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‘Nimble Spaces, Ways to Live Together’, held at Visual, Carlow on 1 
May, was a day-long conference of alternating talks, panels and work-
shops. The event brought together a wide range of practitioners to 
share different ways to think, design, build and inhabit our living spac-
es. The conference was a component of Nimble Spaces “an enabling 
design process” started in 2013 by independent curators Rosie Lynch 
and Hollie Kearns in Callan “that supports adults with a disability to 
work creatively with artists and architects through design collabora-
tions and workshops”.1

The urgency of re-thinking our approach to housing was vividly 
exposed in Rory Hearne’s opening talk ‘What role for housing in a Re-
public?’ A lecturer in political and economic geography at Maynooth 
University, Hearne presented some of his research and findings on the 
housing crisis in Ireland. He stated that one cause for the lack of afford-
able housing has been the steady privatisation of public houses since 
the 1980s. He addressed such issues as rising rents, the lack of tenancy 
rights and high vacancy rates, as well as the looming wave of repos-
sessions. He concluded that we needed to “move away from a housing 
system based on promoting finance-led owner occupation and specu-
lative investment and implement policies that provide genuinely af-
fordable, high quality, long term secure housing as a home”.2

The rest of the day was rich in suggestions about how to address 
these issues, with presentations from Germany, the UK, Lebanon, the 
US and Ireland. Three panels of architects, academics, developers, art-
ists, community workers and users presented an exciting variety of 
projects and research. The first panel, ‘Coming Together: Economies 
and Ecologies’, was focused on affordability and sustainability with an 
emphasis on co-operation. Dougal Sheridan, lecturer in architecture 
at the University of Ulster, presented the Building Groups (Baugruppe) 
in Berlin, which have emerged over the last decade and now represents 
10% of all new buildings. ‘Themed’ groups of Berliners come together 
over shared concerns (elderly people, families of children with dis-
abilities etc.) to form a co-operative and hire an architect and a builder 
to custom-design blocks of apartments. These are usually built to Pas-
sivhaus standards, with shared facilities and costs that average 25% 
less than the market. These Baugruppe have become major players in 
the city’s housing system in just a few years. This building together 
was inspired by the multiple communes and squats that developed in 
Berlin in the 1960s and 1970s, many of them led by artists.

Dermot Sellars and Trish Brennan gave examples of co-operative 
housing and regeneration projects in Ireland and Aaron Koffman pre-
sented the developer’s view of affordable and sustainable housing in 
the US. Imad Gemeyal, an architect from Beirut, stole the show in chal-
lenging the building obsession of his compatriots. He recounted how 

very early on in his career he had come to the paradoxical conclusion 
that building was not the answer. Taking into account the building 
proliferation in Lebanon – for various historical and psychological 
reasons – he opted for conversion and spatial flexibility. His architec-
tural firm proposes to convert existing structures, making them more 
energy efficient but also more adaptable through the re-purposing of 
furniture that can be moved and used to different ends. 

In the second panel, ‘Co-Production: Enabling Design’, the empha-
sis was on design and participation. Susanne Hoffman, an architect 
from Berlin, presented the work done by Die Baupiloten, an interdis-
ciplinary practice that specialises in housing developed through par-
ticipatory design strategies. Discussions and spatial games are used to 
engage the future inhabitants in designing their homes. Play was also 
at the heart of the work done by LiD Architecture with members of 
the Camphill Community, Callan for the Enabling Space Game. The 
games were designed to negotiate the different degrees of sharing / 
privacy that members enjoy in their daily activities, but also to imag-
ine different ways of living.3 Je Ahn, from Studio Weave in London, 
talked about their approach to design and some of the research con-
ducted on co-housing models. Ríonach Ní Néill, a choreographer from 
Galway whose practice focuses on collaboration with other art forms, 
discussed the ways in which creative movement and physical impro-
visation can help understanding architectural spaces in different ways 
and how they have been used to design buildings. She also presented 
the work she did in Callan with the Camphill Community.

The third panel, ‘Co-Housing / New Neighbourhoods’, looked into 
case studies of alternative communities and housing initiatives. Par-
ticularly moving was the presentation by Tim Woodward on the chal-
lenges faced by the Stuarts Community Trust in England to become 
more inclusive to all involved. Dublin City Architect Ali Grehan dis-
cussed the need to reconcile Irish people with urban living as a more 
sustainable way of life than suburbia and presented imaginative pos-
sibilities for apartment buildings. David Philip, a founding member 
of FEASTA (Foundation for the Economics of Sustainability and of 
Sustainable Projects Ireland, Ltd), presented the eco-village project in 
Cloughjordan (County Tipperary) where they introduce levels of flex-
ibility between private and shared use of commodities and spaces.

The part artists have played in social housing is somewhat am-
bivalent: they have initiated many alternative forms of living, from 
the Berlin communes to eco-villages and have been an inspiration for 
others. But they have also led the way in the gentrification of many ar-
eas with disastrous social consequences. In her talk The Housing Crisis 
and Art: Developing Solidarity or Producing Capital Assets? Andrea Phil-
lips, professor of Fine Arts in Goldsmith, focused on the political func-

tion of artists’ interventions in the housing system. Taking a couple of 
iconic projects as examples she questions the means and ends that the 
artists used. For example, the community bakery project in Anfield, 
set up by Jeanne Van Heeswijk for the Liverpool Biennial, raised ques-
tions on the suitability of biennials for community projects, due to 
their limited duration.

The early-afternoon workshops split the audience and the con-
tributors into small groups, which provided a welcome opportunity 
to discuss the ideas presented. 

It was encouraging to have Ann Phelan, TD for Wicklow and 
Minister of State for Rural Economic Development, participate in the 
workshops. It is to be hoped that some of what she heard on the day 
might make it into the government’s Construction 2020 plan, whose 
ambitions she took the opportuniy of presenting.

The event ended with a talk via Skype by Teddy Cruz from San 
Diego, titled Where is our collective imagination?. Working on the con-
flicted border between Tijuana and San Diego he pointed to the un-
precedented urban development that has taken place across the world 
in recent years and its asymmetrical shadow, the slums. Looking at the 
differences on either side of the border, Cruz also drew attention to the 
lack of public participation in city planning in both places. Presenting 
the different urban projects he has been working on, Cruz insisted on 
the need to renew our civic imagination in Europe just as much as in 
the US or Mexico. 

At the end of a day jam-packed with ideas and possibilities, two 
points stood out strongly for me: one was the need for more wide-
spread participation in housing and urban planning development, as 
it affects all of us and should not be left to professionals alone. The 
other was to prioritise conversion over building. In his presentation, 
Gemeyal showed two photographs to illustrate the changes that 100 
years had brought to Beirut. Dismissing the argument of growth popu-
lation as the catch-all explanation, he pointed out that central Beirut 
could be transformed into a park tomorrow without creating a single 
case of homelessness. The desire for houses had transformed “individ-
ual dreams into a collective nightmare”. 

There was a great mixed audience for the day and a relaxed atmo-
sphere, perhaps helped by the accompanying aural punctuations of a 
Camphill Community, Callan member that gave the day its rhythm 
– a lovely lunch by Luncheonette gave it its flavour. Audience and con-
tributors were invited to Callan on the following day for more focused 
discussions and workshops, giving them the chance to unpack some 
of the day’s propositions.

Michaële Cutaya is a writer and researcher on art living in Coun-
ty Galway. 

Notes
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2. The Housing crisis: some radical solutions for the coming Budget, Irish Examiner, 8 and 28 October 
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3. Documentation of the Enabling Space Game is available at on the Nimble Spaces website
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