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At the Winter School, the artists of Building Conversation guided
students through experiments with different conversation tech
niques. Artist Lotte van den Berg, Head of Urbanism Markus
Appenzeller and student Luuk Koote look back at the experience
during a Teams conversation.
The 2020 Winter School, which took place from 10 to 18 January,
was led by the artists of Building Conversation. Gathered in the
MakerSpace and in the Academy building, all first and second
year students explored the possibilities and impossibilities of
verbal communication using conversation. Building Conversation
suggested various conversation techniques, including Time Loop
and Parliament of Things. At the end of the Winter School, the
students were asked to present their findings in a ‘dialogical work
of art’ that experimentally illustrated the relationship between
space and conversation. Lotte van den Berg, Markus Appenzeller
and Luuk Koote talk about their experiences.

The Art of Communication
David Keuning
The name of the artists of Building Conversation invokes spatial or constructive asso
ciations. What exactly does Building Conversation do?
Lotte van den Berg
	‘Yes, that’s right. We organise performances. We’re an artist collective and we treat
conversations as works of art that people create together. We call them “perform
ative conversations”. We’ve been doing this for five years now and over time we’ve
developed a number of different conversation techniques inspired by existing the
ories and practices from all over the world. We encourage people who do or do not
know each other to enter into conversations.
	Having a conversation is a daily activity for almost everyone, but when you ask
people for details it turns out that there’s no consensus about the conditions under
which these take place. You think you know what the rules are, but they’re often
unclear. Someone might take the lead, for example, although this hasn’t been
agreed in advance. We examine the effects these kinds of tacit assumptions have
on conversations.
	During the Winter School we first immersed the students in the work we developed
over the past five years. Next, they experimented among themselves and finally, we
asked them to make an intervention on the basis of a conversation and the space
in which it took place. We chose the conversation techniques, the students jointly
decided on conversation topics.’
David Keuning
Can you give an example of a topic that came up?
			Luuk Koote
			‘We did an exercise in which you could go back and forth in time. We were standing
on a kind of measuring rod that indicated years rather than metres. This is useful for
students of all disciplines. My group discussed questions like: How dominant will
cars be in the future? When will building in wood really take off? If you looked back
in five years, would you regret the design decisions you made earlier, or not? And
in a hundred years? This way, you find different perspectives to the design choices
you face in our profession.’
Lotte van den Berg
	‘Luuk is talking about Time Loop. It’s a conversation technique in which you’re asked
to look at a question from different temporal perspectives. Here the question was:
How should I build? We’d asked the students questions about the dilemmas involved
in advance. What do you find you care about when you’re asked this relatively sim
ple question? And yes, it was about things like motorways, waste and sustainability.’
			Luuk Koote
			‘Another conversation technique was that of the Parliament of Things. Design ques
tions can involve stakeholders that have no say in the matter. If you gave a tree or a
stone a voice, what would it say about the design challenges you’re working on?
David Keuning
Yet another conversation technique was the Agonistic Conversation. What’s that
all about?
Lotte van den Berg
	‘“Agonism” is a term that was reintroduced by political philosopher Chantal Mouffe.
She writes about the democratic space as a space in which conflict is very impor
tant and in which we have to dare to confront each other. The agonistic space is
the space of opposition, in contrast to the antagonistic space, which is the space
of enemies. “Agonism” refers to the joint enduring of and remaining in opposition,
without solving it, because it’s important to see where the differences of opinion lie.’
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Which topic was discussed in this setting?
Lotte van den Berg
	‘The topic was “civic participation in new-construction projects”. The proposition
was that this should be abandoned as soon as possible because it’s a farce staged
by policymakers who only pretend to involve people in the decision-making process,
which ultimately leads to disappointment. The opposite proposition was that par
ticipation should go a lot further, that citizens should be considered full co-creators
and that they ought to get paid for their involvement as well.’
David Keuning
Are you also looking to draw conclusions in these conversations? I mean, that’s quite
an opposition!
Lotte van den Berg
	‘Our work isn’t about conclusions. We want to raise people’s awareness about the
way they talk and could talk differently, by examining ways to think about topics and
listen to other voices together. As a result, people make different choices both indi
vidually and collectively. The way we conduct conversations makes mutual relation
ships visible. Who is leading and who is following? What happens to me in a con
flict or when I am challenged? Should I avoid that or face up to it? We try to get off
the beaten track and have different kinds of conversations.’
David Keuning
During the evaluation, you said this was the first time you’d worked with such a large
group. How did that go?
Lotte van den Berg
	‘The collaboration was very inspiring. The participants were very diverse, and came
from different countries. The group was committed, the students showed engage
ment. What we offered was new to most of them. Sometimes we heard people won
der: “Why are we doing this?” But I also heard: “This is actually really practical and it
does in fact pertain to my work.”
	Architects, urban designers and landscape architects design the physical space, but
in doing so they also shape the social space. Every decision they make impacts the
way people meet and talk to each other. Students gained new insights because they
experienced this relationship between physical and social space so very explicitly.’
David Keuning
Luuk, what’s the most important thing you learned from the Winter School?
			Luuk Koote
			‘When I heard what we were going to do, I thought: this could be a bit intimidating
to some participants. You have to show yourself and be vulnerable. I found it inter
esting that in any conversation, there is someone dominating it. Someone always
has more knowledge than the others, or greater interests in something. The Winter
School made it clear that you don’t always have to accept this and that you can also
choose to go back one step, so have a conversation about conversation techniques
first, before you talk about content.’
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And Markus, what’s in this for you as an urban designer?
		Markus Appenzeller
		‘When we thought about the Winter School in advance, we saw that this was some
thing that was lacking in all three of the Academy’s study programmes. We learn to
design, and we learn related technical skills. But the course doesn’t address social
and communication skills very often. At the same time, I see that it is extremely
important that you can communicate well and that you can sense how processes
are developing. You have to understand people’s motivations and you have to be able
to moderate and know how to get subjects on the agenda.
		Mastering these skills is part of the growth process that any urban designer goes
through. How can I reach decisions with a large group of people? In urban design
practice, the groups are becoming larger and larger. Architects and landscape archi
tects also have to invest more and more time in their communication with stake
holders. We need to train for this. The spoken word can have a huge impact on the
way you do things and the results you achieve. That’s why we wanted to do some
thing entirely dedicated to the spoken word and the social interaction that goes
with it. And that’s how we ended up working with Building Conversation.
		That’s the background, more or less. It’s important that you learn to communicate
in different ways; not only in your everyday work environment, but also in a train
ing situation. Winter School conditions work quite well, because you don’t have to
focus on content at the same time. When you’re working on a project, it is always
about the content and communication is a means to an end. During this Winter
School, communication was a goal in itself. That really makes you think about it.
Some conversations really touched me. It’s still in the back of my mind all the time.
What exactly did we do and experience during the Winter School? Shouldn’t this be
part of our programmes in a much wider sense?’
			Luuk Koote
			‘What Markus just said struck me, that in the field you only do this when you need
to. We don’t practice communication as a skill in itself. It’s been good to be able to
practice without being responsible or being held accountable for anything.’
David Keuning
It’s more like a laboratory.
Lotte van den Berg
	‘That’s exactly how we wanted it to be. And referring to what Markus just said:
sometimes it’s like conversation is irrelevant. But actually conversation, or the exchange of words in an e-mail for example, is an incredibly important building block
of everything we do, in our work and the personal contact we have with others. This
is often underestimated. Conversations are almost always about content and not
about the circumstances under which they take place.
	For example, imagine someone carrying out a wonderful monologue about the abuse
of power while only they are in the spotlight and are at the microphone. If, at the
end, someone from the audience were to say that they feel powerless in such a
constellation, this would constitute an actualisation. The event would no longer
be about power as an abstract concept, but about raising awareness of the power
structures that are present at a given moment.
	Or take the conversation we are having now, through Teams. My Internet connec
tion is flawed and I’ve already missed a couple of fragments. This greatly impacts
who we are together, how we react to each other and the content we create. If you’d
only read this conversation at the level of the words we are saying, you’d be missing
a big piece.’
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Some conversation techniques, such as those used for expert lectures on spe
cialist subjects, have developed and proven themselves over a long period of time.
Why would you want to question these?
			Luuk Koote
			‘Because it teaches you something. Let me give you an example of the way this
worked for me in the past week. I was in a group of students and we’d agreed to
build something without talking to each other. We hadn’t decided in advance what
it was going to be. At one point we just started.
			We worked for three days on what we all thought was going to be a Gesamtkunstwerk.
The building material was chicken wire. After one or two days, people began to play
certain parts. Some people, for example, started cutting the chicken wire for every
one. Other people took the lead. It also turned out that some people liked to make
adjustments to things other people had made, which in some cases upset the orig
inal makers. So this teaches you that in a situation like this, people start searching
for their role, asking themselves how they can be relevant to others.’
David Keuning
Which part did you play?
			Luuk Koote
			‘I was frustrated more than anything else. I like to talk. It was quite hard not to.
Besides, using chicken wire was quite complicated. It’s not easy to handle. In the
end we’d made something, but a couple of people knocked it down again. When
I wanted to express my frustrations about that, I couldn’t. But we had good times
too, when things went well. It was really special. Afterwards we sat in a circle.
We’d agreed to keep diaries recording what we’d been feeling or thinking over the
previous days and we read these to each other. It was all very kumbaya, but also
very instructive.’
Lotte van den Berg
	‘It’s very important to be creative about the way you speak and relate to each other.
Especially in a school. It helps to look at a conversational culture as an artist, to look
whether there’s anything that can be done differently. In the temporary laboratory we
set up, we try to pass that artistic attitude onto others. This is sometimes very enjoy
able, in which case it creates this kumbaya-feeling that Luuk is talking about. And
sometimes it’s incredibly hard. Earlier we talked about having an agnostic conver
sation, about focusing on conflict and really feeling it. This can resonate for days.
The moment you enter into something like that together, anything can happen.
Which is also exciting.’
David Keuning
This Winter School didn’t lead to major fights, did it?
		Markus Appenzeller
		‘Not as far as I know. But it really has unlocked things, even in me. A lot of peo
ple have shown sides of themselves they would otherwise have been less likely to
show, or at least in public. It was fun that everyone was in the same situation. You
are vulnerable, but so is everyone else. That’s why you treat each other differently.
You open up more than during an informal, short conversation in a design studio
or in the hallways. The fact that this was a kind of laboratory helped. Especially
because it took several days. After all, it takes time to build trust.’
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At the end of the week the students presented their ‘dialogical works of art’. What
happened there?
Lotte van den Berg
	‘A theme one group worked on for a couple of days was the awkwardness of some
conversations. During the first few days we regularly experienced alienating mo
ments, like when everyone is waiting for someone else to talk, first, or when no one
knows how long a silence is meant to last, or when a conflict intensifies or some
one suddenly says something very intimate. This group made a kind of exhibition of
awkward moments that was open to visitors.
	Another group was trying to answer the question: How can I enter into a conver
sation with myself and what conditions need to be met for this? They completely
rearranged the boardroom. Visitors could enter one by one. And yet another group
examined the properties of Internet anonymity and whether you could move these
to a physical space. They made a temporary installation on the pavement in front
of the Academy building; in it you could speak without knowing where your voice
would end up and who would answer.
	The group in the Balkenzaal investigated the impact speaking has on people’s spa
tial relations. Together they developed a beautiful conversation technique. Partici
pants take up a starting position in an outer ring. As soon as you say something
you take a step forward, until everyone has left their initial position. Then everyone
takes a few steps back to the outer ring. The participants in the outer ring are at
quite a distance to each other, but in the centre everyone is close together. This
also clearly showed who was a big talker and who was not. It was about drifting
together and drifting apart. This group did a lot of experiments. What if someone is
sitting higher up or lower down? How does direction of view affect a conversation?
And they had conversations about emotionally charged topics, like the question of
whether veganism should be mandatory.’
David Keuning
Just now you mentioned the fact that this interview is taking place on Teams. What
effect does the present time, with its strange way of communicating, have on the
way we behave towards each other? Do you think that online conversations are
essentially the same as conversation that take place in the physical world, or are
we having different kinds of conversations today?
Lotte van den Berg
	‘I don’t think our conversations and processes are the same, but I do think they
need just as much attention. We’re investigating how we talk, and how we could
talk, and that’s more urgent now than ever. It’s important that we reflect together
on what being online does to our thinking and speaking. The one-and-a-half metre
society also has its impact. We are keeping our distance, but at the same time it
sometimes feels like we’re getting closer, because we are keeping our distance to
take care of each other. I think everyone is experiencing this in a fundamentally
different way. It’s important not to just let it all happen, but to look for ways to think
about things together. Especially through this medium.’
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