
PLASTIKOS 

 

From 1 February till end of April sculptor Jan Eric Visser remains as artist-in-residence at VierVaart in 

Groede, temporary studio of Mondriaan Fonds in the Netherlands. VierVaart, situated on a former 

farmyard in the polder landscape of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, brings together visual art, organic 

gardening and being in nature. VierVaart was founded in 2016 by Iris Cornelis and Maartje Korstanje 

in cooperation with Maartje’s parents, Piet Korstanje and Heleen van Elsacker. The artistic practice of 

Jan Eric Visser is focused entirely on the transformation of his personal inorganic household refuse 

into autonomous sculpture. His oeuvre addresses nature’s circularity and the omnipresent life cycle. 

 

 

 

Waste and Food 

Silage bales dotted around in pastures and 

piled up in farm yards. Characteristic volumes 

in well thought-out colours, but what happens 

to all the plastic once the silage has been fed 

to the life stock? This central question 

immediately challenges my residency. After 

all, how can one query the ecological 

feasibility of food production, producing 

waste oneself or spilling resources? Therefore, 

as always, I do not want to generate any 

waste during the making process of my 

sculptures. This has been a matter of course 

throughout my artistic career, but also a 

complex experiment requiring a lot of 

deliberation. Generally, waste is inherent to 

creation and experiment. However, I do not 

want to dispose of matter or generate any left 

overs even when I’m under pressure. Also I 

want to remain critical of my own 

consumption. At VierVaart there is a large 

organic vegetable patch with compost bins for 

my organic vegetable and fruit waste. But how 

do I avoid generating any other household 

garbage in this temporary context? 

 

Upon my arrival I immediately contact the 

neighboring farmers who agreed to keep the 



waste plastic for me to collect. The parcels 

however appear to be very smelly; the silage 

film is full of dirt and wet. It must be cleansed 

first, but how do I launder it without using 

chemicals and using too much water? Can I 

simply wash it in the near-by canal? A lot of 

the silage film l sourced needs to be peeled 

layer by layer, which makes me think of the 

local peeling of prawns. Once peeled, the 

sheets are left to hang and dry, evoking the 

association with the hides of slaughtered 

animals. Weather permitting, I drape the 

plastics around branches and upon sticks 

outside. In no time I have become part of the 

rhythm of the countryside where all activities 

are geared to meteorological conditions. 

 

Meanwhile I’m running some tests on this 

waste material I never worked with before. 

Will it shrink, stretch, fold, cut, tear, stick etc? 

Can I create height or volume without using 

glue or other additives? Upon my request I 

can collect some votive candle residue from a 

local Catholic church. This waste material will 

hopefully enable me to bind things together 

or solve any other issues. On my way back I 

find a discarded wooden panel and pallet. 

They will make an excellent workbench, that 

will get a new life after I used it. 

 

Dilemmas 

In the on-site studio surrounded by cleansed 

plastic film in various shades of green the first 

experiments yield some smaller pieces. But 

how do I scale these? The project space at 

VierVaart, in which a presentation will take 

place after my residency, is quite extensive. If 

feel a desire for monumentality, but I also 

want to retain a human scale. Perhaps this will 

take a lot of energy? Looking up to the roof 

I’m somewhat reassured: 25 solar panels! 

 

Whilst I’m struggling in the studio with matter, 

gravity and scale, I also struggle in the 

available apartment with my daily garbage. 

The best would be to grow and make 

everything myself as they do at VierVaart. I 

have known that for years. However, being 

self-sufficient takes up a lot of time at the 

expense of making art. This residency exposes 

an everlasting dilemma between being human 

and being an artist. 

 

Iris drops by to take some photographs. She 

notices an abstract piece I just finished and 

put on top of a vintage formica table that was 

already there. The proportions are exactly 

right. Food and waste seem to be inextricably 

connected from production to consumption: 

sustenance and degeneration go hand in 

hand. Iris subtly queries whether she has lost 

her table to a new piece of art? 

 

 
 

Naphta 

High time to explore what type of plastic this 

film is. Is there any harm in working with this 

material? Inquiry turns out that the material is 

called Low Density Polyethylene (LDPE). This is 

a thermoplast by-product of oil. As known the 

production of synthetic material starts with 

the distillation of crude oil in oil refineries. 

Heavy crude oil is separated in groups of 

lighter components called fractions. One of 

these fractions is naphta, the essential 



fraction for the production of plastics such as 

LDPE. 

 

The foil appears to be related to the plastic 

bag, cling foil and other food packaging. Its 

toughness and stretch derives from the 

production process creating strong molecular 

chains. LDPE may be easily recycled, I learn. 

Online I find a corporate video of a company 

collecting foil from a happy farmer against 

payment. His foil will be cleansed, extruded, 

granulated and mixed with new LDPE to 

produce e.g. garbage bags. A fine example of 

down cycling in a supposedly circular economy 

governed by oil, spewing plastics to eventually 

feed incinerators. This will only stop when we 

finally leave the fossil era behind us and make 

the transition to renewable energy. 

 

At grips 

Meanwhile days pass by. I enjoy the quiet, 

space and pleasant atmosphere. Every now 

and again I allow myself a walk on the beach, 

a nice change. Similarly, I like to go to the 

fishmonger’s in Breskens. However, enjoying 

my fish on the quay, I notice a large quantity 

of red, blue, green and white pieces of 

synthetic rope lingering on the pavement. 

When I start picking them up, a man asks me 

what I’m doing? He tells me the bits and 

pieces or left behind by Urker fishermen who 

regularly dock their boats here. They loudly 

play ecclesiastical music whilst repairing their 

nets. I look at my bucket full of colour. Colour 

is always a welcome find. At least these bits 

will not be blowing into the sea. 

 

I’m starting to come to grips. Perhaps I will 

succeed in getting to the essence of this new 

material in a relatively short time after all? 

First a black amorphous object originates. It is 

made of black and white silo plastic filled to 

the brim with heavily polluted silage film that I 

wanted to get rid of as soon as possible. On 

the object I apply a white handle of a can that 

used to contain liquid ecological detergent. 

Thus a take-away sculpture presents itself that 

that is easy to carry around. Instagrammable I 

conclude somewhat ironically. 

 

 
 

 
 

Using my workbench as a mold a relief of 

several layers of plastic presents itself. I apply 

half an orange peel to it, because it cannot go 

into the compost bins. Subsequently I lose 

myself in a quest for transformation and 

shape. It is as if every new shape yields a new 

outlook on life and a survival strategy in which 

everything is valued and nothing goes to 

waste. Meanwhile the studio is getting fuller 

and fuller. I decide to take some pieces to the 



I decide to take some pieces to the 

presentation space, also to see how they 

relate to the space. 

 

What remains 

The end of the residency is drawing near, 

unlike the corona measurements. The official 

opening of the exhibition will have to be 

postponed, but the exhibition title has been 

established: Plastikos. Plastikós is the Greek 

word for moldable, malleable. The word 

‘plastic’ in terms of pliable material has 

derived from it. This also goes for the term 

‘plastic arts’, referencing art forms that 

involve physical manipulation of a plastic 

medium by molding such as sculpture. The 

duality of the title appeals to me: art and 

environment, two large entities I have been 

uniting for a long time. Moreover, the title 

captures the essence of my work here: 

upgrading plastic and mold it into plastic arts. 

 

At the end of my residency I happily look back 

on a productive period of time. Apart from the 

pleasant company on VierVaart’s premises, I 

was by myself most of the time due to corona. 

I feel grateful for a venue like this that is so 

much in harmony with nature. 

 

What remains is the question why we as 

humans pollute our nest so much. Waste 

exposes our collective inability to truly 

comprehend and relate to the vulnerable life 

cycle. I can’t help thinking of two lines from a 

poem of Gerrit Kouwenaar I once read on a 

municipal garbage truck in Rotterdam, the city 

I will return to after my residency: 

 

What remains is a mystery, 

relieved from its sinews 

It is lucid as waste, tasty as truth 

 

 

 

English translation of a column published in 

BK-informatie April 2021 

 

 

 

 


