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“We are conditioned over time to regard environmental forces such as dust, mud, gas, 
smoke, debris, weeds, and insects as inimical to architecture.”  
(David Gissen 2009, Subnature: Architecture’s Other Environments) 

 
 
Intruding light, descending dust, noise, … it changes the way we experience space and our 
surroundings. The layers that arise carry information and tell us more about time, space and context. 
Spaces are porous and because of this subjected to material flows and forms of human activity, where 
we find ourselves in a constant state of ‘proximity’, an active form of mutually-enforced contact.  
So why is it that we tend to obstruct these material flows and forms of human activity?  
In an attempt to control the unpredictable, aren’t we ignoring the possibilities it might have in regards 
to site-specific art?  
 
Today matter is changing our environment rapidly, infecting our ways off living. We therefor need 
more multispecies stories, practices and new narratives of becoming with instead of becoming one.  
If we approach space and the art-studio as a ‘living’ room, we can no longer ignore the presence of 
‘another’ such as smell, noise, intruding light, unwanted matter and other forms of ‘subnature’1.  
In 2017 blue dogs appeared in the suburbs of Mumbai where discharged untreated color pigments 
colorized the hides of the local street dogs. While these dirty and unwanted dogs are normally being 
ignored, a shift occurred, leading to a global commotion.  
In science, art- and design-studies we see a growing conscience for the vulnerability of our 
surroundings and environment. Within material-based science, researchers are looking for new ways 
to deal with waste and are creating materials that are less harmful. In her book Vibrant Matter (2010) 
Jane Bennet focusses on the active potentials of the objects and materials we surround us with. Also 
waste and dirt can be an agent that transforms and influences us and our environment. Using these 
theoretical developments and applying them on the concept of pollution can result into new insights 
about how we percept dirt and purity, how these perceptions can shift from one to another. The 
ignorance for the potential of pollution as a concept have created a problematic situation where we still 
can’t deal with something that is inseparably with our being. Instead we continue to focus only on the 
negative and disruptive aspects of pollution and dirt. We’re not enough aware of how it’s related to 
socio-political, cultural, religious and psychological contexts. If we can counter this situation 
embracing the transformative possibilities of pollution as a concept and the richness of dirty matter, 
we open up new perspectives on how we can relate towards others, our surroundings and ourselves.  
In her book Purity and Danger, an analysis of concepts of pollution and taboo (1966) the 
anthropologist Mary Douglas describes ‘dirt’ as ‘every matter out of place or order’. This definition is 
the epitome of her study on ‘dirt’ in relation to different contexts and cultures. Her book became one 
of the keystones in research on the concept of pollution. By explaining ‘pollution’ through various 
rituals, religions, lifestyles, … Douglas shows the complexity of dirt, which is defined by the 
dictionary as only a substance, such as mud or dust, that soils someone of something.  
I note that pollution is in fact more than only an unwanted matter. It is remarkable that most studies 
about pollution are mainly focusing on the material aspects and the reactions they cause, such as; 

 
1 David David Gissen. 2009. Subnature: Architecture’s Other Environments. New York: Princenton 
Architectural Press  
 



disruption, infection, stains, chaos ... We use these tangible characteristics in our language to describe 
certain people, places, situations, cultures, sexual preferences, …. and we do this deliberately to 
amplify the negative. In English you say for example ‘do someone dirt’ to harm someone’s reputation. 
In this way pollution is not only linked to ecology but also to socio-political, religious, and cultural 
dimensions, it’s in fact a complex and multi-layered socio-cultural and political concept.  
 
Within art dirt is used not only as an aesthetic tool but also as a way to question our environment, the 
other and our behavior. Artists such as the Surrealists or the Arte Povera have worked with dirt for its 
liberating aspects. Working with the concept of pollution is to be open for coincidence, the 
unpredictable, the dark side and freedom of the formless. Carolyn F. Strauss talks about a ‘slow’ 
matter in relation to the work ‘ethics of dust’ by the architect and theorist Jorge Otero-Pailos. With his 
artworks Otero-Pailos wants to encourage to reflect on “one of humanity’s most neglected, and also 
abundant, cultural products: pollution”. By covering the walls of buildings with latex, such as the old 
industrial gold mine Old Mint in San Francisco, he creates a cast with the dust and dirt that slowly 
covered these walls over the centuries. In this way he’s able to make the past again present.  
He uses the different layers of matter to visualize the historical layers of the environment.  
In his work the gathered material is still experienced by the viewer as gathered dust. Which is different 
from the work ‘En El Aire’ 2006 by Teresa Margolles, where the dirty waste is transformed into a 
highly aesthetic tool and people don’t longer experience it as something disruptive but as something 
seductive and even playful. In the work she makes use of the water from Mexican funeraria to make 
soap bells floating in the air. With her work she wants to address the Mexican drug and migration 
conflicts. This shift in the viewers perception in relation to the installation and the material, shows the 
vitality of the matter and the concept of pollution as a transformative tool. While current research is 
being done on the agency of matter and things, there’re no studies that focus on the qualities of ‘sub-
nature’ within the creating of site-specific or ‘site-conditional art’, and especially the effect of 
pollution on our spatial experience.   
My preliminary research project Reconnaissance (see attached image), at the KADOC Ku-Leuven 
archive and research center, enabled me to determine three dimensions which are important in the 
research on the concept of pollution and its relation to the shift in our spatial experience, being; matter, 
space and context. These three dimensions influence the way we conceive and experience pollution 
and therefor also the way we can make use of it.  
During a three month stay within the chapel of KADOC, while restauration works where going on, I 
became aware of how light would intrude the building. My stay allowed me to notice that the main 
entrance hall could be used as a camera obscura. Light that entered through the keyhole left a stain, 
containing a moving image of the outside. After my historical research on the site I decided to enlarge 
one of the images I obtained and present them on nine translucent textile panels. Visitors could enter 
the installation, become with the image. Its translucency allowed to artwork and architecture to 
constantly change and intensify each other.  

 
Bibliography 
 
David Gissen. 2009. Subnature: Architecture’s Other Environments. New York: Princenton 
Architectural Press  
Robert Erwin. 2011. Notes Toward A Conditional Art. Los Angeles: Getty Publications.  
Marry Douglas. 1966. Purity And Danger, An Analysis Of Concepts Of Pollution And Taboo. 
Abingdon: Routledge  
Jane Bennett. 2010.Vibrant Matter, A Political Ecology Of Things. Durham: Duke University Press 
Carolyn F. Strauss. Slow Ground: A Review of Jorge Otero-Pailos “ Ethics of Dust. 2016. Offramp 
11: Ground. <https://offramp.sciarc.edu/articles/slow-ground-a-review-of-jorge-otero-pailos-ethics-of-
dust> 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Design Driven Research 
 
As Blue Dogs Are Passing By considers the concept of pollution as an important medium to question 
our perceptions in relation to matter, space and context. In the methodology of this qualitive research I 
incorporate an ethnographic approach, which allows me to position myself within a space unravelling 
all its forms of human activity and material flows.  

I make use of several techniques such as participant observation, close reading of literature, historical 
analysis, conceptual mapping and most important residencies. The use of multiple methods has the 
intention to enable cross-verification with the goal to redefine what we call pollution and may contain 
multiple types of data obtained through these residencies and the close reading on the context.  

In order to find and understand the changing perception and explore the different dimensions of 
pollution, instead of just opposing it to purity, I’ll have to engage in practice-oriented research. My 
hypothesis is that we can only understand it if we study it in relation to various contexts. I’ll therefore 
be working with and within different locations and relevant contexts in the form of residencies. The 
project Reconnaissance (see attached image) is the result of such a residency.  
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