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Introduction
Food and art come together early: babies trying their first foods will enthusiastically smear and paint 
with their dinner given half a chance, experimenting with the joys of texture, colour and form as well 
as taste and temperature. Though (for most people) the making of art gets a bit more refined over the 
years, the best of it retains some of that gutsy gusto, even if it lacks the same tasty dual function. Food 
and art are both deeply embedded in our culture, each one a necessity and a delight in its own way.

With this project, one of the aims was to use a range of creative interventions to gently challenge kids’ 
expectations of food, whether that was tempting them to taste foods they might otherwise not have 
tried; giving them first hand experience of food that comes out of the ground, rather than the 
supermarket; or letting them learn about and experiment with the ecological cycles our food is tied to, 
from ferments to compost to earth. The children on this project were a testament to the ease and 
enjoyment with which humans can take to fresh new tastes and creative food experiences.
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The arts are a great vehicle for supporting and developing people’s natural curiosity and inventiveness. 
These are the traits from which our cultures arise and develop. Scottish traditional food culture has been 
eroded by inner and outer colonisation, war, big business, convenience and urbanisation. But humans 
are hard-wired to form associations, build skills and share with one another, so when we create 
stress-free, sociable contexts where such things can happen, new cultures begin to emerge effortlessly. 

A healthy, thriving food culture springs from a knowledge of the foods that grow locally and a willingness 
to experiment with ingredients and tastes. Claire’s gentle encouragement and creative knowhow 
provided an ideal context for this alchemy to begin.The results can be seen in the kids’ work and words.

My favourite memory of the project is making clootie dumplings with some of the children at the 
Christmas party. Each one was given a dod of the basic mixture on a muslin square and then invited to 
choose from a range of colourful extras to add as they wished. Some grabbed big handfuls of everything, 
some warily taste tested each one before deciding, one wildly poured in ginger powder before I could 
jump in and stop them. They were so excited to take their little clootie bundles home to boil up and eat. 
I was excited too and that evening made my very first clootie dumpling - a creative and tasty new part of 
my family culture.

Eva  Schonveld

4





Context
	
Methilhill Edible Garden Residency took place between the children of Methilhill Community Learning 
Garden’s outdoor youth group and artist Claire Briegel, between August and December 2015. 

The residency celebrated the children’s artistic and creative approaches to the garden’s ‘edible cycle’ of 
waste, growing, cooking and eating. These important elements of the cycle are explored as overlapping 
and intersecting, with each holding unique possibilities for creating sustainable approaches to food. 

Through a series of creative workshops and engagements, the residency explored the synergy between 
visual art and a creative, practical exploration of food and sustainability for young minds in the garden. 

As well as the children’s visual imagery capturing the biodiversity of the edible garden, aesthetic 
creativity also played a real part in re-imagining food and waste in diverse ways, revealing how important 
the role played by the arts can be in contributing to changing and dynamic relationships with the plants 
we eat. 

The artist worked responsively with the children in the garden to capture their uninhibited explorations 
of the garden, whilst structuring this process through an engagement with and visualisation of the 
edible cycle. This process was about re-imagination – working with what is there to draw meaning and 
find creative solutions to the practical problems posed by our ecological situation.
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Food is a human necessity, but it also has a strong aesthetic and visual language, worthy of investigation 
beyond pragmatic means. Food is also political; a truly creative, aesthetic, and practical approach to the 
edible cycle can hold a very real possibility of building resilience, skills and innovation amongst young 
minds. 

This booklet provides a document of the process of the residency, through the edible cycle, alongside 
guidance of tools, workshops and recipes gathered for use by others.

Claire Briegel

What did Methilhill Community Children’s Initiative get out of the residency?

Techniques were introduced to workers to try new things with the children - batik, screen printing, 
pickling and spice grinding. All the sessions were successful and those taking part wanted to repeat 
them. Claire provided calm guidance. The legacy continues wtih the kitchen development.

Feedback meeting, February 2016
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Growing through waste
Waste is a fundamental part of the edible cycle, at the very beginning of the growing element as 
compost, as well as having many other uses. As that which we often seek to keep out-of-sight, 
though, the creative potential of waste is seldom revealed. ‘Waste’ is a natural and inevitable 
by-product of any activity or production, providing a unique creative challenge. As part of 
Methilhill Edible Garden Residency, we sought not only to make waste visible, but also of aesthetic 
concern, revealing not only its purposefulness for new growth, but its value too. 

Visualising Waste

Making it visible, and even aesthetic, plays a big part in re-imagining waste. The children of 
Methilhill Outdoor Youth Group made small, transparent compost ‘bins’, layering different colours 
and textures of waste to add a decorative dimension to a very practical, compact compost.

We began by collecting waste materials suitable for composting, organised by colour and texture. 
It is best to opt for non-cooked waste products. Now find a balance between brown and green 
waste – the former tends to be rich in Carbon, and the latter full of Nitrogen – good compost needs 
both! Brown waste tends to be dry things, like leaves, shredded cardboard and paper, and egg 
shells, whereas green waste describes fruit and vegetable peels, tea bags and coffee grounds, grass 
and seaweed. 
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Children may enjoy organising these things into piles. The compost will need roughly half brown and half 
green waste.

We used biodegradable plastic cups, but any spare plastic cups (or half plastic bottles) will do! Keep 
pressing down the layers to reveal patterned compost. Put a lid or cover on when finished, and leave the 
compost on a windowsill to watch as it changes and breaks down over time.



Waste Dyes

The edible cycle is a colourful one, and waste is not an exception! As well as composting, some food 
waste items can be used to make fabric dyes of interesting hues. Typical items that produce strong 
colour are: beetroot peel, onion peel (red and white), coffee, tea, spinach or kale stalks, orange or lemon 
peel, and overripe fruits, such as blackberries. 

Waste dyes are simple to make:

Boil individual waste items, in just enough water to cover, until the liquid takes on a strong colour and 
reduces in volume. This colour may not be exactly what you expected! 

Once you have the strained the liquid, you should add fixatives to preserve the dyes, and help them 
adhere to fabric. For vegetables and tea, add white vinegar (around 200ml for every 500ml) and for fruit, 
add salt (around 100grams for every 500ml). 

Do experiment – spices such as turmeric and paprika can also be added to enhance colours! 

In the Methilhill Community Learning Garden, we used our waste fabric dyes to make edible batik 
imagery of the children’s favourite vegetables and fruit. Batik is a traditional decorative technique, where 
wax is drawn into material before applying colour selectively to reveal an image or pattern.
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Cooking
Preparing food is a crucial and creative part of the edible cycle. As an everyday activity, cooking is often 
looked upon as purely necessity, without appreciation for its creative reach. The practice of cooking itself 
is becoming more and more expansive, encompassing new methods and artistry, that make way for 
different ways of eating. 

Preservation is a key tool in the edible cycle. Preserving makes it possible to make the most of a garden’s 
glut, and reduce the need for unnecessary waste. It can also be a creative process, allowing foodstuffs to 
evolve and diversify over time. 

Fermentation

Fermentation is unique amongst other methods of preservation, like pickling or freezing, which require 
the halting of a foodstuff’s natural evolution to avoid spoilage. The process of fermentation, begun 
through the addition only of water and salt, involves the diminishment of bacteria associated with spoil-
age, and the diversification of microbes associated with nutritional value. The resulting proliferation of 
microbes is sometimes referred to as culture, relating to the microbial diversity of such cultivations. 

Fermenting is a simple, transformative and creative process, holding much potential for the re-
imagination of ‘cooking’. There is a simple basic method to follow, but because of the complex process of 
fermentation, and its responsiveness to its environment, it will always involve an element of 
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experimentation. A wonderful thing about ferments is that they require very little energy to make or 
keep, and don’t actually require any cooking! Ferments can taste truly delicious, and usually have a tangy 
taste, reminiscent of pickles made with vinegar.

We made ferments in the Methilhill Community Garden, using the following guidance:

Perfect vegetables for fermenting are: cabbage, chard, onions, carrots, cauliflower, broccoli, radishes, 
herbs, edible flowers and wild garlic.
14



You will just need:

Sterilised glass jars
1kg of vegetables (roughly)
1 tbsp of salt

Add your finely chopped or grated vegetables to a large mixing bowl (or bucket!) and sprinkle over the 
salt. This is the fun bit – now use your hands to squeeze and press the vegetables to encourage them to 
release their juices. This can take a few minutes.



Once the vegetables are moist and squishy, fill sterilized jars, and push down until almost full, leaving 
some room at the top for the fermentation process to produce gases. Add water if the vegetables are not 
fully submerged. Put the lid on and leave at room temperature.

For the first few days of fermentation, with the jar at room temperature, you will need to loosen the lid 
once a day to release gases, as it will begin fermenting vigorously! After that, the jar can be left at in a 
cool, dry place. 

It will be ready to eat in around a week, and should last for at least three months, or longer if put in the 
fridge. 



Eating
Eating is often the most celebrated and appreciated of the edible cycle, but its importance can also be 
overlooked. As a necessity for growth and survival, food has its place as an object of taste and 
delectability, but a wider appreciation of food as part of the edible cycle also places food within an 
aesthetic consideration. 

There are many layers to the ‘eating’ of food, that do not take away from its practical value in feeding 
and nourishing us. Eating happens not simply through our mouths, but through all our senses – touch, 
smell, sound and sight. 
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Children have often been discouraged from experimenting, ‘or playing with their food’. Whilst the 
sentiment of this instruction is correct—that food is something of great value, rather than a toy—it can 
also prevent a more curious attitude towards food, where it can be explored as multisensory 
experience. Being involved in the preparation of food is important for children, and letting them 
experiment is a wonderful way of demystifying the way food we eat. A barrier to this creativity may be 
making things safe for young hands. In the Methilhill Community Garden, we experimented with all sorts 
of tools and methods suitable for children working outdoors. 

Rather than chopping, outdoor cooking can use grinding, grating, pressing, bashing and mashing. Some 
of the best tools for this are: hand spice grinders, pestle and mortars and potato mashers, as well as 
making good use of our own fingers!

Pickle, jam and ferment jar covers

Food also has a strong visual language. Popular foodstuffs often go hand-in-hand with a familiar and 
recognisable representation of them. 

A significant part of Methilhill Edible Garden residency was developing a new visual language for the 
garden, representing some of the ecological diversity of the garden’s edibles, through their very different 
visual presentations – flaws and all!
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Some of the younger children of the garden collected & picked some of their favourite fruit and 
vegetables (to look at, or eat!) before drawing its image into polystyrene rounds for printing onto fabric. 
This didn’t need to be a realistic representation, but a reflection of the child’s experience. This mono- 
printing technique allowed for a wonderful experimentation with colour and printing inks—allowing for 
the repeatability of an image, without its predictability—and allowing for images that celebrated the 
garden’s edibles! We made the resulting images into ‘pickle, jam and ferment jar covers’. 



Spices

Eating according to the climate and locality can sometimes mean less immediate diversity and choice. 
Eating on a budget can also mean simplifying ingredients, and using humble ingredients. 

Spices and condiments can be wonderful ways of making the most humble ingredient into something 
delightful. They are relatively cheap to get hold of in big packs, and hold the potential to transform the 
smells, textures and colours of food, as well as its taste, without need for extras!

Some fantastic spices to experiment with are: whole star anise, turmeric, mustard seeds, paprika, ginger, 
nigella seed, coriander seed, pepper, fennel seed and fenugreek.

The Methilhill Community Garden children captured the transformative alchemy of spice through spice 
collage, making imagery of the biodiversity of the edible garden, including this buzzing turmeric bee!
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