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Introduction
Diffracting Dialogs

A

s an artist, my first question in beginning a new body of work
is: How do I make this process into a relational practice. This usually
begins with a conversation. I ask, who are my neighbors? What is happening in the city? What does the organism look like? Who do I reach out
to with this thing that I am feeling but do not yet know how to articulate?
This book is a collection of interviews with five Amsterdam-based females working at the intersection between nature and culture. The interviews were conducted during my 2020 residency at Cultureland in
Amsterdam, NL and they dutifully contribute to my ongoing research
project, Assembled Ecologies dedicated to making-kin with more-than-human-worlds. In them, I embarked on a methodological exploration of
what possibilities could diffraction take on within dialogs and discourse.
The first interview was conducted with Ioana Biris of Nature
Desks and #UrbanNatureAmsterdam. Our encounter began with a
walk-through Erasmus Park. As our pace slowed, we spoke about the
respect for the land, and ancient knowledge that has been concealed and
covered up all too much by the Western world. Ioana revealed to me that
in Romania, she was a doctor but because the country was not yet part
of the E.U. when she moved to the Netherlands, she had to begin anew.
At that time, in the culture of the Netherlands she was “worthless” in
the sense of work therefore she pursued a diploma in psychology. After
twenty years, Amsterdam became her city. On our walk, I introduced to
Ioana my method for conducting the interview, specifically my intention
to discuss the topics of maps and urban naturecultures. We took a seat
on a bench made from the wood of one of the park’s oldest trees. It was
a warm and sunny morning and around us, people were working out
and playing with children. The wind and the high pollen count made
themselves known. Ioana’s body was tilted at angle so as to be able to
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speak both to me and to observe our surroundings. For Ioana, Erasmus Park
became a frequent site to spend her time during Covid-19. At one point, we
paused the interview so Ioana could speak to the father of one of the children
that her kids to go to school with. Her Dutch was softened by the melancholy
tone of her native Romanian.
The second interview was with Natascha Hagenbeek, artist and
founder of I Can Change the World with My Two Hands, one of Amsterdam’s first urban farms. Located in Amsterdam west, the garden sits on top
of a courtyard and former site of a community playground and swimming
pool. I entered the garden to find Natascha tucked into a corner, bundled up
in a deep green shall and eating a mango. She had a sweet tone to her voice.
I pulled up a chair beside her and we began talking at first, a bit about ourselves and the trajectory of this encounter. To shield out the wind, we moved
into the dome-like greenhouse. Inside the space was filled with a few pallets,
bags of soil and tables with seedlings. The airspace between the tables, was
occupied by a growing grapevine, making it difficult to maintain a 1.5-meter
distance. I strategically placed my chair so that when I sat, the vine pressed
its shoots against my body, as if to envelop me because I intruded its boundaries, a thickly material encounter. As our conversation progressed, I noted
Natascha’s body language at times open, others confused and even guarded.
It was already an ask to conduct the interview in English, rather than her native Dutch. Within our dialog, Dutch words interjected and took command.
At some point in the discussion, my eyes glanced upward to the center of the
dome. Here the grapevines made their escape towards the sun’s rays. After
our conversation, she took me on a tour of our garden. As we walked, she
pointed to the produce garden, the pluktuin, the allotment plots, the compost,
the rainwater collection bins. On this walk, we discussed ways of subsistent
farming and among all the life in the garden. And much to my surprise echoes
of the old playground were still present.
The third interview was with landscape architect, Maike van Stiphout.
I met Maike at her firm’s office. It was full of designers and landscape architects busily working away on various projects. She made some tea and we
headed to the garden for a conversation. Outside was a narrow, canopied
space with lime green picnic benches. Above us, a grapevine winded its way
through the rafters. Below, my feet sank into the gardens pebbled ground. As
we got comfortable, the birds began calling loudly and the polyphony of song
covered up the voices from inside. A nearby tree was in bloom, it gave off a
powerful scent. There were many more-than-human layers that entangled us
in our dialogical engagement. Maike was kind enough to take time out of her
day and I was careful not to overstay my welcome. I felt that the conversation
stimulated our thinking in how to practically become with more-than human
worlds, proposing ways of living better as nature cultures and what might look
like, today. During the conversation, I tried to not force or steer the topics but
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found myself meeting some resistance within me, perhaps this stiffness
was heightened by the office environment.
The fourth interview was with Jessica van Bossum, researcher
of Amsterdam’s food supply flows. I met Jessica in her home. Her apartment was on the fifth floor of a recently built building. As I entered her
apartment, I noticed how brightly lit and warm it was inside, she had a
dog that has difficult with new people, yet somehow, we got along just
fine. We stepped out on the very sunny rooftop terrace and garden. Both
of us needed to shade our eyes from the sun. After our conversation, we
broke the formality of the dialog and she took me on a tour of the garden
terrace. It wrapped around the home in an L shape. I fixated my gaze
on a peculiar wooden bench. Jessica registered my curiosity and said
“that is the compost bin” she opened the top of the bench and in it, three
different phases of the compost process were in action. Behind me were
more than a dozen potted medicinal plants and herbs. On the opposite
side of the terrace was the produce garden with tomatoes, lettuce and
fruit trees. As we walked, she attached stories to how the trees and plants
made their way up to the terrace. From that narrative, emerged another
account about how the very act of cultivating a garden and living in
a subsistent way are counter intuitive to the capitalistic and efficiency
dominated logic of life and food. In fact, the terrace garden cannot even
compete with the producing sector yet all that come with cultivating and
maintaining the garden brings a sense of affective joy and love for the
space. An assembled patchwork of living beings engaged in the practice
of coexistence. There is still hope for living in a multi-species world because by becoming and enjoying life, you honor and enjoy yourself.
The fifth and final interview was with Alice Smits, Artistic Director and Curator of Zone2Source in Amstelpark. When I went to meet
with Alice at the Glazenhuis it was at first, a disorienting and unexpected
encounter. She arrived with one of the artists working on a research
project to rethink the Artis Amsterdam Zoo. It was noticeably hotter in
the gallery than in the park. Like a greenhouse, the air was humid and
thick with mixed sense of soil and plant matter, much of these smells
came from the current exhibition. Alice and some of the artist researchers were going back and forth on topic surrounding the Zoo project, I felt
that I was an outsider observing the dialog but could not fit my presence
or intentions into the conversation. After four personal interviews this
inability to be heard made it difficult for me to get my intentions for the
interview initially across. Finally, I simply interrupted the multiple monologs and introduced myself. Alice wrapped up her conversations at the
Glazenhuis and we went for a walk in the park to briefly get to know one
another. Among us there was a polyphony of bird songs and the park
was full of curiosities. We made our way through the manicured forests
3

and found a comfortable spot on a sculptural bench designed for people
and bees to co-habitat. A temporary installation designed for conversations among the bees. Interestingly enough, I did not experience any fear
with the bees buzzing around me. During our conversation Alice’s body
language kept searching for a comfortable position, I wondered if the bees
did not in fact put her at ease. In the conversation we jumped between
topics, but ultimately, I felt the rich complexity of our conversation could
not have gone any other way.
With each interview, I intentionally wove concepts from the other
conversations into one another. The result was a dialectical sphere, and
ecology of shared urgencies, issues and topics within the phenomenon of
Naturecultures from various angles and disciplines. My method of conducting the interviews was to construct a topic list in dialog with the phenomena of naturecultures but to build up the complexity of the topics
with each subsequent interview. The following diagrams are an attempt to
visualize my approach in diffracting discussions.

Conversation
waves and words

Person B

Person A

Diffractive emergence
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Through this process I not only implemented my experience of conducting qualitative interviews during my time as a masters student in Utrecht
University’s Art and Society program but took it one step further to play
with the potential of what one can do with language as a method of learning to reframe our ways of living and being in the world – of forming
kindships with all life. The conversations I intended to test out what kind
of methods and tactics could I use to perform and generate diffractive
discussions. In contract to reading scholars though one another, I wanted
to perform dialogs though one another and see what happens. Therefore
these discussions were a means to express relational forms of thinking.
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Dialogues
On Becoming Naturecultures
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Ioana Biris
#UrbanNatureAmsterdam

AP

I want to ask you about the Urban Nature Amsterdam Map. How did
the idea come about, why was it important to create and how you chose
what was included in the map?

IB

The idea for #UrbanNatureAmsterdam is inspired by the London “National Park City” map. In 2016, Urban Good set out a crowd funding
initiative which aimed to make London the first National Park City in the
world. The team of Daniel Raven Ellison from London National Park City
and Charlie Peel of Urban Good CIC raised enough money to fund the
production of a printed map that was big enough and beautiful enough
to inspire people to get out and make more of their “National Park City.”
When I learned about the map, I expected a small little map of London
showing green spaces. Then this map of London came it was a huge piece
of paper, about one square meter with a strong message on the back of
the map: A call to every Londoner to “green up” one square meter. I just
loved the map, I felt so inspired. My kids and their friends laid it on the
floor, started touching it and drawing on it. We saw London in a completely new way.
Working together with Daniel and Charlie, we set out to make a map for
Amsterdam. The tactility of the map and the visual overview on paper
was important to the concept. My idea was that people could roll it out,
put it on their wall, rip it up, draw their own routes and just feel inspired.
The city of Amsterdam is not made of only the city center or your local
park, it is much larger and it is very easy to reach. I did the research for the
whole map as well as the information on the back of the map. The map
was made with the idea of both showing the nature (green and blue), but
also inspiring people. The back of the map is used as a call to action. It is
filled with data about the city, the flora and the fauna, its water, the ground
use, etc. But also what you can do green up your garden, balcony, roofs. For
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example, in this chart, the green of the city, is not that much, 25% of the
city is blue, which is water, recreation is 11%, agricultural terrain 11.6%,
then parks and public space is only 7% and forests are 2.7% of the city.
Amsterdam has this image of a green city, but it is actually not that green.
Recreation and sporting areas are for example not public spaces. So the
amount of public natural space is low.
AP

How do we find the public green space?

IB

Exactly! So the map is a tool. For me, it was something to inspire and
educate people. This map happened because it felt good, and I pursued
it so that is theory behind it. Nothing more, nothing less. The map is
huge, superbly designed but Urban Good, printed on lovely paper with
vibrant blue and green colors. The idea was that when you look at a map
normally you focus on the grey parts, your reference point is a piazza or a
building. Now the only reference point is the nature. If for example you
do not know a bit about the parks in the city you cannot use the map easily
and find your way in a different manner. For example, when my kids look
at the map, they first find Erasmus park as their park and from there they
start visiting the city on paper.

AP

When we look at a normal map, the built environment is the focus.
However, when you start to break all of this down you notice that
humans are a part of this larger sphere. We then re-establish our connection to the green space of the city, in a way that also changes our
relationship to the way we think about the natural world. Nature is
not something that exists outside of the city, but it is something that is
entangled deeply into the urban environment

IB

Exactly, and that is why in this map we do not show strong city boundaries: nature goes in and out of the city, it does not stop at the boundaries.
The map is an exercise for the reader, it can be studied, and it can inspire
us to explore the nature within the city. We do not always realize that
bigger natural areas in and around Amsterdam are accessible by walking
or biking. What I enjoyed most about making the map, is that it brought
together a group of people who were willing to help, so I have a very long
thank you list of support. It is an ode to the city; and it brought me a lot
of friends and it allowed me to work with like-minded people, who share
the same dreams.

AP

Why is it that we began to categorize the roles we take on as separate from one another? There is this sense of separation and isolation
which you see through a map of a gridded city, It is something that
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comes out of the cityscape, out of this dominant ideology of separation that we as western society have adhered to for so long but when
you start to break down these boundaries, what emerges on one hand
sometimes feels unstable and uncertain but on the other hand, there
is the possibility to see things, otherwise. By focusing on nature, the
inter-connectedness of the quotidian is reassembled. This map then is
just one tool to dig at that way of thinking. It has the potential to spark
our collective capabilities. In the circumstances of Covid-19 green
space became more vital, because when you do not have anything natural to connect, it shifts your psyche.
IB

We are interconnected, we cannot do it alone. You know, the Covid-19
period is a learning process for many of us, when it comes to our relation
to the green and with the nature in the neighborhood. For example, we
had an ‘easy lockdown’ here in Amsterdam. The parks stayed open and we
were allowed to have our daily walks. But you could never go too far because of very practical circumstances such as using toilets or eating. Even
though you could move, you were tied to a small movement radius. Most
of us made use of the urban nature in the neighborhood. What I hope
is that we learn to be more thankful for what we have. As they build new
parts of the city that planners will consider the need for more parks, balconies and green roofs. Covid-19 gives us the opportunity to use this time
to really rediscover what is most important for us. When you ask people
what they really miss, it is not the hairdresser or traveling to far away cities,
rather it is being outside with your friends. We cannot live without nature.

AP

Do you feel that the respect for nature, through this period of Covid-19
has been revitalized?

IB

I really hope that we rediscover what is really important. The small things
in life, that are within your reach. Even just going out and seeing a tree
during the first part of the pandemic crisis, made us happy enough and
made us return with enough energy to go through the day inside. People
were busy or their balconies or gardens, planting more plants, learning,
sharing. The crises made it obvious that we really need to see that blue sky
and connect to nature.

AP

I am curious also if, maybe nature desks, will generate more attention
because of Covid-19. Because of the circumstances, our ways of working and relating to public space are also shifting.

IB

Imagine, that after two months of intensely using this park – to sport, walk,
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work, meet friends of even colleagues – the connection to this space is
much stronger than before Covid-19. Erasmus park is one of the smaller
parks of the city but the neighborhoods collective experience shows just
how important the park is. It is used for so many purposes, it is amazing.
So yes, I hope that because of this Covid-19 situation, people will reconnect a little bit with their environment.
AP

Yes, I spent a good deal of time in Erasmus park on Sunday observing
what is the park used for. The park was so densely populated with
more-than human life. I noticed the cyclicality the rhythms of the park
and how critical public green space, is. I noticed in the Netherlands,
when I consider public space I think more about parks and park space
rather than a place like Dam Square or the smaller architecturally
built spaces in between streets and intersections. Public space allows
for a pause in the city’s constant movement, it give room for communities to assemble to be together

IB

I am not a planner, but streets here designed as a transit space. Besides
normally the Netherlands does not have the best weather in the world and
so we do not linger on the streets. The municipality of Amsterdam does
have a theme in their agenda: “Ruimte voor Lopen.” It is about giving
walkers more space. While reading the “Ruimte for Lopen” plans I realized how complex designing the right streets and sidewalks are. You have
to consider all users groups: the older persons who need to rest every few
hundred meters on benches, bikers, the terraces, the stores. If we want our
streets also green, there must be enough space to make them greener. It
is fantastic how much occurs on a little piece of sidewalk. So if you give
people back the street, even for one day, they take it over and make it their
own. It was so fascinating to see how quickly the public space got adapted
to the needs of the user. Perhaps the municipality decides to close – even
in the weekends - smaller streets and gave them back to the pedestrians so
that the parks get less crowded. I think the public would respond favorably
to it.

AP

The closing of streets makes space for you to build relations with your
neighbors. Because our modern society is transitory, filled with an
enormous amount of coming and going. And that point of placemaking in the sense of bettering the city and the area and making it more
attractive also has to do with the people around you.
It depends of course on who you are and what you like. Again, if let’s say
the streets were car free every other weekend, it would be fascinating to
see how they city would then look like. I think we are much more flexible
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than we like to think.
AP

Especially if you use the city to its maximum potential. The city then
becomes something that you don’t escape from, to a rural home, it is
really using what is there, in a way that is more wholesome too. The
concept of Amsterdam as a “National Park City” is something that
needs to connects us oand brings us back to our earth. What is also
special about this map is that is does not focus on a central fixed point.
And that is interesting in thinking about the city differently

IB

Indeed. That was one of the ideas of the map too: to realize how much
there is around the city. The point is that we do not always have to use a
car and go far away, to be able to enjoy nature.
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Natascha Hagenbeek
I can change the world
with my two hands

AP

As an artist, I am interested in what is our relationship to the natural
world. Particularly how we live as naturecultures. The term naturecultures was first used in 2003 by the scholar Donna Haraway to
examin her relationship to her dog as companion species. This term
now comes into light because Western dominant ideologies separated culture from nature. However, the move to live as naturecultures
means bringing the two binaries together. You can do a lot with the
concept of naturecultures but I think the best way to explain it is the
way you engage with the garden. I am curious about how you began “I
can change the world with my two hands.” What inspired you to begin
this garden?

NH

The idea came from a special trip actually that I made in 2003, someone
invited me to New York. When I was there, I saw a public garden I do not
even know if it was very communal but it was in the middle of a neighborhood and it was small and different than a normal park and there I got the
insight that community gardens would become important again. Then in
2007 I came to live in Bos en Lommer in Amsterdam West and at a certain
moment, they asked citizens to come up with a good idea for the neighborhood. I thought this was a good idea to start a garden; an urban farm
and shop. My main goal was not to have a community garden, rather to
visualize urban farming (Stadslandbouw). The concept from the start was:
here it grows, there it is sold.

AP
NH

What did the courtyard look like before you began the garden?
It was always a semi-public courtyard with a playground and pool. Someone donated the playground as a gift to the neighborhood. I do not know
precisely how it went but when the chance came up for the garden, the
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playground was already, Braakliggend (deserted.) They were considering what to do with it. The last vereniging (association) was in debt, so
it wasn’t going well. Then the municipality was thinking about what to
do and I stepped up and said: why don’t you think about it and give it to
me temporarily for one year, I will garden around the swimming pool, no
problem. Before we started working, the courtyard was full of white beach
sand, tiles and a few plots of grass. I was one of Amsterdam’s pioneers
of urban farming so after a year, I got quite a bit of attention. In the
courtyard I had built a produce garden and then I had ten plots for rent
and so those people also helped in building this garden. We ordered good,
organic soil like Bio-Kultura and brought it in with wheelbarrows. It was
quite something with the speeltoestellen (play-ground equipment) with its
foundation still in the ground, we would run into it often while digging.
AP
NH

AP

Is there now at least a half a meter of soil?
It depends, sometimes even less because people were responsible for their
plots even though we would bring in lots of soil, we would have to do it
with wheelbarrows so it depends on if people bought more soil or not.
This is how the garden started.
Could you tell me more about The Urban Farm Shop?

NH

In 2013, I opened the Urban Farm Shop close by in a little neighborhood
shopping street: (De Rijpstraat). However, the shop is now closed because
I didn’t want to depend on volunteers. I ran the shop, but especially in the
beginning, there was a lot to do and I did all of it on my own. I would do
the funding, administration, volunteer coordinating, the renting out of the
plots, I can even go on, and I also ran the shop. In the morning, I would
work in the produce garden with the volunteers and then I would run to
the shop. The Urban Farm Shop was open three days per week, which
is not very sustainable for a shop. In the shop alongside the produce and
preserved foods, I also started to build on an assortment of tools that are
useful for ecological, organic gardening. At that time, it wasn’t as popular
as it is now.

AP

I have a quote that I wanted to share with you and it says: Landscape
is a concrete, three dimensional shared reality –“a collaboration between people and nature rather than an idealized picture or view of
what lies beyond our own centers”( Lucy Lippard, 2014) When we
consider landscape, we think of something distant, and this idea of the
urban landscape and the urban garden, brings it back to the reality of
our own space.
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NH
AP

Yes, because it has to do with food. Usually landscapes are not edible.
Right they are these things to look at.

NH

Right, I don’t know the history of landscapes, but I do imagine that it developed from a whole idea. The thing is, when you grow food it is different,
you are going to eat it. And the more interaction there is between yourself
and what you are growing, you see it. Je kan dat zien aan de plant. For me,
it is sometimes difficult to work with the volunteers because it is a intuitive
process. I am working in the garden and then I have to say, yeah do it like
this and then no do it like that because I’m there working from a point of
intuition, it is not like oh yeah! We are going to it that way because that is
what the farmers do, this is not the case here.

AP

It is interesting you say that because that fits right into the commons as
a framework for the way we practice culture. A practice of the commons is exactly what occurs in this garden. The managing and sharing
of resources are the foundation of the commons. When you consider
the volunteers, how then do you collectively learn to work together and
how do you share that information? It is full of tensions and frictions,
yet it is in those same frictions that learning to grow your own food
occurs so in this process we reveal many layers.

NH

In my opinion, more humans especially in the city, think that they are more
than nature. I used to live in a squat, now a days they would call it a broedplaats. At my space, I just let nature grow, I live around it. But most people
think they need more space and then more and then even more and more
(greedy). I think our challenge here is to become less greedy, live more with
nature and give space to nature where we can.
I am now slowly going out of this project, and my boyfriend took over a
few of thing like to work with the volunteers because we have talks about
it, how to run a community and how to manage a community but more
importantly how to let a community, manage itself. What people need to
learn is: attention and responsibility. This what we have a lack of. This is
where the commons come in. For instance, when nobody feels that they
are owning the earth, nobody feels responsible. So, if people think like, if
I am the only one here in charge, they don’t feel responsible. This is what
I think would help nature.

AP

Donna Haraway, the scholar that coined the term naturecultures takes
the word responsibility and splits it in half to “response-ability” so our
ability to respond to things. I find this really interesting because the
16

sense of responsibility also means that you are accountable for what
this site is. Holding onto a piece of this garden renders you responsible
and your piece matters just as much as everyone else’s. You cannot
work in a hierarchy, and to practice the commons in the garden with
response-ability is one way to share responsibility.
NH

If you want to learn to do things communally then this is a way. I find it
quite a challenge as an artist, it is something you need to have a talent for,
anyway it was for me, to see how people behave etc.

AP

What was one of the most rewarding moments in your experience
with this garden?

NH

What comes to mind is that: we changed dead sand into something fertile,
edible, beautiful, something that a lot of people enjoy and are enthusiastic
about it.

AP

Do you find that a lot of people that live around the courtyard come
and engage with the garden?

NH

No, it is very hard to get them engaged, we tried but the population
changed, so people are more enthusiastic now than before. In the beginning there were two or three people that were very angry because they
missed the playground. They had nostalgic feelings about this playground,
and they were projecting their loss of their history towards this place. I
think now many people are now enthusiastic, but they still do not come in.
We even did a survey to see what people would like: for example, to see if
they would like to plant their Christmas tree here, or if they wanted more
diverse local produce, if they wanted to use the garden. Every Saturday,
we have this garden café (Het TuinKafe) but I am not sure how many people come. We even said to them, that they can come to the garden with
their own coffee and tea, that they can pick herbs.

AP
NH

How does the pluktuin work?
I was always very strict about the pluktuin, that it should not be something
that people could get for free because I wanted them to know this labor is
priceless but its more the idea, that a lot of produce in the supermarket is
ridiculously priced. It is why farmers need to do monoculture and make
long days to get some money for a red pepper, because it is so cheap,
and it shouldn’t be that cheap. The pluktuin was meant as an educational
tool. In the beginning, all of the produce went to the shop or we would
conserve/preserve it. We make pickles and workshops about sauerkraut;
17

we made a lot of different produce too. I also tried to work together with
restaurants, but it was difficult because for me it was more about making
things visible. Revealing, rather than making it into a business. Although
I would have liked to make money for the garden to be financially self-sufficient it was more than money, It was about connection. There was one
restaurant that was very interested in the produce, I would go with 20
salads by bike to the restaurant. It was all symbolic and done in a symbolic
way. At another restaurant that I would get Bokashi. It was a way of fermenting your kitchen waste and I would use it for the soil and then they
would use the produce for their restaurant. There were some experiments
with this. Later urban farming was more adapted and becoming more a
regular thing, I thought ok, what is our mission in the middle of the city? I
decided to set up Het Tuin Kafe. People could come and then immediately
eat the local stuff. The tea, for example that we serve it is all made from
the herbs from the herb garden and then the pies are made from produce
from the produce garden, and then some things people can pick but it is
really small. Now they do a lot with the edible flowers because two years
ago, I changed a part of the produce garden into a flower garden because
I felt there was more awareness about organic vegetables. I swapped partly
to flowers because I also needed a different uitdaging and there was not
so much awareness about how much pesticides are used for growing flowersNow, when Het Tuin Kafe is open people can pick organically grown
flowers.
AP

That is something that is unique about this place because the garden
is a tool to reveal to teach and to bring people closer to processes that
create our food. I am curious about the publication on the commons
that you have just completed.

NH

Yes, the magazine is just recently finished, I think this is also one of the
oldest urban farm gardens in Amsterdam, it is a reintroduction of urban
farming I think it is the first garden to visualize the stadslandbouw. This
garden compared to other gardens, is one that is very organized because I
did it full time, and other people did it next to their job. Now something
else is developing, but because you asked about the commons and because
I had a big network and was the pioneer, I did a lot of lectures and a lot as
for the vision on food with the municipality. With this initiative, there was
also a lot of exposure in the beginning, now, not so much, I think some people don’t even know about this project anymore. But because of this big
network, I wanted to feel like an artist again and think conceptually with
new things. Somebody knew I was interested in making a contemporary
whole earth catalog and she worked at the municipality. It is very interesting that the Stadsbestuur wants to be connected with the commons, and
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that the stadsbestuur really would like to facilitate urban farming projects.
Now they have a commons agenda which is kind of unique and funny and
they asked me as an artist to tell the story of the commons. We decided to
make a whole commons catalog about the Amsterdam commons.
AP

It is interesting how what we need from a city is changing to and the
importance of all of that together. I wonder with the future of this garden as you step back from your role of taking care of so many things
in the garden how that will impact it?

NH

Yeah it already changed because, I mean it was my baby, so if it is a little
child, you don’t just want to give it up for adoption. I wanted to step out
four years ago, but it goes gradually. The current association of people are
divided into work groups. Now the workgroups already have a very strong
base and so people are taking over garden. As I fall into the background
one wish for me is to take all of this knowledge that I have gathered to
give that through to them, because I would like the project to sustain for
the future.
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Maike van Stiphout
Nature Inclusive Design

AP

I want to start with a quote by Lucy Lippard that I am at present working with. “Landscape is a concrete, three-dimensional shared reality
– a collaboration between people and nature rather than an idealized
picture or view of what lies beyond our own centers” (Lippard, 2014).
In my work, I reveal relationships, processes and ecologies between
humans and nature. I am curious, as a landscape architect, what your
position in this dialog is and your approach a systemic way of revealing and creating inclusive habitats began.

MvS

As a landscape architect I was interested in nature and I came across
landscape architecture and then I though this is it: we are giving form to
nature. It was architecture in the sense of making beautiful things with
nature. As a child, I was educated about things around me. We lived in
the woodlands in a little bungalow. My mother was a biologist, so I was
brought up with all that lives around you and she always gave it names.
We would step outside and there was a frog, a little chicken, a dove in the
tree, this was a mushroom etc. I think it was part of my youth to consider
nature as always being there. I sometimes come across people to make
it known that it is the first time that they really see this part of nature, I
mean really see it. Apparently, a lot of landscape architects come from
suburban areas or from villages. Hardly any comes from a real urban
environment so there is something about the playing with earth, plants
and the creatures in it. Because I was brought up in naming all the life
around me, I already had a lot of knowledge which made it easier to keep
on collecting more knowledge. If I needed, I could always call my parents
with questions. Therefore, it is not strange that I design nature inclusive. I
was brought up in Wageningen and taught at Wageningen University and
it was very much about efficiently in the landscape: How efficient can it
be? It was thought the longest and straightest line was the best.
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AP

How do you feel about that?

MvS

At that time, I thought yeah that is great! I really liked it because of the
polders, and you learned to get a grip on what architecture was when you
designed the landscape. It is a special language to be learned; it is rhythm,
repetition it is space vs closed areas.

AP

It is interesting, on the Netherlands, nature is heavily built and constructed. It is shaped and formed by man over centuries. What are the
markers of the built environment and at what point is it still considered
nature? I have been thinking a lot about the word landscape- its landschap an old Dutch word but I wonder if in the Netherlands this whole
Idea of nature and culture together: if it has always been culture in
front of nature Culturelandschap. Does designing inclusively mean designing first and then considering nature as the thing to fill the gaps or
if you feel that they’ve always been able to work alongside one another?

MvS

In the polder design, it was very important to have a separation of functions agriculture, living, recreation, nature(modernism). Institutes were
e.g. responsible for Nature, for the Dutch it became something that you
had to view, visit, not be part of. Of course, it is different now, in which you
work together you use the forces. However, in the 1970’s, the Dutch Wave
had a large influence in this way of thinking. Pioneerd by Henk Gerritsen,
Rob Leopold, Ton ter Linden and Piet Oudolf. It was an attempt to garden
with nature, rather than against nature. The group started looking at how
a garden should be laid out given the natural (environmental) conditions of
where the garden was located. Issues such as fertility and acidity of the soil,
location in relation to the sun, microclimate, determined how the garden
looked and what was going to be planted.

AP

From this turning point, do the mainstream attitudes still practice this
way of thinking with nature?

MvS

Now our attitude towards nature is like a doctor you have to get rid of it
or you have to control it because it can be a danger. It is a very anthropocentric way of looking at it. Living together as a concept, is often seen as
not possiblebecause you get to many rats or other problems. Of course, if
there is an imbalance in the environment, problems will appear.

AP

This is something that I alluded to in my research: how botanic gardens
played a role in separating nature and culture. They supported the gap
that deemed nature as separate from culture. Perhaps this contributes
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to the present wave of sustainability in which the question is: how does
one think as a system again and in what ways do you design for us as
part of a larger ecological and participatory system. Has your practice
as a designer changed in the last ten years?
MvS

It has matured because the narrative about nature has more place in the
discussion. There is cultural commentary that things need to change in
films, in the news etc. Instead of separating us more from everything that
lives, it is a matter of getting closer to them. I think the world we live in,
the creative world, a lot of people are experimenting with how to do just
that. We feel it in the air, but the question is: how can it land? In our own
bubble it is progressing quickly. However, in the streets the daily life for
many people is still very much separate. I recall someone saying: If I want
to have nature around me, I go to a forest, we do not talk about nature in
the city, but it is there.

AP

In the city, nature is something that becomes covered up, paved over,
hidden, pushed into parks.

MvS

Neglected and not considered. It is seen as oh, that’s a nice plant but is
not life.

AP

It becomes this place making tool that comes out and I feel like, right
now, especially during the quarantine crisis, these spaces of nature became, more important; balconies are greener, and gardens have more
attention. Perhaps this phenomenon has also shifted how we pay attention to what is around us.

MvS

Yes, it happened during the quarantine and it was like a gift from heaven,
because I always say that once you’ve seen it, you cannot deny it anymore
and that happened. For example, Bird Life got a lot of new members,
like 10,000, everyone was seeing birds suddenly and they wanted to know
more.

AP

Yes, the city came alive with a polyphony of sounds, It was no longer
the sounds of just construction, you realize there is so much more.
This is also why I am posed against the word green. It is used a lot in planning of cities, and even in design. They talk about green, so how many
square meters of green do we make or how do we make a green wall. But
listen, this is about life, this is about creatures that are alive. If you name
them like you name brick, or any materials you build houses with, they
have a new value. To generalize the word green is to neglect what life
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really is. generalize the term green.
AP

Exactly, when you name something you give it a value. Something
green does not have the same value as the name of all the beings in the
ecosystem of a balcony.

MvS

Green then becomes a commodity. However, green is not a commodity, it
is life and it dies. You can kill it, but you can also care for it. I think the word
green should disappear from planning, and policy language. We should
come up with new words, more specific words.

AP

What words would you use to replace green?

MvS

I try talk about planted walls or I name the plants even in a general way
such as: trees, herbs, shrubs, and what it consists of or I try to be more
precise about the individual thing that makes it look green. I try to focus
on the living creatures and question why is green always good? What
green? If we emancipate the word green, we find a place for all the other
creatures in our environment because we have to name them, talk about
their habitat’s.

AP

Yes, in my practice I refer back to New Materialist scholarship where
one speaks a lot about situating things in particulars. Making the diversity known, making the unity of this diversity known and understanding that these details are critical to take notice of and that is also this
act of revealing, it ends up not just being about just these place making
things but about the choices of the nature that leads into our urban life
should be intentional right? I hope that would take on more attention.

MvS

I hope so, but if you don’t have the knowledge, then how to start?

AP

Exactly, and growing up in a city, you do not necessarily have the access to that knowledge and it often becomes replaced by other forms
of knowledge and knowing. Rather than the material engagement of
spending the afternoon playing in the mud, as you said. And That
also might contribute to feeling responsible for all of the living inhabitants that share even an urban environment. I am curious, how you
feel about the responsibility that comes with the knowledge? When you
design a landscape, you have a responsibility to all the beings that you
place into a landscape because they are not just inanimate objects, they
are beings that have life to them.

MvS

For my own designs, I try to think about it in two ways: if others discover
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the presence of all that lives, then they get the feeling of being responsible
for it. I think that is what we are on our way towards. In my own projects
I try to find a balance in the ecosystem that goes its own way, mostly because the intervention of people you cannot rely on them. Some can be
really abrupt, others very subtle, some can be very educated and others
not so you never know where it goes to, so the ecosystem should be quite
robust in your design.
AP

It then is a way of creating spontaneity in the environment. How do
you allow for spontaneity to occur within the built environment?

MvS

One of the nice things about landscape architecture, design or artistic intention is that you are always thinking about beauty and beauty can bring
steward ship towards things. The fact that we design with nature, beauty
makes it more possible to accept it when you are not a landscape architect.
Because landscape architects know about nature and beauty, our task is to
merge them and allow for spontaneity but also to set some rules and find
this connection between the people and the ecosystems at play. For example, we did this park in Utrecht and I said all the plants need to be purple.

AP
MvS

AP

Where in Utrecht?
Willem Alexander Park. It is very good for nature because it is full of low
shrubs, high shrubs nectar and berries and different textures. With respect
to beauty, aspect I said that all the green has to be purple. All the plants
need to have purple flowers, leaves, or stems, so that a haze of purple will
appear in the park and that the memory of the park will be purple. After
one year, came in the white Camille, (Matricaria chamomilla), covering a
lot of the park where the development took place. It was clear that our intentions do not always work. So then how can you allow uncertainties by
setting just a few rules that help and contain beauty within them, I mean
this idea of purple is this idea of beauty and that is appealing.
Why Purple?

MvS

There are many possibilities with purple. I like the dark leafy shrubs very
much. It could have been with yellow as well but then it would flower
more in spring and with purple you can go longer, until October. The
attention to beauty then, is in choosing a color and seeing what happens.

AP

It is important to have diversity and variety. On my train ride this
morning, I took notice of the rhythms of yellows and reds and purples
and whites along the train tracks as you rode along the periphery and
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then you had these the polders of grass. It was clear where the spontaneity was allowed to occur. I think that is a large cultural influence
where there is a strict divide: of where things can and cannot grow.
MvS

We should take our place among the others living speices, s Marco Roos
Naturalis, Leiden said to me “It is not always about what you do but it is
also about what you do not do.” And I thought, woah this is really good.

AP

It is true, it is about both what you include and also what you do not
include.

MvS

Exactly, if I mow the lawn but I do not do anything with its surroundings,
a bit of the lawn is in balance. I do not take the who parcel, but I do take a
part because I am part of the ecosystem so I can take my part of it. When
you intervene in the landscape with a lot of knowledge about it, you can
intervene in a way which is better than when you have no knowledge, but
nature is unpredictable, you don’t always know if it will work. So that is
always difficult with clients you say: I think that we hang a thing for swifts
and then a sparrow comes in. I can’t help this, this is nature.

AP

It is very important to work with those tensions and unpredict abilities
so as to establish a balance within the ecosystem. One of the most predictable and most certain parts of nature is that it returns, it follows a
cycle each year. A plant it is not a static object, but it is something that
grows, dies and then comes back to life and each year that landscape
is configured and reconfigured and it never stops until you intervene.
How did you begin the Boskoop nursery?

MvS

The nursery is much more the land of my partner. I was inspired by the
idea that you need space to create balance. You cannot consume everything. You have to leave space for others to come into balance. That is what
this nursery is about: how to live with and together instead of trying to kill
off the others that are eating your shrubs. We also have chickens running
around who eat the bugs especially the invasive creatures and the chickens
are just walking around and doing their labor and the chicken’s food is
on the nursery’s investment list. I like the idea that they are at work. Of
course, I cannot have too many chickens because everything needs to be in
balance and sometimes a large bird of prey comes along and takes a chicken and you know, that is how it goes. You have to learn to share. I now
spend most of my time at the nursery because of Covid-19. And when I
was working there, I would hear six different type birds singing around me.
And they are very close by and they have their own territories, but they can
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overlap territories. And their sound waves overlap.
MvS

The space in Boskoop is very visual, and I cannot bring it all back to a
building. If you take the whole plot for a building, there is no space for that
which lives with us, so you should shrink the size of the building and do
something with it. By investing in walls, you can give something to nature.
Creatures can crawl up and plants can go up or something can go in it and
so by building space you can increase the possibilities for development. If
you take a plot of land you should return the nature in a vertical way for
example: on the roof.

AP

This brings up my notion of what it means to have public space. Public doesn’t necessarily always mean then, for the life of humans.

MvS

The word publique is a human word if you go back to the meaning public in Latin. Oh wow we should change that word as well. Lets’ get rid
of green and “publique ruimte, openbaar ruimte.” Perhaps then, can
change our vocabulary when we talk about the city.

AP

There is a shift in language and the vocabulary that we are using within our practices. Our field needs a new language to talk about our
entangled reality with many blurred lines between nature and culture.
How then, can we create systems that support the many ecologies we
are embedded in. I believe that it is really a question of how, do you
reveal, protect and make space for life to be with us in a way that is
respected and understood?

MvS

Exactly so that you can respect it and that you can think also about it, in
a progressive way.

AP

In addition to a new vocabulary, what do you feel is still missing in the
city of Amsterdam and what potential do you see the city as having?

MvS

Community. It is hard to create change in any institutional systems so for a
city it is very difficult to change. There are so many things and ideas to go
with it and at the end it is completely flattened. For example, with nature
inclusiveness: the city likes the we like it but we need a hero well you don’t
have a hero you have foxes. When you place natureculture instances, it is
very difficult to have the same support because it is about (all that lives)
not just people to people.
For example, the Embassy of the North Sea. With this project, there begins this awareness of all life. The have a project about the eel. The gather
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to clap for the eel who passes here to start the journey to the Saragossa Sea.
If you say what is lacking in Amsterdam, I would have to say that this is
an example which I love and that this is possible in Amsterdam. Maybe
if you turn the question around and ask what is possible in Amsterdam, I
think this playful way of trying to understand what is going on with nature
in the city and try to soften the relations of nature in the city. There is so
much creativity in this city that is should be possible to make more of these
eel projects: the fun of it- it is so beautiful. It is not the physical things as
much, but it is more the awareness. We see more awareness increasing: if
you can do better, you can also start to build up things. But we are still
waking up to this awareness phase. So, we need games to enjoy and to
play.
AP

Yes, we need that playfulness to spark our curiosity in a way that makes
us curious about the world around us.

MvS

Yes, another example was in the Baarsjes, Amsterdam. They had a mosquito problem and they couldn’t get rid of them, they tried everything
to kill them. Then they hung up bat boxes because they told people that
bats eat something like 300 mosquitos per night and these bat boxes were
going to help. When I heard this, I thought wow this is great. There are
many different ways in solving the problem, you can come as institutions
that spray to kill all of the mosquitos but that is very pessimistic and cruel.
On the other hand, you can come with bat boxes and you don’t know if
it will help but you just come and hang them up and suddenly the bats
are your companions they are trying to get rid of what is annoying. But
it is different than when you blame the bats for not doing their work well
or blaming- people for not spraying enough but I think we need to allow
these things to happen.

AP

I feel that this is the direction that we should go. To stop making the
nuisance an enemy: something to be destroyed, captured cultivated.
Instead to look at: ok what are the other ways that we can work around
these issues and who can help us to create balance within the city.

MvS

By being playful, we grow aware of what is around you and then you can
begin to gain more respect and more narratives to come about from it. I
think that also reaches a lot of people and more people can connect with it.
It is an inclusive way of illuminating it. I don’t think we need more parks,
but when we make space for more life, they will come.
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Jessica van Bossum
Food Flows Amsterdam

AP

I want to open up our conversation with a quote by Lucy Lippard:
“Landscape is a concrete, three-dimensional shared reality, a collaboration between people and nature rather than an idealized view or
picture of what lies beyond our own centers.” (Lippard, 2014). What I
am curious about and feel we need to reveal more of, are the processes and relationships, our own encounters and ecologies that are constantly configured and reconfigured with the natural world. Nothing is
static. I am curious about Amsterdam’s food flow and about your own
personal experiences within the city: what you feel is limited and what
you think is possible.

JvB

Maybe I should tell you a little bit about myself first: I studied industrial
design engineering and then I went into international development. I always wanted to go the long term and environmental way which I was very
much missing in most of the development world. I quit my job five years
ago and I started studying environmental sciences with a focus on food and
climate change.
What fascinates me is how in Europe, we take food for granted. Climate
change, which is the biggest challenge of our time, is directly linked with
our food system. As we add billions of people over the decades, the demand for food rises, while more land gets degraded and the conditions under which to grow things deteriorate. In the Netherlands, we have it great,
for the most part except for the more extreme weather conditions. I didn’t
grow up in Amsterdam, I grew up in many different places where food was
an essential need and there was hunger. People here just seem to believe
that food will always materialize on your plate, and the only difficulties that
we have, is the choice of what to eat, and if to eat out or in.
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AP

It is such a city of opulence in regard to supply and demand for food.
Developed, urban centers have carefully calculated supply chains
which operate as efficiently as the city itself.

JvB

Yet nobody seems aware of the fragility of that system. That was the
inspiration to look at how the city’s food system actually works, how does
food actually get to our plate, where does it come from and what is the
municipality doing to ensure we can keep having that food. Finally, what is
the municipality doing to manage and reduce the impact of food coming
to our plates outside of the city. Because as you said, with the landscape,
food very much determines our landscape, everywhere but we don’t always see that. It’s the same with the energy; we don’t see the windmills,
the solar panels, coals or vast deserts of energy production, and the same
goes for the food.

AP

This impacts the way that we think because then it is out of sight, out
of mind. However, when you are confronted with an issue on a daily
basis, you gain a different understanding of it. For example, with a
personal garden you can engage directly with your food source and the
condition of eating broccoli only happens in a two-week time span,
you then realize the accessibility to certain aspects of our food system
is an illusion.

JvB

When you have a garden and you try to grow corn, it is different from
growing tomatoes and also aesthetically and what it does with your garden
– you are not going to have a very nice garden if you are going to try to
grow enough corn for yourself, but that is the same on a large scale too.
This is especially true when you consider all the fields that lay bare, like
most of the year because they are cost effective monocultures. It is not the
greatest for the landscape, it is also not the most attractive.

AP

What about the quality of food? Specifically, in the industrial agriculture, the development of monocrops as the main way of producing better food. What then is the consideration of better? Why is the
particular practice of growing monocrops considered the better way?

JvB

Better so far has meant more and safer. I am now reading up on a lot,
for my own garden but also with the idea of starting a food forest. There
is this one book: actually, James Wong this tv botanist guy, but he has this
book with all these tips to get more taste out of your vegetable garden.
His main message is: “Don’t grow what you can get in the supermarket.”
What farmers are growing for the supermarket is designed in such a way
that it has high yields, it doesn’t spoil, and it is uniform. That says nothing
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about taste, about diversity, about the joy of biting into something sweet.
His whole book is about how if you can grow stuff yourself, to not just go
for the same old carrots but to look at different varieties and more interesting vegetables that never make it to the super market and how to grow
them in ways that boost their taste rather than how much they produce.
The food we are having now, is designed to fit into the food system. The
food is shaped by the system rather than the system shaped by the food.
I did my thesis on what policy measures the city of Amsterdam could take
to reduce the climate footprint of the food consumed by the city. I found
that there is really no overview of how all of this food is coming to us. I
took a whole bunch of data and I mapped where in Amsterdam you have
the producers, the wholesalers, the processors or manfacturers, the retail
and the food service. For a city scale map, the producer’s side is not that
interesting. Although, I also looked at what really small-scale production
is in the city: allotment gardens, urban, vertical, and rooftop farms on top
of restaurants. But most insight from that data came from the question: at
what points do we as citizens access food and how much of our food flows
through which channels. When you go further back in the food chain, then
a city scale is not that interesting, then perhaps, you should take the metropolitan regions or actually, you should take the whole of the Netherlands.
AP

JvB

The Netherlands as a whole, are fitted in a small enough geographic
space comparable to analyze and investigate flows. I always joke because I am coming from the US and scale is so different.
Yes, what considered local there is 500 kilometers

AP

Out of principle, I place the farmers market first in my food supply,
and living in the Netherlands is actually the first time I did not have
immediate access to a garden. However, I noticed that as the landscape
in New York changed and new construction went up, my garden lost a
lot of its access to sunlight and therefore to grow produce became increasingly difficult. When you grow up preserving your own food there
is this whole other profile of flavors that emerge. In this way, what does
one do to help the quality of our food, experienced the potential of a
foods flavor? What are the ways within the urban environment that we
can in fact intervene?

JvB

I imagine that most people have this experience from when they go on holiday, even somewhere close like the east of the country, the rural areas. For
me, as a kid, well, I grew up in different places around the world but in Europe too, when you have a watermelon that just comes off the vine and its
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warm and you never think you want to eat a watermelon warm but when
you are sitting in a field it is the best thing. I think people do experience
that in those moments, mostly when it is part of the holiday. The flavors
are the taste of your holiday and it never tastes the same when you come
back home. Then having said that, the supermarkets and their suppliers
here have begun to invest more into the taste of the food.
JvB

I can imagine that people also feel that this is a myth that the things you
grow yourself are better than what you find in the supermarket. I have to
say, last year my tomatoes were fantastic, but the other years, I only liked
them because I grew them. The rooftop is not the most ideal condition
because a few days from now, with the strong winds, the plants will put all
of their energy into surviving. They are struggling up here, the soil does
not have the same opportunity to develop as if it was connected to the
earth. But the point James Wong makes is: If you grow the same varieties,
then the supermarket is always going to win. Their seed developers and
producers are the professionals, and if they put their minds to making
something delicious then, they will have all the conditions to do that. In
the Netherlands we grow so much food and what we don’t export, we eat
ourselves. The links are potentially very short, so we are in a situation
where things don’t need to be in a cooling cell for a week. Fresh produce
will sometimes only have a day from the greenhouse, to being in the supermarket.
When I finished my thesis, I got a job with the University of Applied Sciences here in Amsterdam at the logistics faculty. They hired me because
they were interested in mapping of the food system. From a logistics
point of view, it is interesting to see how you could organize food flows to
reduce the traffic and emissions in the city and the long-term challenge
that comes with it. The challenge is that the whole metropolitan area is
growing like mad and rather than sprawling and spreading out, it is getting denser. The most fascinating thing is that food is not the first thing
we think about when we think about the city the sanitation, the sewer systems, the parks, the bike lanes, the roads the high-speed internet is there.
But to calculate what it means to feed all those people, and the intensity of
the logistics in doing that when more and more people are eating out of
home. These all require vehicle movements and what does that mean in
terms of emissions and where do these trucks park, if it is all very dense.
If you go into the Haarlemmerstraat, there is no room, when the trucks
block the road and citizens cannot get through. Complaints about delivery
trucks are the most frequent complaints that the municipality gets from
citizens. Yet we never stop to think about how our food actually gets to us.
The population still expects to find their brand of nuts in the supermarket
any time they reach for it or that the restaurants will have everything on
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the menu.
AP

There is this disconnect in understanding all of the complexity that it
takes to get this food on your plate.

JvB

Though that is probably the same for anything in our complex lives. I
mean my other area of fascination is waste, there too people never think
about it, they just take their trash out and as soon as it’s out the front door
they forget.

AP

Why is it that we do not consider the life cycle of your trash as a culture? Where does this garbage flow to? Once you get through the
things that are apparently non-recyclable, what does one’s waste look
like? What we consume is just as important as how we get rid of it. It is
so critical to begin to think about consumption and waste as a cyclical,
circular system, and the way to think differently about it.

JvB

Well mostly, recyclable things. When I looked at the food flows, I looked at
the waste too. Where does the food come from and where does it end up?
Does it end up in the toilet or how much is composted or burned?

AP

Yes, and in thinking in terms of value, how do we value where our food
comes from, what we eat, and the way in which we take care of things
that grow? What we care for and how we care is changing more at the
forefront than before.

JvB

I hope that is something that will stay with us. Crises are great for stopping
and realizing that you are on the wrong track. This is the challenge of urban settings because so many of the processes behind our lives, including
the food and waste processes are invisible to us.

AP
JvB

You are correct, so much is covered up in the urban landscape.
I am interested in what is behind all of that, all the different processes, I
love going into different factories and seeing how stuff is made. But for
most people, it is also easy not to know about that stuff, then you can keep
complaining about those vans that annoy you and you can keep throwing
stuff away without feeling weird about it. As for the food waste, when I did
that mapping I uncovered many urban initiatives to reduce food waste,
mainly by making it visible in a fun way. For example, the in-stock restaurants that cook with rescued food, or the ways in which you can get a
bargain from the ‘too good to go app’ or branding your stuff as ‘rescued
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food’ to make people feel good about sustainability. There is this guy that
works with catering companies to find very precise ways in measuring
what they throw away and coming up with algorithms to determine what
the portion size should be.
AP
JvB

That sounds like a very data driven investigation.
Yes, and these are just some of the initiatives of making things visible in
the urban setting. The main way is when you grow up having a garden,
you realize the value of a compost heap or a worm bin. I think it makes
people more aware because you actually see the whole system. You see
what goes into growing the food, but you also see what you have left over
and that you can use it again. I mean it is just so amazing that after a year,
you sift the compost and you have all of this black stuff. My daughter loves
to put her hand in it and salvage some worms.
In Amsterdam, we are fortunate to have a pretty green city too, and I do
not know if anyone else told you, but we also have this program, where
all kids in fifth grade, they spend a year going to school gardens. So every school has a school garden where they send one year of their kids
and they go there every week, and in the winter they have theory lessons
and looking and drawing and sowing seeds, planting seedlings and in the
spring and summer they come home every week with a bag of their own
grown produce. That is an amazing thing to get every child exposed to life
processes through school. Whether their education that extends to composting, I don’t know but to see at least part of that cycle is really great.
I remember my oldest daughter, she brought home some calendula cream
that she made herself with bees wax, olive oil and her own calendula flowers. That is something that I feel I need to learn more about too, now that
I am getting into different plants, especially perennials that I have never
cooked with before. All of these plants are either herbs, medicinal herbs or
flowers and I like reading about them, researching them, and trying things
out in the garden, then the next step is to actually use it. Some of this stuff,
I’ve never used in the kitchen before. Learning how to cook with them is
another step in the cycle.

AP
JvB

Have you considered also making your own tinctures?
I just spotted an herbalism course where you can learn more about that
stuff. I have a salvaged Christmas tree, and with the new light green buds,
you can actually use them for a variety of things. I made tea, and lemonade out of them, but you can also make cough syrup with that too, you
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just put it in a jar and layer it with sugar and then you just leave it for three
months and then you have this pine treacle which is great for cough and
there is a lot of these super simple things that I find so interesting.
In the urban environment, you are not exposed to all of the potentials of
plants. The question then becomes, how to fit this way of living, into one’s
urban lifestyle? That brings me to another point.
I am also a member of the food co-op in Noord and we jointly buy from
the organic grower’s collective in Flevoland. Which is very local by American standards. We get a lot of new members, but then a lot of those new
members, after three months, they say, well I just can’t combine the picking up of the food and volunteering four times a year with my family and
young kids. The co-op goes so much against where contemporary society
is going. When I was in that researcher position, I attended this vision day
with Albert Heijn, with all kinds of great speeches and brainstorm sessions.
I was at the technology round table and it was all about how to make
shopping as effortless as as possible. You can just walk about the shop, pick
whatever you like, and not spend any time paying for it. Then you juxtapose that with joining the food co-op and spending 8 hours a month to
sort through vegetables that might be browning. It is a completely different
world. The urban lifestyle is built on rushing around, you cannot stop to
take time.
AP

I can empathize with these feelings of not being able to stop.

JvB

Everyone speeds through life in the urban it so it is the normal thing to do
and that is why it is so not normal thing to be with a food co-op or to spend
hours picking over weeds in a garden to have one measly broccoli that
could have been bigger if you bought it at the super market. In the urban
lifestyle rationale, these practices do not make any sense.

AP

Exactly, the flow of society and this linear growth, pattern, caters to a
lifestyle of efficiency. When you displace yourself into a rural setting
and you are no longer connected to the urban rush; the social organism
of a city, you begin to see relationships between the land and yourself
differently. However, at the same time your accessibility to a supermarket for example, is decreased and new issues emerge. Of course, you
cannot romanticize or idealize the rural lifestyle.

JvB

One of the research statistics that came out in Amsterdam is that there is
a supermarket within 300-400 meters, anywhere and it is usually Albert
Heijn. Thirty per cent of all the food that we consume in the city comes
to us via Albert Heijn, even when you take into account what we get from
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restaurants.
AP

What is the percentage of greenhouses that produce the food for the
city of Amsterdam? Do you know how much food is produced in soil
vs in greenhouses?

JvB

No. Like I said it was possible to look one phase back from the consumer,
but further back from the wholesalers, it was very tricky, because I didn’t
look outside of Amsterdam where all of these producers are located.
In this flow of the consumer food chart, you can see the consumer, what
comes in via the super markets, the specialized shops, and the markets
and in Amsterdam the markets are quite high because we have such huge
number of daily markets, there is also the internet retail and then there
is the non-specialized retail (convenience like the 7-11 type or the shops
for tourists), catering, and finally the classical food service which are the
restaurants and cafes. The flows from producers to the wholesalers was
outside the scope because I only looked at the producers within the Amsterdam city limits. It was interesting anyway to see how many manufactures were within the city; mostly beer, ice cream and bread. When I did
this research in 2016, there were about 16 breweries within the city limits
and now there are even more. Then the waste is basically everything we
flush through the toilet. Part of it gets burned by the waste company, and
nothing gets recycled into the agriculture. There are all kinds of regulations that make it very difficult to do that but that is also because it is
mixed with a lot of medicine, drugs, all kinds of materials from cosmetics
that people don’t think about when they flush it down the drain. All the
other stages (production, wholesale, retail, food service) all have their own
waste flows, but most waste flows are from the consumer. Hardly any gets
treated differently other than incineration.

AP
JvB

It looks like we have a long way to go.
Yes, we have a long way to go.
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Alice Smits
Zone2Source:
curating as research

AP

As a point of departure for broader social and ecological discussion
here, I want to begin with a quote from Lucy Lippard: “Landscape is a
concrete, three-dimensional, shared reality – a collaborations between
people and nature rather than an idealized view or picture of what lies
beyond our own centers. With that, I am most curious about is how to
build a new narrative towards nature. Where do we start?

AS

With Zone2Source, I use the park as a shared space for investigation and
practice. I have an art historical background and for me curating is a
form of research. I am interested in the exchange between practice and
theory; practice as a way of thinking. In the last few years I have grown
more interested in long-term, artistic research processes to create contexts
in which there is space for artists and other disciplines to work together
beyond the singular workshop, exhibition or debate and delve deeper into
what these new ways of ecological thinking and practicing really means
for how we live and work together. For example Machine Wilderness is a
research program I develop with Theun Karelse around the question how
technology can relate differently to ecosystems. This project evolved over
a few years with various public formats such as expeditions, symposia,
residencies, workshops and exhibitions in which artists present, experiment and develop new work in interaction with audiences. In the coming
years, Zone2Source is part of a consortium which involves universities
and cultural organizations around art and science research focusing on
the question, can an A.I. represent a plant. What I am interested in in
these programs is how to make artistic research visible, what sort of public
moments can you create to open this up to people and create formats
which brings others in to explore and find new experiences and ways of
doing things together.
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AP

How did you create an environment for artistic research to take place
outside of the studio environment?

AS

I started Zone2Source from my practice as a freelance curator with an
interest in research. I responded to a call for proposals for three pavilions
in the Amstel Park. The concept of Zone2Source was born from an inspiration by the park itself, which was originally designed for the Floriade
of 1972, a world expo presenting new innovations from around the world
in horticulture. I proposed to imagine this park as a place to invite artist
to develop new projects that rethink the way we think of nature-culture
relations. I am not so interested in an eco- modernist perspective, which
is more focused on changing practices not mentalities, rather, I am interested in works that reflect on how we position ourselves differently within
complex ecosystems and develop new value systems and infrastructures
around live.
As a small organization we develop many of our ambitions together with
partners. A new program is being developed with Irina Shapiro from Open
Set Foundation, a platform experienced in organizing long-term programs
and thinking about alternative learning environments and the place and
role that art and design can take in unlearning and relearning. We have
been working for some time to develop plans for a school for multispecies
knowledges, using the park as a living laboratory. The idea came out of a
frustration that we both had about the many one of workshops and lectures that are happening around these topics of multi species communities,
which many people are now working on. We want to delve deeper into this
with a group of people to explore what these new ways of thinking about
human entanglements really means for our way of living together, our way
of practicing, our way of working together.

AP
AS

How does the school function?
The idea is to focus on methods and tactics and explore together with a
group of people from different background, what kind of tactics we need
to develop to tune in differently to the world around us. We have been
discussing using rhythm analysis, a method used for urban planning to not
think in separate entities but to focus instead on relations between things.
Using this for attunement to other species means focusing on relations between different scales and flows between very different spatial and temporal zones. I think humor is very important here, we only can go so far in
moving beyond our human condition, but I do think it is about unlearning
and learning new strategies of attention and understanding our dependencies. It ultimately means changing infrastructures, legal and political
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structures to center around life rather than humans. Here we also want to
rethink language and the concepts that we use. I think this is really important and somebody like Donna Haraway for example works a lot through
language to think different concepts. As part of the School of Multi-Species Knowledges we want to focus for example on developing a glossary.
AP

From your perspective on language, what words need what words
need to be emancipated. For example, the word green. This notion
of things being green, or green space is a generalization, and needs a
deeper analysis.

AS

I think the word green is quite overused and framed within a green capitalist way of thinking, which proposes it is possible to ‘act green’ within
the same consumer society and economic growth model. The word landscape etymologically comes from something you see, something you are
distanced from rather than being emerged in. This has come to define
our relation to nature. Half of what we call nature is actually visible, most
is under the ground and invisible. A lot is carried beneath the surface of
the earth – not only biological but also human infrastructures, yet architectural or landscape design deals very little with this life underground.
This is why the color brown always seems so interesting to me. But the
color brown is very contested of course given its fascist overtones and that
makes it difficult to engage with. Brown is also a color that is almost never
used in design. It is more a non-color than grey, black or white. If it were
not for its problematic ideology ,it would be interested to think of brown
instead of the now meaningless use of the word green.

AP

As we sit in the Buzz Bench a work by Annemarie Splunter where
humans and bees can co-exist, we occupy many tones of brown spaces
within this insect hotel as well as the earth below our feet. Yes, there
is green space, but the foliage is connected to a root system embedded
in earthly brown hues. In terms of building this language; on one
hand there is a verbal component in shifting our ways of thinking,
and on the other, this demands a visual language to decode how this
is all communicated. What might be another interesting term to think
with? Sometimes we get stuck in the intellectual realm that we forget
the most important thing about art is that it produces an affective relationship between beings and concepts?

AS

It is striking that for some of the most popular academics of our time
which, like Bruno Latour, Timothy Morton or Donna Haraway, art plays
a very crucial role. And not as just an illustration for academic theory but
precisely for its transformative ability in having an effect and affect us. It
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is a place where you can experiment with different ways of being and behaving, relating and experiencing. Art is increasingly looked at as different
way of knowing and exploring which has its own validation. I am very
interested in this area of art science. This is my focus in a research position
I start at Rietveld Academy for the next couple of years on what this new
art-science practice brings to art not as a validation of the sciences but
artistic research as a way of developing an aesthetic and embodied kind
of knowledge that interrogates the sciences and leads to overlooked ways
in which we know the world that can deal with this questions of human
entanglements exactly in an affective and experiential way.
AP

This practice falls into the lines of embodied knowledge and tacit
knowledge to engage in lines of unfinished thinking. It is interesting,
from my position, I moved from representation to theory, and now
from theory to asking: how do we take these discourses and apply them
in a way that completes these thoughts, pulls them out into the world
and produces that visceral response within our society?

AS

This is exactly what we want to explore with this idea of a school of
multi-species knowledge. It is thinking together for a few weeks at a time,
with a small group of people and explore what this new way of thinking really means, how can we put what Isabelle Stengers calls Ecologies of Practice
in our ways of working and living together and what are its transformative
possibilities on a level and experiences, where it touches us and opens up
something new on an affective level.

AP

This reminds me of the essay by Nataša Petrešin-Bachelez For Slow
Institutions. In thinking with the space and institutions to shift our focus, perhaps one of the things we have to do is slow down in order to
meet nature where it is, meet nature halfway. And the park is a perfect
place to do just that because our human speed is so fast, it responds to
changes and narratives quickly. When you begin to address the question of: How do you break this down and slow down enough to really
notice and appreciate what is there, then this entire park feels like a
playground.

AS

What inspired me about Timothy Morton, despite all the criticism on this
kind of politics of flat ontology which I still struggle with a lot, but what
I find really interesting is his emphasis that we are all trying so hard to be
ecological, but that no matter what we do, we are deeply, deeply ecological
and that is where we should start from. It is then, not so much a matter
of trying to become something, but becoming aware of what we are. In
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several lectures I have given I finished with a work of Špela Petrič, a biologist who ventured into the world of art to raise different questions within
a different kind of practice. She did this performance , Confronting Vegetal
Otherness, Skotopoesis,. where she stood for 12 hours in front of a bed of
cress with a light behind her so that her shadow was cast down onto the
cress. For me this performative work is much more to the core of dealing
with fundamental questions on the level of material exchange, that we
are always already in the world and affecting everything around us , then
a lot of art being developed on this topic of multi-species exchanges that
works on a more literary subjective level . It leaves us with this idea that
even if we do nothing, simply by being in the world we are part of it and
leaving our traces.
AP

Yes, this material engagement is then visible.

AS

Thinking back to the landscape quote, it is also about thinking about how
we co-design our landscapes. We did not shape this park only as humans
but there are many different ways of living and different kinds of processes (rain, snails, etc.) that are co-creating this landscape with us. As you
start to enlarged your framework of thinking with ideas of co-design, it
becomes incredibly interesting to look at cities for example. Think of a
statement as “Amsterdam is not a city for one million inhabitants, it is a
city of many milliards of inhabitants.” Just saying that opens up an enormous space of imaginations which totally would change the way we plan,
design, create infrastructures and values around that.

AP

This is where the narrative starts shifting, it is that you realize that
public space is no longer just for people. If you think of the polis and
public, it is very human centric. But now as we decenter ourselves and
enter the conversation of public space, green space, parks etc. we, as a
human population who shares the city with other species, can perhaps,
consider other factors that contribute to this environment. We have
always lived in a more than human world/ ecological world. It is just
that some of us stopped noticing it. It returns back to Capitalist-Patriarchal-Colonial practices of covering up of indigenous knowledge of
a shared space and respect for earth. I am surprised that for centuries
these acts were not even questioned.

AS

We live in a more-than-human world; our lives and societies are completely organized around our co-living with other species. The ongoing acts
of making ourselves safe from nature and gaining control over external
forces have completely distanced us as humans from our living world. The
consequences of this yields devastating results we are now aware of. It is
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a complex discourse to reflect on multi-species entanglements because it is
still a question of how close we want to become. We now see the results of
humans and animals living to close together and how a virus can radically
change the way we organize ourselves. What is important to me in Donna
Haraway’s thinking is her emphasis on risk: it is not about a cute and cosy
being together, but opening ourselves up to the other is always about taking
risk and allowing a sense of danger in our lives. And then the question is
how much risk we are willing to take, and how we organize this within our
societies, which will always be a question of who/what is excluded and
included.
AP

This bubble to allow for this way of thinking.

AS

Of course, and I agree that it is very important to think through this simulteanously colonization of people and nature, which is one and the same
history. And also allows us to understand where environmental justice and
racism come together. Last year I curated an exhibition with a Finnish
artist Terike Haapoja, whose work on this topic I have been interested
in for many years and also previously wrote about. She approaches this
subject from a need to change our institutions, developing projects such as
the History of Cattle, the Trial of Others, the Museum of Non-Humanity.
Her emphasize which I find very crucial is that it is not about a distinction
between human and animal, but that the notion of animalization over
time has included also various categories of humans, such as woman, black
people, stateless people, so that this is not a biologically but a moral category. I think this is very important to deal with this history and not pose a
too easy categorization based on species. There is a lot to learn from indigenous knowledges and it is really important that philosophies and practices
from other places in the world are taken serious. But I also think we need to
be careful with a kind of flirting with and romanticizing these other ways
of knowing which cannot so easily be transposed to our context.

AP

How do you move towards the exchange from a place of care and
kindness rather than a place of hostility? Beginning from a place of
awareness, you notice the delicate boundaries when you start to think
with the world.

AS

Rather than withdrawing ourselves, I think practicing in a shared space is
makes visible that we live in a global age and have gained a conscious that
we are all earthlings and that this shared planet is the only habitat which
supports our very sense of life. An anthropologist friend of mine worked
for a long time in New Mexico to research different ways of navigating
space and time within native American communities. While in the west
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we have always focused on separate objects and fixed entities – there is
a house, there a tree, there a mountain – it is a form of thinking that is
relational which is expressed in language itself, concepts that articulate
the relation between for example a mountain and a passing cloud. She is
now part of a project that is trying to revive a local language, not as an
abstract system of words that you learn in the class room, but language
as land-based practice, that takes account of how language is completely
embedded in the practice of how you live in your environment and are
entangled with it.
AP

A material discursive reality.

AS

Yes, and here we touch again to what we said before about the importance
to change concepts to think and experience differently, and to develop
alternative learning environments, as we are trying to do with our school
of Interspecies knowledges. There is a lot of artists now as well as art
institutions that evolve around this notion of art as a form of training, as
a space for experimenting with unlearning, with new acts of noticing and
embodied ways of knowing the world.

AP

I think then that is the power of an image or an object: it can think
systemically and relationally. They create a way of embodying and
engaging with this material world. Then taking that on is exactly how
wan can invite new perspective and ways of thinking through an organization of space and inclusive design. In this effect we produce
critical ways of moving forward. I remember here you said something
about how it struck you in the Netherlands that so many people are
working with this ideas.

AS
AP

You don’t feel that it is like that in New York?
I think that there is still a dominant commercial art market.

AS

In the time I lived in New York in late 1990’s I noticed that artists that
came from Europe to New York really changed their practice getting into
a different kind of medium because of the more commercial gallery focus.
Because in the Netherlands we do not really have a strong commercial art
world but much more subsidized this also generates a different kind of
art of public art and social practice. Of course, this is also directed by a
kind of political agenda as we see now as well and is always the case and
is important to be aware of.

AP

I believe there needs to be a balance between the two. I believe that
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the Covid-19 crisis is the liminal moment that shifts the way we see the
world and think about it. It also allows for the possibility of thinking
otherwise to have this larger discussion.
AS

This would be a very positive outcome of course, and many people are
talking about the Covid-19 crisis as this moment of transition, because it
is has proven us that radically changing our society is possible – something
that always has been denied when it came to the as urgent environmental
crisis - but even though I hope this will set us in a different track I am not
so sure. It has also left a lot more people in a very precarious living situation. In the art world in the Netherlands, there has been a down grading
of arts and culture in the last few years and heavy budget cuts in the field.
But it is positive that there is much more attention than ten years ago of the
importance of arts and culture for society, also economically and the work
conditions of people working in the cultural sector. I am excited about all
the developments artistic research – despite all the complexities of what
we really mean with that - and the transdisciplinary spaces and fields of
working that are being developed.

AP

In investigating the blurred lines, I believe that is what is so critical now,
especially with nature and all the ways that our interactions cannot be
so clearly defined. The way you look at the mountain is a relational
way. Art is one language that tries to reintroduce those relationships. It
is a practice that can works in between the social science’s natural sciences and craft. You blur these lines intentionally and amass archives
of information. By putting them together, taking them apart and putting them back together again you create a relational practice, it is so
critical to work together in groups to share this knowledge.

AS

Art can, as you said, diffuse these borders and it is this different way of
investigation and question that is interesting here. A lot of problems in
our society have become so complex and are only addressed by technocrats
and scientists but should be the concern of civil society as a whole and it is
very urgent that more people are mingling themselves in the crisis, we face
today. How do you bring the wider philosophical, ethical, social discourse
within this very compartmentalized field of science is something I believe
artist bring to this.

AP

One of the projects I am collaborating on with a group of artists and in
partnership with Casco Art Institute, is a Climate Justice Code (CJC).
The CJC proposes that arts institutions and artists extend their sense of
responsibility towards the ecosystems and cultures they are embedded
in, to recognize and act upon the urgency of the climate crisis. After a
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year of dialogs in how we share, adapt and how does one take the code
into their own ways of operating and practicing we are happy to make
it available to the public.
AS

I would love to know more about that because I was recently at a symposium in London organized by Julie’s Bicycle, an organization that provides
advice for the sustainability of cultural organizations. They have been
working with the arts council in London around a climate justice code
which now is made obligatory when being funded by the arts council. I
have been involved in the last year with civil disobedience performances
of Fossil Free Culture, a group that is dedicated to make cultural institutions free from ties with fossil industry sponsors and I was considering to
develop something around this idea of a code because it is really amazing
that there is no discussion of this in The Netherlands. In the cultural policies that have been presented for the next four-year period it is all focused
on diversity and inclusion but the whole environmental discourse of sustainable action is completely absent!

AP

Yes, we also think of the Climate Justice Code as a living culture: with
strings that transform as more artists and institutions use them. That’s
where it needs to start to change even if the Climate Justice Code is a
symbolic tool, at least then, the policy can start thinking with it. The
CJC isn’t a policy document but rather a tool that can be understood
and functional with on the ground initiatives on a level of comprehensible understanding. It goes into the notion of responsibility.

AS

Yes, how you make people a part of something and make them feel responsible is by connecting them around an idea. Just think about the way
a park is organized. I invited Irene Fortuyn to focus a year on the Amstel Park with her project Tuinbazen, which is asking the question if a
park can be maintained as a common garden. Which starts from the
question how people care for something, how to organize work that is
not about alienation but about our connection to a place. The project
evolved around activities connecting the people who take care of a park
– the gardeners – with the people who use the park, and to find a sharing
space to learn more about the maintenance of the park. Amongst interviewed gardeners, and we found that while the older gardeners worked
their whole life on one park, the new garden labor is outsourced. Now
there are lot of young gardeners who go from park to park with their leaf
blowers to execute one particular task. This kind of assembly line labor
inhibits a sense of community or commitment to a place. You now see a
lot of frustration amongst the gardeners not being able to do their work
as they like to. Therefore, to create a sense of care is a different form of
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social organization in which people and place are connected
AP

When it becomes just about labor and not about a love and respect for
living things, that is when the motivation and intention and quality of
inhabited space is compromised. In my opinion, if we are to have any
sustained change, bottom up practices must meet top down initiatives.

AS

In my example of the park, there seems to be a disconnect between what
is being discussed on a policy level and what is actually happening on the
ground. The bottom line is still that it is a matter of how we can do things
cheaper. Which I also have my doubts about whether this is really a cheaper way of doing things, I don’t have enough expertise here, but you can
already see the effects of budget cuts and labor organization in the way the
Amstel Park is maintained.
Since the Amstel Park was designed in 1972 for the Floriade, there was
no clear vision for what would happen after. The fact that it is a relative
quiet park seems to pose a problem for the city because success is too often counted only in terms the quantitative number of users but I think
it should be seen as a value that it is a place where people can still seek
a quiet experience of urban nature. In my vision, it is really interesting
thinking from this original history as a horticulture exhibition site how we
can activate this for the future, and make a unique park in Amsterdam for
art, education and nature. It can be an urban park where we can experiment with and rehearse new attitudes and experience of nature-cultures.
However, it is difficult to develop that playground within the city policies
as they are structured now.

AP

A playground for building stronger relationships? We will get there, this
is how we change things, many people working on small scale projects.

AS

Yes as well as, a playground to experiment with different imaginations of
what is now called with a beautiful concept world-building. There seems
to be a shift with so many people having these conversations and really
working on different ways of doing things, and there is this balancing point
where at some point it tumbles over and creates a new paradigm for thinking and living. I don’t know if we will ever be able to counter the powerful
powers that be, but we certainly need to try and always can make small
spaces and intentions inside of it that are worth striving for.
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The version of this text is an in progress Artist Proof
The following version of the text will conclude with a discussion about the interview method and findings.
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