were stealing pumpkins, let-
tuce, everything. Because there is this 
area of low-income inhabitants, we 
are afraid that this is going to happen 
again if we open up.

What if you open up one afternoon 
per week, or try to include some of 
their community in yours as well?
I would be in favour of that, yes. 
We are open once or twice a year 
so people can come in, check out 
the garden and walk around, then 
the gates are open, but I think it’s 
not enough for the neighbourhood. I 
think the neighbourhood wants to feel 
more part of it. But it’s a really difficult 
question. Because a lot of people are 
just complaining but it’s not like they 
really want to do something here.

Well this is also really privileged to 
have an extra piece of ground that 
you can enjoy.
But it’s not expensive, there are people 
here with low revenue. There is even 
the possibility that if you have very 
small income, the Council is paying 
for most of your garden rent. There 
is a little garden there in the corner, 
next to this terrain, that’s maintained 
by the people in the neighbourhood. 
Now it’s very wild, they just leave 
all the weeds there, but I think it’s a 
good place for birds and insects. The 
original idea was that the people in 
the neighbourhood come together 
there and maintain it.

I want to talk also about the Glad-
jool. Because first my interest regar-
ding the community was focused on 

this house. How often do you actually 
go there? 
In the weekends, I sometimes go there 
to make some coffee, like we did to-
day. If there are people around, I 
always ask them if they want some 
coffee or tea and we have a chat.

You try to make it at your scale a com-
munal thing?
I do, but I’m a very social person and 
I realize not everybody is like me. 
So not everybody from the board is 
doing this and not everybody is in-
terested in it. But usually, if I’m here 
and I go there, there is usually some 
people that like to come in and have 
a chat and have a cup of coffee. In 
the summer we sit outside, on the little 
terrace, in front.

Would you want it to be more open?
Yes, I would like that. I would prefer 
that every weekend, if someone who 
has the key is here, they would just 
open it and leave it open during the 
day because our gates are closed so 
we can just keep it open. Make some 
tea and coffee, invite people to have 
a chat and a cup of coffee. I would 
like that. But again, that’s me. Other 
people are more reserved.

And what is it you love about garde-
ning?
Oh, since I was a child, I loved the 
idea that you put a little seed in the 
soil, that it starts growing and then 
becomes a huge plant. That’s such 
a wonderful thing for me to see that 
development. That’s what I like about 
gardening. It happens in nature of 
course, but when you garden you can 
see it develop because you come here 
every week. You see, now I can see 
the potatoes coming out. Now in May 
it’s already blooming but in two mon-
ths it’s going to be completely wild 



126 127

better together - Lara better together - Lara

and I love that process. Then at the 
end of the season everything is dying 
again and that’s also beautiful.

It’s the circle of life.
Yes, I love that.

And then you eat the food.
That’s also very nice. You put some 
energy in it and then it’s very nice to 
have your own biological food. Eve-
ry month there are different things 
and I’m not a very good cook but my 
partner likes to cook and he makes all 
these great combinations of the food 
that we get form the garden.

That’s super rewarding. You were 
saying that you rent it from the city. 
Do you still feel at home here? Do 
you feel like it’s yours?
Yes, very much. It’s my garden.
Do you have a garden at home as 
well?
I have a little balcony on the 3rd floor 
and it’s beautiful. My house is in the 
inner city, close by, I have a view 
on the botanical gardens and it’s a 
very nice view but my balcony is very 
small. And it’s too warm, it’s facing 
South so not the best place to sit for a 
long time. If I come to the moestuin I 
can be here from morning to evening. 
And if Thomas is here we have a litt-
le chat. (editor’s note: Thomas is her 
moestuin neighbour who happens to 
be here watering his plants when I’m 
interviewing Lara). He always waters 
his plants and I’m against it. I think 
you should leave the rain do its job. 
But you see, everybody has their own 
way of doing it, that’s really nice ac-
tually. And we learn from each other. 
When people bring tea we sit here 
and drink some tea. But listen, you 
usually hear a lot of birds. Sometimes 
I hear the chickens and the rooster. 
Oh, Thomas has radishes already!

You really know what you’re doing, 
you’ve had more experiences with 
moestuinen before. You had one in 
the Uithof and then before that?
When I was a child I lived in an apart-
ment, I never had a garden.

So, you really learned by yourself!
Yes! My parents were divorced and I 
grew up with little money so we lived 
in a neighbourhood that wasn’t real-
ly wealthy. I wasn’t used to having a 
garden, but when I was 16, my mo-
ther bought a house, a small one with 
a garden. We got all sorts of plants 
from friends because it’s very expen-
sive if you want to start your own 
garden. So, we got all these small 
crops from everybody, from their own 
garden, and we put it all together. I 
was so excited to see all these plants 
developing and growing, that’s how 
it started. Before that I never realised 
this. The whole process of living with 
growing things around you. I just ne-
ver noticed because I did not have 
a garden. So that was the start of 
my fascination with plants. I actually 
thought about studying biology as I 
was so fascinated as a child.

And how did you come to hydrology 
instead?
I had more hobbies. I also liked archi-
tecture and started with architecture 
actually. I wanted to build my own 
house.

Did you?
I never did.

It’s not too late.
No, my ambition changed. But let’s 
say I like the process of creating so-
mething and it’s the same with archi-
tecture. You create a house, and now 
I create a garden. I like that process, 

you have nothing, and then you let 
things grow, come up and build. 
And you design a little bit yourself 
and then you have something nice 
and pretty that you can enjoy. And 
you can either live in it or eat from it. 
That’s one of the nicest things in life. 
Creativity, enjoying life and nature as 
it is together.
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The vocabulary choice I make 
within my work concerning col-
lectivity and community comes 
from the variation that relates 
these two words, and in this 
essay, I make the distinction 
between them, making first a 
detour about the sense of com-
munity or collectivity in making 
work and creating, collabora-
ting.

The urgency of collabora-
ting into existing together in a 
space is one of my main focus 
in my research, and how that 
can lead to building a commu-
nity, but I believe there is also 
an importance in inventing and 
working collectively.

When working or being with 
someone, it can be in a work 
or a personal relationship for 
that matter, not only «me» and 
«you» exist. Together, we un-
consciously but very tangibly 
create a third party; a third 
person. This third party is what 
makes the work different than if 
I had made it by myself. In my 
small experience, it is created 
by our common interests, our 
respective expectations, it 
makes the work conversational 
rather than collaborative. The 

third party is fed by guidance 
and advice on the way, disa-
greements and great common 
ground. It is fed by the impres-
sion the makers have of each 
other, their will to collaborate 
and do well together. It is fed 
by them growing together, 
adapting their language and 
communication skills, to fit the 
sensitivity of the other and their 
way of working efficiently. So-
metimes the third party dies be-
cause it doesn’t have enough 
food, and the collective work 
dies with them.

There are different ways to keep 
it alive, including the conversa-
tional approach from which 
the parameters are explained 
above. We will see here that 
there are diverse stages in en-
tering a co-creative process 
with a community. The next ap-
proach after the conversational 
one, is the relational one.

In the book Co-Art: Artists on 
Creative Collaboration (De 
Wachter, 2017), the author 
talks about «creative collabo-
ration, in the context of artists’ 
lives and allow(ing) them to dis-
cuss (...) the place of friendship, 
ego, motivation, money, emo-

Togetherness
an essay

tion and conflict within their pri-
vate and professional lives.»

In her introduction, the author 
first goes over a little history 
of what she calls collaborative 
works, joining my theories on 
conversational and relational 
approaches in more concrete 
ways. Here goes:
«During the first few decades of 
the twentieth century, a succes-
sion of avant-garde generated 
one new ‘-ism’ after another. 
Cubism, Futurism, Suprema-
tism, De Stijl, Dada: all were in 
essence collective movements 
committed to producing social 
or cultural change and united 
by a shared aesthetic sense.» 
De Wachter says on the power 
of collective work. It was inte-
resting for me to see those mo-
vements as collectives, more 
than institutions.

She gives a different point of 
view through history about these 
acclaimed currents through 
art history as we know them 
today, being in fact the result 
of collective thinking and ma-
king, still mentioning that «each 
group also had a figurehead, 
a leading solo artist whose glo-
ry transcended the renown of 
the group.» Were there relatio-
nal or conversational aspects 
within those movements or the 
shared aesthetic sense that they 

shared was enough to produce 
work in sync? My take on it is 
that there was, because the 3rd 
party they created together 
even had a name, that is Cu-
bism, Futurism, Suprematism, 
De Stijl, Dada...

There is always that indeed, the 
line is very fine in art history 
between group and individual 
movements: «The history of 
art has generally overlooked 
collaboration as key driver 
of artistic creation. Instead, it 
glorified the individual (usual-
ly male) artist as the ideal 
type. An alternative art histo-
ry would involve an account of 
the constant interplay between 
the individual and the group. 
The journey that follows (...), 
(will be) exploring some of the 
many ways in which collabo-
ration and individualism have 
been, and continue to be, two 
sides of the same coin.»

To introduce the relational as-
pect, a certain history of colla-
borative work is made by the 
author before interviewing a 
variety of artists, as she pre-
sents different types of rela-
tionships but also points of 
view: HE (& SHE), talking for 
example about Christo and 
Jeanne-Claude, followed by 
SHE (& HE), for example Abra-
movic and Ulay, but also LO-
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SING THE OTHER, in the case 
of Fischli and Weiss on how 
death not only affects the work 
of the artist(s) but also their life. 
It goes on, approaching also 
AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION: 
«French art critic and curator 
Nicolas Bourriaud theorized 
this trend as ‘relational aesthe-
tics’, identifying a type of art 
that takes the human relations 
it produces at its central subject 
and asks audience members to 
become active, instead of pas-
sive, viewers.»

Thus, the relational approach 
in entering a co-creative pro-
cess with a community is multi-
ple, various. It is based on a re-
lation, between the makers but 
also between the maker and 
their spectators. A question 
then rises: does collaborative 
work encourage the formation 
of a collectivity within an au-
dience? Is collaborative work 
putting the relational aspect of 
the work in the center so much 
that it produces human rela-
tions itself? This is unsure to say 
the least, most probably an au-
dience is reacting exactly in the 
same way if they don’t know 
whether it is or not a collabo-
ration. But Nicolas Bourriaud’s 
theory is seductive in the way 
collectivity and spectatorship 
could be related.

After reading about collecti-
vity, community, togetherness, 
group, collaboration and even 
companionship through this 
thesis, a little glossary is well 
deserved. Some clarity is co-
ming, but first here are some 
words of De Wachter on her 
own vocabulary questions as a 
small introduction:

«The term collaboration is both 
useful and vague: the ‘co-’ pre-
fix is at the root of many other 
terms, each of which provides 
a different nuance on the mea-
ning of creating together: col-
lective, communal, common, 
cooperative, coordinated, com-
bined. In practice, each group 
finds its own language to des-
cribe its particular kind of 
collaboration. There are also 
different levels of collaboration 
(...)»

My choice of using the words 
collective/collectivity and com-
munal/community comes from 
the difference that reassembles 
them. Even though they have 
the same root, the term collec-
tive evokes the group and the 
act of being together, whilst 
the word community is about 
having things in common and 
sharing. That is why, in my vo-
cabulary, the sense of commu-
nity is greater than the one of 
collectivity because there is a 

companionate dimension to it, 
hinting we can create together 
when becoming a community, 
and not just be.

collective
/ke-’lek-tiv/ adjective

1. denoting a number of per-
sons or things considered as 
one group or whole
«collective work»
2. a. of, relating to, or being a 
group of individuals
b. involving all members of a 
group as distinct from its indivi-
duals

community
/ke’mju:niti/ noun

1. group of people living in the 
same place or having a parti-
cular characteristic in common.
«Montreal’s Italian community»
2. the condition of sharing or 
having certain attitudes and in-
terests in common.
«the sense of community that 
organized religion can provi-
de»

The author also makes this 
conscious choice with her 
words. «When asked (...) why 
I chose the term ‘collaboration’ 
over, say, ‘cooperation’, (...) 
‘collaboration’ evoked a sense 
of working with the enemy. In-
deed, this nuance accurately 

captures the moments of per-
sonal, creative and ideological 
conflict that all the artists here 
have acknowledged play an 
important part in their collabo-
rative processes. The ability to 
converse, disagree and hold 
incompatible views, and yet 
move beyond conflict towards 
creation is essential to colla-
boration. It is a basic human 
dynamic, one that the Russian 
literary theorist Mikhail Bakh-
tin (1895-1975) called the ‘dia-
logic process’. This dynamic 
yields a conversation that ad-
mits and values difference, and 
lets interlocutors be within and 
without the group at various 
times. (...) As the interviews in 
this book demonstrate, the dia-
logue between sameness and 
difference, and the practice of 
sharing and contesting ideas 
continues to be essential to the 
art of collaboration.» Which 
takes us back to the concept 
of the third party, this com-
plex communal superego that 
we take pleasure to feed well 
enough when we are collabora-
ting on work. I appreciate here 
her idea of acknowledging, 
through vocabulary, the nega-
tive or at least uneasy parts of 
understanding the other and 
their differences while working 
with them, activating the free-
dom of being within or without 
the group at various times. It 
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also refers to dialogue, hence 
the conversational approach to 
co-creation with a community 
that we can come back to as 
well.

Co-creation or working to-
gether, a skill that one has to 
develop in order to do it better 
every time. It is a muscle that 
you train, creating more impor-
tant third parties by giving more 
from ourselves, while keeping 
a balance with who we are as 
makers and beings. Imagining, 
talking, dreaming, making, 
working hard and exploring 
the relational and conversatio-
nal approaches, making links 
together by making our third 
party the spirit of our commu-
nity and who knows, even give 
it a name.
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Collaboration being an impor-
tant part of how I work, it made 
sense for me to invite guests all 
along my thesis. It started by 
sending out an open call, and 
it resulted in 4 wonderful wo-
men having a «carte blanche» 
in the magazine. I sent them 
some snippets of my writings, 
we shared and talked so you 
get to see their take on some of 
my topics, a work that reflects 
a sense of community and fe-
minity.  Each of them related 
that carte blanche beautifully 
to their own work that I invite 
you to discover as well. For 
the interviews, I wanted each 
of them to be a privileged col-

Collaborations Collaborations

laborative moment that I spent 
with the interviewee and pho-
tographer. This little open call 
resulted in meeting Noa, Mio 
and Lara who accompanied me 
into translating the moments we 
spent in the moestuinen of our 
interviewees together. It was 
extremely special to witness 
the dynamic of these invitations 
and with what I’m advancing, I 
think it’s extremely relevant that 
I don’t produce this issue by my-
self so here you can see the little 
flyers that I printed out and hung 
in the different HKU locations.



138 139

better together - Collaborations better together - Collaborations



140 141

better together - Collaborations better together - Collaborations

Carte Blanche #4

Amy 
Webbs
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Although many scholars have investigated water and its relationship to 
feminism, for the purpose of this collaboration I will primarily focus on 
scholar 
Astrida Niemanis’ text Hydrofeminism: or, on becoming a body of water 
(2012)   

“Today, when you or I drink a glass of water, we amplify this Hypersea, 
as we sustain our existence through other “webs of physical intimacy and 
fluid exchange.” (2012:97) 
 

Water as milieu, in dutch the milieu means  
environment and in French it means the middle,  

the centre.  

Water as the centre (of) environment 
 

   
Water is described here as a facilitator Neimanis  
explains how all watery bodies like mammals, fish or seeds are brought 
into being by another body of water that dissolves, partially or 
completely(2012:99). 
  
This gestation of liquid or “primordial soup” on a more human scale is 
similar to a cleanse ~ we ingest amniotic waters which provides us with 
nutrients and then simultaneously are protected as our waste is removed 
by similar waterways. 

“Gestational waters are also themselves (in) a body of water”  
(Neimanis 2017). 

 

Through these relationships and shared  
connections of life and matter ~ water is a communicator between bodies, 
as a milieu, facilitating bodies into being.  

better together - Amy Webbs

 

“In this act of ingestion, we come into contact with all of our companion 
species  that  
inhabit the watershed from which that water was drawn—book lice, swamp 
cabbage,  
freshwater mussel. But we connect with the  
sedimentation tanks, and rapid-mix flocculators that make that water 
drinkable, and the reservoir, and the rainclouds, too. 
 
Even while in constant motion, water is also a planetary archive of 
meaning and matter. To drink a glass of water is to ingest the ghosts of 
bodies that haunt that water. When “nature calls” some time later, we 
return to the cistern and the sea not only our antidepressants, our 
chemical estrogens, or our more commonplace excretions, but also the 
meanings that permeate those materialities: disposable culture,  
medicalized problem-solving, ecological  
disconnect. 

 Just as the deep oceans harbor particulate records of former geological 
eras, water retains our more anthropomorphic secrets, even when we would 
rather forget. Our distant and more immediate pasts are returned to us in 
both trickles and floods. And that same glass of water will facilitate 
our movement, growth, thinking, loving. As it works its way down the 
oesophagus, through the blood, the tissues, and to the index finger, the 
clavicle, and the left plantar fascia, it ensures that our being is 
always a becoming. An alchemist at once profoundly wondrous and entirely 
banal, water guides a body from young to old, from here to there, from 
potentiality to actuality. Translation, transformation.  

Plurality proliferates. As a facilitator, water is the milieu, or the 
gestational element, for other watery bodies as Mammal, reptile, or fish; 
sapling or seed; river delta or backyard pond—all of these bodies well. 
are necessarily brought into being by another body of water that 
dissolves, partially or completely, to water the bodies that will follow. 
On a geological scale, we have all arisen out of the same primordial 
soup, gestated by species upon watery species that have gifted their 
morphology to new iterations and articulations.” (2012:97-99) 
 
  

Neimanis focuses on water as something not being separate to us, or out 
there as an abstract form but rather as a more focused, internal, 
intimate thing that is very close to us, it is us.  
 
Neimanis explains that by linking the treatment of water 
to the way in which we treat ourselves  
will allow us to think very differently to water (Neimanis 2017).  

In terms of embodiment, our shared similarities as human bodies and the 
link we share to non-human bodies. The history we share with water, as 
both contaminators and victims, we are all circulating as we are always 
giving our body to another body.(Neimanis 2017). 

Bodies need water, but water also needs a body through this relationship 
of bodies giving and receiving as bodies of water ourselves we believe 
there are ways in which we can use water to work through our own pain as 
woman whilst acknowledging our white privilege and working through the 
guilt and pain left with us a white race.  
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parture for new tomorrows that 
will look nothing like yesterday. 
Every day is a beginning of new 
reflections, where I’m supporting 
more and more the structure that 
I started building in the masters. 
Today, I feel like I could write a 
thesis about my thesis.

My research comes from 
somewhere, a clever mix between 
my personality and my enginee-
ring architecture background. 
The way we perceive the space 
around us as scenographers is 
extraordinary. My attention to 
details and my passion, I’m hap-
py that I shared them along with 
you in this first issue. It was the 
opportunity to write my words to-
gether on paper, gathered in one 
holdable object. The magazine 
format allowed for the plurality 
of writings and voices present in 
my thesis, as well as all the ap-
pearances, fully channelling the 
important feminine part of my 
work. 

I’m blown away by my process 
and how much I’ve grown pro-
fessionally. In my intentions, my 
needs, my clarity, my engage-
ment. I feel part of something 
bigger that I wasn’t before. I feel 
part of a whole, where we are 
for sure, better together.

Departures
Every day is different than the 
one I had before, and the day 
after will be surprising too. That 
is exactly what I was looking for, 
when I embarked on this adven-
ture almost two years ago. 
Almost two years ago, I arrived 
in the master’s with a strong theo-
retical basis and it wasn’t always 
easy to find my place into a wor-
ld that I had no clue about. But 
today, I’m leaving with a strong 
basis to carry on my research in 
my professional life. Now, my re-
search is my drive.

What role does the space have 
into reinforcing the community? 

For collectivity to become a com-
munity, we need a lot of joy, 
laughs and taking action. We 
need to train our collaboration 
muscle to work together, we 
need to take care of the space 
we have, understand it and then 
we can change it. Space is vital 
in us having this joy. The themes 
that I approached in my thesis 
are the beginning of something 
that will hopefully follow me my 
whole life. It’s the start of a long 
road, interesting, full of encoun-
ters and conversations, as well as 
new actions and ideas.

I’m far from giving a full answer 
to the question, but today is a de-
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