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Pot and Other Coercive Spaces:




Itis interesting to contemplate a tangled bank,
clothed with many plants of many kinds,
with birds singing on the bushes,

with various insects flitting about, and with
worms crawling through the

damp earth, and to reflect that these elabo-
rately constructed forms, so

different from each other, and dependent
upon each other in so complex a

manner, have all been produced by laws
acting around us.

L.l

There is grandeur in this view of life, with
its several powers,

having been originally breathed by the Cre-
ator into a few forms or into one;

and that, whilst this planet has gone circling
on according to the fixed law of

gravity, from so simple a beginning endless
forms most beautiful and most

wonderful have been, and are being evolved.

Charles Darwin, On the Origins of Species

Cascina Bollate is complex, rhizomatic, dynamic,
stubborn, and alive, like the different species that
inhabit it. The work that is cultivated here allows
different seeds to be planted, inside and outside
the architecture that surrounds it. Grafts of pos-
sible fates. What is often considered by common
sense as “an interruption,” a deviation, especially in
a moral as well as an etymological sense, here can
be thought and acted upon anew, like a scion. Dis-
continuity, an inherent characteristic of lives and
works, should be thought of in terms of propaga-
tion and reproduction, just as it is done in botany.
Paradoxically, this becomes possible within a place
whose governing legal principle is, on the contrary,
disappropriation.

Labor is the tendril on which this thought is
made to climb, which takes the form, from the
outset, of a practice more akin to agrarian than
theoretic. It is no coincidence that with Cooper-
ative President Susanna Magistretti - the mind,
and hand that allowed this reality to exist - we are
naturally rooted in this metaphor of grafting, fol-
lowing the paths beaten by work understood in its
factuality, according to, first its economic value,
then, social and cultural. At first, Bollate housed
some vegetable gardens and cyclamen greenhous-
es, in which inmates worked for free, and whose
“produce” were later thrown away, as they could
not be consumed by the workers themselves. In
the eyes of Susanna, who entered the greenhouses
after being tasked with somehow “exporting” the
experience of the garden project from the French
Houses of Reclusion to the Italian ones, waste
was blindly reproduced on several levels: waste
of natural resources, of space and time, of labor,
and, above all, waste of lives, of the workers and
of the plant species, both forced into an agonizing

vicious circle whose end product was embodied by
waste itself. How to succeed in effectively trans-
forming the dissipation of the Bollate greenhouses
into today’s self-sustained and productive reality?
By propagating the beginnings of an economical-
ly, socially, and culturally sustainable project that
could evolve, as opposed to the previous one, in the
direction of productivity. Variation of the housed
species (“Infinite possible varieties” is the mother
criterion for the structuring of these greenhouses,
which during our visit echoes from several angles,
becoming for me a kind of motto for the entire Cas-
cina), coherent organization and design of spaces
and work, the establishment of a salary and sales to
the public. As well as, the consequent decrease in
personnel, chosen according to criteria adherent to
the nursery profession itself, rather than dictated
by the theory of administration. The profession is
learned, it knows no geographical, cultural, or lin-
guistic limits, but work ethics must be a prerequi-
site for the homeostasis of the Cascina.

Livelihood is the common denominator in
these places. Every living thing is engaged in its
own sustenance and, in doing so, finds itself shar-
ing its strategies with the Other; here, much more
than in the Sartrian essays, it is alien par excellence
and, precisely as such, if we take Publius Terentius
Aphro’s maxim to be true, it becomes similar: “We
live on a planet shaped by plants, a planet made
possible and livable by these plants themselves,”
the writings of contemporary philosophers echo in
the words of Prof. Fabio Colombini. Guided by the
research produced by natural sciences, several no-
table intellectuals (even outside the academic belts)
elaborate fascinating models of thought based on
the principle that: the being is in that atmospheric, in
a double sense of being immersed in an atmosphere
that allows life since it is oxygenated, and, conse-
quently, of being bodies, therefore, environments. It
could be said that “the plant model” constitutes, to-
day, a real trend in humanity studies, as well as in
design and architecture. “What these people often
do not understand, however, as in the case of some
green architects, is experience; they have never
had practical experiences of botanical and agri-
cultural work,” Fabio reproaches. Plants only open
up to those who experience them. The celebrated
philosophical openness that is fundamentally the
dialogue with the complete Other, as well as the
consequent possibility of cultivating that “work of
care” of which many speak, lies in practicing the
dialogical exercise according to totally different
principles, rules, methodologies, techniques, and
languages, human and non-human, but never,
however, “too human.” “You have to know how to
listen to them,” plants, like their “Animalia” coun-
terparts, do not need the human to survive, which,
not coincidentally, is an evolutionary consequence
of plants. The human-animal would not exist were
it not for the presence and earlier development of
the Plantae, Archea, and Bacteria kingdoms. Plants
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constitute the fruit of millions of years of evolution,
in which they have been able to refine and differen-
tiate survival strategies to the best of their ability, in
an extraordinarily effective and enduring manner,
resisting, with infinite intelligence and stubborn-
ness, the encroachments, the Earth and the rest of
the living, human animals in primis. The garden-
er’s hand is not a hand that orders and commands,
on the contrary, as an expert dancer, it is a hand
that accompanies and follows, always one step be-
hind the needs of the plant.

Co-existence, here more than elsewhere, is cru-
cial. “Sometimes, I think of the potted plants as a
reflection of the lives of the inmates and prison-
ers,” Erica, a volunteer, confesses to me. For a mo-
ment, behind the dense arrays of potted geraniums
(Pelargonium fragrans), as if in a hallucination, I
catch a glimpse of the curious faces of some in-
mates leaning out the windows; here both species
find themselves surviving in a space determined
and coartented by humans. “True, but there is a
subtle, very important, difference,” Fabio retorts,
“we are used to thinking of plants and vegetables
under the sign of immobility, yet anyone who has
known them and studied them a little knows that
plants are anything but immobile; they are, indeed,
alive. Their life extends in directions, spaces and
according to movements that are simply different
from those of humans, which makes it more dif-
ficult for us to observe and understand them”; a
remnant of a certain Aristotelian division of the
living, from which we derive the very word “ani-
mal” as capable-of-movement, even though it was
Aristotle himself who postulated, at the basis of
the living, a “plant soul” as the common foundation
of its entire development. From Aristotle through
to Darwin and Sacks, the study of plant movement
represents one of the quests that has most fasci-
nated generations of scholars. Spores, roots, leaves,
flowers and fruits, everything moves, duplicates,
emerges, dries up, changes shape, color, direction,
height, mass, quantity: plants are the reigns of dif-
ferentiation. It was plants, especially the Orchid
family (Orchidaceae) that was the primary inspi-
ration behind the young Darwin’s intuition of an
evolutionary theory of animal life. Interestingly,
the same movement of plants, as well as animals,
is also at the origin of Etienne-Jules Marey’s early
photographic studies of movement and, later, the
celebrated artistic experiments of Eadweard Muy-
bridge and Marcel Duchamp.

The cure lies in the difference. “It’s difficult,
you have to have patience, a lot of patience, this
one (pointing to a Rosa “Ballerina” shrub, a hybrid
of Rosa Moschata) is completely different from
this one (pointing to a cherry tree, Prunus Avi-
um), you have to learn to understand them one by
one,” Bernie, a freelance worker and ex-convict
who has been working here for six years, explains
to me, while his colleague Cristiano, our Virgilian
guide to these labyrinths, nods and smiles. Only

through practical and experimental understanding
is it possible to care for so many, disparate living
beings, who, moreover, have made a difference in
their very condition of existence. Fabio and Hafidi,
side by side, work in the “Warm Greenhouse” (the
nursery’s “headquarters”), on Geranium cuttings.
We resemble intruders in an alchemical laborato-
ry. Knowledge about propagation is passed on with
care and attention: where to cut them, how to plant
them, what a cutting is. After all, the Geraniums,
like some of the workers, find themselves living on
a different continent from the one they were born
on. “In addition to exportation in the hands of man,
we forget that plants travel through spores, seeds,

in the bodies of birds, often, under our shoes, un-
til they find a new place to take root,” listening to
Susanna’s words my mind tangles giant migratory
maps: migration is a constitutive fact of all living
things. We talk about “Bicol Express” (Sinilihan),
a typical dish from a region around Bicol, Phil-
ippines and the use of Lemongrass or Citronella
(Cymbopogon) in cooking, Bernie's favorite plant,
also “for its beautiful flowers.” Of our shared love
for mint tea ogole Jils, (which Andrea D’Ascola,
the young nurseryman who is learning to hold the

Words by Arianna Jakubowski / Photography by Maurizio Annese



reins of the project) practices serving, “oxygenat-
ing” it from above, under the amused eye of Hafidi,
with whom for hours we exchange memories and
anecdotes about the beauty of her Land, Morocco,
a country where Hibiscus (Hibiscus rosa-sinensis),
my favorite flower, grows superbly lush.

It is hard and long work, far from the romantic
atmospheres of garden narratives. It requires great
attention and patience, one alternates moments of
surgical precision, intuition, and sensitivity, with
moments of great bodily fatigue, all the natural
sciences are mixed in. Yet, as when I watched my
grandmother in the garden, the body of the one
working with the vegetable plunges into another
dimension, totally absorbed in the same activity,
which is why, perhaps, this exercise was chosen
as naturally adhering to the practice of Zen. It re-
stores, to those who perform it, a wider and more
complete worldview (Weltanschauung), since it is
situated beyond the human, in its mortal horizon:

How to prune a Geranium

01. Prune, with an oblique cut, the Geranium sprig
two nodes below

02. Snip off the tips of the upper leaves and discard
the lower leaves

03. Plant the cutting in a pot with a depth propor-
tionate to its height.

Andrea’s Cascina Tea Recipe
Herb Luisa leaves

Mint leaves

Green Tea

the threshold from which life becomes possible as
part of an infinite, intricate web of lives. Cascina
Bollate’s project can itself be defined as a margot,
an offshoot of reality, within an architecture whose
purpose is inherent in the separation of bodies from
the larger social body from which they come, with-
out which they could not be. The same techniques
that the human-animal, a skilled imitator, has de-
veloped over time to model the plant world are, in
fact, borrowed from the same: “Grafting is a plant
technique, the human being has not invented any-
thing new,” Fabio clarifies. I note in my notebook:
grafting is a strategy common to all living things.

At Cascina Bollate we make grafts, grafts of
beautiful plant lives, and grafts of precious hu-
man lives. Through this intra- and inter-species
relationship, one may be able to regain the fun-
damental strategies of survival, orienting oneself
in the common ground and, with fresh endings,
rooting again.

Bernie’s Bicol Express Recipe
Ingredients

670 gr pork belly sliced into strips
2 cups coconut milk

2 cups coconut cream

1/2 cup shrimp paste “Bagoong alamang”
4 cloves garlic crushed

6 pieces chili pepper chopped

1 thumb ginger minced

1 piece onion chopped

1 pieces Serrano pepper sliced

Chop the onion, garlic, chilies and ginger into small
pieces. Remember, the dish is famous worldwide
for being extremely spicy, so don’t be stingy with
the chilies! Fillet the pork into coarse cubes. Sauté
it, add the coconut milk, and then bring it to a sim-
mer. While cooking, adjust the consistency with
coconut cream and, if necessary, water. The orig-
inal recipe adds Bagoong alamang, a paste made
from shrimp and spices, and the green chile variety
“Serrano.” As an alternative to pork, you can use
chicken meat, or shrimp.

The Survival Guide to Living in a Pot and Other Coercive Spaces: The Cascina Bollate Project

56

Words by Arianna Jakubowski / Photography by Maurizio Annese

57



