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The word for garden before garden was
garden

The Academy Garden is new to me,
and I have to find my way in, just like
everyone else who is new to this place.
I'm the newcomer here, the one who
still needs to learn the local language
and who wants to belong to this com-
munity of people, trees, water, fungi,
seeds, mosses, branches, snails, beetles,
and many more other gardeners. Some
of them welcome me and others turn
their back on me with shiny wings. The
soil is a multitude of organisms, mate-
rials, liquids, minerals, mycorrhiza, and
bacteria, all moving along while the
planet moves as well. It looks so stable to
me, grounded, yet everything is moving.

Some people prefer to leave nature
alone, because nature knows what is
best. In Dutch this is called ‘klapstoelbe-
heer’, freely translated as ‘folding chair
management’. But doing nothing after
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we ruined the soil with chemicals and
changed the climate is not enough.
We are losing habitat because of inten-
sive changes in nature. We can all help
nature in our gardens, we can restore
habitat, instead of acting against it.
Around our folding chair we can grow
wildflowers, long grasses, and trees for
birds, we can mow the lawn just once
a year and enjoy a little wilderness.

Restoring nature is about creating an
overspill. With every cluster of healthy
plants, more seeds get dispersed across
the city. The spillover effect from a small
place into the wider area means we can
increase local biodiversity. The Academy
Garden patches exist as tiny ecology
labs, they are in a healthy condition and
together with their surroundings they get
better all the time.
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This garden project is inspired by the
books, ideas, and string figures of Donna
Haraway. Her love for dogs made me re-
alize I feel a love for plants in a very simi-
lar way. Haraway writes about working
animals and she inspires me to think of
working plants, growing in lines in the
farmer’s fields. We're all working together.
The question is who decides on the work-
ing conditions, who can choose what?

Sympoiesis means ‘making together’;
it comes from the book Staying with the
Trouble by Donna Haraway.' When we
talk about The Sympoiesis Garden at the
Royal Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp,

‘I’ becomes ‘we’, because I can’t make a
garden on my own. A garden is always
the result of all kinds of little and big or-
ganisms working together. In the histori-
cal garden and in the secret new garden
grounds of the Royal Academy, students
and artists work towards restoring
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ecology from a non-human-centred per-
spective. We focus on diversity in plants,
soil, critters, patches, views, and tech-
niques. We try to decolonize the garden
by taking up a multicultural and non-
binary practice. Gardening is at the very
essence of world-making where ideas

and the real soil make sense together.
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How do we garden when we don’t
want to put humans first? Can we
give everyone involved agency? Who are
we in this garden? Whenever possible
we let plants choose where they want to
grow, by themselves or with a little help
by bringing in seeds. When plants need
rescuing (like from a building site) we
give them a new home according to their
conditions and without trying to design
a garden from our perspective. We ob-
serve how insects, birds, seedlings, and
more behave and we try to respect their
needs. We give water when the climate
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is too dry. Climate change is accelerated
by human activities, the least we can

do is to try and help nature to survive our
induced changes. We clean up trash,

we recycle materials, we leave places in
rest, we enjoy listening and looking at

the garden.
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In September 2022, Eline De Clercq started a community garden together
with the students and artists at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp.

The Sympoiesis Garden is a three-year artistic research project on art and

ecology and functions as a non-formal learning environment about
climate change, gender norms, decolonization, and intersectionalism. This

poster is made similar to a garden, a project of many and with patches of

words along a path for the reader to enter the project.

The Sympoiesis Garden
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The word for colonialism before coloni-
alism was colonialism

Sometimes I can’t find the right word
because the word means something else.
To garden means to cut, plant, mow,
bend, prune, sow, pluck, pick, pot, tile,
transport, saw, extract, buy, lift, dig,
graft, and many more words that could
just as well be used at plantations du-
ring ultra-colonial times. The word for
colonialism during colonialism was
colonialism. The word was derived from
the Latin for farming. It was a legal
practice of extraction, contested by many
but at the time approved of by politics.
The word can no longer be used in com-
mon conversation without the unspoken
horror. The word for garden was garden.

We already used this word long before

gardening became a practice of killing
nature. Now the word garden can mean
soil fertilisation, turf extraction, killing
of weeds, production of pesticides, in-
dustrial nurseries, cultivating chemically
altered flowers, cutting the wilderness
to bring green lawns. This gardening is
far removed from how the first people
gathered wild oats and they realized the
spilled oats germinated and grew new
oats closer to their home, next to the
beans and the nut tree. Push seeds into
the soil, smell the oily herbs, feel the
soft leaves, look at the colourful flowers,
eat the berries, and rest in the shade of
a tree. Their home was probably in their
garden.



Jamaica Kincaid has perhaps the sharpest view on
what it means to work in a garden. My Garden (Book)
is the practice of decolonial thinking and retraces the
footsteps into nature with the botanists who renamed
plants and took these plants out of their environment
to be added to big and famous collections.’ Jamaica
Kincaid explains what the edges of a garden really mean.
Her account of her mother’s garden, her own garden,
and the Western idea of a garden, gives us the chance to
ask ourselves what we are doing and for whom. When
we meet in the Academy Garden, we can’t simply pick up
on the old European traditions of gardening without
questioning our heritage. Do we even want to continue
this tradition?

Climate change is only going to become more im-
portant, and many artists care about a meaningful
approach from their practice towards this topic. Artists
can make a change by becoming involved in the re-
lation between people and their environment. Marilyn

Strathern writes: ‘It matters what ideas we use to think
other ideas with” and addresses the heart of art making.
In a garden, ideas become tangible. A garden is about
making sense, literally, it is about the senses of humans
and other species. Often traditional gardening is a hu-
centred activity and exactly here Strathern’s remark
changes the practice. Instead of seeing the garden as
property and gardening as adjusting nature to our own
likes, we can become gardeners within an existing patch.
Guided by curiosity and politeness we become gardeners |
who think with gardens.
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Plant blindness is a condition every person suffers
from, it means that we only recognize what we know
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and that the unknown plants become an abstraction
invisible to us. Our old definitions of ecology can’t
include these invisible abstractions, and that’s why the
garden group uses open and inclusive definitions:
meaning this and more. This research, taking shape
through ecology and text, has frayed edges instead of
hard excluding borders. \
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The Sympoiesis Garden is non-human-
centred.
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It is not about humans; it is about
ecology and we are a part of it.

It doesn’t have to be beautiful.
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It doesn’t have to provide fruits or
flowers or any other goods.
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It doesn’t have to look finished.
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It doesn’t have to collect rare or
special species.

It doesn’t have to be big or small.

M oaiS vy

It doesn’t have to prove anything
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It gives an overspill.

It has its own system.
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It can make you feel at home.
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can steal your time.
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It can make you forget about yourself.

It has many gardeners, only some of
them are residents.
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It escapes languages, classifications,
and definitions.
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It is always changing.
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It is temporary.
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You can lose it.
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behaviour and I also know that she understands my be-
haviour quite well. She can tell that I am not eating,
not
waiting to see what I am doing, and I am waiting to

see her continue her routine. The only sensible progress
is honest communication from my side — not sneakily
observing her. We greet each other and do our garden-
ing together. Hello Blackbird, how are you today? I

am talking to a bird in order to behave normally so she
won’t think I'm suspicious. This strange effect of gar-
dening is nothing new. Vinciane Despret wrote Que
diraient les animaux, si... on leur posait les bonnes ques-
tions?, a book that opens up worlds of understanding.’

sleeping, and not living here in the garden. She is
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A garden string figure with Kristi Fekete

& Maren Rommerskirchen
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Garden fences are usually about defences, to protect
what we care for. A garden is full of fences, from the

A supportive fence, a SF
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58.

*Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt. The Mushroom at the
End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist
Ruins. Princeton University Press, 2015.
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Based in Antwerp since 2018, Kristi Fekete (she/her)
is a graphic designer and teacher. Raised bilingually,
Hungarian and Slovakian, language is one root of Kristi’s

Kristi & Maren work together as freelance designers.
We first met when I joined the Donna Haraway reading

Maren Rommerskirchen (she/her) is driven by a con-
group at the Royal Academy. This article is a string

stant curiosity for new things. Her projects focus on
printed media, visual identities, and scenographic spaces

fascination of semiotics, she has a dual practice as a
while using typography as a main design element.
figure in itself, the work of many; Kristi & Maren are
working with us to create this text and image combina-

designer and writer.
tion into an artistic design.

Within the Bombini family, some of these furry little
social animals have strong warning colours. The colour
codes are shared between different bumblebee species

within a region to the mutually protective effect to re-
spring. She will nest with up to fifty worker bumblebees

tailed bumblebee queen was one of the first to be seen in
in a matriarchal community.

gate (locked at some time PM) to the ropes around the
patches, to the sticks to keep the pigeons from pecking
at the snowdrops. This string figure protects and con-
nects, it invites the visitors to have a look at the project.
semble each other. Bumblebees are important pollinators
and they are in decline because of habitat loss and pesti-
cides. In the old garden the Bombus lapidarius or red-

A garden string figure with Bombus or

bumblebee

When we arrive in the garden the garden is already

there, there is history, there is soil, there are trees
We garden in patches and restore ecology under the

old trees. The garden patches are a direct reference,
both in name and ecology, to the “patchyness’ introduced

define the garden. It’s the other way around: we become
by Anna Tsing in her book The Mushroom at the End

a multitudinous outnumbering us. Often research starts
the gardeners.

that already live their entire life in this garden. Here is
with defining the concepts, but here we don’t want to
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I bring the garden materials and the blackbird flies '
away, I'm gardening, and she returns. She looks for o m. m c _l o z n M. m
[ood. She sees me and I look at her, and she sees me
looking at her. I become quiet; I don’t want to startle tﬂv : m Q - 2 ) N v
her. She is suspicious because I'm no longer gardening ’ w 0 .3
as usual. I know that I don’t really understand her Notes

RESTORE €©CoLlobY

IN THE ACADEMY
GARDEN SESSHIONS

The historical garden of the Royal Academy is a more
or less conserved area, since 1974 the garden has been
protected as a landscape. The design from 1905 is still vis-
ible in the trees with old age. Some of these trees are
reaching puberty at the age of 8o to 120 years, hanging
around in the garden. Receiving permission to open
up the garden and work here together with the students
is a meaningful change in the whole ecology of the
Academy. It gives the students a place in the outdoors,
among wild plants and old stone sculptures. It gives
nature a place in their artistic progress. Here we can
interact and study with nature, but this means more,

other living species show what a ‘local’ patch means in a

can look after forests with different effects. The garden
natural environment, as opposed to national borders.

I eat plants every day, how can I be so cruel? We joked patches we work in are visible communities living within

about this in the garden, we are plant killers. To eat

of the World." This book explains the assemblages and
translations at work in a global market, and how people
the Academy grounds, the trees, worms, fungi, and all

Working with nature goes both ways: we will restore

ecology in the garden and nature will inspire new ways
exist together, a thinking with the garden. When we touch

library and it’s reading books on storytelling while think-
of thinking within our artistic practice. This change of

nature, nature touches us, and the trees, stones, and com-
post help us to make sense in the light of climate change.

we use to think other ideas with, a real response-ability.
ing with me.

‘We want to make an important shift in which ideas
something is to become something, but not all of it. If
I understood anything about symbiosis it is this, we

are becoming together. I am partially spinach, fennel,
rice, peas, rhubarb, and much more. And so, the rhu-
barb becomes partially human, it comes with me to the
perspective is a shift towards how we as a multitude

it means that the visual arts are extending their perspec-
tive towards ecology as an important part of how to
become an artist. The doors are open to walk in and out,
extending the practice from the atelier into the messy
field of entangled thinking with other species.

In order to find a meaningful approach with ecology,
it is interesting to really engage with soil, plants, birds,
and insects. Our garden sessions are about having your
feet on the ground, and your knees, feeling the soil
between your fingers to get eye-to-eye with this planet
called Earth.



