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“AmstedamRealtime” digital print (2002)

As part of the release of my book, Walking as Artistic Practice (pre-orders
now open for softcover shipping in April!), I’m going to be publishing some brief
interviews with the various artists, authors, researchers, creatives, collectives,
and platforms whose art practice, written material, or other works I cite and
mention.

My 25th interview in this series is with Esther Polak who explores
choreographies of daily life: walking, cycling, driving, flying, and wandering. In
their view, the drive to move creates a world or space rather than taking place
in an already existing one. Rooted in the Dutch realistic landscape depiction
history, they express personal experiences of moving and space.
Collaborations with participants often inform their projects, be it humans,
animals, or even the rays of the sun. PolakVanBekkum is/are supported by the
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Mondriaan Fund and Dutch Film Fund. Their work is part of private and public
collections and has been show at exhibitions and (film)festivals.

EM: First, thank you for chatting with me about your collaborative work,
AmsterdamREALTIME (2002, with Jeroen Kee and Waag Society). This
piece is mentioned in  Walking as Artistic Practice chapter nine,
“Connections to Drawing,” in the subsection on “Technology and
Mapping,” because this work involves GPS to create visualizations. How
would you describe this work for people who might not be familiar with
it?

EP: I think the first thing that is really important for this work is that it was made
in 2002, and that was really a year after the use of GPS technology was even
given free for civilian use. Because first it was only developed as a military tool,
and that change was the backdrop of this project. So the public, most people,
had no experience with GPS at all, let alone with being able to record their own
trajectories and see them. Of course, there was a long tradition of maps, but
they were always made at a totally different moment than the moment that the
walk or whatever move actually took place.

And the interesting thing about GPS was that you could move around in the
world, for example, walking and drawing your map or at least your trajectory, at
the same time. And that was what is very important for this work. I sometimes
compare it with the first photography – the first photographs made a total new
way of relating space to visual memory possible. And I think the emergence of
GPS technology also makes a total new relation to space and the concept of
memory possible. And that was what fascinated – fascinates me still – about
this project.

To describe it, the idea was to realize the possibility for Amsterdam citizens to
record their own movements in the city and to in real time visualize that in an
exhibition space. And that was really innovative at the time. So we invited the
project to last for six weeks, and we then were able to develop, I think 10
drawing devices. And that was really innovative because it combined the GPS
information with a method of connecting with exhibition space in real time. So
now we are very used to mobile phones that can both – that can directly show
your location through wifi or through your cell connection to another person and
even your trajectory. But back then there was something totally new.

So the audience entered that exhibition space and they saw a huge black
screen with little white lines emerging. And when they were moving, you were,
you knew that that was a person that was going about there at that very
moment. That’s also why it was called AmsterdamREALTIME. And Amsterdam
was a very nice city too, it was the city I was born in, so it was, it’s my city. It
was a very nice city to develop this project because it has such a very distinct
circular map. So it has a very interesting, almost like a fingerprint layout. So
that was really, for me, it was really groundbreaking.
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The City as Performative Object 2017 (Move-Act) filmstill

EM: What are your thoughts on walking as artistic practice beyond
AmsterdamREALTIME?

EP: AmsterdamREALTIME was really a sort of key work for me, and from it, I
developed a whole method of thinking about mobility in general. So for me, the
interesting thing about human walking is that humans not only walk – walking is
only one category of mobility that we employ. So we also, especially in
Amsterdam, many of the participants in AmsterdamREALTIME went by bike
because that is the most, especially 20 years ago, but still the most normal way
of going about in the city for the people who actually live there.

I started to be really interested because we had participants that were
pedestrians that that went by bike, and that then went by automobile, which is
very inconvenient in Amsterdam. I started to be really interested in these
different categories of mobility possibilities. And I called it Move Act.

I was also interested in Judith Butler, who developed a whole theory on the
categorization between genders, male and female. And I appropriated that to
mobility. And I developed a whole line of thinking about mobility patterns and
landscape depending on which me, which move, act category, move category
you find yourself in. And that’s interesting.

For example, now we’re in my little studio in the east of the Netherlands, and
that is at the border of one of our rivers, the isle. And because of lots of rain,
the water is really high. So I’m going to show you what I’m see from my
window. So instead of living alongside a river, it looks more like I live alongside
a lake, but as you can see, trees there are halfway in the water. So in other
seasons, I can go there and just walk in the flood lands, but now they are all
flooded, as flood lands, the name says. But now you can only enter them, for
example, with a little boat or canoe. And now I sometimes see people passing
in their canoes. I realize that depending on your means of transportation, you
are in a totally different landscape. So now the landscape actually totally
changed because of the water. But, if you go through the same landscape one
day, you go walking the next day, you go by bike, and another time you go by
car, it is a different landscape than it is even as if the landscape really totally
changes its identity.
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Um, so instead of thinking of landscape as a given that you as a mobile entity
decide to move through, I prefer to think of it as something that you produce by
moving. So, I think when you choose walking as an artistic practice, then you
decide for a specific means of transportation, and that will also determine the
kind of landscape that you produce on the goal. I think, I hope, I can imagine
that other artists who use that can feel, can recognize that, feel, that approach,
but I think that the different means of transportation really make me aware of
how productive it is to be mobile.

“Grazing Choreographies” 2019 drawing on paper

EM: Online biographies mention your interest in telling human stories.
Can you discuss how another of your projects, NomadicMILK, does this
with a focus on nomadic herdsmen in Nigeria?

EP: Your third question is about my interest in telling human stories, and the
project I did in Nigeria with nomadic herdsmen. And, I feel more inspired to tell
something about what was the start of that project. That was my fascination for
grazing. Grazing is a very, for me, super fascinating act, but that is not really a
human act, but more an act by animals because we humans, we don’t graze,
we herd animals that graze. So maybe the animals graze for us and that makes
us also a grazing species. I don’t know. But the grazing is super interesting
because in the Netherlands you have an enormous culture of cow breeding,
especially for milk protection. And I was very interested how that produces a
specific kind of landscape, both from the human and from the animal
perspective, I think.

The meadow as such can be seen like as an empty piece of paper where
nothing has happened yet. But as soon as the meadow is being grazed, it is
produced because if you leave a meadow without grazing in a couple of years
time, it will become, it’ll become a forest because little plants will grow there,
the more plants will grow there and nothing grazes it. And then in the end stage
of the ecosystem will be a forest. So the meadow is always a landscape that is
produced by grazing, and I was really interested in the mobility patterns that the
grazing would bring about.
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← Interview with Franko B

And in total, me and Eva, we are an artist couple, we did in total three different
projects on grazing. The first project was, a project where we followed one
dairy line from Latvia to the Netherlands. And that was more about the human
stories, about how people were interacting with this chain of milk and how all
participants in the milk chain describe their lives after a GPS recording we
made with them.

And then I started to be really interested in that on a more global scale, and
also on how milk production is globalized. And in Nigeria, for example, the milk
production is both, depending on the nomadic milk herdsmen, who herd their
cows in Nigeria, but also very much on international multinationals, and
especially one Dutch one. So we followed not only the nomadic herdsmen, but
also the people involved in the multinational milk production of powder milk in
Nigeria because that turned out to be two total different projects.

And the third project on grazing that we did was super much more basic and
simple, but also came with human stories. We decided to try to leave all
technology behind and use our experience with GPS to develop a new method
of drawing. So what we did was we were sitting next to a meadow and we
started to draw the grazing patterns of the cows that are in the meadow. So we
really took the time to observe them, to be a kind of a human GPS, be very
patient and attentive to the cows, how they move. And we made drawings out
of that. And we also wrote down our experiences during those observations.
And that resulted in a book that is called Grazing Choreographies.

And in the coming spring, that’s why I really like to tell you about it. The coming
spring, we are invited to an artist residency also here in the east of
Netherlands, not very far from here, 20 kilometers further up east to develop
these drawing methods further. And we are going to make the drawings now in
a bigger scale. Also I want to be more connected to the farmers that we work
with, so that also their perspective will be part of the project, which was not the
case in the book that we already published.

So for me, walking is a very, is always contextualized, is one of the many
possibilities of being in move-act. Also it is not limited to humans. I’m also super
interested in, for example, grazing animals for now, but I can also imagine that
that could be different animals or even machines. And especially my focus is on
how those mobility move-acts, how they produce landscape instead of taking
place in an already existing landscape.
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