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mbarking on a more artistic endeavour and fascinated by the intelligence
and behaviour of plant roots, Diana Scherer has explored the material ability of plant roots at the seedling stage to create an unprecedented textilelike material, Interwoven. Through a self-developed technique, aided by digital
fabricated templates which guides the growth of plant roots (patent pending),
the artist directs plant roots into geometric patterns found in nature, like honeycomb structures, or foliate designs reminiscent of Middle Eastern arabesques.
Scherer’s work illustrates that roots are not only productive means but
also intelligent agents that respond to and adapt actively and dynamically to
their environment.

Diana Scherer				
Plantrootweaving
Scherer explores the relationship of man versus his natural
environment. Through her installations she examines
the boundaries between plant culture and nature. What
does “natural” mean in the Anthropocene and is man
not also nature or a parasitic species on the rest of his
environment? For the past few years her fascination has
been focused on the dynamics of underground plant
parts. She has been captivated by the root system, with
its hidden, underground processes. Her longterm project
Exercises in Rootsystem Domestication originated as
an art project with an intuitive approach has also developed into an innovative material research. Working on
this project Scherer shifts between disciplines, from design
to art, craft and science. To develop the work she collaborate together with biologists, engineers and designers.
interviewee Diana Scherer
interviewer Dawn Sanders		
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Dawn Sanders: When did you start working with plants and why?
Diana Sherer: Ten years ago I started working with plants. I was interested in
the relationship of man versus his natural environment and his desire to control
nature. First I worked with the plant parts that grow above ground and then
slowly went down to the bottom. I became captivated by the root system, with
its hidden, underground processes. It’s not always easy to explain a fascination
and where it comes from. Often this are unconscious processes. But in this case
I know that my interest for crops started with my grandparents. They were farmers and during the visits to the farm I explored in a naturally way the life of
plants. In this case mainly food plants such as grain. In my current project I also
work a lot with grain such as oats or corn. My grandmother was also extremely
handy with textiles. I consider her, Walburga Scherer, to be the basis of Exercises
in Rootsystem Domestication.
DSa: In your work you make public the parts of plants that are often unseenthe roots. Has working in such close physical contact with the roots of plants
impacted on your understanding of plants and if so, in what ways?
DSh: From my collaboration with the root system I learned about underground
biodiversity. For example some plants like to grow close to each other and support each other below ground and other species fight their living space and don’t
tolerate other species next to them. I have studied their appearance and their
aesthetic quality and on a certain moment I started to approach the root system
as if it were yarn. For example, the refined, white root structure of grass reminds
me of silk and the powerful, yellowish strands of the daisy I compare to wool. I
have learned that an enormous communication takes place underground. The
rhizosphere forms a very dynamic environment in which the plant roots and
many organisms are located. Plants communicate with each other and collaborate with other organisms for example fungi and bacteria. 				
For example plants are able to warn each other via the subterranean
network over kilometres of danger or use it to feed each other and eliminate
or support weaker plants. Roots are incredibly strong. In their search for food
and space they fight for every space they can find. I use this natural strength to
weave my textiles of plant roots.
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DSa: Can you describe how your work Exercises in Root System Domestication first
began and what the key factors were in deciding to work this way?

When I told them that I wanted
to weave the root system underground they had little faith
in it but because my enthusiasm and my earlier work convinced them I was allowed to
join them in the greenhouses.

DSh: In the beginning I worked with nature in different ways. For example I started
to collect and photograph plants. Also I found it especially exciting to bring nature
and its phenomena into my studio. At one point I had a whole collection of molehills
in my studio.
The rootbound image, a plant that had grown in a pot for a very long period, remained for a long time in my mind and on a photograph on my studio wall. At one
point I started to work with this image and filled my vase collection, which I collected for many years, with soil and seeds. I nurtured the plants for three month and
then broke the vases. The root system has taken over the shapes. I photographed
the plant with the root ball in the shape of a vase. It all happened very intuitively
but in this period I learned a lot about roots. After this project Nurture Studies 2012
(book published by van Zoetendaal publishers) I carried on exploring this burried
matter.
After a period of research I had the idea to weave the root system. For this I
contacted science in 2016. I started to study the below ground processes in cooperation with experts at Radboud University Nijmegen. In this period I developed the
new technique Interwoven to control the growth of plant roots. With Interwoven
the natural network of the system turns into a textile. During the growing process
the roots assimilate to underground templates and weaves the material itself.
DSa: How has working across disciplines impacted upon the ways you think about,
and construct your own artistic identity, in work such as the new exhibition Hyper
Rhizome?
DSh: The collaboration has inspired me ta lot. In particular, I contacted biologists
from the Radboud University Nijmegen to expand my botanical knowledge. It was
a very practical approach. Mainly I wanted to know more about the world of roots.
Radboud University was known for its specialists and they had just set up an entire
root lab. This collaboration satisfied my curiosity to a certain extent. In addition to
the research, I have seen a lot that it has inspired me to new ideas. My role as an
artist has not changed except that I have become aware that my work can be a link
between science and society as kind of translator.
I also found it interesting to see that my open-mindedness and unscientific approach can help me to take steps that science has long regarded as impossible and
excluded in advance. For example, when I told them that I wanted to weave the root
system underground they had little faith in it but because my enthusiasm and my
earlier work convinced them I was allowed to join them in the greenhouses.
DSa: I am interested in your partnership with biologists and engineers in the Materials Experience Lab, especially as a cross-disciplinary act, even the name of the lab
suggests a conscious move to create epistemic border-crossings. Can you describe
how this space provokes, and/or facilitates new relationships around art and science? Has it changed your practice as an artist?

Diana Scherer
Hyper Rhizome # 2 2019,
Photography Fine
art print 150 x 100 cm
© Diana Scherer
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DSh: In addition to my autonomous work, I also started an innovative material research. My goal in the coming period is to develop the bio-manufactured material
from plant roots into a sustainable and applicable material.
I contacted the Material Experience Lab because of their research in ‘Growing Material’. Two Master students graduated last year on my project Interwoven. (master of
science) with the assignment to develop the material more solid and into 3d.
That was a new experience for me as an artist. I was curious about the scientific
approach in addition to my intuitive research. A textile of plant roots is a new material and has never been used for a material application. I see it as a challenge to
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develop the material to such an extent that it can be applied, for example in the textile
industry. The fabric also has the potential of a sustainable material because during the
production process it stores CO2 instead of emissions.
At my exhibition Hyper Rhizome I show a selection of our experiments. It hasn’t
changed my practise as an artist. I can easily separate my autonomic work from these
excursions to science. They are learning moments for me and often they are helpful.
I experience it as inspiring and it supports my autonomous practice. My visual background gives me the opportunity to approach the world of science in an open-minded
way and make it accessible to the viewer through my work.
DSa: In the invite to your new exhibition, Hyper Rhizome, the work of Charles Darwin is
mentioned, especially his book The Power of Movement in Plants. Does Darwin the botanist influence your thinking about plants? And if so, are there any particular aspects of
his work that resonate with your current entanglements with plant-life?

A textile of plant roots is a new
material and has never been
used for a material application.
I see it as a challenge to develop
the material to such an extent
that it can be applied, for example in the textile industry.

DSh: When I became interested in the root system I came across the experiments of
Charles and Francis Darwin. From the Darwins I learned that plants did not belong
where they were classified by Aristotle: at the bottom of the hierarchy of living nature,
just a decor for man and animal.
Their research helped me to better understand my own root observations. They
experimented a lot with the dynamics of the roots. They described the root apex as a
‘brain- like’ organ. I found that exciting. The book describes their botanical experiments
with the movements of various plant parts and development stages of the plant root. I
found that very helpful. My approach is intuitive and I work with my imagination, but I
find the confirmation from the scientific world a pleasant addition. In the book The Power of Movements of Plants the ‘intelligence’ of plants is seriously considered and tested
the first time. In my work Exercises in Rootsystem Domestication I use this dynamic/intelligence. They describe how roots do not passively grow down, but move and observe.
A root navigates, knows what’s up and down, observes gravity and localizes moisture
and chemicals.
For the project I developed a technique to guide the growth of the plant root. With
the help of underground templates, I control the root system. During the growing process, the roots conform to underground templates and the textile weaves or braids
itself. In this project I apply the strength of nature to weave a textile.
DSa: The Netherlands is known for its horticultural production: fields of tulips and
ranges of vegetable growing glasshouses. This industrial approach creates a particular
aesthetic of, and relationship to, the plant-world against which your productions seem
to be more consciously associated with characteristics of the growth entangled with
plants, and yet, the titles of your work acknowledge your domesticating role. Do you
feel a tension here? Is it a conscious commentary on the current relationship between
much of the urban human population and the plant community?

Diana Scherer
Hyper Rhizome #12 Plantrootweaving
tapestry 120 x 80 cm /2020
pp 20-21: Interwoven #4 , Photography
100 x 80 cm / 2017 © Diana Scherer

DSh: My projects are certainly a response on the relationship of man versus his natural environment. The point of departure is the ambiguous tendency of man to cherish
nature, while simultaneously recklessly manipulating it.
I was interested in the beauty, necessity and at the same time the destructive side
of the manipulation. With Exercises in Rootsystem Domestication I force nature to go my
way and use its strength to create the work. I try to approache this subject in a poetic
way. I am aware of the cruel part of the project.
DSa: Your work occupies ‘plant-time’ by its very nature of working with growing plant
material. Has working in this time-zone impacted on how you think about time scales
in relation to environmental futures and art-based practice?
DSh: Yes, growing time is a beautiful addition to my daily work practice. I have learned
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to adapt to this. That gives me a sort of regularity in my often rather chaotic
work practice and therefore peace. Today I also live much more consciously
with the seasons, day lengths and the weather. A bit like a farmer. That sometimes also means the same complications such as a bad summer and a failed
harvest. I also had problems with a mouse plague and plant diseases.
Due to the daily conscious handling of weather and seasons, I am also much
more aware of the small shifts and changes in the climate.
DSa: What challenges have you encountered in working with roots?

I know that there are also dried
plant roots found in Pyramids.
It would not surprise me that
my roots have a longer shelf life
than a drawing or a photo.

DSh: In all the years it has been a challenge to find a strong root that grows fast
and also likes to grow into my templates. A plant that doesn’t mind growing
close to each other and can therefore form a firm root -mat. Grass species are
the most suitable for this. They like to grow close together and do not fight for
space below ground. And grain in particular is very suitable for my project. I prefer to work with oats. Another challenge was to control the strength of the plant
root. It took a while for me to find the right materials to guide the root. Roots
grow into every little hole they can find and it often happened in the begining
that the roots stuck to my templates.
It was also interesting to experiment with aquatic plants. We thought they
were ideal plants, they are strong and clean because they grow in water. In addition, they have water-purifying properties. We soon discovered that aquatic
plantroots do not interweave in the water but they just simply float next to each
other.
DSa: How have institutions and collectors responded to the organic materiality
that characterizes your work?
DSh: Collectors are not used to buying plant roots. Indeed, I often get the question about the shelf life of the work. My textile needs to be protected just like
any other work of art from UV light and moisture. For my collectors I keep the
work behind museum glass.
The roots have a fairly high acidity and preserve themselves the way they
are. You can also compare it to a dried flower. These too have a very long shelf
life if they are well preserved. Next to that, I know that there are also dried plant
roots found in pyramids. It would not surprise me that my roots have a longer
shelf life than a drawing or a photo. Of course I can’t prove that yet.
DSa: What are you currently working on?
DSh: I am busy preparing an exhibition for the Kunstverein in Kassel, Artificial
Ecologies. I will plant a field of gras and other plants 10mtr long in the exhibition
space. During the exhibition, the roots of various plants will weave a rug. After a
few growing weeks we will harvest the work in the exhibition space.
Next to this I am mainly concentrating on the development of new structures. The work starts in the computer but the real point of departure has already been laid by nature. The structures in my work are based on the construction and ordering principles of nature. This theory assumes that the same elements and patterns reappear in every plant and consist of a geometric order.
Mathematicians such as Pythagoras and Euclid were already convinced of a universal building plan constructed by the same geometric principles.
Next to that, I feel the need to intrude colour into the work. I will shortly start
dyeing (natural) the material. I have also started a new project. A work about the
concept of the Urplant by Johan Wolfgang von Goethe. A concept on the
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Diana Scherer
Gallery Droog Amsterdam, Exhibition Hyper Rhizome Installation view 2020
© Diana Scherer

ideal prototype that contains all the plants of the past and the future. Among the
many interesting contributions that Goethe made to morphology, the most valuable
and most elaborated is the Metamorphosis of Plants, published in 1790. In this book of
his many years of botanical studies he derived the entire wealth of forms of the plant
world from a single primordial plant and created all the various organs of the plant by
manifold transformation and formation of a single basic organ, the leaf. In which way
exactly this new project is developing , I don’t know yet.
A few years ago I already made a work based on his scientific work , his theory
in light and colour. The installation Spectrum Crops - Findings in Color was a botanical
test on the decomposition of the lightspectrum in different colours. For this project I
builded six greenhouses in which the same plants were grown. Each greenhouse consists of a different coloured stained window, in order to stimulate the developmentof
a plant in different ways under the influence of one isolated colour from the light
spectrum.

Diana Scherer is a visual artist living and working in Amsterdam. She was born in Lauingen, Germany and studied fine art at Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam. Her
practice encompasses photography, material research, plant root-weaving and sculpture. She has exhibited in several international solo and group shows: Kunstverein
Kassel - Artifical Ecologies, Earth Matters; Textile Museum Tilburg, Art & Science Exhibition Tasis National Museum Beijing, Springtide; Photography Museum Rotterdam and
A Queen Within – Adorned Archetypes; New Orleans Museum of Art. She published two books at Van Zoetendaal Publishers; Nurture Studies 2014 and Mädchen 2016.

Dawn Sanders has studied both fine art and ecology. Her doctoral research (Geography Department, Sussex University, 2004) examined botanic gardens as environments
for learning. She has worked at Gothenburg University, Sweden since arriving as a visiting researcher, in 2011. As an associate professor, her work focuses on interdisciplinary approaches to Life as Plant and the materiality of gardens. Research grants include the project: Beyond Plant Blindness: Seeing the importance of plants for a sustainable
world (Dnr 2014-2013). In 2019, Dawn edited a special issue of Plants, People, Planet - Standing in the Shadows of Plants: New Perspectives on Plant-Blindness (open-access).
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