
Chapter 5

Liveliness with artworks

While the caregivers and teensmade thematerial spaces vary over time,

one particular way of doing these variations turned especially prob-

lematic with the transition to the new building: that of “putting stuff

on walls”. Although there was a consensus that rooms had to remain

open to rearrangement, the display of artworks fueled tensions. When

I brought up the issue of exhibits in a staff meeting, I did not expect to

stumble on a great topic of disagreement. The neat white walls of the

new building opened a debate on the right aesthetic style that would

build up on them.The medical director (Dr B.) made immediately clear

to the team that she had already envisioned this style together with the

architects:

Dr B.: Yes, this had been decided. … It is clear that we won’t stick stuff

onwalls, or nail stuff inwalls, or repaint awall or a door, not for awhile.

At least, not until I’ll be there.

We turned our heads, looking at thewalls of the old townhousewhere

we still found ourselves at that time. Several posters were pinned here

and there along the walls, and a few handmade collages announced

the next radio program led by a group of teenagers for a workshop.

Ingrid: Like this, those posters, to stick stuff on walls – or graffiti?

Dr B.: No.

Ingrid: What!? No decoration?

Dr B.: It will be necessary to hang one billposting board, somewhere.

We’ve asked for picture rails on all continuingwalls, in the aimof hang-
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150 The Slightest Attachment

ing up some frames. … This is for when we want to organize an exhi-

bition. … And not for having stuff like this [she pointed the collages],

stuff of all sorts, of all forms, and here I think that Hugo [the artist-

sociotherapist] won’t contradict me.

Voices stormed the room in a fierce brouhaha. Hugo kept quiet. The

doctor continued:

The proposition would also be, at least for some spots – for example,

the corridors – to have some frames of the same dimension. A beau-

tiful frame. And with the possibility of change with each exhibition.

But with something that serves as a constraint. … And the constraint

will be the same frame size, and another one will be to assort colors.

[…] Everybody is not allowed to do any fancy things they want in the

building. Otherwise, in sixmonths, it won’t look like anything. This can

be discussed, but I think that things must be uniform.

Following this, the brouhaha resumed with greater intensity.

I better understood afterward what prompted the clash and the team’s

fervent response. The aesthetic style that the medical director wanted

to implement, one that was uniform in format, assorted in color, and

followed scheduled exhibitions, threatened another style that caregivers

held to. To them, these artworks imparted a sort of ‘liveliness’ that per-

meated the material space. Caregivers often repeated that “it [the place]

has to remain lively”. The opposing aesthetic styles promoted different

relationships with the place and its inhabitants, and fostered different

situations in the everyday practice. The medical doctor argued that

uniformity and temporal organization would promote a professional

environment and, accordingly, professional ways of relating with each

other.That argument was not just her fancy. It can be understood from

her external position, necessary for guiding the team. In contrast to

the caregivers, who remained in the daily practice with its many affects

and concerns, she came only a few hours a week for staff meetings. She

was thus far less aware of every development of the temporary waves

passing through the group, and of the small everyday occurrences that

caregivers related. He role was rather to give a fresh perspective, and

to analyze the adolescents’ conditions from her biomedical knowledge
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background.On the other hand, the caregivers argued that the artworks

should generate “something lively” within the place, in line with the

liveliness occurring with the things, teens, and caregivers who spent

their days there. The move brought the risk of not reproducing this

liveliness in the new building. And this, for the team, was unacceptable.

The clash between the two aesthetic styles interrogated the possibility to

relay the place’s specificities, in two ways: the medical director’s ability

to be sensitive to caregivers’ everyday concerns for teens’ slightest and

growing attachments and, in turn, their ability to convey to her, as a

more external worker, these issues from their daily practice.

The clash ledme to examine different artworks, like drawings, paint-

ings, sculptures, frames, posters, mosaic tiles, and expression boards.

Along this chapter, I scrutinize whether their aesthetic style would

impart ‘liveliness’, and whether they would lose it when translated into

uniformed, assorted, and organized exhibits. I am equally interested

in the caregivers’ ability to distinguish that some things were ‘livelier’

than others, and the differences these special things made in their care

practice. How was “putting stuff on walls” creating “something lively”?

And how did it relate to care concerns? Although the termfirst remained

a bit vague, I came to understand that the plea for ‘liveliness’ related to

an aesthetic style that was contingent on the formation of attachments

among adolescents, whether as familiar bonds, momentous involve-

ments or longer-lasting interests. This liveliness was threatened by a

scheduled temporality, as exhibitions organized in structured periods

of timewould thwart it.While the previous chapter ended by pointing to

the importance ofmaking the place specific to its dwellers, the following

stories will call attention to the temporalities of attachments, instilled

with the materiality of artworks. But before turning to art exhibits, I

firstwant to better circumscribe how liveliness is realized, or not,within

different traits of the material environment, and its implications for

care.
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152 The Slightest Attachment

Did you say ‘something lively’?

Caregivers’ use of the word ‘liveliness’ was more often intuitive than ex-

plicit,1 and theydidnot only attribute it to artworkswithin theirmaterial

environment.They also pointed to livelinesswhena spotwasmomentar-

ily animated with many movements and interactions, what I previously

called ‘hotspots’ (chapter two). The erosions of waves were other kinds

of informal variations over time, yet leaving material traces, that con-

tributed to liveliness aswell (chapter four).Thenames of the center’s dif-

ferent roomsalso played their part. In the old house, these namesdidnot

strictly indicate the functionof a room,nordid theyallude to therapy. In-

stead they were brought in by the teens.They often remained within the

oral culture of the day center, like with ‘La Porte Bleue’ (the Blue Door)

or ‘L’Annexe’. Though no one remembered exactly who had nicknamed

these rooms nor how, these appellationswere familiar to everyone in the

group.Most of these nicknames disappeared with the transition to new

building. Some caregivers contested the plaques that had been affixed

next to doors, which indicated the room’s function: however imprecise

and thereby open to changing activities (chapter four), the names were

too impersonal to make the place lively. Only La Porte Bleue survived in

the new building, because its appellation came to designate not only the

spot but the singular pedagogic project itself. The name, the room and

the project could not be disentangled. Its new door was painted blue,

too.

Also, a little disorder did a great deal to generate liveliness. Care-

givers described the unruly objects that permeated the old house as

“traces of life, of passages”, that were significant “even if it is a little

messy”. They contrasted such disorder, however small, with places that

1 In French, the team used the word ‘vivant’ to say ‘it is something lively’ (‘c’est

quelque chose de vivant’). This word twins both English meanings of ‘alive’ and

‘lively’. I have chosen to translate ‘vivant’ into ‘lively’ because ‘lively’ sounds clo-

se to what I heard in caregivers’ concerns: that is, living in the sense of being

animated, filled with activity, interest, and excitement.
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looked like a good representation of a nice, clean, and aseptic rehabili-

tation center.They often talked about their own houses to convey to me

this sense of liveliness, whether they introduced themselves as messy

people or not.2 Indeed, when the bright new building loomed, the team

challenged the assumption that a clean and aseptic environment would

be an improvement.3This critique closely resonates with Barrett’s (1996:

22–37) description of such an environment in a psychiatric facility. He

links its details of clean and beautifully assorted arrangements to the

idea of “progress”. In contrast, other buildings situated further back

on the same institutional site which were run down, or older wards

dedicated to confinement or to chronic patients, were intended for

people less eligible for prestigious clinical work, and symbolized re-

gression. Goffman (1961) already recognized this spatial organization of

progress and regression as structuring “patients’ careers”.The temporal

and moral dimension of ‘progress’ that these authors see in the mate-

rial details of well-ordered and shiny facilities echoes the caregivers’

call for a lively aesthetic style in the day center. This style would avoid

making their place convey this idea of progress within a very modern

2 The caregivers’ comparison with their own houses recalls the blurred bounda-

ries betweendomestic habitats and institutions (chapter two), now in howmat-

ters of hygiene and messiness are similar or differ in the very details of their

arrangements. This is reminiscent of Guedez (2004) who shows how the link

between messiness and aesthetic style is deposited differently in homes’ ar-

rangements. The location of a veranda is a good example of that. She notes

that, in farmers’ houses, order and cleanness matter a lot for aesthetics, so ve-

randas at the entrance enable undressing without dirtying the interior spaces.

In contrast, in second residences of the same rural region, verandas open on a

view that appeals for contemplation, and disorder is seen positively as a lively

thing.

3 As Laws (2009) reports from a self-help group in England, this critique also ani-

mates the alternative project pointing out the pitfalls of institutional facilities.

They denounce the mismatch between caregivers’ and patients’ aesthetic sen-

se: the group rejects the institutional spaces with the “niceties of the therapy

room”, as the “misjudged offer of comfort (the ‘hideous flowery furnishings’ in

the hospital dayroom, perhaps) trivializes the injury” (1832). The group rather

defends an aesthetic that “suits the mood” of patients (ibid).
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and professional environment, not to mention the connotations about

hospitals it carries. This chapter will provide evidence for this research

track: it will become clear that the liveliness embedded in artworks does

not correspond to the linear improvement that the notion of ‘progress’

entails.4 Instead, a lively aesthetic style opens onto more diverse ways

to enact time. In this way, it counteracts the so-called exemplarity of

modern facilities.

The hotspots, waves, nicknames, and relative disorder of the old

house provided the place with interpersonal tones that were quite novel

to strangers, since they were specific to the teens’ and caregivers’ famil-

iarity and current interests. As such, these characteristics shifted their

relationship to the building away from a sense of place that was imper-

sonal and exclusively professional, away from a showcase of a modern

facility devoted to progressive clinical work. Back to the caregivers’

critique of the exemplar and fake aspect of the new building they’d

soon move to Maud distinguished different periods in order to ease her

colleagues’ worries. “It will be first a space of representation”, she said,

underlining the new, shiny arrangement of the very new building, “but

then it will come back to life”.

For years, the display of artworks had been pivotal for cultivating the

place’s lively style. I first considered those creations in terms of tempo-

rality when reading a trace of a conversation about them in a meeting

report, dating from a year beforemyfieldwork.The secretary had noted,

4 A number of scholars have doubted the Modern assumption about linear time

in past decades. They question its assertion of a march forward, going from an

archaic past towards future improvement, that belongs the tale of ‘progress’. In

this chapter I will refer to Serres and Latour (1995), as well as to Rose’s (2004)

decolonial reading of the implementation of progress, with its linear time and

its dynamic of replacement and exclusion. See also Tsing (2015) who calls us to

investigate, inside “capitalist ruins”, the diverse rhythms of lifeways that have

been ignored because they do not fit into the pulse of progress, like those rely-

ing on salvage. For a historical study about non-linear representations of time,

defying our imagination to span beyond the all too conventional ‘timeline’, see

Rosenberg & Grafton (2010).
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“An exhibition is limited in time, so that it doesn’t become trivial. […] Ex-

hibitions need to keep turning, removingworks and hanging up others.”

This note indicated that variations of artworks over time were impor-

tant to prevent the space from falling into mundanity. So the liveliness

enacted with artworks could also be a matter of temporality. In other

words, the liveliness of that materiality related to a form of thrill that

very likely fadedover time; some thingswere related to current concerns,

whereasothersno longerdid.Suchdistinction recalls the conceptualdif-

ference between ‘things’ and ‘objects’ (Latour 2004): a ‘thing’ is created by

participants who bring it into existence, and maintain it by incorporat-

ingmatters of concerns,meanings, stories, and requests for care.An ‘ob-

ject’, in contrast, ismatterwithout values embedded in it.VanHout,Pols

andWillems (2015: 1208) propose to transport this distinction in order to

look at everyday objects and things according to the concerns at stake in

practices of care.Likewise, these artworks required adescriptionof their

materiality as ‘things’, because their liveliness hinged on their relations

to caregivers’ and teens’ concerns, as long as these concerns remained at

stake.Losing those concerns, theymight easily become ‘objects’ deprived

of value.The length of time neededwas not stipulated in themeeting re-

port, nor in any meeting I attended. This temporal indeterminacy, one

might easily suppose, put the organization of exhibitions envisioned by

the medical director on a knife’s edge. Let us look to how this occurred:

how artworks gained or lost their lively character, both during the tran-

sition period and while progressively decorating the white walls of the

new building for about a year. Let us examine how these things gener-

ated liveliness as different temporalities unfolded through them, due to

the making of attachments in the care work.

Folding moments of workshops

It was late afternoon and we had not yet moved into the new building.

While leaving, I passed by L’Annexe, near the old townhouse, peered

through the open door into the creation room, and saw Hugo who

was still packing up stuff in the middle of a mess. He was preparing
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artworks to hang on the naked white walls of the new building. He had

already refused my offer to help him, because he said he knew what

was what, and what must remain or not, or go with what, and I did

not. The stuff in the room was objects to me and things to him. But it

was late, and he needed assistance with technical tasks, as he was not

used to assembling frames. So he accepted my help and we ended up

preparing the artworks, mostly drawings and paintings, that fit in the

new frames.Thiswas how I learnedmore about the concerns and stories

that made these artworks worthy of being displayed, and in what sense

these values would infuse their liveliness.

The first topic we discussed was the pace at which an exhibition

varies. Hugo was an artist hired as a sociotherapist, so he was the main

caregiver in charge of the Creation workshop. With that workshop, he

told me, he tried to do a new exhibition on average every four months.

But in reality, he said, ‘trying’meant that he succeeded in holding at least

one exhibition a year. So the pace varied from, say, every four months to

once a year.That varying pace depended on how theworkshopwent, and

this remained completely unpredictable to him. Four months was too

short to produce good enough paintings, but a year was long enough to

put teens’ sustained interest at risk. This is why the display of artworks

could hardly fit in the stiff planning of a calendar: their creation relied

on the adolescents’ involvement, and thus on the unknown period of

time during which their interest for a same activity would be sustained,

especially given the strategies of enrollment that could produce vari-

ations (chapter four). In other words, the pace of an exhibition was

unpredictable because it depended on a collection of short moments

when the teens engaged in creating artworks. That collection became

possible when enough pieceswere achieved, yet before boredom settled.

The importance of the teenagers’ involvement appeared with even

more nuance when Hugo started selecting certain paintings and draw-

ings out of a heap of different works, and made me aware of other val-

ues that were embedded in these artworks. When the time of an exhi-

bition came, he told me, he discussed the choice of artworks to be ex-

hibited with the group of teenagers who produced them. Together they

looked for compromises between different concerns. First, Hugo valued
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the teens’ presence: each onewhoattended theworkshopdeserved to see

their work displayed. Second, he weighed the degree of involvement of

each participant when crafting the artwork. As he showedme the paint-

ings, he recounted anecdotes from these moments. Like this flower that

fascinated Karina when she painted it. Or all these small dots that had

asked so much patience of Eduardo. Or this stain that Joachim finally

found a way to integrate into the composition of his image. And, do you

recognize which famous picture inspired Kais’ drawing? And so forth.

One anecdote after another, I came to see how each artwork related to

finer nuances andmoments, encompassing when a youth chosemateri-

als, used tools, took a chance to express ideas or feelings,discussed these

with other participants, and was involved in the gestures of making the

object.Those very involvements in the practice of crafting things during

the workshop particularized the objects that Hugo selected as artworks.

After that, he evaluated the visual appearance of the pictures, consider-

ing what was good looking and well crafted.The final decision involved

trying to find a balance between different techniques, styles, and tints,

and between sober and busy pictures.

When Hugo and his participants evaluated which artworks were

worth becoming exhibits, the nuances of their involvement when craft-

ing them first mattered, whereas the ‘beauty’ of their visual appearance

and the diversity in their assortment came after. In his study of a

Parisian reinsertion facility, Troisoeufs (2009: 107) notices those values

in a similar order except that, in his case, bad-looking artworks were

displayed as well, but more discreetly. Ugly stuff could earn its place for

the moral motive of not excluding the workshop participants who had

tried. This detail adds a layer to tinkering with the constraint of a good

visual appearance. It insists on the recognition of patients’ personal

involvement, which is definitely deemed more worthy by caregivers,

compared to the artistic mastery of their creation. As to Hugo’s selec-

tion, his compromise was pressured by frictions about aesthetic style

due to the move, where uniformity should reign. Even so, he kept the

value of personal involvement in the crafting process at the fore, not in
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opposition to visual beauty and diversity, but in interdependence with

these other values.5

What does the story of Hugo preparing the artworks say about the

‘liveliness’ they entail? The artworks first relate to the experience of cre-

ating and the involvement that teens put intomaking them. In this way,

they render the pace of new exhibitions unpredictable, and they require

a compromise with other values, like visual beauty. Most of all, Hugo’s

selection shows that these things remain lively as longas they carry anec-

dotes about those workshop moments with them, often visible in their

appearance (like the dots, or the inspirational picture).The participants

who were present at that time would see the anecdotes in the pictures

more than their aesthetic aspects. While these pictures are particular-

ized because they incorporate moments in the workshops, these things

‘fold’ time. That is, they carry past stories with them, gathering places

and temporalities that remain visible in their materiality. Anthropolo-

gist of science Amade M’Charek (2014) argues, in her historical analysis

of a DNA reference sequence, that certain objects deserve consideration

for the way they index and enact time. From these ‘folded objects’ (ibid),

shewrites, quoting Serres and Latour (1995), traces of previousmoments

and places cannot be erased:

In contrast to linear time, which is related to geometry, topological

time is crumpled and folded in multiple ways. Time is gathered to-

gether and folded in objects (Serres & Latour 1995). ‘An object, a cir-

cumstance, is thus polychronic, multi-temporal, and reveals a time

that is gathered together, with multiple pleats’ (1995: 60). […] Time

materializes in spatially foldable objects. Folded objects are not po-

litical because of what is put into them, but because of how they are

folded. (M’Charek 2014: 31; 50, original emphasis)

5 The idea that good care requires seeking compromise between several values

belongs to many other kinds of care work. For this argument about food in nur-

sing homes, seeMol (2010), and about ‘dignity’ in relation to dirtiness in a long-

term psychiatric setting, or to end of life care, see Pols (unpublished manu-

script).
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Reading these lines, it becomes clear that the folding of particular mo-

ments of workshops in the artworks did matter, as long as these mo-

ments enlivened these thingswith concerns for the teenagers whomade

them,and for the caregiverswhoshared theworkshopswith them.Those

whoweren’t aware of these special moments would notice the content of

the picture, its subject, form and style, but not the stories of its creation.

Hugo’ selections leave no doubt: the liveliness of these artworks first re-

lies on these particular craft experiences, whose moments are enfolded

in the artworks displayed.

Things that bring up stories

During themonths following themove, artworks were indeed displayed

in frames next to the uniformassortment of furniture. To caregivers and

teens, the twenty or so frames hanging on picture rails did not strongly

enough counterbalance the evocation of a hospital that was produced by

thewhitewalls (figure 19). Yet, the teamdidnotwant to solve it in one go.

It was a matter of time, but not of a formally organized time; artworks

should slowly permeate back into the space here and there, at the irreg-

ular pace of turning exhibitions. When I came back six months later,

small variations had occurred at several locations. Some of the framed

pictures had been replaced. Posters relating to activities had been hung.

Some stone tiles of a terrace had been replaced by mosaic squares (fig-

ure 20). And so on. At that time, teens who had not known the former

old townhouse told me in interviews that the new place did not make

them think of a hospital.The artworks were major contributors to these

impressions, they added, and it helped some of them keep coming back

during the early weeks of their stay.
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Figure 19: The frames on the walls of the corridor, after moving into the new

building.

Figure 20:Themosaics permeated a side terrace, six months after moving in.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465561-009 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465561-009
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Chapter 5 161

When I asked Baptiste, the coordinator, about these things that

slowly permeated the place, he answered that it would have been inap-

propriate to uproot and ‘transplant’ all artworks from the former old

townhouse to the new building. All of themdid notmake sense anymore

in the flow of interests that were occurring during that time. Indeed,

the pieces that Hugo first transported from the old townhouse were

freshly crafted, carrying recent moments of workshops. The artworks

that made the move, and also the ones that began to permeate the

new place over time, all related to current interests and relationships

between teenagers and caregivers.

Other artworks, though, were much more vulnerable candidates

for moving, and some of them never reached the new building. The

transition was a radical checkpoint for turning certain things into mere

objects. These futile artworks indicated another feature of lively style,

this time, because they’d lost it. This stood out during the selection (or

rather, rejection) process, just before the move. In a corner of the old

townhouse, two caregivers had gathered artworks from here and there,

so that everyone who passed by could check if one of them was worth

being saved from the trash. The ensemble of sculptures, paintings,

stained glass and collages was colorful.The objects were well fashioned.

Some even presented vivid details that caught observers’ attention. But

the problem was, they lacked the stories.When teammembers or teens

contemplated them, unanswered questions lingered: who was involved

in crafting them, when, and how? No one could tell from looking at

these obsolete objects. No one remembered exactly which stories were

connected to them. In contrast to Hugo’s anecdotes, here the pieces did

not divulge the faintest reminiscence.These objects faced oblivion since

their creators had left the center and, after a while, narratives about

them had stopped circulating within the group. In short, these objects

were no longer lively because they didn’t bring up any more stories to

tell.

Then howwould ‘successful’ pieces of artwork do so? Andwhat of the

stories that enlivened them?Why did they matter? A photo albummade

of plastic pouches that hung on the wall worked very well for recalling

anecdotes, perhaps because it made directly visible the moments hav-
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ing marked the participants, who thereafter narrated them. The pho-

tographs not only showed teens and caregivers posing in diverse atti-

tudes, but they also involved sites, things, and animals that they appreci-

ated,andwhose traces they retainedandexhibited. Itwas striking,when

some teens toldme the stories I couldglimpseon thepictures,howmuch

their narrative kept track of the ever-changing members of the group.

They always deliveredwith precision, not onlymoments they had shared

with others, but whether those persons still came to the center or not.

The storytellers often repeated that this or that person was not present

anymore, but that other one was, or they would ask: were you already

there at that time? Were you there where we went on that outing? Did

you know Dorian? The stories recorded the reshaping of the group and

the temporary interpersonal affinities that resulted from it.

More importantly, some displayed things carried liveliness because

the stories they sparked brought back past occurrences or interests, for

some of them were still manifest among the group members. Baptiste

was serious about this, as the tension in his voice signaled when he told

meabout aposter of a videogamestuckon thewall of the roomformedia

workshops:

It makes sense when teenagers and caregivers dwell in this place and

so bringmaterials. […] Etienne and Sylvie [both caregivers] have taken

this initiative [to pin the poster] because they involve themselves, be-

cause theydo thisworkshophere, and theposter is linked to thatwork-

shop. So it’s not for the appearance, but it makes sense. In contrast,

Dr B. is less often here. Maybe her concern for ‘beauty’ takes the up-

per hand over this meaning that the thing carries. When she comes

in the room and sees the poster, she probably won’t think that it oc-

curred during that workshop, that Etienne proposed it, that Gregory

[teenager] brought it, and so it matters for Gregory, and for Etienne,

and for the workshop. She’ll probably only see that this poster is ugly.

If I’ll recount it to her, she will understand. But she only comes here

for the [weekly] staff meetings. Then she sees the building, without

living in it.
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The story of the poster is a tiny one, but it is the story of an irreplaceable

specificity for these caregivers, this teenager, and that workshop. The

poster wasn’t part of an exhibition that workshop participants prepared

formonths. Instead, it had a specialmode of presence for Etienne,Sylvie

and Gregory since it carried an interest that had emerged between them

and a video game. The thing was of concern for Baptiste, too. As a

member of the group, he’d been told about the anecdote and knew the

story folded in it. In other words, when telling a story, caregivers and

teens unfolded the moments the thing contained.They transmitted the

importance of these moments to interlocutors who then became aware

of these concerns.Thismeant that caregivers’ daily exchanges didn’t only

bear consequence for their informal knowledge of the teens (chapters

two and three), and for possible variations of interest between them

(chapter four), but these exchanges resulted, too, in producing concern

for the things that surrounded their working place in a lively manner.

However, thatmodeofpresencewasnotperceivableby someonewho

did not ‘live’ there,who did not know all the anecdotes of what happened

in the daily practice, such as the medical director. Here the story can do

something that the thing cannot: it can reach an external interlocutor

and convey to them howmeaningful this apparently ugly poster is.This

is a precious attribute when the external interlocutor is in a position of

topmost authority, like psychiatrists. The poster is pinned to the wall,

but the story can travel and can possibly convince the unfamiliar people

to whom it is addressed. So things that led to anecdotes did not only re-

iterate the importance of an interest that settled in the group.The stories

also enabled that importance tobe conveyed to thosewhodidn’t share the

everyday care concerns embedded in these things, and who risked con-

sidering them as objects or reducing them to their visual appearance.

With the unwanted artworks, the photo album, and the poster,

I saw a second way that displayed things generated liveliness or did

not. They did so when they triggered a sort of ordinary storytelling,

which appeared as a practice of expanding the present time. In other

words, the displayed things that were good at making people tell stories

reconnected other moments to the present one and expanded it. These

stories kept alive concerns that were important for present and former
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‘dwellers’, while reconnecting them through narrative webs.Thus, these

things do not belong to a single linear temporality. They are caught

in the different connections relating previous moments, prompting

people to tell narratives, to unfold moments.This was how these things

maintained their worth and existence in the center, as they kept track

of ever-varying interests. In doing so, they carried liveliness, since they

marked which concerns remained important in the flow of the ever-

changing group of ‘dwellers’.

Traces of fleeting gestures

Other exhibits also proved vulnerable to the new aesthetic requirements

of uniformity and time organization, but not because concerns about

themhad vanished and they lacked stories – quite the reverse. In the old

townhouse, a chalkboard covered part of the wall of the entrance hall.

Teens could write whatever they wanted on that board.The thing varied

intensively in the inscriptions that the adolescents and sometimes care-

givers traced on it. Since that thing mediated frequent interactions and

offered lots of variations of its visual appearance, it should surprise no-

body that the team saw it as extremely lively. Yet its reproduction in the

new building was not obvious to all. The brief, casual, fleeting involve-

ments that the chalkboard appealed to were, and remain, under debate.

Here is how it happened. Two years before the move, the caregivers

and adolescents had decided to cover an area of wall with blackboard

paint, in order to make a free expression board for the teens, some of

whom painted it. Each time I came back to the field, I noticed new chalk

inscriptions,which offered clues to theusages of that board.Once, itwas

full of small drawings and writing, all slanting in different directions.

When looking at them, I discerned that they were from different hands.

The subjects of the pictures and notes responded to each other by associ-

ationof ideasorbymaking jokes.Another time,a line in themiddleof the

boarddivided its surface into twoparts.Oneach side,abig characterhad

been drawn, partly human, partly not. On the left, the mysterious char-

acter had a human body with peculiar long arms, and something hardly
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identifiable across his mouth. The character on the right was about the

same size. It was a genie out of the lamp, with quite well-trained pec-

toral and arm muscles, and with boxing gloves on. It was signed on the

side with a nickname. At other times, seeing new sketches on the board,

again I recorded that earlier inscriptions suggested the making of later

ones. The visual appearance of the board indicated that teens had been

caught up in brief involvements, writing on the board when passing by,

in the same move responding to previous inscriptions. The blackboard

was a mediator of sociability (inscriptions were responding each other)

and of interactional creativity (most of the ideas, visible in the drawings

and notes, were inspired by each other), while this thing engaged us in

very brief, casual involvements. Writing with chalk demanded simple,

ephemeral gestures, quick ideas, often inspired bywhat was there in the

moment, and inscriptions were quickly erasable as well.

Thechalkboard’smaterialitywas indispensable to these spontaneous

and quick gestures. It was not quite the same thing, to say the least, as

another expression board made of cork. Caregivers had hung the cork-

board in the former dining room,with a note pinned next to it: “Billpost-

ing permitted.This is a space of free expression, for individual posting,

and for at least two weeks.” Half of the available area was empty. And

I barely noticed a change in the three drawings that covered the other

half of the board. The cork panel appeared as an object that had been

largely forgotten by all. In comparison, the materiality of the painted

chalkboard made a great difference to its popularity. To write a note or

drawwith chalk on the wall appealed to spontaneous and brief gestures,

possibly responding to previous inscriptions, whereas the cork panel,

the pushpins, and the note stating the conditions for individual post-

ings surely had no chance to do so.The cork panel could not lure casual

and fleetinggestures ofwriting andephemeral inscriptions as responses

to previous ones. As such, it didn’t generate liveliness as the chalkboard

did.

But that way of enacting liveliness was very fragile. During a meet-

ing before the move, the chalkboard raised a fierce debate. The doctors

had decided to remove it from the architects’ plans.They argued that the

board had been used randomly, without being framed as a ‘therapeutic
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mediation’. This rendered it wholly inadequate for the new building.

They named the thing a “call for discharge”. According to a dictionary of

psychology, this expression points to a liberation, an emotional explo-

sion, that occurs when a phase of psychological tension ends (Richelle

2007 [1991]). By resorting to that expert term, the doctors asserted their

position of authority.6 To them, the thing dirtied the beautiful new place

while triggering irrelevant attitudes among the adolescents. Part of the

team tried to plead for its relevance. One of them raised the argument

that “the teens also put interesting things on it”, without digging into

what was interesting in those things. The caregiver had only furtive

moments at hand, not enough to form a good anecdote. Another one

pointed out that, even if writing on walls was not allowed, teenagers

would do it anyway, so why not to set up a spot for it? These arguments

were made in vain. Though the team didn’t convince the psychiatrists,

they didn’t want to prevent the chalkboard from demonstrating its

worth. They finally decided to leave the question open for later: if the

teenagers asked for an expression board again, the question would be

reconsidered.

I kept coming back to the center for a year and a half after the move

andnever saw the chalkboard reproduced in the newbuilding.Theboard

only came back as a concernwhen the teamdiscovered a small doodle on

a corner of wall or on the door of a toilet, which caused them to resume

the debate. Or occasionally, during Christmas time, ideas of what the

board encouraged teens to do (casual involvement in writing or drawing

inscriptions that remained easily erasable) came back with liquid chalk

pens that they used on window panels. However, to my knowledge, the

team never recreated a wall covered with chalkboard paint.

6 Studies that expose how psychiatrists establish their superior position vis-à-vis

care teams are too numerous to be encapsulated in a note. Close to my obser-

vation, Brodwin (2013) points that psychiatrists’ verbal performance, often re-

sorting to biomedical knowledge, prompts case managers to accept that they

know less, although their own knowledge is just of different kind.More broadly,

Carr (2010) offers a reviewof anthropologicalworks that unravels howexpertise

is something that is performed, in the medical field and elsewhere.
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The chalkboard was fragile because it did not offer a guarantee of

an aesthetic style that would showcase a professional facility. At any

moment, a teen could trace an unsettling joke or a crappyword, and this

would, according to the medical directors, dirty the modern building.

Above all, the chalkboard was fragile because the brief gestures to which

it appealed were vulnerable in the face of therapeutic arguments.These

casual involvements in writing inscriptions (often unpredictable be-

cause of responding to others) were not easy to translate into coherent

arguments that wouldmatch therapeutic formulations. In contrast with

planned workshops, the fleeting gestures and traces on the board were

occurrences that did not happen in situations set up on purpose, with

minimal framing (chapter three). So far, these occurrences have always

existed outside any discursive or argumentative register. The debate

about that board brings back a problematic issue of care work: when

daily occurrences that happen in the margins of planned activities are

deemed unworthy of considering because they are not translated into a

discourse, therapeutic or other.7

But however arduous the translation of brief and casual involve-

ments into convincing words during debate, it was precisely the board’s

appeal to these gestures that effected its liveliness. Its materiality

mattered: writingwith chalk seized people passing bymuchmore spon-

taneously than pinning a piece of paper onto cork. The chalkboard had

a very lively effect in yet another way than by unfolding moments of

workshops or prompting storytelling.The board’s style relied exclusively

7 This is a topical issue among care practices and theorists. Nowhere have I found

a more profound insight about it than in the experimentation of Fernand Deli-

gny with autistic children in the 1970s. With his companions, they mapped the

children’s movements and doings within the surroundings, whichmade visible

the ‘act’ (‘agir’, gestures or movements that have no purpose at all) as much

as the ‘doing’ (‘faire’, gestures or movements with purpose, or whose intentio-

nality is presumed). Such mapping was a way to render visible and important

children’s attachments in the margins, without interpreting such a non-verbal

language with theoretical preconception. See Deligny, Lin & Duran (2013) for

the collection of maps, and Miguel (2014) for a concise analysis of that experi-

ment.
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on gestures and inscriptions that were ephemeral: writing with chalk is

about the moment and quickly erasable. Its ephemerality made it much

more vulnerable than other exhibits. But it was exactly because of that

ephemerality – because of the brief, evanescent involvements, and the

unpredictable traces they left – that the caregivers valued the board as

something lively. The subject remained a source of tension, and left the

debate among caregivers unresolved.8

Overlapping temporalities

As months and then years passed, artworks slowly permeated the walls,

and sometimes the floors or doors, of the new building. Together with

hotspots, waves, nicknames and a little disorder, the artworks instilled

the place with a lively aesthetic style.Their presence, visual appearance,

material characteristics, and the stories and doings they prompted, inti-

mately related to the adolescents’ attachments,modest as theywere.But

I need to emphasize this: to say that the artworks ‘slowly’ permeated the

walls is too simple a phrasing to describe how time was involved in that

recreation of liveliness.

Indeed,exhibitionsnever turnedaccording to a schedule,but eachof

them followed the pace of a workshop.What was ‘slow’ or ‘fast’ could no

longer be counted on the basis of a stable reference such as a calendar.

This pace could hardly be organized in advance, since it remained un-

predictable: it depended on the teens’ involvement in a particular work-

shop, and on the sustainment of their interest over time. Forcing these

paces into calendarswould have thwarted the carework because, as I de-

scribed in the earlier chapters of this book, this work could hardly do

withoutweaving those teens’ attachments.The variations of exhibitions,

8 At the other extremity, teens’ inscriptions on the building elements that we-

re to stay for an undetermined, long-lasting period, also raised debate among

caregivers. They wondered how long traces of an adolescent should remain in

the center if the latter had been gone for a while. For the case of a controversy

about a painted door, see d’Hoop (2021a).
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or of single exhibits, only left a vague impression of linear time pass-

ing in the building. According to Latour (1991), when a systematic cohe-

sion of elements of our everyday life replaces others, and forms a new

cohesion, things give the impression that time is linear. I see a good ex-

ample of these systematic cohesions in the ways smartphones quickly

mademobile phones and landlines obsolete. As for the changing exhibi-

tions in theday center,although theymarked that someperiodsoccurred

one after another, each display of an exhibition or of a single piece fol-

lowed such singular paces that it simply blurred any systematic cohesion

among them.These exhibitions just never held the promise of a uniform

style in the building. Rather, their respective temporalities overlapped.

In this way, the artworks carrying liveliness enacted time in another

manner. Latour (ibid) also argues that, despite the impression of passing

time, the brewing of many temporalities instills material things and the

actions done with them.The exhibits of the day center incorporated this

idea in a specificmanner: these thingswere deemed livelywhen they un-

foldedworkshopmoments, andwhen they inspired the telling of stories

that expanded thepresent time toothermoments andplaces.These tem-

poralities belonging to the thing and to its narratives added still another

sort of temporal overlap to the variations of exhibitions. Not only did

these overlaps blur the impression of passing time through systematic

cohesion, but they fully dispelled it, and rather provided a liveliness re-

lying on the muchmore enfolded and unfolding times that those things

carried.Thus, it seemed tome that the ‘something lively’ that caregivers

sought to recreate in the newbuilding thanks to artworkswasn’t only en-

acted through the unpredictable paces of renewed exhibitions, but also

through their overlaps with the many different temporalities that these

things carried.

Finally, let us pinpoint how these overlapping temporalities, and

the lively aesthetic style they lend the building, relate to care concerns.

The temporal overlaps obfuscated a linear time that would imply an

idea of progress. It cracked the linear notion of improvement, which

would have manifested in the neat, uniform, modern and apparently

immutable style of a facility arranged as an exclusively professional

environment. The artworks and their multiple temporalities instead
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cultivated a lively style by establishing intimate connections between

the material environment and the interpersonal affinities temporarily

at stake with its dwellers. One of the difficulties, though, was to convey

to external interlocutors how important those attachments were to the

care work. This difficulty caused serious concerns when medical direc-

tors too easily reduced their view of an exhibit to its visual appearance.

The telling of anecdoteswas a good trick to unfold the concerns recorded

in a thing and to create awareness among outsiders. Yet this did not

always work.The chalkboard and its traces were perceived as quite lively

by the team, but their temporality showed a limit: the fleeting gestures

were too brief, too ephemeral, for them to be argued as worthy occur-

rences in regard to therapeutic discourses. Yet, even if no practical or

argumentative framework had been granted to the erasable inscriptions

on the chalkboard, for the caregivers who shared that place with teens

on an everyday basis, the enactment of such ephemeral affinities did

matter. The smallest of those brief appreciations was precisely what

enlivened the team’ workplace and the teens’ existence there.
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