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On the occasion of the   Enfant Terrine   exhibition, Dennis tyfus invited 
Nico Dockx to interview him. This tried-and-tested method was quick-
ly discarded in favour of   an arrangement that both artists may live 
to regret: Dockx will send   Tyfus one question every day for   a year, to 
which the latter will   respond with a text and a relevant image from 
his archive.

20/07/2017 Question 9

A few days ago I found a very rare book: the Dadaist Raoul Haussmann’s 
anthropological and archaeological research about traditional peas-
ant houses on the island of Ibiza, written between 1933 and 1936.
Very interesting to see how one of the founders of Dada has spent a 
few years in retreat in Ibiza, investigating traditional architecture 
and related folklore elements like dancing, singing, cooking, cloth-
ing … You have also been working with architecture often … perhaps 
not always in a very direct way but for instance: your intervention 
with Vaast [Colson], breaking through a wall and thereby connecting 
two different galleries; or the artist-run spaces you have developed 
together with Vaast in Antwerp. And soon in the forthcoming exhibi-
tion at 1646 where you will construct and programme a bar as part of 
your installation there.
How important is architecture in and to your work? What kind inspires 
you? You already mentioned Assemble, so I am curious who are your ar-
chitect heroes?

My interest in architecture grew – in essence – out of the squatting 
movement/scene in the 90s in Antwerp and Ghent.
Around 1996, when I was still living with my parents in a small subur-
ban village called Hoevenen, I was very eager to leave and go live in 
Antwerp by myself and get together with like-minded souls.
In the summer of 1996, a huge, abandoned school building in the 
Meistraat was squatted and named Vogelvrijstad. Although we only re-
mained there for two months (the police shut it down, violently), it 
made a very big impact on the future of various cultural ‘scenes’ in 
Antwerp; people from very different backgrounds met each other there. 
Really, there were no alternative spaces in Antwerp where such forms 
of self-organisation could take place.
I mean, there was a group of punks – usually sitting at De Groenplaats 
[the main square] – some young and older artists, also some political 
activists like Peter Terryn, Bart Peeters etc.; and there were people 
that set up gigs in youth clubs such as Lintfabriek in Kontich and Sorm in 
Deurne. There was a label called Conspiracy Records, and Radio Centraal 
used to report on everything that was happening there.

For the first time, all these people worked together to transform this 
old school building into a sort of autonomous – and unique – centre for 
arts and music. Although I was there only once, it made a big impres-
sion on me: not only this diverse group of people creating something 
together, but also the idea of re-using an architectural space that 
lay abandoned for many years. This idea of finding a new purpose for an 
abandoned building is something that has became very important in my 
artistic practice later on. Directly after this squatting episode a lot 
of political action sprung up in Antwerp, coming from that same group of 
people. The most memorable (and fun) was Spaak & Tandrad, a bike guerril-
la group, whose aim was to rid the city centre of cars (something that 
has, by now, been almost entirely achieved) and introduce free public 
transport (something that is still far from happening).
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A few people that joined forces at Vogelvrijstad started 
squatting abandoned spaces by the riverside, close to De 
Schelde. My first studio was at the lower floor of a squat 
across Het Steen. In the summer of 1998, Scheld’apen opened; 
a wonderful event. Formerly a canteen for train drivers, it 
was surrounded by a huge garden and situated between some 
rails and De Schelde. It was perfectly hidden from any liv-
ing areas, yet still within the city ring. On the opening 
day, I painted a huge fresco on the walls that shortly af-
ter became the concert venue of this squat [it was the big-
gest drawing I had ever made till then]. I also started or-
ganising concerts there, and not so long after I moved into 
Villa Delfia – an all-girls squat on the other side of the riv-
er, near where the MAS is now. This squat had various art-
ist studios and was filled to the brim with creative people! 
Maskesmachine had their studio there as well – three, some-
time four or even five girls who came together to do per-
formances, write songs, make clothes, produce a radio show 
etc. It was a very nice period, though it got a little cold 
in there in the winter. It definitely shaped my awareness of 
the re-usage and transformation potential of existing struc-
tures and situations.

Another thing I think of a lot is ‘looking up’, though in a 
dense, small city such as Antwerp (and most other Belgian 
cities) one is bound to look ahead whilst walking or driv-
ing through all those narrow streets. However, when looking 
up a completely new world is awaiting you, rich with (often 
abandoned) architectural masterpieces.
Much like my love for skateboarding, this won’t let up. If I 
see an empty, ruined building, I often think of all its fu-
ture possibles, things that one can do with these places. 
Activating this architecture. A little over ten years after 
the opening of Scheld’apen, Vaast and I felt the need to share 
a space together, and so we came up with the idea of a shared 
studio where we could also organise public events, lectures, 
exhibitions and concerts. The strange, ‘nothing works here’ 
atmosphere of the mostly abandoned shopping centre next to 
Renaat Braem’s Oudaan police tower seemed ideal for us. But, 
as with most found spaces, this empty building also had some 
negative elements.
When the police finally found out what was happening there … 
that it wasn’t construction work, but hard-to-locate alter-
native music and sound … the fun was quickly over and so we 
had to leave to another space.

We started Stadslimiet in front of the small bus stop across 
the street from Het Steen – basically next to where the artist 
Gordon Matta-Clark made his infamous (and now demolished) 
work. Once again, it was a space without heating or hot wa-
ter, though very inspiring and in the summer pretty good for 
presenting work to a small group of people.
Somehow, I am always looking out for new, possible spaces to 
occupy; partly for pragmatic reasons and partly for the love 
of how they look (and could look) in the future. 

The bar I am making now for my show at 1646 is in a way the 
first step of a work-in-progress: a travelling ‘bar’. As the 
actual bar doesn’t exist yet – I mean, it is not declared a 
real bar yet – I have no idea where this work will lead to. 
Though the intention is that this bar will be part of a per-
manent sculpture which I will be making for a group show at 
the Middelheim Museum open-air sculpture park in Antwerp 
in 2018.
In my experience, you never know exactly how the work will 
turn out until it is actually there and being engaged with 
by different audiences. In this case, there will be drinks 
available but it will be impossible to dance on top of it; it 
won’t be strong enough for that…

Another way in which architecture slipped into my practice 
is by working together with FVWW – a collective of young ar-
chitects – who invited me to create an artwork for the façade 
of the Lessius University in Antwerp. It was a nice collab-
oration on many different levels. Aside from the commis-
sioned artworks, they also asked me if I wanted to design the 
sportswear for their football team. Every year, they take 
part in this Archi Gold Cup – a soccer contest between var-
ious architecture studios. I agreed to do their shirts and 
shorts if they changed their team name to UE164, and hence-
forth their team became an Ultra Eczema release as well. 
Those football games turned into mayhem evenings, as UE164 
was the only team there with supporter hooligans.
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Dennis Tyfus would like to thank Kris Delacourt for the mu-
sic, Ed Wood and Ercola for the woodwork, Nico Dockx for the 
interview and Clara Lissens for the flutes


