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Art and Care: Reflections on the To Mind Is To Care Exhibition reflects
on the curatorial research that has been undertaken by Dora Vrhoci
and myself in the run-up, but especially during the To Mind Is To Care
exhibition and peripheral programming. An exhibition I curated with a
strong focus on ‘Caring for’. To Mind Is To Care is an ‘interdisciplinary
study of care’ defined as everything we do to maintain and restore
our world so that we can live in it to the best of our ability. This world
encompasses our bodies, ourselves and our environment, which we
all try to weave into a complex and sustainable web.* I approached
the exhibition as second chapter in this study in which you can see
the To Mind Is To Care publication as the first chapter of research.
Presenting it not as a finalized static exhibition – but looking at it as
a research platform, we hoped to gain more practical insights into
several theoretical points made and positions taken in the book. This
e-publication reports on the insights we gained.

Foreword

The exhibition centres on the argument Ellen Dissanayake’s makes in
the book that things we do not take care of lose our attention and are
therefore forgotten. According to Dissanayake, art plays a necessary role
in directing our attention towards things that are important or should
be considered important. Artists do this by “taking care of” these things
through their motivation, planning, dedication, strength, persistence,
skills and patience.
The exhibition focuses on this caring-for by inviting artists to realize
their contributions over the exhibition period and make the public a
part of their processes of caring for the works. The show focuses on
taking care of people, other life forms and technology. The actions
performed by the artists in their processes continuously lead to visible
differences in the works over time. The results of these actions offer
insight into what caring-for in the practice of artists means and how
they use it to investigate care themselves. They provide insights into
the preconditions for taking care of something or someone, but they also,
for example, reflect on how we care for our technology and how it,
in turn, can provide for people. In contrast to other exhibitions, To Mind
Is To Care was supposed to only be “finished” at the finissage, when all
the artworks were completed with care. A process that due to the
COVID-19 restrictions in the Netherlands wasn’t possible which shifted
the focus from physically engaging our audience with the processes of
care to reminding the audience to mind the artworks.
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This publication looks into the ‘processes of care’ and to gain a deeper
understanding of the artistic processes of the artists and artworks
involved in the exhibition. Research that Dora Vrhoci conducted interning
at V2_, Lab for the Unstable Media as research assistant. Vrhoci,
a student of Cultures of Arts, Science and Technology (CAST) with
interest in the intersection of Science and Technology Studies (STS)
with visual arts was able to look on the artistic process of the four artists
by conducting interviews and use the rich content of the Who Cares?
sessions reflecting on this ‘taking care of’.

Symbiotic Transmitter (2020–2021), Nathalie Gebert

Florian Weigl

* See: Fisher, Bernice, and Joan C. Tronto. “Toward a Feminist Theory of Care”. In Circles of Care:
Work and Identity in Women’s Lives, edited by Emily K. Abel and Margaret K. Nelson. State
University of New York Press, 1990.
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In 2019, V2_, Lab for the Unstable Media published the book To Mind Is
To Care (further in the text: TMITC), edited by Joke Brouwer and Sjoerd
van Tuinen, that conceptualizes art as an act of care; an act of crucial
importance in guiding our attention to what is important in our world
since, as the book’s introductory chapter suggests, we are not inclined
to care about things that leave us “aesthetically indifferent” (Brouwer &
Van Tuinen, 2019, p. 6). This aesthetic dimension of care-taking – art as
a process through which artists take care of their artworks – requires a
deeper understanding of the artistic practices that artists engage in.
By closely studying the artworks during the exhibition To Mind Is To
Care, produced at V2_ in December 2020/January 2021, this publication
aims to provide a deeper understanding of the artistic processes of caretaking that the artists engaged in.¹ The exhibition was set up specifically
to engage the audience in taking care of the artworks by reminding them
to mind the many nonhumans constituting the artworks. By investigating
the exhibition setting, the publication essentially aims to gain more
practical insights into several theoretical points made in the book To
Mind Is To Care (2019) for which the exhibition served as a testing ground.
These points are laid out in more detail in the upcoming section.
The understanding of these processes is deepend in two ways. First,
by visually documenting the artworks that were part of the exhibition.
Second, by examining the factors that influence the artists’ feeling
of care (i.e., caring-for, a feeling of responsibility and concern toward
someone/something; cf. Marder’s, Lehmann & Bennema’s, & Klamer’s
contributions in TMITC; Ratto, 2011) for their artworks within the
exhibition context. While the first point focuses on the more ‘technical’
side of artistic care-taking (‘technical’ dimension), the second point
examines the artists’ relationship with the artwork and looks at the
processes of artistic care-taking from a more reflective, intimate point
of view (reflective dimension). Both points observe these processes from
the artists’ perspective, rather than, for instance, that of the audience.
The data gathered for the aim outlined above, at the same time, will
serve as a basis for a comparison of the four artworks included in the
exhibition, in which similarities and differences between these four
artistic practices of care-taking will be analysed. The comparison will be
based on the factors that influence the artists’ feeling of care (explained
in more detail in the next section). While this publication aims to expand
several theoretical points made in the book TMITC by looking at them
from (artistic) practices of caring-for, they are captured in the following
overarching hypothesis: The feeling of caring-for is malleable, contextual,
and changes in response to different factors – physical investment;
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materiality and animacy; conceptual work; relationality; aesthetic trigger;
audience engagement; growth and decay. The next section explains how
the different theoretical points from TMITC relate to this hypothesis and
research question in more detail.
This publication is structured as follows. The next section elaborates
on our analytical framework; we first start with a short discussion of
relevant literature from the fields of artistic research, Science and
Technology Studies (STS), and aesthetics that supports a stronger
focus on artistic processes (rather than outcomes). Then, we explain the
central notion of feelings of care and spell out the factors that, as we
hypothesise, influence this feeling. As part of our analytical framework,
we finally explain our data-collection methodology. After the analytical
framework, the proceeding section documents the ‘technical side’ of the
processes of care-taking that the artists engaged in during the exhibition.
The section after, “Mapping Care,” focuses on the ‘reflective dimension’
of care-taking, and here we spell out the results emerging from the
interviews. The section that follows, discusses these results, before we
conclude on the insights gained from the research in the final section of
this publication.

¹ Originally, the exhibition aimed to engage audiences with artistic processes of care-taking – with
artists developing their artworks in real-time from the exhibition’s opening to its finissage – instead
of merely exhibiting these processes’ outcomes. However, due to the Coronavirus restrictions in
the Netherlands in the months before as well as during the exhibition, it was no longer possible for
the artists to take care of the artworks at the V2_ exhibition space. Therefore, the exhibition set up
had to be accommodated to these measures and the focus shifted from physically engaging the
audience with the processes of care to reminding the audience to mind the artworks.
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Analytical
Framework

Feelings of Care
This section explains the analytical framework we used in collecting
and analyzing the data. We start with a brief overview of the secondary
literature that informed our research, continue with explaining the key
notion of feeling of care as well as the seven factors that influence it, and
finish with spelling out our data collection and analysis methods.

Stepping Stones: Matters of Concern, Active Makers and Disgust
This publication considers itself in dialogue with literature that supports
a stronger focus on artistic processes (rather than outcomes) from
primarily the fields of Science and Technology Studies (STS), material
studies, and artistic research. We grouped this literature into two main
clusters: 1) literature that emphasizes the importance of physical
investment and the process of making in art and design processes; 2)
literature that supports the role of the audience engagement in art and
design processes. Another important cluster of literature – less related
to artistic processes and more to the aesthetic dimension of care – is
literature on the aesthetics of disgust. We dove deeper into this cluster of
literature, which serves as a stepping stone for our research, to explore
the possibilities of caring for the disgusting, the ugly, and the abject as
opposed to something that is according to specific social and/or cultural
norms considered beautiful.
The key idea emerging from the first cluster is that (critical) making
is a process through which matters of fact become matters of concern
(cf. Latour, 2008; Ratto, 2011). In making, different agents’ affordances
in an ecology (an interactive network; cf. Malafouris, 2013) of care, and
the amount of physical investment are important in defining the object
of care, thus triggering the feeling of care-for. Although literature in
this cluster varies in its approach to physicality and materiality – some
scholars focus more on the embodied aspect of artistic research (see Mol
& Law, 2004), while others emphasize the importance of engaging with
materials and material agency (Barad, 2003; Kreplak, 2019; Malafouris,
2013; Richmond, 1998; Rheinberger, 2020; Salter, 2015; Taunton, 1984)
– all essentially put the spotlight on the act of making, experimentation,
and nonhumans’ role in guiding art and design processes.
Literature in the second cluster emphasizes the need to acknowledge
the role of the audience or the user in art and design practices. The
central thought is that, instead of neglecting the role of the audience
in these practices, mutual recognition of artists, designers, audience
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Ann-Sophie Lehmann and Frederiek Bennema similarly write that
“the notion of care too is fundamentally twofold. Care compromises
caring for something or someone and caring about something or
someone” (p. 191). Arjo Klamer distinguishes the two concepts in the
following way: “Caring about: you care about someone you have met,
someone in your immediate environment,” while in caring for “you decide
to take responsibility for the situation of the other” (p. 182). Klamer
also introduces two related concepts: caregiving and care-receiving.
Caregiving refers to taking action by “nursing, giving a meal, starting a
conversation, and so on” (p. 182). By care receiving, Klamer understands
that the “one receiving your care must assent, and preferably know what
care he or she is in need of” (p. 182). With the latter, Klamer evidently
leaves nonhumans out of consideration, as questions of assent cannot
be applied to them. At the same time, it also raises questions about ways
in which we could conceptualize care receiving in relation to nonhumans.
In sum, while caring about implies only the presence of a feeling, caringfor implies taking responsibility for the object of care. In our research,
we conceptualize art and design practices that the artists engaged in
building their works as acts of caring-for that allowed them to develop a
feeling of care - that is, a feeling of responsibility toward the materials,
technology, and other life-forms.
To gauge how artists develop the feeling of care for their artworks, we
identified seven factors that we hypothesise to influence it by clustering
central themes from the individual contributions in TMITC.

members and users (i.e., users of designed artifacts) as “active makers”
will (Grant, 2017, p. 11; see also Borgdorff et al., 2020, Hennion, 1989;
Michael, 2012; Van Dartel, 2016), in one way or another, have an impact
on all the makers involved in the artistic process (i.e., the audience and
the artists). In other words, literature in this cluster argues that audience
engagement with artistic processes of caretaking will influence the
artists’ perception of the work and guide their creative processes.
Finally, it was important to examine how literature on disgust
aesthetics can help us understand what it means to care for the
disgusting and whether that is possible in the first place (see Contesi,
2016; Korsmeyer, 2008; Korsmeyer, 2013; Menninghaus, 1999; Rossi,
2017; Wright; 2018). After surveying this literature, we concluded that in
art and design, caring for the disgusting is a matter of reclaiming and/
or reversing the aesthetic categories of the beautiful and the ugly and
overcoming the “nearness that is not wanted” through familiarization
with the object of disgust via artistic practices (Menninghaus, 1999, p. 1).

Feeling Care (For)
The key notion that informed our research was feelings of care. With
feelings of care, we refer to the idea of caring-for, versus caring-about.
Several authors in TMITC have emphasized the difference between the
two concepts, and this difference acts as a leitmotif throughout the
book. For example, Michael Marder aptly explains their difference in the
following paragraph.

Seven ‘Feelings of Care’ - Factors

Although we all care about world hunger, victims of discrimination,
the environment, dolphins, etc., very few among us care for them.
We couldn’t care more about the issues, just as we couldn’t care less
about and for those they directly affect. The difference in expression
is significant: the issues admit only caring-about, while the beings
themselves are subject to both kinds of care. Just as indifference is
a monstrous upshot of difference, so care-about is a late derivation
from care-for, in that it presupposes sufficient distance in space and
time to incapacitate the urge to act immediately for the sake of the
other who needs caring (Marder, 2019, p. 170; our emphases ).

1. Physical Investment
In defining physical investment, we suggest that artistic caretaking is
a process through which matters of fact become matters of concern
(cf. Latour, 2008; Ratto, 2011). In other words, the labor invested in
art and design processes is important in defining the object of care.
Artistic caretaking is an act of making that requires different amounts of
physical labor. As Lehmann and Bennema (2019) write, “care and art are
connected through making” (TMITC, p. 198), and it is essentially through
this process of making that the object of care emerges. For example, an
artist may develop a feeling of caring-for an artwork after investing hours
and hours of physical labor in transforming specific materials into a piece
of art. Ellen Dissanayake (2019) gives another example in her chapter
“Caring about Cupules” when she writes that “cupules themselves,

What is essential in Marder’s understanding of the difference between
caring-for and caring-about is the distance between the care-taker and
the object of care that is present in caring-about, but minimized in the
act of caring-for with the presence of a feeling of responsibility.
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Tuinen (2019) write, “care is ambiguous: does what we care about also
care about us? From the brain to the planet, care defines an intimate,
risky dependence on heterogeneous, material processes that exceed us
on all sides” (p. 6). The question whether “what we care about also care
about us?” was guiding our attention as we talked with the artist to see
whether their feeling of care depends on a reciprocal sense of caring (see
also Pasquale, 2019, Van Tuinen, 2019, both in TMITC).

whatever they meant to their makers, are clear evidence of the effort that
produced them. […] Once in existence, they become a permanent record
of their making -, a testament for all time to the fact that a person or
social group cared enough to create them” (Dissanayake, TIMTC, p. 16;
our emphasis).
2. Materiality & Animacy
With materiality and animacy, we looked at whether and to what extreme
the feeling of care differs in relation to different materials and lifeforms.
For example, we asked whether the amount of responsibility that
artists feel for the artwork will vastly differ for those that worked with
materials like steel and paper, and for those that worked with organic
matter and other lifeforms, like plants. Here, we also put emphasis
on the affordances that different materials offer and look at the way
the materials’ agency in guiding the artists’ process of caretaking (cf.
Gibson’s Theory of Affordances, 1979/2014).

5. Aesthetic Trigger
Aesthetic trigger draws on one of the introductory thoughts of TMITC;
namely, that we are not inclined to care about things that leave us
“aesthetically indifferent” (Brouwer & Van Tuinen, 2019, p. 6). In other
words, we care about something because it has an aesthetic effect on the
observer – emotions triggered by an aesthetic object (e.g., an artwork, a
piece of design). As Brouwer and Van Tuinen describe, “We grow flowers
to decorate our houses, and flowers, through their beauty, seduce us into
cultivating them” (p. 6; our emphasis).
However, nowhere in the book is it explicitly mentioned what
constitutes the aesthetic effect that hinders us from staying
aesthetically indifferent toward the object of care. To put into
perspective, an aesthetic effect can equally constitute feelings of awe
and arousal as well as feelings of abjection and disgust. A question that
arises from the ambiguity of the book’s lack of definition of this aesthetic
effect is, for example: can we equally care for something that triggers
a feeling of disgust as for something that triggers a feeling of beauty or
awe?
What constitutes the beautiful and the ugly, however, is highly
contested and aesthetic theory and philosophy. Maria Puig De La
Bellacasa (2019) suggests that we can, in fact, also care for the ugly.
In her view, caring for “what seems as ‘ugly’ – or even abject – is one
of the most compelling ways of understanding care for the neglected,
the disposed” (p. 37) and essentially comes down to reclaiming and/or
reversing the aesthetic categories of the beautiful and the disgusting and
overcoming the “nearness that is not wanted” (Menninghaus, 1999, p.
1) – a feeling that disgusts often produces – through familiarization with
the object of disgust via artistic practices. (See also Dissanayake, 2019;
and Pasquale, 2019; both in TMITC for more on the relationship between
aesthetics and care.)

3. Conceptual Work
By conceptual work we understand the artwork’s relation to broader
conceptual frameworks and how this relation influences the artists’
feeling of care. With conceptual work we gauged how the artwork’s
relation to a matter of societal urgency or, as Maria Puig De La Bellacasa
(2019) writes, its contribution to possible (conceptual) worlds (p.
30), guide the artists’ caretaking processes. To analyze this factor’s
influence, we asked artists whether they are trying to communicate a
societal issue with their work and to what extent that guides their artistic
practice.
4. Relationality
The relational aspect of caretaking draws on the concept ecologies of
care, which we use to think of care as emerging from the interaction
between different agents (humans, nonhumans) and their assemblages
(cf. Lehmann & Bennema, TMITC, 2019; Malafouris, 2013). Just as for the
factor materiality & animacy, the agency of nonhumans becomes vital
in interactive networks of care. Puig De La Bellacasa explains this well
when she notes that “Maintaining the living web of care for humans is
today, more than ever, intrinsically bound up with nonhuman labors” (De
La Bellacasa, TMITC, 2019, p. 36).
Conceptualizing care as a result of a network-like, interactive activity,
creates the possibility for different relationships of care to emerge
between the network’s different agents. For example, as Brouwer & Van
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Mapping Care

6. Audience Engagement
A notable discrepancy between the book To Mind Is To Care and the
exhibition is the focus on audience engagement. While audience
engagement was key in driving the curatorial thinking about the
exhibition set-up (e.g., due to the Covid-19 restrictions in the
Netherlands at the time of the exhibition, a key concern was retaining
the element of audience engagement within the given restrictions), little
is said about the audience and its role in diverse caretaking processes in
the book. For example, does audience engagement in any way influence
the artistic processes or the artists’ perspective on caretaking? Do
the artworks in any way take care of the audience? Based on this, we
hypothesize that mutual recognition of artists/designers and audience
members as active makers will, in one way or another, have an impact on
all the makers involved in the artistic process (i.e., the audience and the
artists). In other words, audience engagement with artistic processes of
caretaking will influence the artists’ perception of the work and guide
their creative processes.

For the ‘reflective side’ of care-taking, we conducted interviews with the
artists that took place in December, 2020, during the build-up period of
the exhibition. All artists were interviewed once during the exhibition. The
interviews took the form of semi-structured qualitative interviews that,
during the interview itself, turned into informal talks structured around
the key interview questions. The questions formulated for the interviews
were based on the seven factors that we identified to influence the
feeling of care: 1) physical investment; 2) materiality & animacy; 3)
conceptual work; 4) relationality; 5) aesthetic trigger; 6) audience; and 7)
growth and decay.
Table 1. An overview of interviews.

7. Growth and Decay
The idea of growth and decay is to capture the different stages of the
artist’s caretaking process – from the moment of when they started
working on the piece to its ending; from build-up to break-up – and look
how their feelings of care develop through that process. For example, we
hypothesize that the feeling of care may change during the growth-anddecay cycle, with the cycle giving them time to engage with the artworks’
materials, objects, and other life forms, and thus allowing them to
develop a sense of responsibility over time.
Methodology
To gather our data, we mobilized two different data-collection
approaches, one for the ‘technical side’ of care-taking and one for the
‘reflective side.’
Documenting Care
To document the artistic processes of care-taking, we asked a
photographer to visually document the artworks. The logic behind
visually documenting the artworks was to focus on the technical aspects
of caretaking, like taking a closer look at the materials that the artists
used, rather than the artists’ thought process.
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Interviewee(s)

Interview Date

Interview Place

Interview Code

WE MAKE
CARPETS (Stijn
van der Vleuten,
Marcia Nolte,
Bob Waardenburg)

December 8,
2020

V2_, Lab for the
Unstable Media,
Rotterdam

Interview 1

Nathalie Gebert

December 10,
2020

V2_, Lab for the
Unstable Media,
Rotterdam

Interview 2

Ana María
Gómez López

December 17,
2020

Skype
(Amsterdam Rotterdam)

Interview 3

Driessens &
Verstappen
(Erwin Driessens,
Maria Verstappen)

December 19,
2020

Skype
(Amsterdam Rotterdam)

Interview 4

On top of the interviews, V2_ organized public conversations (Who Cares?
- sessions) between artists featured at the exhibition and authors of the
book To Mind Is To Care, and moderated by Florian Weigl, the exhibition’s
curator. These sessions were organized from January 20, 2021, to
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Herbarium Vivum II (2020–2021), Driessens & Verstappen

January 23, 2021. In total, four such sessions took place. The first session
on Wednesday, January 20, featured a conversation between Nathalie
Gebert and Jeanette Pols, the second session, on Thursday, January 21,
featured a conversation between Driessens & Verstappen and Sjoerd
van Tuinen, the third session, taking place on Friday, January 22, was a
conversation between Ana María Gómez López and Lynn Berger ², and
the final session on Saturday, January 23, was a conversation between
WE MAKE CARPETS and Frederiek Bennema. We used the data that
resulted from these sessions (four files of video documentation that are
archived at the V2_ ‘s website and accessible to broader audiences) to
see how artists reflect on their artworks and the different processes
of caretaking at the end of the exhibition, as opposed to the build-up
period. Comparing their reflections between these two moments in time
– between the build-up and the break-down of the exhibition – could
reveal changes that occured in the time period. Insights on these changes
over time, finally, would contribute to our understanding of how exactly
the feeling of care develops over time (e.g., whether it grows or whether
it numbens as the the artists physically distance themselves from their
work at the exhibition space) and which of the above-defined seven
factors had an influence on the development.
Table 2. An overview of the Who Cares? sessions.
Session Participants

Date of the Session

Session Code

Nathalie Gebert,
Jeanette Pols

January 20, 2021

Session 1

Maria Verstappen,
Sjoerd van Tuinen

January 21, 2021

Session 2

Ana María Gómez López,
Lynn Berger

January 22, 2021

Session 3

Stijn van der Vleuten,
Bob Waardenburg,
Frederiek Bennema

January 23, 2021

Session 4

² Lynn Berger is De Correspondent’s correspondent of care.
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Results

The methodology described above resulted in four interviews (one with
each artist) between thirty and forty minutes in length. All interviews
were subsequently transcribed and coded according to the seven
factors that we hypothesize influence the feeling of care outlined above.
The interviews were first coded separately and relevant quotes were
clustered around each of the factors. Subsequently, the material from
the video documentations of the Who Cares? conversations were used
to supplement the interview data for the publication. Concretely, the
data from the interviews was first analyzed and relevant sections in
the publication were written based on it. Then, while following the Who
Cares? conversations, new information was tracked with regard to the
seven factors influencing the feelings of care outlined above.
Subsequently, the content from the Who Cares? conversations was then
incorporated into the interview data to see how the information from the
sessions supplements the data collected through the interview.
The sessions were video documented and are archived by V2_. While the
Who Cares? sessions supplemented the interview data, it should be noted
that every session did not provide us with data for all seven factors and
all four artists. In other words, some sessions did not touch upon some of
the factors.
Documenting Care
The visual documentation of the caretaking processes resulted in
approximately fifty photographs taken by Fenna de Jong. The selection
of photos in this publication are meant to give an overview of the four
different artwork featured in the exhibition.
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Fig. 1. Paper Roll Carpet (2020), WE MAKE CARPETS.
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Fig. 2. Symbiotic Transmitter (2020–2021), Nathalie Gebert.
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Fig. 5. Punctum (2017–), Ana María Gómez López.

Fig. 3. & Fig. 4. Herbarium Vivum II (2020–2021), Driessens & Verstappen.

Reflections on the To Mind Is to Care exhibition

28

Reflections on the To Mind Is to Care exhibition

29

Mapping Care

WE MAKE CARPETS emphasized, as in the interview, that the essence of
their artwork was intense physical labor.

1. Physical Investment
During the interviews, we asked the artists to what extent and how
physical investment influences their feeling of care.
The above interview data on physical investment suggest that artistic
labor, either in the form of making in the case of WE MAKE CARPETS or
minding and nurturing, in the case of artists who worked with plants,
equates to taking responsibility for the artwork inherent in the notion of
caring-for.

Starting with WE MAKE CARPETS, the collective (Stijn van der Vleuten,
Marcia Nolte, Bob Waardenburg) answered the following:
We are touching every part of the work twice or thrice; so you roll it,
you put an elastic band on it, and you put it down. We do that twentythousand times, so that is care […] So, it’s more attention than is put
into a piece of paper usually.³ (Waardenburg, Interview 1)

2. Materiality & Animacy
Materiality & Animacy were an important factor that influenced the
artists’ caretaking process. Starting with WE MAKE CARPETS, the artist
collective noted that the material to a large extent guides their caretaking
practice. Van der Vleuten explains:

Van der Vleuten adds that “If you see attention in line with care, it’s
also that you really get to know the material that you’re working with”
(Interview 1). Driessens & Verstappen describe the physical investment in
their caretaking process as follows:

Well, for example, in this case it’s maybe different because it’s just a
roll of paper and it’s just a round shaped thing, but sometimes when
you work with a little bit more complicated elements, they really have
to fit in the piece in a certain way. So, they dictate, in a way, how to
use them. (Interview 1; our emphasis)

Sometimes I had to do things over and over again. So, I think it was
one year that was involved. And you have to look at the plants at least
each two days, to water them and to see if they are still fine. There
is a kind of commitment that maybe is also involved with the idea of
care. But we knew that we really had to take care for the plant, that it
can grow in this way. It took some extra care, actually, to let this plant
way [sic] this particular way. Then it was really monitoring like a daily
routine. (Maria Verstappen, Interview 4)

Nolte adds that:
Very simply, if you want to make a square with a form which is not
square, then you cannot make a square, then you are trying to force it
in a form and in that way the material controls how it looks in the end.
(Interview 1)

Gebert experienced a similar feeling of care while physically taking
care of the Mimosa Pudica, which is part of Symbiotic Transmitter:
“The Mimosa just teaches you how to care for a plant in hardcore mode
because you just have to look after them a lot more and the part of caring
is on your mind the whole time” (Interview 2). Finally, Gómez López
describes her physical investment in the work as “an intimate activity”
that helps her to “be in the body more” (Interview 3).

Driessens & Verstappen, although working with other lifeforms rather
than a material per se, note that these different lifeforms guide their dayto-day lives by inviting the artistic duo to structure their daily routines
around the plants. As Driessens explains: “Then it was really monitoring
like a daily routine. Checking, taking out every bug, looking how it’s
going” (Interview 4). A relevant insight coming from artists who worked
with plants was the development of a sense of care due to the possibility
of the plants sensing or feeling – that is, being animate. As Verstappen
explains when asked about how she feels when the plants decay: “I
feel bad! Especially when you see that they struggle…” (Interview 4; our
emphasis).

Who Cares?
While the artist touched upon physical investment in passing during the
Who Cares? sessions, this factor came to the fore most prominently in
the conversation between WE MAKE CARPETS and Frederiek Bennema.
³ For the corresponding interview codes, see Methodology, Table 1.
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In sum, the above data suggests that the material affordances or the
animmacy of other life-forms and nonhumans influenced the way the
artists took care of their works. The materials and other life forms
guided the artists’ caretaking practice and their practices had to
be accommodated to the specificities of the materials and/or other
lifeforms.

Gerbert describes the Mimosa Pudica and her caretaking practice
similarly to Verstappen in the way she emphasizes the plants’ animate
qualities: “… to make it more comfortable for the plants because I try
to not see them as part of the machine but a participant or performer.
[…] I would say they [the Mimosa Pudica] are mostly sensitive and selfwilled” (Interview 2). She also, however, reflects on the materiality of the
machine:

3. Conceptual Work
The influence of conceptual work on their feeling of care varied for
different artists. In Gómez López’ case, for example, the conceptual
framework of her work played a role as the artist positions her piece in
the broader tradition of self-experimentation. By framing her work as
a self-experiment, Gómez López is trying to “insert the project within a
broader tradition of self-experimentation […] if we take the long view or
the so-called bird’s eye view on Punctum, you’re seeing a very minor act
in the broader history that the tools were developed” (Interview 3).
WE MAKE CARPETS emphasized that they like how their artwork does
not need a lengthy conceptual description for an audience to grasp what
the work is about – namely, physical labor. As Waardeburg says: “I really
like that you don’t need a very long text to understand what our work is
about. So, it’s about human labor and you can see the concentration with
which it is made, and you don’t need a long conceptual explanation about
what it is about” (Interview 1).
While WE MAKE CARPETS did not see their work in relation to a
specific conceptual framework or a pressing social issue, Driessens
& Verstappen noted that one of the social issues that their work
touches upon is climate change and preservation of other life forms. As
Verstappen explains:

I also want to take care of the machine in a way. And also see its
fragility. I mean, until now I always exhibited it with open electronics,
so the electronics had a lack of the metal frame and the water’s
shooting, so sometimes there’s water coming to the electronics and I
always did that on purpose in the last exhibitions … (Interview 2)
In Gómez López’ case, while the artist used single-use, disposable,
medical devices or equipment common in venipuncture, the question of
the body-as-material came to the fore, too. As the artist explains:
So, I’m actually trying to see the body, yes, as a material, but in
an integrative perspective that does not divorce it from its ideas,
processes, as perhaps, I think I would favor material processes.
The body as a material process. […] If it is material, then it’s
environmental material. (Interview 3)
Who Cares?
The Who Cares? conversations gave us a few more insights on how the
materiality and animacy of the materials and nonhumans influenced the
artists’ caretaking practice. During her talk with Van Tuinen, Verstappen
accentuated the plants’ animacy as an important element of Herbarium
Vivum II. It is the plants’ ability to adapt to a narrow environment of the
‘herbarium’, Versstappen said, that was an essential element of the
artwork. “The adaptability […] is such a great feature of a plant” (Session
2), Verstappen marked, that distinguishes plants from humans whose
bodies do not have the same ability to adapt to the environment.
WE MAKE CARPETS, in their talk with Frederiek Bennema, also
reflected on the materials that they use in their artworks. WE MAKE
CARPETS noted that they always look for “the potentials of the material”
when working on a piece of art (Session 4). Van der Vleuten put this into
perspective by explaining that “If sponges come in six colors, we’re gonna
use all these colors” (Session 4).
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In a broader sense, of course, it’s also about that if we ignore plants
as living things and plants that also react to our environment all the
time, that if we don’t take care of that, the environment, then, of
course, we are in a climate crisis. If we are not aware that plants are
so important for the whole environment, also our environment, then…
We first have to reestablish the connection with all living beings
around us and maybe an artwork can in a visual way reestablish that
connection with other beings. (Interview 4)
Due to her work with plants, Gebert notes something similar when she
observes that through her work she wants to make people aware of the
vibrancy or agency of matter and other life forms:
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to define their work, for others it was of little relevance to how they
approached their artwork or took care of it.

There’s also this book Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things
by Jane Bennett, this also picks up a lot of this thought that other
materials like matter also have interesting potentials if you have a
relationship to them that goes beyond objectifying the parts of the
material. (Interview 2)

4. Relationality
When asked about the relationality of her work in the exhibition, Gómez
López’ focused on the relationship between her body and people who
are immediately involved in her performing the self-experiments. She
described the body as follows: “the body doesn’t stop at the physical
limit we ascribe it to. And so, the body is a kind of an expansive process,
rather than an entity” (Interview 3).
In contrast to Gómez López’ who mainly reflected on how Punctum
makes reflect on the body as an expansive process, WE MAKE CARPETS
reflected on how their artwork also takes care of them:

Who Cares?
The Who Cares? conversations revealed a few more angles from which
the artworks can be interpreted. For example, Van Tuinen drew parallels
between Driessens & Verstappen’s Herbarium Vivum and the Covid-19
pandemic, suggesting that the adaptability of the plants represents
the adaptability that humans needed to have to cope with the ongoing
lockdowns. In a way, humans were also required to adapt to a confined
environment of the spaces in which they quarantined.
Reflecting less on the adaptability of her plants, Gebert, through
her conversation with Pols was prompted to think about her work in
relation to universal standards of care. Gebet noted that taking care of
the Mimosa Pudica included learning about their needs, reactions, and
essentially the type of care that the plants need. She concluded that
every life form and material need a different type of care, and that a
universal standard of care would not be able to provide everyone with the
type of care that they ultimately need. Symbiotic Transmitter, too, she
noted would probably not have worked with a different type of plant.
Gómez López, in her conversation with Berger, positioned her
work, too, on a broader societal level and reflected on the parallels
between Punctum and the collective experience of ‘self-experiments’
of the many individuals who voluntarily tested the Covid-19 vaccines.
Her conversation with Berger, however, also shed light on the
connection between Punctum, her artwork, and the notion of punctum
in photography. As Berger noted, Roland Barthes also uses punctum
to describe the effect that photographs or visual material produce on
the viewer, describing a feeling that the viewer experiences as if the
photograph is ‘striking’ them. Finally, Gómez López also explained how
her larger goal of performing archival research is to create new historical
narratives through her practice by revitalizing histories that may have
otherwise been overlooked.

It does in a way that we tend to – we do it ourselves – but, so we
never make the same thing twice even though we use the same
material, but we almost always tend to challenge ourselves to make
it more difficult or make another pattern, and this gets out of hand
sometimes. But you could always do it yourselves, so I don’t really
see the work as an entity that takes care of us in a way. Right? (Bob
Waarenburg, Interview 1)
I never thought about that in that way! In what way does it take carefor us… It cares for us that it brings us to beautiful places in the world,
I think! (Marcia Nolte, Interview 1)
The artist collective also reflected on how their artwork is site specific
and relates to the presentation space of V2_:
But still, it is of course also interesting to really look at the space
and you have these columns that you maybe want to avoid, but in
this case, we are really working around it with the piece, so always
searching for new possibilities of shape size, color, and so on. (Stijn
van der Vleuten, Interview 1)
Driessens & Verstappen, in describing their relationship with the work,
focused primarily on their relationship with the plants:
… so we already have this kind of relation with this type of plant and
we know how they normally grow, and that’s why it also surprises us,
the way that they grow in this different environment because we know

The work’s relation to a conceptual framework or societal issues seems
to play a varied role in the four artworks. While it was key for some artists
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between the machine, plant, and me,” but probably it’s also that the
machine is independent. Mostly I’m very, very much responsible for
what the machine is doing with the plants. (Interview 2)

how they usually look. The plant has given us a lot. (Maria Verstappen,
Interview 4)
Driessens also added the following when asked whether they artist duo
thinks the plants take care-for them:

Who Cares?
When it comes to relationality, the Who Cares? conversations revealed
new types of relations that are visible either between the different
pieces of the individual artworks or the artwork and their environment.
For example, the conversation between Van Tuinen and Verstappen
revealed that Herbarium Vivum II creates an interplay between nature and
artificiality. In other words, the plants are confined and influenced by the
artificial space in which they are placed.
Gebert, in her conversation with Pols, also reflected on the
relationship between the different elements in the ecosystem of
Symbiotic Transmitter. What came to the fore was the mutual caretaking
between the machines and the plants, as well as Gebert’s position in the
caretaking process. Gebert positions herself as an agent who “needs”
something from the plants, which she sees as the performers of the
artwork (Session 1). Pols noted that Gebert’s position in relation to the
plants makes her part of the artwork.
WE MAKE CARPETS reflected less on the interrelationship between
the different materials constituting their artwork and put more emphasis
on the relationship between their artworks and the surrounding
environment. As the collective noted, their work always starts with
the space in which the installation is placed. They let it “grow from
the middle” (Session 4), and the work evolves in accordance with its
environment.

Also, a kind of structure in daily life. To have a responsibility it also
means that… That also gives a kind of satisfaction, to just do this
caretaking. It gives a good feeling that you did something every day.
(Erwin Driessens, Interview 4)
Similar to Driessens & Verstappen, Gebert, when she was asked whether
the plants take care-for her, answered:
Probably on a mental level a bit. Of course, it is a joy to have them
around, but I think, for the most part I’m caring for them and I think
that’s also a good deal because I kind of take them out of their
environment. (Maria Verstappen, Interview 4)
Verstappen reflected on the relationship between plants and machines,
as well as her role as the creator of the artwork.
I mean, the plants look very fragile, they’re tiny in this machine.
They move easily with every touch, and the machine is kind of very
strong, very massively built, and I also gave it a few parts that are also
kind of thin and fragile, but the whole machine is like a skyscraper
and the small plant sits on top. So, it’s a contrast between the two.
[ … ] The metal frames and this big structure is kind of there just to
interact with the small plants that sit on top and they are the parts
that you need to take the most care of. It’s also a conversation you
have with the electronics and the metal because there are also
sometimes these rust stains on the machine and it’s also a reaction,
and I think it’s also interesting to get to know the materials. In a not
so objectified manner but in another way, to have a relationship with
the materials, like the metal and the electronics. [ … ] The mechanic
parts have some independence in their own materiality and their way
of acting, but still, since I’m arranging that all the plants are the first
recipients of the actions of the machine. It’s kind of like a … I don’t
know if this is the right term for it, but kind of like a prosthetic of what
I’m doing, so yeah. That was just a small part of what I was thinking
in the process of this moment of thinking “Yeah, it’s an interaction

Reflections on the To Mind Is To Care Exhibition

Relationality came to the fore as a prominent element in all of the four
artworks. It differed, however, depending on the materiality and animacy
of the elements constituting the artworks. While artists who worked
with inanimate matter primarily noted that they do not feel that the work
takes care of them, artists who worked with plants suggested that they
do feel as though the plants care-for them.
5. Aesthetic Trigger
When it comes to aesthetic trigger, the artists noted the following.
Starting with Gómez López, who prefers to not view her work in aesthetic
terms at all. As she explains:
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there is this direct cycle that you always see. It’s more comforting, the
dying process itself, for the plants. (Maria Verstappen, Interview 4)

For me, I am more and more interested in how the work can be open,
expansive and almost unidentifiable as an artwork. And, while it’s
very contained in the exhibition, that’s my larger goal, perhaps to
myself, and the challenges, not to be confined to sort of an idea of
the aesthetic, particularly in the context of displaying and exhibition,
but to have it even more insert into everyday circuits that normally
would probably not be considered first and foremost in aesthetic
inheritances as we know them. (Interview 3)

Gebert explains her position in the following way:
Of course they are beautiful. [ … ] I don’t know if I even know the right
words for this, but when I look at the living plant, it just feels very
good to see them when their leaves are very green and very vivid, and
healthy. It just feels good to see it. And I think when they’re decayed,
they also have a very interesting look on them, but of course it’s not
as happy… Sometimes if they’re brown or something, I don’t know
if I can describe this in an aesthetic framework… I wouldn’t call
them ugly, though, in any way. I think they always have something
very interesting to them and it’s really hard at the moment to find
something like “beautiful” and “ugly” for it because I usually try not
to describe things too much like that. There’s a lot of weight on these
words, how something looks, and if it looks good or not, and who
decides if it looks good or not… I think it looks interesting to me, like
something that looks beautiful to me, too, but I think that’s just a
scale of how beautiful and not a scale if it’s ugly. (Interview 2)

She also reflected on how some visitors reacted with a sentiment of
abjection to the artwork: “Usually, they come with a lot of curiosity, and
the curiosity often stems by how I did something, rather than to express a
sort of, some sentiment of abjection” (Interview 3).
WE MAKE CARPETS put more emphasis on trying to create something
beautiful through their practice and show that objects from everyday life
that we often neglect can also turn into something mesmerizing. As Nolte
mentions: “In a very simple way, from the very beginning we always work
with the materials that are so common and that we’re used to, that you’re
not even aware of the beauty of the products” (Interview 1).
The conversations with artists who worked with plants also drew
attention to the state of decay and the artists’ aesthetic experience of it.
Driessens & Verstappen differed in their view of decay:

Who Cares?
During the Who Cares? conversations, Verstappen reiterated the idea
that the healthy look of the plants is, for her, a sign that the caretaking
process was successful.
Gómez López, in her talk with Berger, also reiterated some of her
thoughts on the aesthetic dimension of Punctum. Berger, however, raised
the point that the photographs displayed at V2_ as part of Punctum can
also be interpreted as containing uncomfortability or violence in the
caretaking process, due to the nature of the self-experiment. Gómez
López noted that she never perceived the photographs as “violent”.

And I have the tendency, when they’re completely dry, and brown, I
take them away because somehow, I don’t like… I prefer to see the
plants in the greens. (Maria Verstappen, Interview 4)
I like all the seasons. Like, if you go now, you see the skeletons of
the trees. Trees in winter are… I find it much more impressive than
in summer, because you see their true shape. It’s just the way it has
dealt with circumstances. And the same goes for many plants… In my
garden now you see, like, the core of our structure, the way the plants
grew. And that’s interesting. (Erwin Driessens, Interview 4).

The artists’ reflections on the aesthetic dimension reveal interesting
insights on the relationship between the aesthetic concepts of disgust
and the beautiful, as well as how the artists view them. Together with
that, most noted that, through their caretaking practice and artworks,
they try to make something that is normally neglected in every-day life
visible.

Verstappen, finally, noted the following on the process of decay:
It’s [the process of decay] so different from other living beings that
are dying. They are really dying, and of course, many people already
have children, and they live on, but in a plant, the moment that it
starts to decay, you already see the seeds for the next seasons, so
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Driessens & Verstappen did not see the element of audience engagement
as important. They only noted that: “People have the tendency to
interact [with the plants] in a very Pavlov kind of way” (Maria Verstappen,
Interview 4).
Gebert noted the following when she was asked whether the is any
interaction between the work and the audience:

6. Audience Engagement
For audience engagement, the artists/designers noted the following.
Gómez López explained how she engages audiences in her artwork through
a website, and how she perceives the audience taking care-for her:
So far, the way I have tried to experiment doing so is through a website
that accompanies each of these self-experiments and that can offer to
audience on how to carry it out themselves, both if they want to carry
it out but also if they want to participate in having more information to
satisfy their own curiosity or to kind of have a different way of seeing
the work even embodying it in their mind, something that they do not
have to rely on me as a point of entry. […] One big reason why I have
http://manual.vision and to have people ask for the instructions is that
I can have a personal connection with them. And sort of say, look, I’m
happy to give you this information, it’s free, it’s creative comments,
but I would love for you to know even more than what I have in the
instructions, which I already make very clear in the disclaimer, which
is that to work with your body is, first and foremost, an exercise in
trying to be able to not harm yourself. (Interview 3)

I think it’s possible, but I would suggest that they should get at least a
kind of introduction if they don’t know the plant because I think some
people are very a bit curious and try to trigger the plant and are a bit
violent. So, I would probably first tell them a bit about it, how to be a
bit sensitive. Usually, there’s also a small touch that already bring the
branch down, and also since the plant is moving all the time, reaching
for the sunlight, the module like the water shoot gun that is built and
the sensor, they always have to be readjusted to the plant, and I think
this could also be something that the audience could do if they really
want to be involved in it. (Interview 2)
She also explains how the work can take care of the audience:
For the most part I hope the audience will do their best to take care
of the work. That might mean to be careful, to act in a manner that
is full of care and to be cautious of what the plants need and what
keeps the electronic parts running. The way the Symbiotic Transmitter
takes care of the audience might be on a rather mental level. I hope
the work provides a room of thought for the relationship between the
visitor and the plant, empathy for nonhumans life, and the possible
dynamics between plants and machines. I try to have the plants
participating as performers, not as mechanical parts, and when I talk
about my work, I put a lot of effort into communicating this with the
language I am using. The plant takes care of the audience by showing
its own sensitivity and offering a silent conversation with the viewer.
(e-mail correspondence)

WE MAKE CARPETS note the following on how the audience is involved in
their work.
So, it’s also a little bit like the visitor should also take care of the piece
in a way. That is also a little bit a part of the work and then you see
“Okay, these are all like standing leaves, pieces of paper,” and then
you feel the attention that we put into this even more. (Stijn van der
Vleuten, Interview 1)
But we made like sixty installations or something, maybe more? But
yeah, there’s always somebody destroying it, so it will also happen
with this one. It’s either a child or a dog or just a regular person walking
in it. But you know, it’s also part of the work [getting broken]. (Bob
Waardenburg, Interview 1)

Who Cares?
Most Who Cares? sessions did not touch upon the element of audience
engagement. In her talk with Berger, however, Gómez López reiterated
the idea that her engagement with the audience comes throughout
websites which contain instructions and information about the selfexperiments. For Gómez López, establishing a connection with people or
the audience is a key element of her work.

Waardenburg adds in replying to the question of whether the works take
care of the audience:
The work doesn’t do anything besides standing there. I think the
impression that the work leaves on a member of the audience is an
individual experience. Some will maybe feel that the work takes
care of them, others don’t. (Interview 1)
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Driessens & Verstappen explain the growth and decay cycle in the
following way:
While each of the artists reflected on the element of audience
engagement in their work, their conclusion about the way in which their
work takes care-for the audience or, vice versa, how the audience takes
care-for their work differed depending on the nature of the artwork.

We, of course, wanted this plant not just to suffer, to see it
suffering and die, but to see it flourish and flower and then decay.
Our goal was to show that the plant has many varieties that it
can grow into, that it can take many forms. We wanted to show
a particular extreme form. It still shows that the plant has this
adaptive… Is so adaptive to extreme environments, that it can still
make the whole cycle of its physiology, and its growing process.
(Maria Verstappen, Interview 4)

7. Growth and Decay
For growth and decay, the artists/designers reflected on how their
feelings of care changed from the exhibitions beginning to its end or
during the growth and decay cycle of the plants.
Gómez López notes that Punctum is an ongoing project and the
prototype exhibited at V2_ is part of it. As she explains, the ending of the
exhibition does not make her feel as though the project comes to an end.

Who Cares?
When it comes to growth and decay, Verstappen emphasized the
importance of capturing the cycle of the whole. Just as in the
interview, Verstappen described the stage of decay as a “beautiful
final stage” of the cycle (Session 2).
WE MAKE CARPETS, whose work does not necessarily have a life
cycle in the way Driessens & Verstappen’s Herbarium Vivum II does,
explained what happens with the materials once their work is brokendown after the exhibition period. WE MAKE CARPETS noted that their
relationships with the work continues after the exhibition because
they try to “find a new home” for the materials that they used (Van der
Vleuten, Session 4). The material, for example, is either recycled, as
was the case with the Paper Roll Carpet, or it is simply thrown away.

And so, I don’t have many projects, I have long standing projects.
I would say that showing the documentation has been a sort of a
way into making it visible, available to others, where I am also not
seeing it as a beginning or end, it’s sort of this kind of a continuum.
(Interview 3)
WE MAKE CARPETS emphasized the awareness that their works are
temporary and having a sense of them being broken down after the
exhibition. As Van der Vleuten explains:
It will [get broken down], and we know it, but in the beginning we’re
like having heart attacks all the time and being at the exhibition
ourselves all the time. (Stijn van der Vleuten, Interview 1)

While the growth and decay cycle differed depending on the nature
of the artwork, all of the artists reflected on how their caretaking
processes evolved during that period. Most notably, all of them
suggested that their caretaking practices go beyond the timeframe of
the exhibition and continue after it.

For artists who worked with plants the growth and decay cycle focused
primarily on the plants. Gebert explains the following about her work:
I take the plants home usually and continue caring for it, so the
project is kind of finished after the exhibition always. [ … ] So, this
is I think an ongoing process to develop the ways of how I can make
it comfortable for the plants. For this exhibition I also built this
greenhouse, so if they are here, they can still have a comfortable
environment. I think, actually, a work like this is never finished,
but for this exhibition I think it mostly is. (Interview 2)
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Symbiotic Transmitter (2020–2021), Nathalie Gebert
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1. Physical Investment
Based on the interview data, all of the artists equate physical investment
with ‘attention given’ to materials or nonhumans life forms that constitute
their artworks. To put this into perspective, WE MAKE CARPETS’ practice
is based on the act of making as a repetitive process – rolling the A4
papers, putting elastic bands on them repetitively, and almost a week in
the V2_ exhibition space to prepare the Paper Roll Carpet. As WE MAKE
CARPETS suggest, this attention given to the materials and the laborintensive work implies that they care-for the materials; normally, this
amount of attention is rarely given to an A4 paper. The way the artist
collective interprets care-for suggests that physically interacting with
materials – working with hands – is key in fostering a feeling of care.
Moreover, the process of making is a way for WE MAKE CARPETS is a way
of getting to know the material and its affordances, thus allowing them to
give it adequate care.
For artists who work with plants – Driessens & Verstappen and Gebert
– the responsibility inherent in the act of care-for does not emerge so
much from the repetitive nature of physical making but for acts of minding
and nurturing. As the artists explained during the interviews, the plants
require them to pay attention to their specific needs – for example, the
frequency of their need for water, they need for natural sunlight, etc. –
which creates a feeling of responsibility toward these lifeforms. In fact,
all artists working with plants suggest that, to properly take care of the
plants, they need to build patterns and habits in their daily-lives that
would align with the needs of the plants. In other words, in order to carefor the plants successfully, they need to commit to these plants, and
tweak their own lifestyle according to the plants’ needs.
Finally, in contrast to the work of WE MAKE CARPETS, Driessens
& Verstappen and Gebert, Gómez López’ work requires relatively little
making or minding. In her case, physical investment compares to an
embodied experience of the artist herself, as her own body becomes a
key element of the self-experimentation process. Still, as in the case
of the other three works, the physical involvement and interaction with
materials other than her body, such as the medical equipment that
she uses as she performs the self-experiments, is key in allowing this
embodied experience to emerge.
In sum, while the physical investment that the four artists put in their
work differs – varying from making to minding to an embodied experience
of the artwork – it is key in influencing the artists’ feeling of care, as it
allows them to create a sense of responsibility or commitment to their
artworks and these artworks’ different components.

Discussion
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Gómez López’ interprets it as a process which interacts with other
materials (the medical equipment) in the artwork.
In summary, to all artists the materiality and/or animacy of their
artwork sets the stage for their caretaking practice. Even though
a different way of caring is visible between artists who work with
nonhumans life forms and those who work with materials, these other
life forms and materials influence the way the artists care-for them.

2. Materiality & Animacy
In terms of materiality & animacy, the interview data suggests that the
affordances of the materials and the element of animacy influence the
artists’ caretaking practices by requiring them to adjust their practices to
the needs of materials and nonhumans life forms.
As WE MAKE CARPETS note, their practice primarily depends on the
materials and/or products they use, as well as the space in which they
work. Usually, the artist collective observes, they work with products or
materials ‘as they are,’ without changing them or simply making small
adaptations to the product. This way of treating the material requires
them to adjust their artistic and/or caretaking process to the affordances
of the material, as opposed to tweaking the materials fit their artworks,
which then determines the steps in the process, together with the type of
‘care’ that the material requires.
This was somewhat different for artists who worked with plants.
In their case, the emphasis is not so much on the affordances of
the plants as a material but their animate quality, which required a
different caretaking approach. As the artists suggested, and which also
came to the fore with physical investment, the animate quality of the
plants requires them to structure their daily lives around the plants’
requirements, which resonates with the way WE MAKE CARPETS have
to adjust their caretaking practice to the affordances of the material.
In Driessens & Verstappen and Gebert’s case, however, the animate
quality of the plants also influences how they look at, speak about, and
feel about the plants. Verstappen, for example, explains that she never
wanted the plants to suffer, as well as expresses the awareness of them
possessing a type of intelligence. Gebert, similarly, looks at the plants
as performers (vs. materials), and mentions that she does not want to
cause any stress to them while they are part of Symbiotic Transmitter.
Apart from the agency of the plants, another element comes to the fore in
Gebert’s artwork; the agency of the machines. As she notes, apart from
adjusting Symbiotic Transmitter to the plants (e.g., not causing them
any stress), an important element guiding her practice is caring-for the
materials, that is, the machines constituting her artwork.
The agencies of different materials and life forms in Symbiotic
Transmitter bear resemblance to the interplay between different
materials and life forms in Gómez López’ Punctum. In Punctum, the
most interesting element is the conceptualization of the body as an
environmental or atmospheric process, which interacts with different
materials the artist uses to create an extracorporeal blood transmission
system. Rather than looking at the body as a stable material with agency,
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3. Conceptual Work
The interview data reveals that either a wider conceptual framework or
societal issues to which the artists’ works relate plays a different role
depending on the materials and life forms that constitute the artworks.
WE MAKE CARPETS note that they do not put so much emphasis on
creating a conceptual framework or addressing societal issues with their
work. Instead, what is important to them is the simplicity of the work and
the fact that the visitor/viewer can instantly recognize that the work is
about human labor.
The artists who worked with plants, however, mention that they try
to make people more aware of nonhumans life forms and their different
ways of being. For Gebert, this largely has to do with the artist trying to
make people aware of the care that the plants, as well as the machines,
require, but also the vibrancy of matter and nonhumans life forms.
Dreissesns & Verstappen note that, on top of making people aware
of the uniqueness of plants as a different life form, their intelligence,
and malleability as a species, the artwork also raises awareness of
plants’ existence and the fact that we need to take care for them and
nonhumans life forms in the context of climate change and other
environmental issues.
In the case of Gómez López’ work, a broader conceptual framework
plays an important role in the way she contextualizes her work as well
as how she looks at the work’s position amidst the current Coronavirus
pandemic. Apart from framing Punctum in the wider tradition of selfexperimentation, the artist draws parallels between self-experimentation
and the many people who volunteered to test the vaccine amidst a
pandemic, which can also be seen as a form of self-experimentation.
To summarize, based on the above, it is possible to interpret that
that a conceptual framework plays a larger role among artists whose
works included nonhumans life forms, rather than materials. This could
be related to the awareness of preserving or caring-for other beings that
constitute our environment and having a better sense that the acts of
caring-for contribute to preserving these life forms.
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each element takes care-for the other, although in different degrees
depending on the agents constituting the artwork. By and large, this
network-like nature of care is emphasized by artists who work with
nonhumans life forms and whose caretaking relation to the artwork
seems to be more symmetrical compared to artists who work with
material agents.

4. Relationality
All four artworks interweave bodies, matter, and materials into networks
of care. The different relations within these networks, however, differs
depending on how the artists perceive the agentive potentials of other
life forms and materials constituting their artworks.
In Gómez López’ artwork, the idea of relationality comes to the
fore in the way the artist observes the body as an expansive process
that converses with materials required to produce the extracorporeal
blood transfusion system. The body, in this sense, expands beyond its
corporeal boundary and turns into a process that constitutes different
agents, including the people who help the artists perform the selfexperiments.
WE MAKE CARPETS suggest that they do not really see a way in which
the work cares-for them. For the most part, the artist collective suggests
that they care-for the materials in the work. However, they do recognize
the materials’ agentive potential in the way they guide their caretaking
practice, but noting that this is perhaps something other than care. The
caretaking relationships between the artist collective and the artwork, in
this case, seems to be more asymmetrical; while the artists take care-for
the work, they interpret the work as not caring-for them.
These caretaking relations are more symmetrical in the practices
of artists who work with plants. As Driessesns & Verstappen note, the
duo feels that they have an already-established relationship with the
plant species participating in Herbarium Vivum II, which enhances the
caretaking process with surprises or unexpected behavior of the plant.
The duo also observes, as is also shown in the data for other factors,
that the plants add structure to their daily-lives, this way taking care-for
them by adding a different layer of meaning to their every-day activities,
as well as giving them a sense of satisfaction that they did something
meaningful during the day.
The network-like nature of caretaking is most prominent in Gebert’s
work who notes that that, apart from Symbiotic Transmitter being a
conversation between the machine and the plants, she also recognizes
the agentive potential of the machine and her own role in coordinating
the whole caretaking cycle in the artwork (i.e., the machine taking care of
the plants ≥ the plants taking care of Gebert, the artist ≥ Gebert taking
care of the machines and the plants). The caretaking process, here, is
also symmetrical in a way that each part of the artwork is perceived as
taking care of another part, together with the artist.
In short, based on the interview data, it can be argued that the
artwork and the artists are embedded in a network of care, where
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5. Aesthetic Trigger
The interview data on the aesthetic dimension of the artworks yields
insights on two points: First, on the notions of the disgusting and the
beautiful; second, on art as a process through which we draw attention to
things that are neglected.
With respect to the first point, Drissens & Verstappen’s and Gebert’s
reflections are most telling. In the case of Driessens & Verstappen, the
artist duo differs from the other artists in how they view the process
of decay, which commonly triggers feelings of disgust. Verstappen, for
example, made it clear that she prefers to see the plants healthy and
green. Seeing the plants healthy and green makes her feel good, which
contrasts the sadness Verstappen feels when the plants turn brown
and, ultimately, decay. Despite that, she does see how decay can be
beautiful, although in a different way than when she describes the
plants as beautiful in their full bloom. Driessens, however, suggests that
he finds the plants in their state of decay beautiful, too, as this state
reveals something that is otherwise unseen (i.e., “their true shape”).
Verstappen’s observation, which Driessens agrees with, that during
the process of decay in plants one can already see indications that the
plants are starting to grown for the next cycle is also something beautiful
because it suggests that a new life emerges as a next step in the plants’
life cycle, It this sense, the process of decay is something beautiful
insofar as it signals the beginning of new life.
Gebert describes her aesthetic experience with the plants’ life cycle
in a similar way when she notes that seeing plants as health makes her
feel good and signals to her that her caretaking practices were efficient.
Moreover, she refrains from describing decayed plants in aesthetic terms
of the beautiful and the ugly and suggests that, for her, it is more a matter
of describing the plants in a scale of how beautiful something is, rather
than beautiful or ugly. She also senses a feeling of sadness whenever
the plants decay. One observation stemming from both of the artists’
aesthetic perception of decay is that this process, which is normally
described as disgusting, wasn’t perceived as such by the artists. Rather,
it was something beautiful, although causing different emotional
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sentiments compared to plants in their healthy state. One of the reasons
why this lack of a sentiment of disgust happens could have been the
artists’ familiarization with the plants even in the state of decay through
their caretaking process, which lessens the sentiment of disgust.
A similar way of perceiving something that may otherwise be
interpreted as disgusting from an aesthetic point of view but is, in fact,
seen as lacking any aesthetic categories can be observed in Gómez
López’ case. The artist notes that she does not tend to describe her
works in aesthetic terms, while remarks from audience members during
the exhibition, as well as Berger’s remarks during the Who Cares?
conversations, primarily described Punctum either as “violent” or
“creepy”, thus being tangential to notions like disgust or abjection.
This reaction from the audience comes as no surprise as the sentiment
of disgust is commonly described as emerging from “bodily expulsion”,
or something that is inside becoming visible outside (e.g., human blood,
which is normally inside the body, becoming visible outside of it).
Finally, and coming to the second point in relation to aesthetic trigger,
WE MAKE CARPETS’ work differs from that of the other artists in the
way that they only focused on the aesthetic notion of the beautiful when
they suggested that creating a beautiful piece of art is one of their goals.
Their practice, however, resonates with Brouwer & Van Tuinen’s (2019)
remark that the aesthetic dimension of care implies that art can draw
our attention to what is important in the world. WE MAKE CARPETS pull
the viewers’ attention to something that is neglected through their taking
care-for the A4 papers and putting them together in a beautiful artwork.
Based on the different perspectives on the aesthetics of their own
work (i.e., each artist viewed their work in a different way aesthetically),
the artists’ insights on the notions of the beautiful and the disgusting
show that disgust was only present as a topic in artworks that featured
organic matter (e.g., plants and human bodies). Moreover, familiarization
with processes that are commonly described as disgusting, such as
decay, changed their perception of what is considered disgusting.
Moreover, in all of the artists’ experience, taking care-for something
through artistic practices has the possibility to change one’s perceptions
on what is beautiful and what is disgusting.

offer them material to satisfy their curiosity, can be interpreted as an
act of caring-for. In other words, especially when it comes to providing
instructions on how to perform self-experiments in a safe way, the artist
takes responsibility for the well-being of her audience members. At the
same time, she notes that the audience, by connecting with her through
the website, takes care-for her by fostering this feeling of connection
that she may otherwise not be able to sense through her works since she
never intends to perform them in public or before a physical audience.
In WE MAKE CARPETS’ practice, caretaking from the side of the
audience emerges in the audience being invited to mind their artwork,
due to its essentially fragile nature. The artists collective notes that
the artwork in the exhibition can easily break if the audience engages
with it in a less mindful manner. Therefore, the fragility of the material
can be seen as having the agency to foster a feeling of caring-for and
inviting the audience to take responsibility for the artwork. On the flip
side, they mention that, while they do not see a way in which the artwork
takes care-for the audience, they leave this open to the individual
interpretations of the audience members.
While Driessens & Versstappen do not see a way in which the artwork
takes care-for the audience, due to it not having an interactive nature,
Gebert, who worked with plants, too, suggests that the audience could
take care-for the artwork. In her opinion, however, it is more a matter
of the artwork taking care-for the audience by making them aware of
the plants’ sensibility and the caretaking that they need. A similar line
of reasoning can be applied to Driessens & Verstappen’s case, despite
the artists not recognizing it during the interviews or the Who Cares?
conversations.
In short, the artists’ reflections suggest that, while the artists directly
took care-for the artworks through their artistic practices, the materiality
of their work and the nonhumans life forms constituting their works
can invite the audience members to care-for the artworks. While the
care that the audience provides for these works essentially differs in its
absence of physical engagement with the works, it does imply that the
artworks provide the audience members with an opportunity of taking
responsibility for the artwork through minding.

6. Audience Engagement
When it comes to the factor of audience engagement, some artists have
stronger opinions than others on the role it plays in their artwork. In
Gómez López’ work, the artist’s effort to create a website that offers
her audience instructions on how to perform self-experiments or simply

7. Growth and Decay
The interview data suggests that the artists, while paying attention to the
growth and decay cycle of their work or their build-up and break-down,
perceive their works in a more continuous manner, rather than confining
them to these starting and ending points.
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Paper Roll Carpet (2020), WE MAKE CARPETS

Gómez López’ notes that she sees her work as a continuum, which
makes the prototype exhibited at V2_ only one point in the longer lifecycle of the work. Moreover, this also suggests that her caretaking
process does not stop with the exhibition, but will evolve as Punctum
continues to grow and through its different variations. A similar
observation can be made for WE MAKE CARPETS’ work. As the collective
notes, they are already aware that their work will be broken down
when the exhibition ends from the very moment they start working with
materials for the installation. Despite that, the artists observe that they
feel a sense of caring-for the artwork more during the process of making
as well as the beginning of the exhibition, when the work is still ‘fresh’,
than at its ending. Their caretaking practices continue after the work,
however, as they often look for alternative ways of how the material used
in the artwork can be used after the exhibition ends, such as recycling.
Gebert made similar remarks when she reflectss on the care involved in
Symbiotic Transmitter and suggests that the care for the Mimosa Pudica
continues after an exhibition is over; she either takes the plants home or
distributes it amongst friends where the caretaking continues.
What is specific for Gebert’s and Drissens & Verstappen’s works
is the cyclical care that they provide for the plants during their growth
and decay cycle. Even when the plants die, the plants still require care,
although a care of a different kind than in their growth phase. This is
clearly visible in Driessens & Verstappen’s Herbarium Vivum II, as the
photographs include the plants in their state of decay, suggesting that
artistic caretaking continues during that stage of the plant’s life cycle.
In summary, the artists’ views on caretaking allow us to interpret
caring-for as a continuous process that evolves over time and takes
on different forms. While these forms differed depending on either
the nature of the materials or the context of the exhibition, the feeling
of care was continuously present throughout the artistic process; like
a red thread connecting the different agents in the caretaking network
and the artworks’ lifecycles.
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The hypothesis driving this research was that the feeling of caring-for
is malleable, contextual, and changes in response to different factors
– physical investment; materiality and animacy; conceptual work;
relationality; aesthetic trigger; audience engagement; growth and decay.
Our discussion on materiality and animacy demonstrated that artistic
caretaking processes are considerably influenced by the affordances
of the materials constituting the artworks and had to be adjusted to
the needs of nonhumans life forms. Similarly, the data gathered for
the factor relationality and audience engagement revealed that care
emerges from the different relations between the agents involved in a
network of care; artists, materials, other life forms, and the audience.
Hence, our research shows that the process of caring inherent to art, is
equally, if not more, important than the object of care (i.e., the artwork)
as a way for artists to develop a feeling of care-for, as well as researchers
in the field of curation to reflect on the artists’ relation to their works.
While both the various agents involved in caretaking networks as well
as their actions within this network shape these processes of care, they
stretch goes beyond the boundaries of the exhibition (i.e., its, build-up,
beginning, end, and break-down) have the potential to continuously
embed new agents in its web over time and space. In other words,
the agency of the artworks and their different elements continues after
the exhibition is over.

Conclusion
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Punctum (2017–), Ana María Gómez López
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In addition to working with natural generative processes, the couple develops computer programs
for artificial growth and evolution. An important
source of inspiration at this are the self-organising
processes in our natural surroundings: the complex
dynamics of all kinds of physical processes and
the genetic-evolutionary system of organic life that
continuously creates new and original forms.

About the Artists
and Artworks
Driessens & Verstappen
Herbarium Vivum 2
Plant scientists study the adaptive capacities of
plants under extreme conditions, as happens when
new crop varieties are developed that tolerate
drought or that flourish at for instance insalinated
soil. How far can you take this?
Driessens & Verstappen found inspiration for
their project in the herbarium, where the shape
of plants is manipulated by flattening them, and
where the uniform categorization highlights their
differences. In Herbarium Vivum 2 the artists do
the same with eight living native plants. They
made planters where the plants have to develop
themselves into an almost two-dimensional growth
form. The difference with Herbarium Vivum 1 is
that in this experiment the plant had to grow in
a horizontal plane instead of a vertical one. The
plants that where adaptive enough to grow and to
flower in this extremely flattened space are: narrow leaf plantain, frittalary, field marigold, scarlet
pimpernel, garden star-of-Bethlehem, orange
hawkweed, Italian grape hyacinth and common
evening primrose.
The artist couple Driessens & Verstappen
(Erwin Driessens and Maria Verstappen) have
worked together since 1990. After their study
at the Maastricht Academy of Fine Arts and the
Rijksakademie Amsterdam, they jointly developed
a multifaceted oeuvre of software, machines and
objects. They attempt an art in which spontaneous
phenomena are created systematically. Art that is
not entirely determined by the subjective choices
of a human being, but instead is generated by
autonomously operating processes.
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Nathalie Gebert
Symbiotic Transmitter
“Symbiosis” (from the Greek symbios: sym
= together, bios = living) means “living together”
and usually describes a long-term closeness between two beings.
The Symbiotic Transmitter is a hybrid structure of
interacting electronics and plants that enacts a
speculative communication apparatus by pursuing
the transmission of a signal. This transmission is
only made possible by the cooperation of all the
parts and depends on their well-being. Certain
plant species have developed quick motoric skills.
Mimosa pudica is known as a “sensitive plant,”
closing its leaves and bowing down its branches
in rapid movements when exposed to stimuli such
as wind, water droplets or touch. The transmission
of the signal is started by the soft touch of a
branch above an infrared proximity sensor. The
plant’s leaves fold as the branch approaches the
sensor. When it is close enough, the sensor starts
the pump, and the next plant is contacted and
watered. The Mimosa pudica reads the incoming
signal, reacts and starts the next transmission.
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This process of reading, translating and writing
diversely mediated signals continues until the last
unit is reached. The mechanical and electronic
parts are placed around the plants in a modular
system of adjustable components. They are able to
adapt to the plants’ different shoot system shapes.
Adjustability is necessary to reduce stress on the
plants. The pots can be carefully rotated, making
it possible to change which branch will be watered
and subsequently pass on the signal. Caring for the
health of these sensitive plants is an essential part
of the process, as is setting up and providing
a warm climate and a safe environment overnight.
Nathalie Gebert is an artist and designer who
works in the fields of new media, art and feminist
theory. Her work revolves around research on the
relationships between technologies, nonhuman life
and technofeminism. Using experimental methods
to reinvent means of inter- and intraspecific communication, she explores the individual properties,
history and potential of materials. She is co-editor
of href zine and is currently doing research on
technoid natures, landscapes and symbiosis.

neighbor. Approximately 25,000 sheets will be used
to create a three-dimensional work referencing
V2_’s internal structure, supported by heavy round
beams. A pillar or column is a traditional metaphor
for care and protection: this elementary geometric
shape holds roofs over our heads and protects us
from the outside elements.
The Dutch collective We Make Carpets (Marcia
Nolte, Stijn van der Vleuten and Bob Waardenburg)
has spent the past decade transforming everyday
objects and materials into site-specific installations and has taken the world by storm since its
formation in 2009. The trio has exhibited its work
at reputable museums from Australia to the United
States, in continuous pursuit of new forms and
possibilities. They are guided by a simple belief:
that mass-produced objects and materials lose
their exceptional beauty due to their sheer quantity
and availability and the carelessness with which
they are used and thrown away. Even if we look
closely at something like a simple scouring sponge,
a single-use fork or a clothespin, it’s hard to appreciate its quality, technical ingenuity and colors. We
just wash our dishes, eat our food and hang up our
laundry without a second thought.

We Make Carpets
Paper Roll Carpet
For To Mind Is To Care, We Make Carpets is creating
a floor-filling installation out of rolls of colored
A4 paper. An unusual amount of care will be put
into the material through the hand-rolling of each
sheet of paper. Paper rarely receives this kind of
care and attention. The work itself urges visitors
to mind their step; they will notice that each sheet
is balanced on its edge and is held in place by its

Ana María Gómez López
Punctum
Punctum (2017 – present) is part of an ongoing
project to develop an artificial extracorporeal
circulation in order to transfer blood between
different parts of the body. Autologous transfusion,
or the self-transfer of one’s own sourced blood,
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is an established medical practice done through
shunting procedures, hemodialysis machines, and
coronary artery bypass surgery. What is innovative
about Punctum is the proposed simplicity of
moving blood outside the body and back inside,
not through mechanical means, but through basic
venipuncture instruments and arterial pressure
alone. In this way, Punctum extends bounded
understandings of vascularity, highlighting the
permeability of the human body and the challenges
of its strict physical delineation.

of these sensitive plants is an essential part of
the process, as is setting up and providing a warm
climate and a safe environment overnight.

Ana María Gómez López is an interdisciplinary
artist and researcher living and working in
Amsterdam. Her projects aim to expand understandings of corporeal selfhood and forms-of-life
in relation to a surrounding environment. Much of
her practice is based in archival research in history
of the life sciences, as well as self-experiments
using medical equipment, prosthetic implants,
and biological specimens. She completed her
MFA from the Yale University School of Art, and
was a resident artist at the Rijksakademie van
Beeldende Kunsten.
Punctum has been developed in its entirety with
Jelle de Wit, a sixth-year medical resident at the
Amsterdam UMC. He has worked in several hospitals throughout the greater area of Amsterdam
during his studies and served as a phlebotomist in
the emergency rooms at OLVG Oost and West. He
has collaborated on several projects that combine
the fields of medicine and art while continuing
to pursue his goal of becoming a psychiatrist.
infrared proximity sensor. The plant’s leaves fold
as the branch approaches the sensor. When it is
close enough, the sensor starts the pump, and
the next plant is contacted and watered. The
Mimosa pudica reads the incoming signal, reacts
and starts the next transmission. This process of
reading, translating and writing diversely mediated
signals continues until the last unit is Reached. The
mechanical and electronic parts are placed around
the plants in a modular system of adjustable
components. They are able to adapt to the plants’
different shoot system shapes. Adjustability is
necessary to reduce stress on the plants. The pots
can be carefully rotated, making it possible to
change which branch will be watered and subsequently pass on the signal. Caring for the health
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Punctum (2017–), Ana María Gómez López
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