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Six Experiences
Agonistic Conversation
We formed two groups and were given a statement to discuss: Should we flood the
Netherlands in the future or should we protect the Netherlands? Each group had
their own opinion about this statement. We stood facing each other, and the bizarre
thing was that even though it was not ‘real’ in that sense, the two groups really
turned against each other. It is a big discussion, but not a personal one, but it was
still quite heavy in a way. I was surprised because it was only an assignment for the
Winter School, but people felt emotionally connected to it.
The ending was my highlight: we went from standing opposite each other to lying
down on the ground afterwards to have a more open discussion. It felt unnatural or
maybe even dangerous: like suddenly from being in a rhetorical fight mode to lying
down and feeling at ease. It took some time for most of us to get used to it, but in the
end it really worked. If everyone lies on the ground, the group dynamic works differently. I have the feeling that the biggest talkers become more patient and silent. It
is more equal. No one sees you. You don’t have to watch each other. People made
jokes again when we were lying on the ground, and not necessarily to be funny but
also to say serious things in a lighter way so that everybody could understand it.
That was really interesting – the serious use of humour. We were laughing about
each other and it became a more coherent group again. This was something I later
thought about – that sometimes you can say the same thing in many different ways.
This could be an interesting method to collaborate with other people and bridge
opinions. Suddenly it becomes more personal but by that also less polarised. People
have more understanding of the opinions of others since it feels more personal. If
this was a real life set-up, it could even benefit discussion in world politics. It is just
human beings being together and having a conversation.
Arthur van der Laaken
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Inclusion/Exclusion
Working in small groups, we experimented with different ways to include and exclude
each other from our conversations. We took turns to be excluded. It was eye-opening
to see how you could influence each other but also observe how much power you
had to include or exclude someone from the conversation in this small group.
At times it was very difficult to keep someone out of the conversation because they
really wanted to join in. We had to block someone from entering the circle by physically turning our backs on them or sitting/standing very close together to make the
group very small. So we used physical elements to actually hold the conversation,
to create this setting.
When the atmosphere became more intimate or personal, you just couldn’t keep
people out of the conversation. Sometimes you really wanted to exclude someone
but they would be very friendly and then start explaining something funny, or make
a confession about something that happened in their past. It made such an impact
and it changed the whole group dynamic because everybody had to come to this
same emotional level.
By having to continuously change perspectives during this week, the whole Winter
School forced us all to rethink how we think and act. This is interesting for us to do
more often, as architecture, landscape and urbanism students, because we need
to think from other perspectives. We need to be able to acknowledge these other
perspectives and we have to understand them.
Wouter Sibum
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Pillow Talk
We built a fort of pillows: a large installation made of different soft materials where
people could lie down, drink some wine, have a bite and talk. It was quite a dark
space, with a central square filled with pillows, and curtains around it that led to five
different smaller spaces. One space had a bunk bed, and in another space two people could lie beside each other staring up at the roof. Another had a round campfire
like setting and there was a small white space with white walls, white sheets and
white pillows. The name Pillow Talk came from the idea of the intimate conversation you have with someone just before you fall asleep in bed, which is completely
different to how you would talk with someone you meet on the street.
What I found remarkable was that the conversations that happened here were very
intimate and open and this seemed to be due to the design of the installation. It was
great to see how the setting triggered people, who just met for the first time, to start
the conversation by commenting on the materials in the space or what exhibition
they visited at the weekend instead of immediately talking about who they are or
where they work. That first impression was completely different to how you would
normally introduce yourself with a handshake. It was immediately so open and different; at the end of the conversation I still didn’t really know who I was talking with.
When you create very small spaces, you force people close together; we noticed
that some people felt uncomfortable and didn’t dare to enter such a cramped space
while others thought it looked cosy. Each setting had a different impact. Lying down,
you maybe had more intimate conversations than in the circle where it was more
about sharing everyday things. What was funny about the white space was that
people started to gossip in there and one group even stayed there for two hours!
What I learned is that it’s hard to get to know to strangers when the atmosphere
isn’t right. When you create a calm and open atmosphere like we built with pillows,
people feel comfortable to talk; so by intentionally designing it this way, we made
sure people could easily do this.
Imagine if the Academy had such a space for students to retreat. However much
you like sitting downstairs, it still feels quite open and exposed. Sometimes you
just need somewhere to withdraw from everything. At the Academy you’re often
confronted with rather difficult decisions about your work and studies. It would be
helpful to be able to discuss things like this in such a personal setting.
Sofie Ghys
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The Parliament of Things
The Parliament of Things was an experiment where subjects/entities are given a
‘voice’; these subjects are represented by an object or thing. We all chose an object
and sat in a circle. You then had to speak on behalf of your object. During the conversation you could also change position. So first you were maybe the wind and
then you became money or the bird with its nest in the tree or the student council.
You could be anything. You were not obliged to talk but you were allowed to. There
was someone who stayed silent the entire time and he was the time. We were
so amazed that he had the power to say something about time, which is a really
important thing, but he said absolutely nothing. It was fascinating to reflect about
this with him afterwards.
With this experiment I learned that there are so many perspectives that are connected, for example, to a project or place, that you wouldn’t normally think about
at first but later help you to understand the situation better. From an architecture
point of view, by learning how to consider as many perspectives as possible, you
can identify with them and think deeper about how they affect a place. And then
you’re not even designing but only analysing the meaning of a place. This could be
really important for all of us as designers.
During the Winter School there was so much creativity in the way people did the
experiments. At times it reminded me a bit of theatre school, which definitely gave
back a sense of freedom. We are quite strict at the Academy: the lessons are held
at the table while during the Winter School, we could step back into our crazy
non-comfort zones.
Marleen van Egmond
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Conversation without Words
When we started the workshop Conversation Without Words, I thought, “What
do you mean, exactly, without words?” Gesturing was not allowed, we just had
to sit still. In the end we sat there for an hour. After about three minutes, people
started giggling when they realised that this would be an hour of silence. It was fascinating to observe this non-verbal conversation between people: how they gaze,
the different nuances, how they hold their heads and how some people found it
very uncomfortable.
In this group of ten people, I wasn’t able to make eye contact with three of them –
they looked down. Some were looking a bit cheeky. With others, when they looked
at you, it felt as if you were having a very deep conversation even though there was
nothing being said. Then you had the feeling that you could see into their soul. You
also project your own feelings onto someone with such a gaze.
What I learned was that, and I was unaware of it, I never actually make eye contact
with people for very long. I look someone in the eye but after about ten seconds,
I look away because if you don’t then it becomes uncomfortable. Here I was able
to make eye contact with someone for 15 minutes, uninterrupted, and it felt fine.
It gave me self confidence, that I could do this. It felt really intense, my body was
shaking. In the beginning, I felt physically uncomfortable – that was more in a gut
feeling. But at some point you forget your body because you’re holding someone’s
gaze to keep it abstract, and because you’re so focused on this, you don’t pay attention anymore to your feet or how you’re sitting. Then it’s not a physical experience
anymore but rather a very mental one. It made quite an impact.
Roelof Koudenburg
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Closing group conversation
My highlight was the final group conversation because it was a combination of the
different experiments from the Winter School. There were 130 of us – the students
and teachers all sat together in three circles. In the centre people sat on the floor.
They were surrounded by a circle of people on low stools and then around them a
circle of people on bar stools. I sat in the middle circle so that I wasn’t at the very
back but also not in the centre of the group. While the circle feels very natural and
inclusive, in the beginning you noticed that the positions did have an impact: the
further away you sat, the more you were an observer looking inside and in the centre you were very much the focus of attention. But in the end, it didn’t really matter
where you sat didn’t. Everyone respected each other and despite the slight tension
in the air, it was a relaxed conversation. Considering the different hierarchy with
the first and second year students but also with the teachers who sat in between
and Markus in the outer circle, it brought the group closer together. We actually sat
there talking for more than two hours!
At one point I noticed that I felt very enclosed by the people sitting around me, both
from a physical and mental sense. For me enclosure connects with a feeling of
safety and the possibility to say anything you want. So it felt a bit scary to talk in the
group and just throw your opinion out there, but luckily it was within the safety of
the circle. In the end, it’s about talking with each other, hearing each other naturally
and allowing each other the opportunity to speak.
While it would be challenging to organise such a large group conversation, it would
be very valuable to have at the Academy. To be able to have a relaxed and open
conversation about our discipline or who you are as an architect. I think we could
benefit from sharing our experiences in this way, definitely with the teachers who
are already further in their career and who could share advice in a more informal
way. Imagine if we could do this session three times a year with the first or second
year students, and with teachers or the heads of departments. Because at the end
of the day we all deal with similar problems so it would be good to be able to talk
about them. Everyone comes to the same level and talks about these problems in
an equal way.
Reinier Gramsma
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