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Recovering Edens
Making Space for 

Sustainable Community

Melanie Chua

While space can often be seen as an abstract blank slate waiting to be made 
LQWR�ŏSODFHŐ��LW�FDQ�EH�D�SRWHQW�VRXUFH�RI�PHDQLQJ�DQG�KHDOLQJ��3D\LQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�
to the intrinsic conditions of a space can help foster a closer relationship to our 
living environment and understand its impact on us. Melanie Chua attempts to 
trace this intimate relationship in her chats with three practitioners whose projects 
make meaningful space on varying scales: artist and photographer Meridel 
Rubenstein; artist Chu Hao Pei; and landscape architect Faiz bin Zohri.

Find out more about the conversations on Brack.sg: #BrackChat
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In Mesopotamian times, the Iraqi 
marshes were the largest wetlands in 
southwest Asia, sprawling over 15,000 

square kilometres. It was, and still is, a 
VSDZQLQJ� JURXQG� IRU� ƓVK� DQG� DQ� LP-
SRUWDQW� PLJUDWRU\� VWRS� IRU� ELUGV� Ŵ\LQJ�
from Siberia to Africa, including the sa-
cred ibis. Believed to be the inspiration 
IRU� WKH�ELEOLFDO�ŏJDUGHQ�RI�(GHQŐ�� WKHVH�
marshes are home to the Marsh Arabs of 
Iraq, who predate Christianity by at least 
5,000 years.

,Q�������DIWHU�WKH�ƓUVW�*XOI�:DU��WKH�PLO-
itary drained the marshes in a bid to 
crush a populist uprising against Sadd-
am Hussein. The devastation was com-
SOHWH��ŏNLOOLQJ�DW�OHDVW�WHQV�RI�WKRXVDQGV�
RI�0DUVK�$UDEVř�EXUQLQJ� VHWWOHPHQWV��
killing livestock, and effectively destroy-
LQJ�WKH�FRUH�RI�WKH�ORFDO�HFRQRP\�Ő

After the overthrow of Hussein, the 
Marsh Arabs began to return to their 
Eden, breaking dams to return water 
to the wetlands. The marshes, which 

Photo by Meridel Rubenstein.
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covered 9,000 square kilometres in the 
1970s, had shrunk to just 760 square 
kilometres—only a little larger than Sin-
gapore—by 2002 before regaining some 
40 percent of the original area by 2005. 
Today, it remains a recuperating envi-
ronmental disaster.

Artist Meridel Rubenstein initiated a 
project in 2011 creating a demonstra-
tion Wastewater Garden and tracing 
its evolution in the Iraqi marshes. She 
QDPHG�LW�ŏ(GHQ�LQ�,UDTŐ�WR�JURZ�EHDXW\�
in the devastated marshes of southern 
Iraq. 

PURGING SPACE TO MAKE 
NEW LIFE
The Marsh Arabs, now living on dry land 
LQVWHDG� RI� ŴRDWLQJ� LVODQGV�� IDFHG�PRUH�
than socio-economic troubles on new 
ground. Numerous health problems 
arise as the surrounding Euphrates River 
and marsh waters have become serious-
O\�SROOXWHG��ŏ$QFLHQW�UHHGV�DQG�ZHWODQG�
interaction have always been the solu-
WLRQ�XQWLO�QRZ�Ő�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�5XEHQVWHLQ��
Her team proposed a Wastewater Gar-
den, a beautiful type of constructed wet-
lands, to remedy the sewage problem. 
The plan would weave its ancient history 
and traditions in a space that could re-
habilitate people, the environment, and 
heritage.

Rubenstein drew heavily on Islamic and 
Mesopotamian traditions for this series. 
One such near-mythical place is Uruk, 
WKH� ƓUVW�� ODUJHVW�� DQG� ORQJHVW� OLYHG� FLW\�
in the most ancient period of Mesopo-

tamian civilisation. It was also the site of 
elaborate temple complexes and art-
works since the very dawn of history.

Working in a war-torn place like Iraq 
ŏPDNHV� WKH� VLPSOH� LGHD�RI�EHDXW\� YHU\�
LPSRUWDQWŐ��7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�ƓJXUHV� LQ�D�
SURMHFW� DV� DPELWLRXV� DV� ŏ(GHQ� LQ� ,UDTŐ��
The long-running interdisciplinary, envi-
ronmental art project features impressive 
names in the team across multiple disci-
plines from art, engineering, to Islamic 
design. At the design-centric exhibition 
RI�WKH�SURMHFW��ŏ(GHQ�LQ�,UDTŐ��6LQJDSRUH��
2017), many Mesopotamian gods are 
referenced, inhabiting the space with a 
beckoning background narrative.

During the chat with Rubenstein, one 
that arose as a kind of foreshadowing 
ƓJXUH�ZDV�,QDQQD��.QRZQ�DV�D�SRZHUIXO�
goddess of love and war, Inanna is the 
ŏ4XHHQ� RI� +HDYHQŐ�� RQH� RI� WKH� PRVW�
venerated idols in Mesopotamian tem-
ples, and appears in more myths than 
any other deity. Related to fertility, love 
and procreation, she is basically the life 
force on which everything depends. 

Often Rubenstein found herself the 
sole female, whether on the team or in 
organised meetings. Inanna seemed to 
instinctively represent the rehabilitation 
work needed to turn land into habitat. 
6KH� QRWHG�� ŏ:KLOH� WKH� PDUVKHV� WKHP-
selves are a brilliant green, everywhere 
else is a parched monotone of desert 
sand and brick. So when we would enter 
a home with beautiful amethyst curtains 
or a brilliant green kitchen, my eyes were 
refreshed. I seemed to be searching for 
the colours of Eden and found them 
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within homes, in the bright dresses hid-
den by women’s’ abiyahs, as well as in 
WKH�ŴRUD�RI�WKH�PDUVKHV�Ő

Rubenstein is adamant that local sto-
ries and economy—while for altogether 
practical purposes—is crucial for trauma 
to be released and for space to be re-
habilitated. To her, it was important that 
WKH� GHVLJQ� SURFHVV� RI� ŏ(GHQ� ,Q� ,UDTŐ�
facilitated communication between 
GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV�� � ŏ:H�ZDQWHG�WR�EULQJ�
back an opportunity for people to come 
together. The rugs became an inspira-
tion. While we have a blueprint and it is 
designed for 7,000 inhabitants repopu-
lated, as the garden grows, it’ll become 
PRUH�RUJDQLF�OLNH�WKH�UXJV�Ő

Rubenstein recalled a similar trauma 
to land and its ecology a little closer to 
home. Her neighbour had drained the 
wetlands at her Vermont farm, contest-
ing its few feet of encroachment on her 
land. In a vivid account, she’d written:

I’ve returned, just in time to see the 
remains of the destroyed wetlands, 
where wild grasses, geese, ducks, 
heron, bass, turtles, frogs, otters, 
and muskrats have made this area 
a paradise. My friend Dickie and 
my dog Kita have made daily jaunts 
there to feed the birds and watch 
the evolution of this swamp into an 
oasis. But now the wetlands were 
hastily drained sending acres of 

Photo by Meridel Rubenstein.
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muddy water, sediment, and alien 
bass into the town’s main (trout) 
stream and water supply. As soon 
as the level was down, the coyotes 
appeared and after six days the 
area is a wasteland.

5XEHQVWHLQ�DOOXGHV�WR�D�ŏOLIH�IRUFHŐ�RIWHQ��
that inhabits a space and its inhabitants 
and that can often be choked when ei-
WKHU�LV�WUDXPDWLVHG��ŏ,Q�D�ZD\��,ōP�FOHDU-
LQJ�ŌZDVWHō�Ő�:HWODQGV�DUH�WKH�NLGQH\V�RI�
WKH�SODQHW��,Q������ZKHQ�,�ƓUVW�ZHQW��WR�
the Iraqi marshes), nobody was there. 
>%XW@�LQ�������KDOI��WKH�0DUVK�$UDE�SRS-
XODWLRQ��OLYHG�RQ�ODQG�DQG�KDOI�RQ�ZDWHU�Ő

PURGING SPACE BY 
WHOSE AGENDA
Later, I meet Chu Hao Pei and Faiz bin 
=RKULŋRSHUDWLQJ� LQ� GLIIHUHQW� ƓHOGV� DV� D�
full-time artist and as a landscape archi-
tect respectively – whose work explore 
the re-generative interactions between 
space and people. 

Chu’s research into natural sites and 
animistic traditions uncovered some 
of the more controversial issues of a 
QDWLRQ�LQ�ŏ$QWRQ\P�RI�D�6KULQHŐ���������
He was curious about the animistic tree 
shrines that dot the Singapore island, 

also known as a hyper-rationalised and 
modern city-state. 

The formation of these shrines is bound 
with local heritage, while their disap-
pearances betray tense alternative 
narratives. Chu called their removals 
ŏVLPSOH�\HW�YLROHQWŐ�� OHDYLQJ�EHKLQG�WKH�
presence of the deities by glaring omis-
VLRQ��+H�VDLG��ŏ7KHUHōV�D�EHDFK�QHDU�P\�
home in Sembawang where uncles like 
WR�OHSDN�>RU�ŌFKLOO�RXWō�LQ�ORFDO�YHUQDFXODU@��
Since 2004, when I was still a student, 
every weekend or so, I’d visit the spac-
HV�DQG�FKDW�ZLWK� WKH�XQFOHV� WR�ƓQG�RXW�
more about these shrines. I also asked 
my Indian friends who shared about 
+LQGXLVP�Ő�2YHU� WLPH��KH�JDWKHUHG�GLI-
ferent stories based on conversations 
with old-timers who take up the work 
RI�ŏFDULQJ�IRUŐ�WKHVH�VWDWXHV�DQG�WKH�ROG�
trees that shelter them.

Such environmental loss and ensuing 
cultural vanishing is the subject of an-
RWKHU�RI�&KXōV�SURMHFWV�� ,Q�ŏ'HYHORSLQJ�
0DF5LWFKLHŐ� �������� KH� FUHDWHG� DQ� H[-
periential man-made rainforest envi-
ronment to inform people about the 
environmental impacts of a proposed 
MRT Cross Island Line near the central 
catchment nature reserve.

These projects recognise the intrinsic qualities of a space, 
whether it is seen as native or simply deep-rooted.The 

vitality of everyday life is directly related to the physical 
space, whether demarcated as a natural site, a building, or 

simply a shrine based at a tree. 
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The subject was controversial, not least 
perhaps because the uproar was com-
ing from Singaporeans, known more as 
a mall-wandering lot than passionate 
naturalists. Yet the proposed urban de-
velopment of a green lung of the city-
state stirred up debate about place and 
progress. People wanted to keep their 
space, even if it meant forgoing shiny 
new places. 

$� MRXUQDOLVW� WHUPHG�KLV�ZRUN� ŏDFWLYLVPŐ��
which ironically persuaded the same 
VODQW�LQ�KLV�ZRUN��+H�VDLG��ŏ,W�ZDV�D�WXUQLQJ�
point for me as I reached a crossroads in 
my work. I saw that several generations 
could be displaced by a rationalistic de-
cision from the government, overturning 
FXOWXUDO�KHULWDJH�DQG�HQYLURQPHQW�Ő

In Phnom Penh, Cambodia during his art 
residency in 2017, he met with some ac-
tivists, environmental protection organi-
sations as well as Buddhist monk groups 
who work on various environmental 
conservation projects. In particular, he 
became interested in the act of ordina-
tion —wrapping of monk’s robe—on trees 
as a religious and political gesture to 
save the forest, which has been prac-
ticed throughout Southeast and South 
Asia.

His time there coincided with the im-
pending demolition of the iconic White 
Building. Built in New Khmer Architec-
ture, it was home to about 500 families, 
including a vibrant and diverse com-
munity of civil servants, dancers, crafts-

7KH�VLWH�RI�ŏ(GHQ�LQ�,UDTŐ�LV�ORFDWHG�LQ�SUHVHQW�GD\�VRXWKHUQ�,UDT��IRUPHG�E\�7LJULV�
DQG�(XSKUDWHV�5LYHUV��,Q�������LW�ZDV�QDPHG�D�81(6&2�:RUOG�+HULWDJH�6LWH�
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men, business owners, and teachers. 
It was also apparently dilapidated and 
home to vice. It was to make way for a 
spanking new high-rise. (It would not 
be the only one, as many old buildings 
in Phnom Penh have been transformed 
or destroyed as part of the recent rush 
to develop the city. It is estimated that 
700,000 people have been evicted 
country-wide in the last ten years.) The 
SDUDOOHOV�LQ�ŏGHVWUR\LQJ�D�VDFUHG�REMHFWŐ�
across these different political geogra-
phies intrigued Chu. What yet-unknown 
losses will arise when space is changed?

2Q� WKH� ŴLS� VLGH�� ZKDW� XQNQRZQ� QHHGV�
are revealed when a space is inter-
vened? The question recalls a simple 
experiment created by Faiz bin Zohri, 
a landscape architect. He shared about 
WKH� SRS�XS� IDUP� �ŏ6*� )DUPŐ�� $UFKLIHVW��
2016) that he, as part of urban farmning 
JURXS� 7DQDK� 0HUDK�� FUHDWHG� LQ� 5DIŴHV�
Place, the central business district in Sin-
gapore. He had found himself surprised 
by the myriad city workers who gravitat-
ed to the makeshift green oasis:

ŏ,W�ZDV�ZHLUG�WR�KDYH�D�IDUP�LQ�WKH�PLG-
dle of the CBD. There was no water 
point, so we had to draw pails of water 
from the MRT toilet. During rush hour, it 
ZDV�D�JUHDW�FRQWUDVW�RI�DFWLYLWLHV��RIƓFH�
workers and people just trying to make 
the plants stay alive. We did talks and 
giveaways — simple things to engage 
people. But it was refreshing to do those 
during rush hour in the CBD. We were 
there for a week or so even before the 
$UFKLIHVW��7KH�RIƓFH�ZRUNHUV�ZHUH�LQWHU-
ested. But so were the cleaners too, in 
between and before their shifts, they’d 

sit around and interact with us. Then 
during the weekends, it’d be all these 
shift workers like the air-con guys, etc. 
:H�GLGQōW�H[SHFW�WKHVH�SHRSOH�Ő

MAKING SPACE, INSTEAD 
OF PLACE
These projects recognise the intrinsic 
qualities of a space, whether it is seen as 
native or simply deep-rooted. The vital-
ity of everyday life is directly related to 
the physical space, whether demarcated 
as a natural site, a building, or simply a 
shrine based at a tree. 

,QVWHDG� RI� ŏSODFH�PDNLQJŐ� FRQFHSWV�
popularised by Jane Jacobs and William 
H. Whyte that actively draw from a local 
community’s cultural assets to create 
ŏD�SODFHŐ��VSDFH�DOUHDG\�FDUULHV�D� ODWHQW�
meaning, culturally or otherwise. 

In these socially engaged projects, the 
vitality of everyday life is directly related 
to the physical space, whether demarcat-
ed as a building, natural site, or simply a 
VKULQH�EDVHG�DW�D�WUHH��,Q�ŏ(GHQ�LQ�,UDTŐ��
for example, the need to rehabilitate lo-
cal economy drives the design and func-
WLRQ��ŏ$QWRQ\P�RI�D�7UHH�6KULQHŐ�IRFXVHV�
on how tree shrine locations function as 
spiritual and cultural nodes for the local 
community. They recognise the intrinsic 
qualities of a space, whether it is seen as 
native or simply deep-rooted.

This idea is not novel in other disciplines 
(even if they are not the dominant nar-
rative or principle). For example, the 
science of building biology, used in 
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building, architecture, and design, seeks 
only two aims: biologic compatibility 
and ecologic sustainability. This means 
space has a lot to say even before we 
build on it. How does the space, and 
any intervention, meet human needs 
and protect the environment? Does it 
strengthen regional and local supply 
QHWZRUNV� DV� ZHOO� DV� VHOI�VXIƓFLHQF\"�
How does the space support individual 
and group well-being, and how can any 
‘place-making’ continue to enhance 
that? These are only a few of the ques-
tions building biologists ask as they 
create space. 

In other disciplines less associated with 
the notions of space/place, there is an 
emergent such consciousness. Notably, 
WKH� ƓHOG� RI� SV\FKRORJ\� KDV� HPEUDFHG�
this through ecopsychology, which ex-
plores the synergistic relation between 

personal well-being and that of our 
home, the Earth. It seeks to recover 
people from traumatic addiction to ci-
vilisation and to propagate process of 
recovery in others.

One of its pioneers, psychiatrist Roger 
Walsh framed the eco crisis in the 1980s 
as an inquiry to diagnose human disas-
sociation from nature. He wrote in Stay-
ing alive: The psychology of human sur-
YLYDO��ŏ7KH�FULVHV�ZH�IDFH�WRGD\��WKRXJK�
unprecedented in scope, complexity, 
urgency, and potential for disaster, all 
have their roots in psychological causes 
DQG�PHFKDQLVPV�Ő�,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��ZHōUH�
deeply out of touch with ourselves and 
the earth, and that is causing the de-
struction of the environment.

&DWKHULQH�.HOOHU� LQ�KHU�ERRN�ŏ7KH�)DFH�
RI� WKH�'HHSŐ� UHIUDPHG� FUHDWLRQ� QRW� DV�

Artwork by Chu Hao Pei.
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ABOUT THE WRITER

Melanie Chua is an editor and the 
ƓUVW� FHUWLƓHG� %XLOGLQJ� %LRORJLVW�
in Asia. Her interest is in how we 
perceive and inhabit the invisible 
world around us with a focus on re-
lationships between space, health 
and wellness. Her writing and art 
works, recently Urban Body (2012) 
and Next in Line (2014), utilise the 
personal narrative to reveal social 
products of culture.

creation ex nihilo (creation out of noth-
ing) but creation ex produndis (creation 
out of the deep water). Casting creation 
as a germinating abyss makes visible 
the invisible spaces in which inter-action 
occurs. 

While Keller’s effort is theological (and 
challenges established Christianity), in 
her arguments, Keller also engages the 
work of Barth, Derrida, Deleuze and 
Whitehead, all of whom have grappled 
with how space – metaphysical or con-
crete – performs as a sort of culture for 
KXPDQLW\�� 6KH� DVVHUWV� WKDW� ŏV\VWHPLVHG�
H[KLELWLRQ�>LQ�UHOLJLRQ@�UHPRYHV�XV�ERWK�
IURP�WKH�VWUHHWV�DQG�IURP�WKH�GHHSŐ��

Indeed one critique of place-making are 
the socio-political mechanics at work to 
ŌƓ[ō�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�EXLOGLQJ�SURFHVV-
es that rendered such placelessness 
LQ� WKH� ƓUVW� SODFH�� ,I� WKDW� VWDWHPHQW� IHOW�
clunky and abstract, it’s exactly the error 
various placemaking efforts fall into over 
and over again. 

Instead space already carries biologic, 
cultural meanings as the examples in 
this essay demonstrate: the qualita-
tiveness of space and the far-reaching 
consequences of its negation. These 
ideas support a fundamental notion that 
spaces support creativity and relation-
ship, rather than merely innovate such 
design. Instead of disparate technolo-
gies, systems, organisational models, 
WKHVH�ƓHOGV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�SURMHFWV�PHQ-
tioned in this essay, look for spaces that 
are designed to support individuals and 
groups, and in doing so, community pro-
cesses. It recognises the holistic, multi-

dimensional space, one within which we 
are simultaneously located physically, 
psychologically, and socioculturally as a 
sociocultural agent and as an actor with 
purposes. �
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MERIDEL RUBENSTEIN
American artist Meridel Rubenstein began her 
professional career in the early 1970s, evolving 

from photographer of single photographic images 
to artist of extended works and multi-media 

LQVWDOODWLRQV�b�)URP�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�KHU�DUW�PDNLQJ�KDV�
argued for an awareness of how we are connected 

to place.

Meridel Rubenstein maintains her art studio in 
Santa Fe, New Mexico. She has been an active arts 
HGXFDWRU�IRU�RYHU����\HDUV�b�6LQFH������VKH�KDV�

been a Visiting Associate Professor at the School of 
Art, Design, and Media at Nanyang Technological 

University in Singapore one semester a year. 
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Her newest work Eden Turned on its Side focuses on intersections of nature and 
culture in relationship to ecological and social imbalance. Part I -Photosynthesis 
contains images of seasons, and of people in relationship to trees. Printed on large 
ŴRDWLQJ�VKHHWV�RI�SDSHU� WR�JLYH�D�TXDOLW\�RI� OLJKW�DQG�DLU�� WKH� LPDJHV� VXJJHVW�D�
reciprocal exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide between trees and people and 
a more Edenic time when things might have been in balance. 

Part II involves the Volcano Cycle with images made along the Ring of Fire in Indo-
nesia in collaboration with the Earth Observatory Singapore. 

Eden Turned on its Side
Photo by Meridel Rubenstein.

apple
2018, ongoing, Singapore
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Photo by Meridel Rubenstein.

Part III comprises images and an art/ecology wastewater garden made at the site 
of the original Garden of Eden in S. Iraq in collaboration with Dr. Mark Nelson and 
Nature Iraq, El-Chibaish, Iraq. She is a recent fellow of the World Academy of Arts 
and Sciences.

7KH� ŏ*DUGHQ�RI�(GHQŐ� LV�EHOLHYHG� WR� LQKDELW� ,UDTōV�0HVRSRWDPLDQ�PDUVKHV��7KH�
Marsh Arabs predate Christianity by at least 5,000 years and have lived in these 
marshes, the largest wetlands in southwest Asia, which covered more than 15,000 
square kilometres, leading a sustainable, unchanged life. 

In the Gulf War of 1991, the military drained the marshes to crush a populist upris-
ing against Saddam Hussein, killing tens of thousands of Marsh Arabs, destroying 
livestock and agricultural livelihoods, settlements, and the core of the economy. 

2QFH�D�WKULYLQJ�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�����WR�����WKRXVDQG��LW�LV�HVWLPDWHG�WKDW��������ŴHG�
to Southern Iran as well as nearby Iraqi cities. The remaining 2,000 survivors lived 
under persecution and poverty until 2003, when, upon Saddam Hussein’s demise, 
many of the refugees returned to the wetlands, broke through the earthen canal 
that the State had built to drain the marsh water into the Persian Gulf, and let the 
ZDWHU�ŴRZ�DJDLQ��

By 2011, with the efforts of environmental Non Governmental Organisation (NGO) 
Nature Iraq, the marshes were 20 precent regreened and by March 2014, they 
were 60 percent restored. 

As of May 2015, the marshes have faced a second environmental disaster—the tem-
porary draining of water due to extreme drought and illegal withholding of water 
by Turkey and ISIS. This does not affect the necessity or effectiveness of our waste 
water garden solution but in fact makes it all the more  necessary.

This regenesis of a natural and cultural space has been largely overlooked by the 
PHGLD�DQG�RYHUVKDGRZHG�E\�FRQŴLFWV�LQ�QRUWKHUQ�,UDT�
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Photo by Meridel Rubenstein.
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82 Photo by Meridel Rubenstein.




