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Preface
The Architecture of Conversation
In autumn 2019 we received an email from Markus Appenzeller, Head of Urbanism at
the Amsterdam Academy of Architecture. He asked us as theatremakers to work with
130 masters students to investigate the relationship between architecture and dialogue.
Markus’ question directly related to the starting of our artistic practice in summer 2014.
That summer, working with a small group of artists, we first realised that a conversation
should be seen as a space in itself – a realisation that still explains our artistic fascination for dialogue. It’s a fascination for how a conversation is a shared creation, a communal construction of interactions and changing alliances. We fell in love with, you could
say, the temporary space that is created when engaging in dialogue. A space built with
bodies and minds, through words, silences, gestures and the rhythm of questions and
responses. When gathering together, we create space out of nothing, simply by being
present. This space can be harsh, respectful, scary or calm and, if you’re lucky, all of that
at once. As Building Conversation, a platform for dialogical art, we commit ourselves to
exploring, nourishing and nurturing that space and, most of all, to sharing it with others.
In winter 2020 we conducted the Winter School. We prepared the programme with a
group of artists of different disciplines and ages. Among them was Sodja Lotker, a curator from Prague; Peter Aers, a performer and theatremaker from Gent; Salomé Mooij, a
young director from Brussels; and Daan ’t Sas, a visual artist from Amsterdam. As a group
of nine artists-in-residence, we decided to share our explorations with the participating
students. We invited them to join in our performative work in the first weekend and after
that we asked them to create their own dialogical artworks investigating the relationship between dialogue and space. How does space affect dialogue and vice versa? How
much dialogue is needed to build new spaces? And how is dialogue a space in itself?
We switched from practical talks about materials to attempting to speak on behalf of
wood and bricks. We negotiated between pragmatic choices and spiritual thinking. We
asked our ancestors to reflect on the architectonic dilemmas of today and firmly debated
the possibility of giving up control, breaking the dikes and letting the water in. Together
we embarked on a rollercoaster of thinking and talking in which we repeatedly returned
to the question: What kind of space do we construct now and how do we interact here?
After five inspiring days of working together in the MakerSpace at the Marineterrein
and in nearby studios, we returned to the Academy building in the city centre. There we
found ourselves resuming the role of the teachers again and worse still, we found passive and silent students waiting before us. In shock about this sudden regression into
old patterns, we looked up at the building. Thick wooden beams, a marble floor. A history of hierarchy staring at us. The space had hijacked our conversation. In here you had
to be the teacher and they the students. In here our conversation became a monologue,
a lecture. We felt again the huge impact of space on the way we relate and interact. We
did not know how to respond and simply continued. Luckily the quality of the interactions appeared to be stronger than the old building and its associated patterns. In the
following days, the experiments performed by the participating students changed the
Academy, both as a building and as a place. The space was full of sudden encounters,
awkward explorations and fragile sketches. Our interactions transformed the space.
On the last day we engaged in a two-hour group talk with more than 130 people without a moderator – a moment we will never forget. It was tense and relaxed at the same
time. Scary and joyful at once. We had mastered something as a group; together we
became a space in itself. A space in which the possibilities seemed limitless, even for
just a moment.
Peter Aers, Lotte van den Berg, Amber Bongaerts, Katja Dreyer,
Sodja Lotker, Tjallien Walma van der Molen, Salomé Mooij, Mara van Nes,
Yola Parie, Krista Peters, Daan ‘t Sas
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Day 1– 2
During the first two days of the Winter School, each participating student joins
four different performative conversations in changing groups of around 20 people.
Guided by the the artists of Building Conversation.
Day 3
Based on the experiences of the first two days, the participating students map
their own fields of interest, looking for kinship between space and dialogue.
Day 4 –7
Creating is exploring. Divided in 10 groups, the participating students conduct
their own experiments. They work in different parts of the building such as the
boardroom, corridors and workshops and outside on the streets.
Day 8
Visitors are invited to join the experiments. The participating students make
the first sketches of their new dialogical artworks.
Day 9
One hundred and thirty participating students, teachers and the artists from
Building Conversation reflect on the past nine days through writing, drawing
and talking, with the finale being the closing group conversation.
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Day 1– 2
Performative Conversations
During the first two days of the Winter School, each participating
student joins four different performative conversations in changing groups of around 20 people. They can choose between six
different types of conversations, all developed and guided by the
the artists of Building Conversation.

Agonistic Conversation
This is a conversation between opponents. It was developed in response to the philosopher Chantal Mouffe who speaks of the importance of conflict in the political
arena and calls upon the arts to help develop what she calls the ‘agonistic space’,
in which agonists are opponents – not to be confused with antagonists, enemies. In
the Agonistic Conversation we combine her theory with the practice of Maori communities, who have an impressive way of dealing with conflict. First they acknow
ledge the conflict and the different perspectives in an elaborate meeting between
the two parties. Then conciliation takes place, in an awareness that both groups
breathe the same air. And only then do they start talking with each other about the
conflict, while lying down. We treat these three steps as a simple choreography in
which the participants take in different physical positions in relation to each other:
standing across from one another, standing close together, lying on their backs.
During the conversation we explore the impact of these different physical positions
in space on the way the conflict is treated.
Parliament of Things
The Parliament of Things is a political gathering from the perspectives of things,
plants, animals and human beings. We are used to hearing people speak not only on
behalf of themselves but also on behalf of other entities: the rainforest, animals, the
city and so forth. The Parliament of Things is a theory developed by French philosopher Bruno Latour that makes a case for the rights of things. According to Latour,
modern man refuses to recognise the rights, autonomy and agency of things. He
argues for a vision of the world in which the values (not the worth) of things and
other entities play an active role in decision-making. In this conversation we try to
distance ourselves from anthropocentric thinking for a moment and investigate the
relation between ourselves and things, plants, animals. Can we speak as them?
Time Loop
Time Loop is a conversation form inspired by the theory and practice of an indigenous community living in the Great Lakes District in Canada. Before making important decisions they first consult their ancestors from seven generations ago, and
then they consult their descendants from seven generations ahead. Only after that
do they investigate the impact that a possible decision will have on the present.
We noticed that here in the West short-term thinking often seems more important
than looking ahead or reflecting on the past. As a result, the future is distant and
abstract, unrelated to the world in which we live. Can relating to the remote past
help us to also relate to the distant future? In this conversation you are challenged
to speak from different perspectives in time about the questions we have now.
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Thinking Together – an Experiment
This conversation is based on the theory and practice of the American quantum
physicist David Bohm, who claims that you never think alone and that your thinking is always related to the thinking of others. According to Bohm, conversation
is the place where you can investigate and readjust the patterns of this collective
thinking with each other. As a quantum physicist, he was interested in the chaos
and underlying order exhibited by small moving particles. Later in life, he became
interested in the chaos and underlying order of our thinking and speaking, and he
experimented with conversations in which the chaos, frustration and irritations can
be seen. During Thinking Together – an Experiment you will speak with each other
in a big group and without a moderator, reflecting upon the collective thinking patterns that arise.
Conversation without Words
The Conversation without Words is inspired by various indigenous practices where
people gather in silence, looking at each other without saying a word. Research
has shown that 60 to 80 % of our communication happens non verbally. During this
conversation we focus on exactly that part of our communication. The intensity that
arises when you look at each other without saying anything is enormous. This conversation lets us see and experience what human contact is based on and brings
groups together in a very direct way.
Impossible Conversation
The Impossible Conversation is inspired by a practice that Jesuits follow, after having come to the conclusion that it is very complicated to speak about God from a
personal point of view. They developed a form of conversation in which you first
write, then read and listen before speaking further. In this conversation we discuss
abstract themes such as money, inclusivity or a sense of home which people often
talk about in a detached way. When they are asked to write about a personal experience related to the theme, they feel a personal connection with it, and by sharing
the multitude of experiences, the conversation continues.
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Day 3
Mapping Fields of Interest
Based on the experiences of the first two days, the participating
students map their own fields of interest, looking for kinship between space and dialogue.
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Day 4 –7
Creating is Exploring
Divided in 10 groups, the participating students conduct their
own experiments. They work in different parts of the building
such as the boardroom, corridors and workshops and outside on
the streets.
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Day 8
Sharing Experiments
The participating students share their experiments, amongst each
other and with the teachers and others connected to the Academy.
They are asked specifically not to present results but to continue
the research. The audience was asked to participate. Dialogical
Artwork in progress.

Well that’s
Awkwardness in space in relation to people and conversation
Location: Rooms 105, 106 and 107
Duration: 5 to 10 minutes from 4 pm to 7 pm
Participants: 1 to 4 people
Spectators allowed

Connecting through making
What happens when we rid ourselves of our usual conversation constructs such
as speech, gestures and eye contact? Through making together we focus on what
connects us.
Location: Corridor
	Duration: 4.15 pm to 5.30 pm;
The last experiment 6 pm to 6.45 pm;
The first group reflection after five days of working together without talking
Participants and spectators welcome

Me Time
What kind of space is needed to have a conversation with myself?
Location: Boardroom
Duration: Every 5 minutes from 4.15 pm to 5.30 pm
Maximum of 1 person at a time
No spectators allowed

Pandora’s Box
Creating a space for anonymous conversation. The real live chatbox.
Location: Outside the entrance of the Academy
	Duration: Sessions of different lengths from 4.30 pm to 5.30 pm (subject to weather)
Maximum of 10 participants per session
Observers are allowed but it is not intended as an object of spectacle
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Conversation in Constellation
What is the influence of our physical constellation in space on the conversation?
Location: Balkenzaal
	Duration: New session every 30 minutes from 4.15 pm to 7 pm;
Two different experiments: 1) Big 2) Small
At ‘whole hours’ the big experiment with a minimum of 8 participants
At ‘half hours’ the small experiment with a maximum of 12 participants
Spectators welcome

S.P.A.C.E. – Social practice about conversation elements
What is the relation between the size of the space and the conversation?
Location: Hallway beside the library (second floor)
Duration: 4.15 pm to 7 pm continuously

Transformers
How to transform meeting rooms for better working sessions?
Location: Room 303
Duration: New session every 15 minutes from 4.15 pm to 7 pm
Maximum of 4 participants per session
No spectators allowed

Pillow Talk
What kind of space do you need to really listen?
Location: Room 309
Duration: 4.30 pm to 6.30 pm continuously
Maximum of 15 participants at the time
Everybody present joins

*only two seats left!
How to include or exclude people?
Location: Room 401
Duration: Two sessions of 45 minutes from 4.30pm to 5.30 pm
Minimum of 6 and maximum of 9 participants
No spectators allowed

The Unknown Conversation
What happens to a conversation when the space is blind or deaf?
	Location: Schaaltheater, Academy of Theatre and Dance (Jodenbreestraat 3)
Duration: New session every 10 to 15 minutes from 4.15pm to 6 pm
Maximum of 2 participants per session
No spectators allowed
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Day 9
Reflection
One hundred and thirty participating students, teachers and the
artists from Building Conversation reflect on the past nine days
through writing, drawing and talking, with the finale being the
closing group conversation.
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Afterword
“What did you talk about?” was the question I was asked after I returned from the
starting weekend of the Winter School in January 2020. I tried to explain but could
not really. I could have talked about the topic but that would have left out the course
the conversation took. I could have summarised its course but then I would have
left out what it did to me and how I and everyone else in the space perceived it.
I thought: Why did I never come to this conclusion before? I think it was the experi
mental setting that made me realise. And many more of these eureka moments
followed in the week after and – though less frequently – they kept emerging.
The Winter School gave me new ways of understanding and interacting with others
in a more conscious way. Seeing and hearing participants talk about it and explain
to me what it did to them gives me reason to believe that I am not the only one.
But why is this important? Why would it matter for architects, urbanists and landscape designers? I believe it is important because communication, being able to
have conversations and to engage with not only spatial representations – drawing,
models and diagrams – determine which role we play today and in the future. It is
one of the misconceptions of our disciplines to assume that our built work and our
drawings speak for themselves. They do not. They need explanation. That is one of
the reasons why the most influential figures in our professions have always been
people of drawings and words. Rem Koolhaas would not be Rem without the written and – above all - the spoken word. Jane Jacobs did not even draw, and engaging
in dialogue was a vital part of her work. And Frederick Law Olmsted would not have
achieved what he did without conversational skills. And yet, in design education
those skills are barely taught. We train presentation skills and we train writing skills
– being able to communicate one’s own message loud and clear.
We do not train conversation skills while they are infinitely more extensive and complex. Next to expressing ourselves, we need the ability to listen. Next to acting, we
need the ability to read body language. Next to understanding our own egos and
goals, we need antennas to pick up on the feelings and sentiments of others. And
we need an understanding of how physical and non-physical environments impact
a conversation.
In a world where technology has created a level playing field, knowledge is not the
domain of the professional expert anymore. What makes a professional difference
can be found in soft skills, and in skills that are hard to really learn as pieces of information one consumes, memorises and applies. Conversation is such a skill. The
ability to engage with all kinds of people in the future might be the real domain of
our professions. Hopefully the Winter School 2020 was able to make a positive contribution to each participant’s own future professional domain. If that is the case,
it was a success.
Finally, I would like to thank Lotte van den Berg and Nina Knaack. Lotte for her enthusiasm and amazing ideas, for her critical mind and – at times – confronting reactions. All of it was essential for this Winter School to develop a very special dynamic
that made it a unique experience. Nina for her dedication and organisational talent,
for her pragmatic problem solving, all of which was done with a smile and an open
ear for students and crew equally. Without both of you the Winter School would not
have been possible!
Markus Appenzeller
Head of Urbanism, Amsterdam Academy of Architecture

The Architecture of Conversation
AIR Programme and Winter School
The Artist in Residency of Building
Conversation is a cooperation between
the Amsterdam Academy of Architecture
and the AIR programme of the Amsterdam
University of the Arts. The Amsterdam
University of the Arts invites the Artist
in Residence to inspire students
and teachers by confronting them with
topical developments and issues from
the arts practice. These tailor-made
AIR programmes focus on innovation
and connection in an international and
multidisciplinary context. Led by an
artist in residence, the annual Winter
School supplements the main study
programme at the Amsterdam Academy
of Architecture. Students learn to
work on a design assignment as a team
during an intensive workshop.
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