TREES OF LIFE - KNOW LEDGE IN MATERIAL

This ongoing inquiry began with an interest in traditional social and cultural
practices closely tied to natural habitats, as well as how communities have lived in
close relationship to their environment, and over centuries perfected sustainable

cultivation systems, applying ingenuity in craft and technique. This ongoing
inquiry explores the knowledge of biological forms within their geopolitical and
historical contexts. The focus is on four plants deeply rooted in Asia: indigo

(Indigofera tinctoria), lacquer (Toxicodendron vernicifluum), rattan (Calamoideae),
and mulberry (Morus alba).

Featured in this presentation are works by Liang Shaoji, Manish Nai, Phi Phi

Oanh, Sopheap Pich, and Vivian Xu, each of whom has established an ongoing
practice around materials derived from these plants. The artists” installations are
outcomes of long-term experimentations with the material properties of each plant
and their natural ecosystem. They serve as a starting point to discover more about
the materials, looking into their natural and cultural DNA, which allows further

exploration of biological processes intrinsic to these plants and the diverse usages
at their locale.

Alongside the artworks, selected documents introduce the complex histories and

circulation routes of these natural resources, expanding into the different cultural

representations of the chosen plants, underlining both their ecological and economical
significance. This undertaking is guided by questions such as: What are the various uses
and applications of these plants? What is their place in the current agro-ecosystem?
‘What traditional crafts are still practiced and can industrial and technological advance-
ments support an economic future for the communities that depend on them? How

has globalisation changed the perception and reception of these natural produces,
and therefore impacted these traditions?

Topical seminars, dedicated to each of the four botanic materials, further unpack
the characteristics, cultural references, and their expanded ecology, including
techno-logical advancements and innovative applications. Lectures, panels, and
workshops featuring the participating artists, as well as craftsmen, designers, scientists,
ethnobotanists, and anthropologists, allow for a rich diversity of perspectives.

Trees of Life — Knowledge in Material contributes to the Centre’s long-term research
cluster CLIMATES. HABITATS. ENVIRONMENTS., highlighting precarious

conditions of habitats and the consequences of human intervention combined
with climate change for local conditions.

This project is led by Ute Meta Bauer, Founding Director, NTU CCA Singapore and Professor,
NTU School of Art, Design and Media (ADM); Laura Miotto, Associate Professor, NTU ADM;
and Khim Ong, Deputy Director, Curatorial Programmes, NTU CCA Singapore.
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Village communities in Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos,
Vietnam, and the Philippines rely heavily on the rattan
trade. Sales can account for up to 50% of the cash income in
some villages, making rattan a major contributor to poverty
alleviation in rural areas. Despite the importance of rattan,
it has not been sustainably harvested and its prevalence
is declining. The main threats are over-harvesting and
deforestation due to land conversion and frequent forest
fires, which affect both the livelihoods of forest dwellers
and biodiversity.

The furniture and design industry, which regard rattan as

an ideal material, create a constant demand on the global

market, yet prices paid to harvesters in Indonesia are low.

As a result, many smallholders are turning away from rattan
production to less sustainable alternatives. The Katingan
district in central Kalimantan started producing rattan

certified by the Forest Stewardship Council in an area
denominated High Conservation Value Forest. The P2RK-
cooperative uses this certification to command higher
prices from the high-value markets. The project started in
2011, involved the WWF, the community, and the local
authorities to map land ownership and to determine the
volume of rattan that can be sustainably cut each year.

Rattan palms, Thailand.
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“Everything is expressed in the lines. Lines in

space. Work is for me a way to focus. Work as
a way of moving forward in the midst of all the
complication. Work leads to acceptance.
Work leads to resistance.”

— Sopheap Pich













COLLECTING VARNISE,

Men collecting varnish from the Chinese lacquer tree, Toxicodendron vernicifluum, using
bamboo pipes. Hand-coloured copperplate engraving by Andrea Freschi, after Antoine Cardon.
Henri-Leonard-Jean-Baptiste Bertin and Jean Baptiste Joseph Breton, China, Its Costumes,
Arts, Manufactures, etc. London: Howlett and Brimmer, 1824.












“The material qualities of this medium, the deep
colours and ever-changing light on a lacquer image
demands a different kind of attention and offers
a heightened visual experience.”
— Phi Phi Oanh












Silk moth and silkworm, Bombyx mori, on mulberry leaves, Morus alba.
Hand-coloured copperplate engraving drawn and etched by Jacob I'Admiral in
Naauwkeurige Waarneemingen omtrent de veranderingen van veele Insekten
(Accurate Descriptions of the Metamorphoses of Insects).
Amsterdam: J. Sluyter, 1774.






Winding silk from the cocoon, ca. 1914-18, Japan. A.Davey, CC BY 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/adavey/4864375822/sizes/o/

The production of silk depends on the skill and resourcefulness of its producers
to not only maintain the ideal environment for mulberry and silkworms to grow,
but also in how well they nurture the plants and insects.

The nature of the insect-cultivator relationship has influenced the quantity
and quality of the filament that forms the cocoon. The filament is far from
raw material; rather it is fashioned and nurtured through the interactions
of cultivator and silkworm. It is both grown and made, such that
design and technology are integral to it.
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“In China, the silkworm
represents generosity,
warmth, life, and endurance. And
because silk threads are so very long—a
single silkworm may give out from its mouth
a thread of up to a kilometre length—the thread of
the silkworm represents human life and history.”

— Liang Shaoji









“The goal was not to create technology
that modified the organism, but to create
technology that was in tune with the
organism.”

—Vivian Xu













Pink-flowered true indigo plant, Indigofera tinctoria. Hand-coloured copperplate
engraving of a botanical illustration by J. Schaly from G. T. Wilhelm’s Unterhaltungen aus
der Naturgeschichte (Encyclopedia of Natural History), Vienna, 1817.









33

Indigo dyeing in Guizhou, Southwest China, 1993.

Copyright Jenny Balfour-Paul.
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“I believe that there is nothing new to
be made. I enjoy following a particular
process again and again until I fully
understand its potential. It leads to

other ideas and possibilities.”
— Manish Nai
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CLIMATES.

HABITATS.

ENVIRONMENTS.

‘White Cockatoo
Habitat: Southeast Asia
Conservation Status:
Endangered

NTU CCA Singapore’s overarching research topic, CLIMATES. HABITATS.
ENVIRONMENTS., informs and connects the Centre’s various activities for the next three
years. Changes in the environment influence weather patterns and these climatic shifts impact
habitats, and vice versa. Precarious conditions of habitats are forcing the migration of humans
and other species at a critical level. The consequences of human intervention are felt on a global
scale, affecting geopolitical, social, and cultural systems. The Centre intends to discuss and
understand these realities through art and culture in dialogue with other fields of knowledge.
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