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A Brief Study of Roots

For Project #1, “A Brief Study of Roots” I archived a collection of root materials 

including found and constructed 3-dimensional organic and inorganic objects; created a series of 

small collages; shot, recorded and utilized footage of found, original, manipulated and enhanced 

still images and video, audio sound track and narrative text. I was inspired by Dubuffet's 

statement that “Dirt has depth and beauty” (Dubuffet, 173), and  Yve-Alain Bois's dedication to 

“dirt, trash and filth...making a monument to their beauty...” (Bois, 173). 

My initial impulse was to gather live roots and root media from gardens and lakes in 

Rockland County, causing each of these objects to become “divested of its function and made 

relative to a subject” (Baudrillard, 7). Pulling up roots, and documenting them in the act of being 

uprooted, was my first experience in creating a conscious archive of objects who's “destiny is to 

be collected” (Baudrillard, 7). As a gardener and kayak enthusiast, I am drawn to plants and roots 

in my everyday life; gardening and kayaking root me firmly to my spiritual self. Roots grow 

everywhere, they are easily accessible yet hidden until unearthed; an apt metaphor for self-

realization. While collecting I felt as Claus Oldenburg regarding his ray guns: “All one has to do 

is stoop to gather them from the sidewalks” (Oldenburg, 176).  This archiving process was a 

pleasure, underlining the notion that “pure collecting (can) intersect with genuine interest”  

(Baudrillard, 23). 

After drying my collection, I created a series of  organic “bagged roots” to display on a 

wall as an installation element. This inspired me to make additional inorganic bagged roots with 



materials including textile, wire, human hair, yarn, multi-colored thread, passport document,  

signage, wrapping paper,  etc. I also made several separate sculptures of roots using found 

materials.

I started to work with my video and still images on computer, and began a more expansive 

research on the internet, regarding the general subject matter and contextual meanings of roots. I  

also began collecting a list of colloquial and literary words and phrases using the word root, 

surveying friends and colleagues for their ideas. I recorded an intimate soundtrack of roots being 

pulled from the ground, which became the sonic “root” of this video-in-progress. I also drew 

sketches of how the installation might appear in a public space, and ways in which the audience 

might be directed to it's various components.

As an individual research development project, “A Brief Study of Roots” has initiated a 

personal lexicon of expanded associations and layered, multiple meanings linked with definitions 

of the word root, which the Oxford Dictionary defines variously as "…family, ethnic, or cultural 

origins, esp. as the reasons for one's long-standing emotional attachment to a place; the part of a 

thing attaching it to a greater or more fundamental whole; the basic cause, source, or origin of 

something"(New Oxford American Dictionary). As a work-in-process which may or may not take 

root in a larger artistic venue, this project nevertheless parallels Hal Foster's view that  “archival 

art is as much preproduction as postproduction...artists are often drawn to unfulfilled beginnings 

or incomplete projects – in art and in history alike – that might offer points of departure again” 

(Foster, 145). 

In this project I intended to look at roots and their meanings from a variety of perspectives 

and media, linking these expanded meanings together in a conceptual framework that invites the 

viewer to experience her or his own internal or external connections to this study. In a finished 

version of this work I would  hope to lead the viewer from a tactile examination of the bagged 

root display, which includes organic and inorganic examples of roots, to the accompanying 6:32 



video with headphones, giving viewers sonic privacy to experience the video with surround-

sound as an additional aural focus. Given that human beings are entirely dependent upon and 

wedded to roots and root systems throughout their lives, I hope this installation will inspire 

viewers to expand their own primary consciousness regarding this subject, and to begin to take 

note of the presence of roots, in their myriad forms, in everyday life.

Because of the constrictions of time, the project as it currently exists has many flaws; 

given the luxury of unfettered creative time and distance, these flawed elements might be 

transcended. I will briefly describe them. I had planned to embed a vocal soundtrack along with 

the soundtrack of roots being pulled, using the voice as an intimate, subjective narrative device to 

pull together various sections exploring organic, scientific, biological, physiological, commercial,  

cultural and social implications of this subject. I wrote a narrative script and recorded a vocal 

soundtrack, but found it was not appropriately matched to the visual media; the personality of my 

voice was too colorful and distracting for the material. Realizing this, and with more time, I  

would have re-recorded a vocally neutral narrative, one that might insinuate itself more 

seamlessly into the visual world of the video. I decided instead to create an ongoing text 

narrative, which appears as timed captions and crawling sentences at the bottom of the frame. 

These text captions are also not entirely successful; if they were to remain as a narrative element  

it would require a re-working  of the timings and duration of moving and still images and 

transitions, to allow the narrative to weave itself more subtly and organically into the video.  

Another weakness in this project is my limited knowledge of the installation environment in the 

DIAP lab, which I hope to address as I become more attuned to the culture, range of equipment 

and day-to-day workings of the DIAP program.  

I look forward to responses, creative suggestions and critical evaluation of this project, 

from Professor Mark Smith and my DIAP colleagues.
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