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Foreword  

 

In December 2005, the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) launched 

an experimental research program that sought to cut across the traditional boundaries 

between artistic and scientific practices. Artists and scholars were brought together to 

develop new modes of interaction, exchange and critical reflection within the framework 

of a collaborative project. The aim of this CO-OPS program was two-folded: to rethink 

the relation between art and science, and to generate new insights into contemporary 

culture.  

 

Because I’m currently working on cultural politics and economics in post-industrial 

capitalism, NWO invited me to develop a project on the theme of commercialization. 

Initially, I had no concrete idea what form such a project could take, except that I 

wanted it to be a critical investigation of the market ideology that has infiltrated almost 

all aspects of everyday life in the Netherlands: our foods are branded, our television 

programs interrupted by commercials, our railway stations turned into mini shopping 

malls. Especially in the domain of Art and Culture, which has been traditionally funded by 

the government, the Dutch have witnessed a rapid shift towards a market ideology and 

practice. Nowadays, museums and other cultural institutions watch their audience figures 

as if they were movie theaters operating within the Hollywood distribution system.  

 

To translate my thoughts into a proper plan, I needed a soul mate. I asked multi-media 

artist Edith Abeyta if she would be willing to take up the challenge. Edith and I met in Los 

Angeles in the summer of 2005, when I visited Simon Rodia’s Watts Towers with a friend 

from UCLA. Unlike Las Vegas and Disneyland, the Watts towers captured my imagination: 

seventeen structures of steel and mortar decorated with pieces of broken tile, pottery, 

china, glass, bottles and scrap metal, built by an Italian immigrant construction worker in 

his spare time over a period of more than thirty years (1921-1954). A work of vernacular 

architecture made of consumer trash, some of the green glass elements still bearing the 

logos of Seven Up and other soft drink brands. We also visited the nearby Watts Towers 

Arts Center. The exhibition featured some of Edith Abeyta’s art works – works made with 

present-day post-consumer cast-offs. As it happened, she was working there at the time 

and we briefly talked about her contribution to the exhibition.  In retrospect, it was one 

of those chance encounters that changes one’s life.  

 

I was inspired by Edith’s art, which like the Watts Towers, reminds us of the failure of  

capitalism to satisfy, despite the environment of abundance that it creates. I was also 

struck by the similarities between her work and my own, even though we come from 

rather different backgrounds. The gap between Echo Park (a neighborhood near down-

town LA) and Leidsche Rijn (a suburb of Utrecht), between the precarious living and 

working conditions of a radical artist and the security of a tenured position at university 

is huge in many respects and yet we pose the same questions about the social and 

political significance of hyper consumerism and modern-day capitalism. The main 

difference  perhaps is that I seek to understand it from a sociological and historical 

perspective, while Edith is seeking to formulate alternatives to a life that is determined 

by market forces and find ways to soothe the pain produced by consumer capitalism.  

  

In early 2006, we began to develop our project via email. We soon discovered that we 

also share an interest in beer and beer culture. Edith lives with many gallons of beer 

because her husband, Robert Tower, is an experienced beer brewer. While I wasn’t much 

of a beer drinker at the time, my study holds a large collection of beer bottles, coasters, 

posters, and other paraphernalia because much of my empirical research focuses on the 

ways beer brewers inscribe their products with cultural content. What rapidly emerged 

after this discovery was a collaborative project that would mimic the marketing practices 



of corporate beer brewers in a subversive way. We decided to infiltrate the culture 

market with our own beer, turning the product’s generic name in Dutch into a brand. The 

idea was to provide free BIER at cultural events in exchange for promotional display and 

opportunities for discussion with the public about the implications of corporate culture. It 

would be a sort of a cross between the Guerilla Girls and Negativeland – a combination of 

appropriation, satire, and education. Edith designed the first label for BIER, a hand-

sewed brown-bag slipover for a standard 30cl/12 oz beer bottle.  

 

Because Edith is used to projects that have some sort of collaborative element, involving 

both other artists and the general public, this inclusive aspect of her work also marked 

our art-science project. In January 2007, an open call was launched to artists, scholars 

and the wider public to design a label for BIER. Within a few weeks, we received over 

fifty designs, most of which are reproduced in the present book and can be consulted 

online in our digital archives at http://somethingsbrewing.wordpress.com.  I would like to 

point out that these enthusiastic and generous responses from all over the world were an 

important source of inspiration and encouragement, especially when Something’s 

Brewing BIER became subject to all kinds of commercial pressures both from within and 

without the CO-OPS program and we had to fight for the autonomy of our project. The 

designs were a constant reminder that we were not standing alone in our critique of 

corporate culture and mainstream taste.  

 

Edith and Bob arrived in the Netherlands in April 2007. They set up a brewery at Hotel 

Mariakapel, an art space in the north of Holland. Three different types of beer –  Irish 

Red Ale, Oktoberfestbier, and American India Pale Ale – were brewed on location. BIER 

premiered on June 9 at Imagine IC in Amsterdam. We served our beer after an 

impressive program about slavery and identity, organized by our art-science colleagues 

from Back to the Roots. After that, BIER toured the Netherlands by bike, bus, boat and 

train. On the island of Terschelling, we sponsored two concerts of the Dutch band De Kift. 

De Kift’s anarchic fanfare music went very well with Bob’s festbier, while their sound and 

personal battles against the tyranny of the market were yet another source of inspiration 

for us. Time and again, BIER opened up new horizons. Students, staff and faculty of 

Utrecht University met in unexpected ways at an open studio and tasting event at the 

Faculty of the Humanities. Something similar happened a few days later when our Irish 

Red Ale accompanied a reading of Pete Jordan’s book Dishwasher at the ABC Treehouse 

in Amsterdam. Thanks to BIER tempers calmed down at the end of the CO-OPS mid-

manifestation (Sonnenborgh observatory, 26.07.2007), after a heated debate about the 

growing emphasis on competition, profitability, and visibility in the Dutch art world.  

 

The group exhibition Inter-territorial Explorations in Art and Science at De Lakenhal in 

Scheltema (29.10.2007-20.01.2008) marks the end of the CO-OPS program. 

Something’s brewing BIER was intended as a critique on the appropriation of culture by 

corporate capital. As we will discuss in our contribution to the exhibition, it developed 

into a critique of the intrusion of neo-liberalism in the field of art and science in the 

Netherlands.  In our Scheltema Mobile Research Center, we will analyze this trajectory, 

its history, contingencies and we hope that once more the audience will join in to share 

our hopes and fears while enjoying the last batches of BIER. 

 

As Something’s Brewing reaches its final stage with this catalogue, designed with lots of 

artistic talent, patience and humor by Oleg Buryan and Peter Kirusha from Moscow, I 

thank everyone who has collaborated on the project. I especially thank Edith Abeyta for 

her courage and commitment, and for the opportunity to learn from the determination 

with which she pursues her artistic vision. To conclude, let me bring out a toast to her 

and to Bob with the wise words of Tom Marioni: The act of drinking beer with friends is 

the highest form of art.  

 

 

Judith Thissen 

Utrecht, October 2007 


