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U T O P I A [ just around the corner?] version I, II, III . . 

'Today, in a world full of conflicts and shocks, art bears witness to the most precious part of what 
makes us human. Art is the ultimate ground for reflection, individual expression, freedom, and for  
fundamental questions. Art is the favourite realm for dreams and utopias, a catalyst for human  
connections that roots us both to nature and the cosmos, that elevates us to a spiritual dimension.  
Art is the last bastion, a garden to cultivate above and beyond trends and personal interests. It stands 
as an unequivocal alternative to individualism and indifference. It builds us up and edifies us. At a time 
of global disorder, art embraces life, even if doubt ensues inevitably. The role, the voice and the  
responsibility of the artist are more crucial than ever before within the framework of contemporary  
debates. It is in and through these individual initiatives that the world of tomorrow  takes shape, which 
though surely uncertain, is often best intuited by artists than others'. 
 
[Christine Macel, director Biennale Arte, Venice 2017]. 
 
The making of an 'Utopia Book': [version I, 2016] an urban ritual, a gesture, a silent drift for walkers. 

Above: the 'Utopia Book' [Version I] a travelling nomadic book: a first presentation by Annemie 
Mestdagh and a first walk in the city of Braga in Portugal, december 2016. Art work by Stefaan van 
Biesen. Transparent textile cover by Annemie Mestdagh. 
 
'I got tired of hearing some people complain, over and over again, about the ugliness of some  
neighborhoods in their own city or village, but without wanting to do anything about it themselves.  
Because you can change the energy of a place with very small gestures and cheap things. That is why I 
started a new initiative with befriended artists and inhabitants: reading a space specific letter in a  
neglected place and leaving an in situ artwork behind. Kind of a love gesture for a place that is not 
looked after. The Utopia book emerged from that. A book that travels and that its owner can show in 
places that, due to their social, societal, aesthetic dysfunction, show a sign of commitment and  
compassion.' 
 
Stefaan van Biesen 
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Maquette ontwerp muurintegratie  

Braga 2016:  
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Maquette ontwerp muurintegratie  

P L A C E S / L O C A T I O N S : 
 
Several versions of the Utopia Book are travelling and have been shown (or worked with) in:  
01. Utopia, just around the corner [the Milena principle, Braga Portugal 2016], 02. Urban Emptiness 
Network [NeMe Art Center, Limmasol Cyprus 2017], 03. Utopia, just around the corner [Lefkosia Dance 
House, Nicosia Cyprus 2017], 04. Utopia, just around the corner [Parsons School for Design, New York 
USA 2017], 05. Urban Emptiness Network [Académie Royale de Beaux Arts, Brussels Belgium 2017], 
06. Independent Art Fair [Platform Projects, Athens Greece 2018], 07. Library of Walks/Libraries as 
Gardens [TAF: The Art Fondation, Athens Greece 2018], 08. S.T.E.P. (Saunter, Trek, Escort, Parade) 
[Queens Museum, Flushing Meadows Park, New York USA 2018], 09. Brasilia Brazil 2018, 10. Analogio 
Festival Athens 2018, 11. LISTEN Festival, a summer of sound art, Frome (UK) 2019, 12. Library of 
Walks / Utopia [Academy of Fine Arts] Ypres Belgium 21.03.2019, 13. [END: Empirical Nonsense Daily] 
Jimi Dams Envoy Enterprises . NYC USA. 
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Limassol & Nicosia 2017 : 
 
U T O P I A [just around the corner] [ 2 0 1 7 ] . 
 
A walking performance [the Milena principle] Nicosia Cyprus. Walks in Limassol and Nicosia  
with Stefaan van Biesen, Annemie Mestdagh, Vermeire Geert and Marielys Lely Burgos. 

[Utopia and walking] : a book and a place, about the word Utopia as a gesture, how books open,  
walking as being together and transformation of a space, being the place, about flow, exchange, drift 
as a method of letting people and the environment come to you. About playing the city, about change 
of perspective, about inner knowledge, words and nature, words as giving attention and carrying 
around the word Utopia, as a gift. 

U T O P I A. A book of longing. During the Urban Emptiness Network exhibition at NeMe Limassol  
Cyprus. Following on walks and interventions in Limassol and Nicosia February 2017.  
 
Curated by Geert Vermeire.  
Book by Annemie Mestdagh & Stefaan van Biesen.  
Project started as a pilot in Braga Portugal December 2016.  
Photo's (of the walks and interventions by Stefaan van Biesen and Annemie Mestdagh) : Marielys Lely 
Mendelez (Porto Rico) walking with us in the devided and occupied city of Nicosia. 
 
[U T O P I A, just around the corner?] 
A score for walkers. Exhibition Urban Emptiness Network. Neme Art Centre,Limassol Cyprus February 
2017. 
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Maquette ontwerp muurintegratie  

Installation in the NEME Art Centre. Another version of an Utopia book with the registrations of a walk 
in Braga december 2016. A seminar at the University of Limassol about media, silence, walking/
movement in urban space in relation to Urban Emptiness. Geert Vermeire moderating a conversation/
presentation. A talk about your experiences within Urban Emptiness 2016 and possible future  
approaches. 
 
The Utopia Book. Helene Black (NeMe) in Limassol, Cyprus, reading a book of longing during the Urban 
Emptiness Network exhibition at NeMe. Following on walks and interventions in Limassol and Nicosia 
February 2017. Curated by Geert Vermeire. Book and walks by Annemie Mestdagh, Stefaan van Biesen 
and Geert Vermeire. Video and camera by Stefaan van Biesen/the Milena principle. 

New York 2017:  

U T O P I A  B O O K [version III] a silent drift for three walkers or more. New York 01.11.2017. 
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This walk, some days ago in Manhattan, as a tender and slow gesture towards the city, suddenly 
moves into another perspective after the terrorist attack some hours ago in the same place that was 
walked. Sharing the images as a balm for a city where today pedestrians and bikers were savagely  
attacked. 
 
With Freddie Dessau, Jose Ernesto Rivera Perez and John Gorgone, inhabitants of New York and  
students of the Studio Walking as a Practice at Parsons New York (lead by Lydia Matthews).  
 
A parallel / simultaneous action with Utopia Walk Brussels, with students of the Walking as a Research 
Lab at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts with Stefaan van Biesen, Annemie Mestdagh, Lydia Bollen and 
Alice Finichiu, as part of the Urban Emptiness Network. 
 
A silent group walk, moving in a flow through New York City, departing from Gracie Mansion, with no 
other intention then to get lost, with a book, inspired by Thomas More's, but containing only one word, 
"Utopia". 
 
It is a book that resembles a walk, it is not linear, it opens from different angles, it has pages folded in 
pages, you can open and browse it in different directions, not a book to be read, but a book to be 
shared spontaneously between the participating walkers, to be carried around in silence and to be 
opened on places that come towards them, as an inviting to open and read the place, the walkers and 
the moment in which they stand. 

U T O P I A [just around the corner] [ 2 0 1 7 ] . 
 
A silent walking performance by the Milena principle (Belgium) with Geert Vermeire (performance  
artist), conceived on the Utopia book by Stefaan van Biesen (visual artist), and together forming an 
artistic walking duo since 2001 developing in a collaborative practice. As a duo of walkers they invite 
guests artists and the public to perform with them in a continuous series of walking performances in 
contemporary cities around the world. Photographs: Freddie Dessau, Jose Ernesto Rivera Perez, Geert 
Vermeire, John Gorgone. 

Brussels 2017: 

'U T O P I A (just around the corner). A silent group walk, moving in a flow through Nicosia, Brussels, 
NY City, with no other intention then to get lost, with a book, inspired by Thomas More's, but  
containing only one word, "Utopia".  
 
It is a book that resembles a walk, it is not linear, it opens from different angles, it has pages folded in 
pages, you can open and browse it in different directions, not a book to be read, but a book to be 
shared spontaneously between the participating walkers, to be carried around in silence and to be 
opened on places that come towards them, as an inviting to open and read the place, the walkers and 
the moment in which they stand. 
 
A walking performance with a group of people [the Milena principle] Brussels Belgium.  
An exciting start of the Walking Lab Brussels as part of the Academy of Fine Arts in Brussels, initiated 
by Vermeire Geert in collaboration with Lydia Bollen (ARBA - Architecture School University of Mons), 
Alice Finichiu (ARBA - Urban Design / ULB University of Brussels) and Enzo Pezzella (artistic director 
ISAC - Higher Institute of Arts and Choreography) together with the Urban Emptiness Network. 
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[Slow walking / silent walking] Utopia Book [version II] a mindset for students of the Royal Academy of 
Fine Arts in Brussels 2017. 

Invited artists/researchers Stefaan van Biesen, Adonis Volanakis, Lydia Matthews, Marielys Lely Burgos, 
Stella Mygdali, Christos Kakalis. 
 
From October till end of December: seminars, walks, talks, workshops, simultaneous with other  
Walking Labs in New York and Athens (Parsons - Fine Arts and Odeon - Conservatoire Athens),  
a creation lab and joint exhibition with CSCA Lab / European University Nicosia and Dance House  
Nicosia, Cyprus, with Sophie Gee and Arianna Economou. 

Invited artists/researchers: Stefaan van Biesen, Adonis Volanakis, Lydia Matthews, Marielys Lely Burgos, Stella 
Mygdali, Christos Kakalis. 
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Athens 2018: 

U T O P I A  B O O K [version IV] Platform Projects [Independent Art Fair] Athens 2018. 

Presentation of the Utopia Book at Platform Projects [the Independed Art Fair] School of Fine Arts  
Athens 2018. Booth 29 the Milena principle. Curated by Artemis Potamianou (Moma NY & Tate  
London). 
 
From October till end of December 2017: seminars, walks, talks, workshops, simultaneous with other 
Walking Labs in New York and Athens (Parsons - Fine Arts and Odeon - Conservatoire Athens), a crea-
tion lab and joint exhibition with CSCA Lab / European University Nicosia and Dance House Nicosia, Cy-
prus, with Sophie Gee and Arianna Economou. 
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Library of Walks/Libraries as Gardens, TAF: The Art Foundation, Athens. 
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S.T.E.P. [Saunter, Trek, Escort, Parade] New York 
[Queens Museum, Flushing Meadows Park, New York USA 2018], 
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Brasilia 2019: 
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London [Listen] 2019 : 

LISTEN: Utopia, a drift for dancers and silent walkers. A silent walking and movement performance  
directed by Geert Vermeire conceived on the “Utopia” book by Stefaan van Biesen. Dancers: Soo 
Wright, Karen Burnett and Jackie Adkins 
 
Dancers move around – in silence- through the city, with no other intention then to get lost, with a 
book, inspired by Thomas More’s Utopia, but containing in this version only one word and in a format 
that challenges the very idea of a book. 
 
It is a book that resembles a walk – a movement, it is not linear, it opens from different angles, it has 
pages folded in pages, you can open and browse through it in different directions, actually it is not a 
book to be read, it is a book to be shared spontaneously between the silent dancers/walkers, carried 
around and to be opened on places that come towards the performers/walkers, symbolically opening 
the places, inviting to read the place, the walker and the moment in which they stand.  
 
The public is invited to join in with the dancers. 
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2 Bridge Street, Frome a drift for dancers and silent walkers – with Geert Vermeire.  
A silent walk at the LISTEN, A Season of Sound Art, Frome (UK). 

 
Dancers move around – in silence- through the city, with no other intention then to get lost, with a 
book, inspired by Thomas More’s Utopia, but containing in this version only one word and in a format 
that challenges the very idea of a book. 
 
As a duo of walkers, they invite guest artists and the public to perform with them in a continuous series 
of walking performances in contemporary cities around the world.  
 
Interview video. Utopia is a performative silent walk, adapted to each place and shaped by the  
participating dancers/walkers, and organized since 2016 in Braga (Portugal), Nicosia (Cyprus) 2017, 
Brussels (Belgium) 2017, Brasilia (Brazil) 2018, New York (USA) 2017/2018, Athens (Greece) 2018, 
Queens 2018 (New York USA), Ypres (Belgium) 2019. 
 
The walk goes along with an Utopia soundscape, called ‘Hythlodaeus 2015’ composed out of the poem 
‘Unfolding the City’ by Geert Vermeire and ‘Siren’ by Stefaan van Biesen.  
Voice and composition by Stefaan van Biesen. Field recordings by Geert Vermeire and Stefaan van 
Biesen.  
 
The name of the sound piece is inspired by the explorer of Utopia, originated during field recordings of 
walks of the artists in Venice and in Antwerp where Thomas More wrote his book.  
This digital material was composed to a soundscape for the Utopia sound project for Cities and 
Memory. 

Photos by Mel Day. 
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Ypres Belgium 2019: 

Menin Gate and the city of Ypres Belgium > 21.03.2019. 

A silent walk with the students of the Academy of Fine Arts Ypres.  The Menin Gate is the most famous 
Commonwealth war memorial in Flanders and perhaps the world.  
 
Tens of thousands of soldiers passed through here on their way to the front, many of them never to 
return. Opened in 1927, the memorial bears the names of 54.896 soldiers who were reported missing 
in the Ypres Salient between the outbreak of war and 15 August 1917. 
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'Utopia (just around the corner). A silent group walk, moving in a flow through a city like Ypres with no 
other intention then to get lost, with a book, inspired by Thomas More's, but containing only one word, 
"Utopia".  
It is a book that resembles a walk, it is not linear, it opens from different angles, it has pages folded in 
pages, you can open and browse it in different directions, not a book to be read, but a book to be 
shared spontaneously between the participating walkers, to be carried around in silence and to be 
opened on places that come towards them, as an inviting to open and read the place, the walkers and 
the moment in which they stand. 

Helena Pinket [Art Historican Academy of Fine Arts Ypres Belgium]. 

Lecture Stefaan Van Biesen 21.03.2019. Large studio in the Academy. 

New York [END: Empirical Nonsense Daily] 2020: 

Jimi Dams Envoy Enterprises . NYC USA ⋈ 05.10.2020. 
 
'I got tired of hearing some people complain, over and over again, about the ugliness of some  
neighborhoods in their own city or village, but without wanting to do anything about it themselves.  
Because you can change the energy of a place with very small gestures and cheap things. That is why I 
started a new initiative with befriended artists and inhabitants: reading a space specific letter in a  
neglected place and leaving an in situ artwork behind. Kind of a love gesture for a place that is not 
looked after. The Utopia book emerged from that. A book that travels and that its owner can show in 
places that, due to their social, societal, aesthetic dysfunction, show a sign of commitment and  
compassion.' 
 
Stefaan van Biesen 

With the constant barrage of daily news reports, 
foreshadowing the possibility of the END of days, 
Empirical Nonsense will attempt to bring some  
inspiration and hope with “END”. 
 
“Empirical Nonsense Daily”, is a project that  
provides daily servings of art for 365 consecutive 
days.  
 
As of August 1st 2020, END will bring a broad view 
of the arts, including disciplines such as writing, 
poetry, film making, performing, acting and music.  
 
Each day is dedicated to a different artist.  
The project comes to an end on July 31st 2021 
and will be followed, a month later, by a book  
documenting the 365 days of END. 
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We already have some great people participating. Established artists and non-established artists such 
as Tom Kalin (film director of "Savage Grace"), Penny Arcade (performance artist), Chuck Nanney 
(visual artist), Raymond Pinto (dancer/performer), Dan Cameron (curator), Ann Magnuson (film maker 
and performer), Bruce LaBruce (film maker and visual artist), Gary Indiana (writer and visual artist), 
Dennis Cooper (writer), Amanda Lear (legend), Dirk Ivens (Musician from bands like The Klinik,  
Absolute Body Control and Dive), Richard Kern (photographer, film maker), Grant Worth (visual artist, 
film maker) and many more. 
 
https://empiricalnonsense.today 
Jimi Dams envoy enterprises . 
NYC 212.226.4567 
 
jd@envoyenterprises.com 
www.envoyenterprises.com 

Utopia/Hythlodaeus 2015:  

[H Y T H L O D A E U S 2015] Utopia Sound Map : Cities and Memory ⋈ Oxford UK 2015. 
Composed, mixed and produced by Stefaan van Biesen/the Milena principle 2015. 
 
Making a soundscape 'Hythlodaeus 2015': during the Milena principle 'Sea Born' project in Venice 2015, 
Geert Vermeire and Stefaan van Biesen made field recordings in Venice and later in Antwerp.  
They used this digital material to make a soundscape for the Utopia sound project of Cities and 
Memory. The theme was the map of Utopia made by Ambrosius Holbein in 1518. The Milena principle 
soundscape created by Stefaan van Biesen can be heard on section C6 of the map on the website of 
http://citiesandmemory.com/utopiagrid/ 
 
Soundscape 'Hythlodaeus 2015': texts 'Unfolding the City' by Geert Vermeire, 'Siren' by Stefaan van 
Biesen. Voice by Stefaan van Biesen. Field recordings by Geert Vermeire and ©Stefaan van Biesen. 
CD 'Hythlodaeus' available on Band Camp: https://b-hive.bandcamp.com/album/hythlodaeus 

Stone plaque on the floor in front of the cathedral in Antwerp pointing at the meeting of Thomas More and the 
traveller Hythlodaeus in 1515 who told him about Utopia.told him about Utopia. 
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On 22 May 2015, more than 50 sound artists and musicians from across the world will reimagine one of 
the greatest works of English literature, using sound.  The Cities and Memory: Utopia project creates 
something new from the words of Thomas More and the collective imagination of artists around the 
world – an entirely new Utopia of sound. Using a woodcut map from the second edition of Utopia  from 
1518, sound artists each took a small section of More’s imagined country of Utopia, and created a new 
soundscape imagining how that place (and the society living in it) might sound. 
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Our relationship [2015] with Utopia, Thomas More and Antwerp [1515]. 
 
Five hundred years ago, the British humanist and diplomat Thomas More spent a few months in  
Antwerp. Between July and September 1515 he wrote the second part of Utopia, his still pleasantly 
readable sketch of an ideal republic. A commemorative plaque was placed on the Handschoenmarkt 
(between the entrance of the Cathedral of Our Lady and the well of Quinten Matsijs in Antwerp).  
It reads in the five largest world languages: 'This is where Thomas More (in his own words) met in 
1515 the traveler who told him about Utopia.' Because indeed, five centuries ago, a meeting took place 
on this small square in the center of Antwerp that has proved extremely important in the cultural  
history of Europe. Or rather: that oh-so-important meeting never took place here at all: Thomas More 
made it up. 
 
 

Cities and memories 

The soundscape 'Utopia 2015' is an impression of our recent presence (with performances and  
interview) in Venice (September 2015), where the theme of Italo Calvino's book: 'Invisible Cities' 
merges with the nature of the assignment to work on the wood engraving 'Utopia' by Ambrosius  
Holbein.  
Several sound recordings were made in Venice and supplemented by recordings in Antwerp. The fact of 
Venice as a 'water city' (par excellence) and an island in a lagoon is closely related to this print.  
A soundscape of an imaginary city that is also based on the reconstruction of memories of Venice that 
have arisen from several visits to this city since 1993.  
Thomas More's visit to Antwerp to the important European port city of Antwerp is also an important  
inspiration been for the writer.  
He then experienced this city as a 'Utopia on the river Scheldt'. 
 
The concept of 'Utopia' has always been one of the pillars within the projects of the Milena principle: 
the utopian field of art. 

Sir Thomas More (1527) by Hans Holbein the Younger 
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In May 1515, the English king Henry VIII sent a diplomatic embassy to Bruges to negotiate a new trade 
agreement with the Flemish textile barons of that time. One such negotiator was Thomas More,  
philosopher, humanist, Catholic, lawyer, writer, devoted father and political counselor to the  
monarch – a sober and principled man, often ironic and therefore difficult to fathom. 
 
The conversations were extremely difficult. On July 21, both sides decided to suspend negotiations. 
During this interruption, the Flemings moved to Brussels, where the future Emperor Charles V was just 
visiting, and Thomas More went to Antwerp, where he met Pieter Gilles (1486-1533), a prominent city 
official with whom More befriended through Desiderius Erasmus had become friends. Because he sud-
denly had a lot of free time due to the suspension of the negotiations, More started writing a story in 
Antwerp about an ideal republic. He situated it on a remote, untraceable island and coined the name 
utopia (Nowhere Land) for it, a compound of the Greek words ou topos (no place) and eu topos (good 
place). In September 1516 More sent the result, a Latin text of barely one hundred and twenty pages, 
to his friend Erasmus, who had it published in December of that year by the famous printer Dirk Mar-
tens in Leuven. 
 
Until the facts. The fiction begins when More recounts in the opening pages of Utopia how his friend 
Pieter Gilles introduced him one day there at the Glove Market [Handschoenmarkt] to one Raphael 
Hythlodaeus, a Portuguese sailor and explorer who came on this island during his searches for the ideal 
country by coincidence.  
More invented this figure. More also came up with the name Hythlodaeus himself. He mixed two Greek 
words, hythlos, meaning "nonsense," chatter, and daiein, "dispensing." 
 
You may wonder why More gave the narrator of his political fairy tale such a silly name. I think he did 
this to lighten his story, to save the narration from the leaden seriousness that often characterizes uto-
pian blueprints – Utopia is certainly not a bone-dry tract. But of course he also did it to protect himself. 
After all, every sketch of a utopian society is always a critique of existing conditions and structures. In 
the past, in less blasé times, things sometimes ended badly for people who criticized their time and 
therefore also the rulers of their time too openly. It was better to express your objections indirectly 
then, for example by presenting them as the somewhat nasty reflections and fabrications of a Portu-
guese chatterbox. 
 
As soon as the gentlemen there at the Glovemarkt "had exchanged the usual pleasantries," More writes 
at the beginning of Utopia, "we went to my house, sat down on a grass bench and the conversation be-
gan." I've often wondered where More's house might have been. According to some, he stayed with his 
friend Gilles, who lived on the Eiermarkt [Egg Market], not far from the cathedral [Onze-Lieve-
Vrouwekerk]. But that doesn't seem right to me. After all, More writes: 'When I was there (in Ant-
werp), I was visited by all kinds of people, but I liked the visits of Pieter Gilles the best, (...)' And about 
Gilles he writes that it was 'pleasant to have him visit'. We do know what Antwerp looked like at that 
time through a beautiful copper engraving that depicts Antwerp around 1525. 'This is the Antwerp that 
More saw.' That wall was about twelve meters high and almost six kilometers long, with towers every-
where. There were a total of fifty towers on that wall.  
I think the ramparts made a deep impression on Thomas More.” 
 
In Utopia, Hythlodaeus tells of one of the fifty-four cities, all laid out in the same way: 'The city is  
surrounded by a thick, high city wall, which is in many places provided with towers and bulwarks.' 
there is a dry but deep moat on three sides of the city, (...) on the fourth side the river itself serves as 
a city moat.” Utopia-on-the-Scheldt! I had never seen it that way before.  
 
And perhaps Antwerp has left even more traces in More's masterpiece.  
The famous woodcut of Utopia that Ambrosius Holbein made for a new edition of Utopia in 1518 shows 
a row of towers in the upper half of the circular island. This could also be a reference to Antwerp.  
Holbein also visited Antwerp in 1515 and met both More and Pieter Gilles there. 
 
And the fact that More turned his narrator into a Portuguese may also have been inspired by the city 
where he stayed. “The Portuguese were the largest colony here at the time.  
The Portuguese Jews, the so-called Marranos, were particularly active. They pretty much had a  
monopoly in the spice trade.  
 
This has contributed significantly to Antwerp's economic prosperity. More ended up here in a politically 
stable, economically prosperous city. A city where international trade flourished. So it is not at all  
surprising that he chose a Portuguese.' 


