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Abstract

The theme of this project is the colonial history of the 
natural rubber industry. It focuses on two species of tropical 
plants: Ficus elastica and Hevea brasiliensis. Geographically 
their native habitat is very distant from each other, but they con-
nect by European influence through the exploitation of latex. 

The many forms and outcomes from this work manifest 
the attempt of the artist to create an association between a com-
mon household plant, the origin of its name, and the source of 
rubber. As a ghostly connective tissue, the latex surrounds re-
constructed history, old prints, live plants, and drawings, accept-
ing the material's capacity to both erase and preserve the past. 

Key terms: art installation, colonialism, history, natural latex, 
rubber industry
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Introduction

With the back and forth translation of plant names, 
I am caught in the entanglement of two species, from very 
distinct lands, and the history of rubber extraction. 

In this project I work with Hevea brasiliensis and Fi-
cus elastica to bear across the liveness of colonial history 
and culture that haunts their names. I connect these plants 
with the irony that Ficus elastica—a plant originally found 
in southeast-Asia, was deemed an unprofitable source of 
natural rubber, while Hevea brasiliensis—a plant original-
ly from latin-America—was smuggled to southeast-Asia 
by the British empire, turning this region into the biggest 
producer of natural rubber in the world. As the Hevea bras. 
took over Asian and African lands in plantation form, Ficus 
elas. was taken all over the world.

I present the role of botanical gardens in the 18th and 
19th centuries on plant migration, exchange, smuggling, and 
research. The creation of Wardian cases: tiny  replicas of 
tropical and subtropical climates for transportation, and 
which inside Victorian homes signified prestige. Aligned 
with the scientific ascension was the portrayal of tropical 
habitats, charged with Edenic imagery. A flourished trans-
lation of the exotic “new world” comparable to the develop-
ment of Orientalism.

In parallel I develop this project artistically as individ-
ual pieces, gathered together in a mixed-media installation. 
I share stories and relations I have found in my research 
and associate those to our present perceptions. There is an 
exploration of the gap between the material and the origin: 
within my works there is narrative constantly outlining the 
Hevea brasiliensis, but without ever representing it. In this 
way I attempt to express the absence of the plant from our 



imaginary, it becomes a phantom. By the use of live Ficus 
elastica specimens and latex objects, I call attention to what 
is behind the name ‘rubber tree’, and search for linguistic 
insights of the relationship between people and the explo-
ration of natural rubber.

Registered here, in a critical post/colonial approach, 
is my theoretical and historical research together with my 
artistic practical developments. The written work that fol-
lows is separated in four sections, plus the final remarks: To 
Revisit, To Carry, To See and Colonial Projections. The first 
three sections follow the format of opening with the intro-
duction of a concept, it follows to the presentation of one of 
my pieces, and closes with an artistic reference. Due to how 
the concepts and pieces converse with each other, the last 
segment is structured differently, and instead of concluding 
with an artistic reference, it discloses the installation set-up 
during Bauhaus Summaery of 2022.

I hear a ghost, in a translation. I observe through this 
tree a plantation of propagated copies. A history of smug-
gled plants being bear across the world, and the people that 
follow. I see the ruined landscape, haunted by material and 
linguistic ghosts.

And I cultivate one in my room.



To Revisit
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Rubber History

< 1492 Aztecs, Maya, and Toltec people used rubber in 
pre-Colombian times1

1493 Records of Haitians playing with rubber balls2

1525 – 1529 Spanish explorers mention the use of rubber 
by natives in the region of Mexico3

1735 – 1745 La Condamine writes to France on his travel to 
the 'New World' and reports on the material and its uses. 
By then the Portuguese had learned from the Omágua/
Kambeba how to use latex. There are illustrations of sy-
ringes developed by the Omágua/Kambeba people4

1 Lucile H. Brock-
way, Science and 
Colonial Expansion 
(New Haven: Yale 
University, 1979), 145.

2 Izabel Cavalcanti 
Ibiapina Parente, 
“O Amazonismo e 
as Representações 
sobre os Seringue-
iros e a Natureza 
Amazônica” (PhD 
diss., University of 
Brasília, 2018), 75.

3 Paulo de Souza 
Gonçalves, João R. 
de Paiva and Rena-
to Argôllo de Souza, 
“Retrospectiva e Atu-
alidade do Melhora-
mento Genético da 
Seringueira (Hevea 
spp) no Brasil e em 
Países Asiáticos”, 
Embrapa Docu-
ments, No. 2. August, 
1983, 7.

4 Alfredo Kingo 
Oyama Homma, 
História da Agricul-
tura na Amazônia 
da Era Pré-colom-
biana ao Terceiro 
Milênio (Brasília: 
Embrapa Infor-
mação Tecnológica 
Press, 2003), 36.
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1745 – 1751 La Condamine and Fresnau both report and 
present rubber samples to the Académie Royale des Sci-
ences of France5

 
1761 – 1763 The Amazonian plant is classified as a tree 
from the genus Hevea6

 
1770 – 1772 Joseph Priestley discovered the material eras-
es pencil marks. By '72 blocks of rubber were sold in Lon-
don as erasers7

 
1790 – 1800 The use of latex as a medical material is rec-
ommended. The first patent for a rubber product was giv-
en to Samuel Pearl. The first rubber factory opens in 
France8

5 Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 8.

6 Homma, História 
da Agricultura na 
Amazônia, 40.

7 Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 9; William 
T. Brannt, India 
Rubber, Gutta-Per-
cha, and Balata, 
(Philadelphia: Henry 
Carey Baird & Co., 
1900. London: Samp-
son Low, Marston & 
Co., 1900), 3. 

8 Parente, “O Ama-
zonismo”, 98.
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1810 William Roxburgh "discovers" in Assam Ficus elasti-
ca, a different source of natural rubber9

1817 – 1820 Spix and Martius visit the Amazon and make 
botanical reports on Hevea, the extraction, treatment 
process, and the impoverished people who made it10

1822 Brazil becomes independent

1820 – 1823 Charles MacIntosh develops waterproof tex-
tiles and founded an industry with his name11

1830 Both the U.S. and EU are importing rubber and rub-
ber products12

1837 William Griffith makes an illustrated report on the 
"caoutchouc tree of Assam" evaluating the rubber poten-
tial of Ficus elastica13

1839 Charles Goodyear (U.S.) invented the vulcanization 

9 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 146; Bodhisat-
tva Kar, “Historia 
Elastica: A Note on 
the Rubber Hunt in 
the North-Eastern 
Frontier of British In-
dia,” India Historical 
Review, vol. 36., No. 1  
(June, 2009) 1.
10 Parente, “O Ama-
zonismo”, 86-87.

11 Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 9.

12 Homma, História 
da Agricultura na 
Amazônia, 50.

13 Kar, “Historia 
Elastica”, 132.
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process, this allows the material to be used in machines 
and also for tires14

1840 Rubber tapping was still mostly done with small cuts 
on the Hevea trunk, as learned from the Omágua/Kambe-
ba, but with the increasing international demand, the arro-
cho practice becomes common, killing trees while tapping15

1848 A large concentration of Ficus elastica is "found" in 
the Charduar forests in Assam. The forest was divided be-
tween two EU companies: Ritchie & Co and Martin & Co 
held the exclusive rights to extract rubber in the region for 
15 years16

1850 The slave trade is forbidden in Brazil17

1852 Visconde de Mauá allows steamboats on the Ama-
zon river, an international trade develops as the Amazon 
Steam Navigation Company is formed18

14 Homma, História 
da Agricultura 
na Amazônia, 51; 
Barbara Weinstein,  
A Borracha na 
Amazônia: Expansão 
e Decadência, 1850-
1920 (São Paulo: 
University of São 
Paulo Press, 1993), 
23.
15 Frederico Alex-
andre de Oliveira 
Lima, “De Arigó a 
soldado da Borra-
cha e o Fazer-se 
Seringeiro na 
Amazônia,” Revista 
Tempo Amazônico, 
June – December, 
2014, 15.
16 Kar, “História 
Elastica”, 134.
17 Homma, História 
da Agricultura na 
Amazônia, 53.
18 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 147.
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1855 Thomas Hancock pitches the idea of cultivating He-
vea brasiliensis in the Indies to the director of the Kew 
Gardens: Sir William Hooker19

The rubber extraction frontier in Brazil keeps expanding, 
from the "Islands" to Xingu and Tapajós, and then to the 
Madeira and Purus rivers20

1864 Ferreira Penna writes in a report on the conditions of 
rubber tappings: "Eldorado dos seringueiros e cemitério 
da civilização" (Rubber tappers Eldorado and civiliza-
tion‘s graveyard)21

1872 – 1873 James Collins steals seeds of Hevea brasilien-
sis but none sprout22

1877 José Verrísimo comments that before the current 
boom, tapping was mostly done by indigenous people or 
of indigenous descents from Brazil, Peru, and Bolívia, in 

19 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 156

20 Parente, “O Ama-
zonismo”, 100.
21 Anna Raquel 
de Matos Castro, 
Nelson Sanjad and 
Doralice do Santos 
Romeiro, “From 
rubber tree home-
land to rubber tree 
plantation,” Boletim 
do Museu Par-
aense Emílio Goeldi 
Ciências Humanas 
(December, 2009), 
505.

22 Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 9.
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slavery, or nearly slavery conditions. This included beat-
ings and human trade. In the 70s, there were a lot of mi-
grants workers from the northeast region of Brazil23

1874 Joseph Hooker, director of Kew Gardens in London, 
hired Henry Wickham to smuggle Hevea seeds24

1876 Wickham successfully smuggled to London, Kew Gar-
dens 70.000 seeds of Hevea brasiliensis from the Tapajós 
region. 2.397 seeds sprout25

Plantation experiments with Ficus Elastica started in 
Charduar26

Approximately 1900 young Hevea plants are sent to the 
Botanical gardens in Ceylon (today Sri Lanka), Malaysia, 
and Indonesia. Singapore became an Hevea brasiliensis 
plantation test27

1877 Kew Gardens sent 22 seedlings of Hevea brasiliensis 

23 Parente, “O Ama-
zonismo”, 97.
24 Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 10.
25 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 157; Ilziane da 
Silva Abreu, “Como 
Ocorreu a Extração 
do Látex na Comu-
nidade São Luís do 
Tapajós,” (Gradua-
tion diss., Center of 
Superior Studies of 
Itaituba, 2018), 20; 
Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 10.
26 Kar, “Historia 
Elastica”, 141. 

27 Paulo de Sou-
za Gonçalves and 
Mário Cardoso, “Ori-
gem e Domesticação 
da Seringueira”, O 
Agronômico, vol. 39, 
No. 3 (1987): 283-85.
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to Singapore Botanical Garden28

Labor for rubber tapping in Brazil was mostly done by 
people who were intimidated into the work or by debt 
entrapment and was largely constituted by indigenous 
people, indigenous descendants, or poor immigrants29

12 of the 22 seedlings are planted in Singapore, and the 
other 10 are sent to Perak in Malaysia30

1881 The Hevea in Asia fructified31

1888 The British Henry Nicholas Ridley becames the di-
rector of the Singapore Botanical Garden. He eventually 
is known as the "father of the rubber industry" for the in-
troduction of the cultivation methods of Hevea and for 
refining a new tapping method32

28 Pei Ying Loh, 
Seeded in Singa-
pore, Kontinentalist, 
May, 2022,https://
kontinentalist.
com/stories/
how-the-rubber-
plant-hevea-brasil-
iensis-and-latex-
changed-singapore.
29 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 150.
30 Homma, História 
da Agricultura 
na Amazônia, 63; 
Singapore Infopedia, 
“Henry Nicholas 
Ridley”, May 4, 
2022, https://ere-
sources.nlb.gov.sg/
infopedia/articles/
SIP_518_2004-12-28.
html
31 Loh, “Seeded in 
Singapore.”

32  Homma, “Henry 
Nicholas Ridley.”
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1896 First Hevea plantation with Ridley's model on the 
land of Tan Chay Yan33

Hevea brasiliensis becomes a cash crop34

1900 Automobiles are booming, there’s a huge demand 
for rubber. Singapore Botanical Garden becomes the pro-
vider of Hevea bras. seeds for the world35

Between 1906 and 1909 Brazil imported more than 15.000 
Heveas bras. plants from Ceylon, to experiment with rub-
ber plantations36

1910 The directors of Ceylon's Botanical Garden publish 
the "discovery" of ‘wound response’. Ridley publishes call-
ing it a "re-discovery" of a fact long known by seringueiros 
in the Amazon37

33 , 34, 35 
Loh, “Seeded in 
Singapore.”

34 Loh, “Seeded in 
Singapore.”

35 Loh, “Seeded in 
Singapore.”

36 Gonçalves, “Retro-
spectiva”, 24.

37 Eduardo Di 
Deus, “The Tree that 
Responds: Taming 
the Rubber Tree,” 
Vibrant: Virtual Bra-
zilian Anthropology, 
vol 15 (July 2019), 5.
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1911 Jacques Huber is sent by the Brazilian government to 
report on plantations in Ceylon, Java, Sumatra, and 
Malaya38

1913 Tapping methods developed on the eastern planta-
tions are slowly adopted and adapted in Brazil39

1910 – 1920 World rubber production tripled. Half of it 
was produced in Malaysia40

1930 Ridley writes again on the wound's-response "re-dis-
covery" from Ceylon but removed all mention of  
it being known before by workers and people of the Ama-
zon region41

No specific Dates

The labor-intensive work caused a big migration. Chinese, 
Indian and Javanese immigrants supplied the workforce

There was debt entrapment, penal clauses to contract 
breaks, extremely low pay, and a high risk of getting ma-
laria due to deforestation

Once there, a lot of immigrants could not afford to return 
home, but they could be deported whenever labor force 
demand lowered42

In the Amazon region 87 out of 230 indigenous groups 
surveyed by Darcy Ribeiro were extinct by 1957. Many 
due to extractive frontiers. Some groups were hunted and 
killed, others were enslaved or forced out of their territo-
ries all over the Amazon

Yuruna, Shipaya, Arará, Maué, Paressi, Torá, Mojo, Oma-
guá/Kambeba, Huitotos, Boras, Andokes, and Ocainas 
were some of these indigenous groups43

38 Castro, Sanjad 
and Romeiro, “From 
rubber tree home-
land”, 507-09.

39 Castro, Sanjad 
and Romeiro, “From 
rubber tree home-
land”, 509.

40 Loh, “Seeded in 
Singapore.”

41 Di Deus, “The Tree 
that Responds”, 6.

42 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 160-64.

43 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 143 – 152

Sarah Alvim,  
Timeline, 2022.  

Panorama photo.
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Sarah Alvim,  
Timeline. Summaery 

2022.
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Faded Timeline
Imprinting Memory

Latex strip with writings in charcoal
Dimensions: around 6m (unstretched)

Long before Europeans first knew of natural rub-
ber, indigenous people had already their own tradition, 
knowledge, technique, and uses surrounding natural latex. 
There is a long history in rubber that was transformed and 
erased with the development of the industry.

History is told by the winners, with a mix of faulty 
records made by colonizers driven by misconceptions and 
racism, the genocide of many indigenous people, the forced 
conversion of indigenous cultures towards colonized cul-
tures, and the project of epistemicide of native knowledge: 
framed as ignorant and primitive in favor of European 
systems of knowledge and scientific development. Actual 
records and expertise or know-how of traditional uses and 
methods of rubber are hard to find, in contrast with the 
abundant and easily available information on firstly Euro-
pean and U.S. findings on rubber, and secondly by colonial 
governments. There is a paradox between history and rub-
ber in which both can be used to either conserve or erase, 
and much like latex, history can be shaped and stretched 
to the form one wants to present it as. Due to this manipu-
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lation, when one tries to trace back a timeline, it is hard to 
fill out the faded gaps.

After such long historical research and many find-
ings, I was frustrated and often disturbed by the sources 
and records I could find. I had to organize, cross reference, 
and relate a lot of information from different sources in an 
attempt to mend the history of the rubber industry. Much 
of the content is dependent on historic research which is 
often very openly racist and faulty and from a colonizing 
perspective/tendency. Information on the condition of 
the local and native population and how was their own 
relationship, tradition, and methods with the material is 
scarce, and most of what I could find was thankfully due 
to my understanding of the Portuguese language which al-
lowed me to read Brazilian research papers. I decided to 
patch together a timeline construction that would repre-
sent a bit of my experience and feelings reflecting my re-
search process. As someone who is not a historian or even 
proposes to be, my intent is muddled with my will to share 
my findings, but also the frustration on the one-sided and 
faded history there is to be found in records.

Conflicted between motives, the timeline comes as 
an erratic piece: it is partially readable, partially indeci-
pherable. There is no clear intention of it as a source of 
information but it partly can be read as such. With legible 
sections and incomprehensible snippets, this object can 
be presented stretched and deformed as different shapes, 
manipulating what can be seen, and understood, what is 
preserved, what is exposed to deterioration, what is hid-
den, and what must be remembered or forgotten. As the 
artist, I am active in what I decided to write on my matrix 
and how I wish to present it, but I abstain control on the 
breaches I could not fill, the inconsistency of how the la-
tex imprinted my charcoal writings, and how the rubber 
reacts to my forced exposition to sun, humidity and ten-
sion. I struggle to maintain the piece as a strip, while the 
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After making all the notations with charcoal on a roll of paper, the 
whole extension of it (6 meters long, unstretched) is sprayed with fixa-
tive to avoid smudges from the silicone brush. The first layer of liquid 
latex is applied. Each layer of latex is set to fully dry before applying 
the next one. After a thick coat is set, the paper is torn off out of the 
latex bed, to which part of the charcoal lines are transferred to.
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material does what it wants: it tends to crumple and stick 
to itself turning my intended form of language incompre-
hensible.

Graphically, I illustrate the lines made on tree 
trunks for rubber tapping in 3 methods: the indigenous 
cut learned by colonists, the amazonian cut and the ori-
ental cut. The narrative represented in this work depicts 
records from before the rubber industry, the accession 
of this industry, and its solidification on southeast-Asian 
lands, with a focus on the supply of raw material from He-
vea brasiliensis and occasionally from Ficus elastica. For 
this reason, all initial notations are exclusive to the side 
representing the ‘New World’,  as it was once called. For 
early records, before forming a more steady supply for ex-
portations, I use a visual representation of the indigenous 
method of tapping from the Omágua/Kambeba people, 
used by colonizers and later the Brazilian migrants and lo-
cals: a single small angled cut, usually done with a tiny ax.

As rubber starts becoming a market product, I ex-
tend the line until it reaches the center point, initiating 
a straight line I refer to as the "collector's" line. With the 
growth of the industry, the tapping lines become more fre-
quent, eventually becoming even denser as the production 
scale rises with plantation formats to meet the demands of 
the market.

Taking as a reference the herringbone pattern made 
on rubber trees, I distributed notations on 3 areas: one 
side represents events that took place in south-America 
(mainly the Brazilian amazonian region); the other side 
represents events that took place in southeast-Asia; and 
the middle line refers to external actors, the main de-
mand/importers of natural rubber (mostly countries from 
Europe but sometimes the U.S.).

When this sort of pattern is applied on a tree for the 
tapping of latex, the center line is where the latex from the 

A + 1

B

2

3

C

Location
1: Latin America

2: “Colectors Line”
3: Southeast-Asia

Methods
A: Omágua/

Kambeba
B: Amazonian cut

C: Oriental cut
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Sarah Alvim, Timeline. 
Summaery 2022.



32

 



33

 

angled side cuts pours and flows to gather and drip at the 
bottom into a bowl for later collection. Historically, natu-
ral rubber was mainly an export product for imperial pow-
ers, and the extraction, be it of wild rubber or plantation, 
was not for internal national consumption/production. 
The symbolical position of developments from European 
countries and the U.S. on this central line is a form to rep-
resent them as the colonial powers which exploited both 
natural and human resources from these other geographic 
areas to collect rubber for the demands of their growing 
industries.

Sarah Alvim,  
Timeline, 
Summaery, 2022.
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Thu-Van Tran,  
At a Tortoise Pace.

Trail Dust, 2020. 
https://dailyart-
fair.com/exhibi-

tion/10318/thu-van-
tran-almine-rech.
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Thu-Van Tran

Thu-Van Tran work’s manifests in many forms and 
materialities, such as videos, sculptures, photography, draw-
ings, and installations. What initially brought me to Tran’s 
work was her use of latex both as a material and subject. An 
easy connection between her work and mine can be done 
around rubber. As a Vietnamese living in France, the artist 
has a very interesting position in approaching the colonial 
history of the French occupation, which brought the Hevea 
and rubber plantations to Vietnam.44 The artist has a body 
of works dedicated to this history of exploitation, such as: 
Échange de presénts, Être Hévéa, Red Rubber and De Récol-
te à Révolte, besides casts and cyanotypes of Hevea brasil-
iensis. Beyond latex as a representation of colonial relations, 
what makes her work one of the main references for my 
project is her relationship with history and matter.

In an interview, while talking about her work At a 
Tortoise’s Pace, the artist tells the story of her visit to the 
Temple of Language in Vietnam and her encounter with 
faded history. Tortoise shell icons that should hold pieces of 
the country's history no longer can be understood. In Tran’s 
own words: “The material creates illegibility. The language 
was entrusted to the material, and the material has faded 
away.”45 Confronted with the loss of words she describes 
contrasting emotions of frustration from this story that has 
slipped away, but also motivation to recreate and recover. In 
the piece, presented in Almine Rech for the solo exhibition 

44 Moderna Museet, 
“Manipulate the 
World – Thu Van 
Tran (in-depth),” 
December 15, 2017, 
1:13 to 1:35, https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wWaxH-
5Fj93E&t=36s.

45 Almine Rech, “In 
conversation: Thu 
Van Tran / Pedro 
Morais and Magali 
Nachtergael,” April 
20, 2020, talk/
interview, 44:01 
to 46:00, https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_ZzFVnkh-
phM&t=2819s.
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Trail Dust, this experience takes the form of sculpted tor-
toises with blank pages on their backs. She does not attempt 
to rewrite history herself, the subject becomes the experi-
ence of faded history.

When working for her Novel Without a Title series, 
Tran approaches the topic of presentation of tropical plants. 
She makes bronze reproductions of banana leaves to repre-
sent the tropical ambiance surrounding the Hevea brasil-
iensis. In her work with bronze, she relates to the material, 
not in a controlling way, she argues that her “intentions 
were not to outsmart the material”,46 for the material has a 
reactivity and presence itself. She explores elements of oxi-
dation that are natural to the material and lets it behave as 
it would, instead of seeking a determined outcome. A simi-
lar relationship to her medium can be seen in her work Être 
Hévéa. When working with wax casts of Hevea brasiliensis 
branches, the wax leaks out of the mold and it forms white 
shapes of liquid outline, out of the artist's control but still 
communicating to the theme as it associates to a pool of la-
tex. In the initial developments of her work Penetrable, she 
poured the liquid latex on the floor. A white liquid that as it 
coagulates, becomes a support for things,47 drying into an 

46 Almine Rech, “In 
conversation,” 39:24 
to 40:23.

47 Almine Rech, “In 
conversation,”  29:08 
to 29:44.

Thu-Van Tran, Novel 
without a Title #8, 
2020. https://www.
asianowparis.com/

en/off-site-proj-
ects-2021.
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organic surface. When Tran works with a material, it isn’t 
just symbolic, she sees it, she feels it.

All of this converses with my latter experience of 
working with latex. At first, I attempted to shape and frame 
it, but eventually, I started to develop an experimental re-
lationship with the material which embraces what it gives 
to me. I saw too, the latex transforming into support, as a 
white canvas that carries in it a history that nobody can see. 
By working with the properties of the latex I could imprint 
pieces of history when to me, the whiteness might have 
looked like a blank memory. After this, the material itself 
reproduces what it soaked in: the texture of the paper wrin-
kling with the wet liquid, the strokes of my brush or fin-
gers, and parts of the words I wrote. It then crumples and 
sticks and reacts as it wills, it changes its tones of amber and 
transparency when I expose it to the sun, shade, and air, 
and when I wrap it and store it in different conditions. The 
process of the Timeline is not purely a one-sided imposition 
on the matter, it is a dialogue that reflects my dynamic with 
historical research.

Archeology is a recurrent theme in Tran’s work, by us-
ing different materials and different methods, Thu-Van 
Tran searches for ways to uncover history and memory. In 
other pieces, she works with staining as a form of memory 
and historical awareness. By balancing archive and materi-
ality, this artist is able to create a sensorial history of some 
sort. As Khazam reports on the Trail Dust exhibition: “For 
Thu-Van Tran, it is the encounter between signs, meaning, 
and ideas on the one hand, and materials that are seen and 
felt on the other, that gives language its potency and brings 
the work of art to life.”48

Thu-van Tran is a reference to how art and history 
can come together by expressing the experience of colonial 
archeology and embracing the material’s response.

48 Rahma Khazam, 
“Thu Van Tran: Trail 
Dust,” Almine Rech, 
August 10, 2022, 
https://www.almi-
nerech.com/press-re-
lease/en/5753-thu-
van-tran.
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Thu-Van Tran,  
Penetrable, 2017.  

La Biennale di Venezia.  
https://thuvantran.fr/thu-

van-tran/diary.
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Translation

At first thought, the concept of translation might 
seem exclusive to matters of language and communication. 
For instance: within the subject of colonial exploitation, the 
adoption of indigenous terms could be a way to refer to 
what was unknown to conquerors and unnamed in their 
mother tongue. It was also necessary to communicate with 
very different cultures that had not been in contact before. 
However, this did not alter the judgment of the Amerindian 
languages as barbaric compared to European ones. As 
translation also means to carry across,49 in reports and let-
ters from colonists, it reinforced and carried the racist rep-
resentation of the Amerindians back to the conquering na-
tions, translating them as savages. Translation unravels 
relationships of power.

Colonizers viewed indigenous languages with scorn, 
however, indigenous terms for flora were adopted, translat-
ed, and re-signified across the globe. Sometimes they pre-
vail over different plants in different countries, which also 
had their indigenous names overwritten in the internation-
al scenario. Kawchu, from the Quechuan language,50 is un-
known and unseen, however, it is quick to attribute the ap-
propriated french term caoutchouc, to a specific individual 
man (La Condamine) who wrote it.51 Further translations 
were made, and what initially was a word referring to a rub-
ber tree in the Amazon, became synonymous with other 
rubber trees— including Ficus elastica—or even just rubber 

49  Young, Postcolo-
nialism, 138.

50  Ana Baldoceda 
Espinoza, “Remarks 
on Aymara, Quec-
hua and Puchina 
Words in the Royal 
Spanish Academy’s 
Dictionary, 23rd Edi-
tion,” SciELO Peru, 
vol. 87, No. 126 (July/
December 2016),  
www.scielo.org.pe/
scielo.php?script=s-
ci_arttex

51 Louis Figuier. 
Les merveilles de 
l'industrie: Descrip-
tion des principales 
industries modernes 
(Paris: Jouvet Furne, 
1873), 550.
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itself.52 Caoutchouc has a relation of power to Kawchu. This 
echoes in other indigenous words that were substituted for a 
general use of the term caoutchouc, an act of renaming which 
dissolves traditional and local human-plant relationships.

On botanical names, there is such preservation on au-
thorship that often botanical nomenclature includes author 
citation. Hevea brasiliensis (Willd. Ex A. Juss.) Müll. Arg.: 
is not only the name of the rubber tree, but a series of ac-
creditation and citations. A. Juss validly published the bino-
mial Siphonia brasiliensis for the tree but cited Willd as an 
initial source for the name. Later on, the plant was reclassi-
fied and its genus status was changed from Siphonia to He-
vea by Müll. Arg., while still carrying the citation to all pre-
vious authors, thus becoming Hevea brasiliensis (Willd. Ex 
A. Juss.) Müll. Arg. Within all this, there is no reference to 
the etymology of the word Hevea. Possibly originated from 
Hewe or Jevé,53 a translation of an indigenous word attribut-
ed to Quechua people as well.

Clearly, accreditation has a significant role in status, 
recognition, and power, otherwise, there would be no role 
for such a tradition of citation. Nevertheless, when it comes 
to recognizing or crediting native languages from colonized 
countries, there is no system for it. Unsurprising consider-
ing the racist history of naturalism when these systems of 
knowledge were being built. Carl Linnaeus, to whom the 
binomial nomenclature is ascribed, refers to other languag-
es as primitive,54 a recurrent word I encountered on travel 
and expedition guides.

These systems have been developed in the past, with a 
mindset that kicked other sources of knowledge out of sight 
and deemed them unscientific or irrational. Still, the pres-
ent difficulty in finding or recovering the roots or certain 
terms indicates how they are still withheld as a marginal-
ized vocabulary, on the periphery of a eurocentric education 
and memory.

52 Michael R. Dove, 
“Transition from Na-
tive Forest Rubbers 
to Hevea Brasiliensis 
(Euphorbiaceae) 
among Tribal Small-
holders in Borneo,” 
Economic Botany, 
vol 48, No. 4, (Oct. – 
Dec. 1994): 384.

53 “Hevea,” Spek-
trum.de, July 5, 2022. 
https://www.spek-
trum.de/lexikon/biol-
ogie/hevea/31765

54 Uriel Orlow, 
Theatrum Botanicum 
(Berlin: Sternberg 
Press, 2018), 78.
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Robert J. C. Young corroborates that in the process of 
translating, a copy is made somewhere else, naturally, these 
copies diverge from the original55 and they can also be val-
ued differently. In colonialism, this means "the colonial 
copy becomes more powerful than the indigenous original 
that is devalued."56 This is compelling to the aftermath of 
smuggling Hevea brasiliensis. The translation of extraction 
of rubber from the amazonian Hevea generates a copy of a 
market in Southeast Asia. In this copy, the model of planta-
tion for Hevea is developed and adopted. Enclosed in this 
practice is the generation of other many copies of trees, lit-
eral clones propagated with genetic selection. Much as the 
new industry of Hevea subdued the original Amazonian 
wild rubber monopoly, it simultaneously depreciated biodi-
versity. In Asia, it promoted the deforestation of native veg-
etation (including alternative rubber plants) and in this way 
devalued the local flora and botanical expertise by imple-
menting a monoculture.

Another context in which translation—as in being 
carried across, and back—can be found in the extraction 
methods for rubber. First compare the different models of 
wild rubber extraction and plantation, and secondly the 
original native techniques versus the ones developed in bo-
tanical gardens. Around the 1910s, with the new develop-
ments for rubber extraction made in southeast-Asia, there 
was an internal discussion in Brazil if new practices should 
be adopted or the traditional ones kept.57 Are plantations 
something to follow or is wild rubber extractivism to be 
kept? Incisions are less damaging to the plant than exci-
sions or the other way around? Even during the research 
process, there was a competition for scientific discoveries 
between the botanical gardens,58 where merit was given to 
findings published by them, but no merit was given to tradi-
tional expertise. Indigenous and local knowledge can be 
translated by a botanist, to the scientific community, and be 

55 Young, Postcolo-
nialism, 139.

56 Young, Postcolo-
nialism, 139.

57 Rosineide Bentes, 
“A Apropriação 
Ecológica de Serin-
gais na Amazônia 
e a Advocacia das 
Rubber Plantations,” 
Revista de História, 
No. 151, (December 
2004): 133-34.

58 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion, 8.
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credited as a discovery by the botanist. A great exam-
ple of this is a case between Ceylon's botanical garden 
and Singapore's botanical garden on the "discovery" 
of the 'wound response'.59 While Henry Nicholas Rid-
ley declared that the botanical garden in Ceylon had 
only made a ‘re-discovery’,  he initially referenced the 
know-how from amazonian seringueiros (rubber tap-
pers). This mention was later omitted by Ridley in fu-
ture publications, which only claimed the other insti-
tution had stated something he had previously 
observed himself.

The scientific community which based many 
of their discoveries on Amerindian knowledge later 
looked down upon such practices and publicly reject-
ed them. Meanwhile, when confronted with incen-
tives for plantations, some seringueiros assumed the 
position of trying to conserve and perpetuate tech-
niques and knowledge they considered more sustain-
able. This care for conservation arouse in the public 
eye during the 1970s/80s with the growing workers 
union movement within seringueiros. It was from 
that context that Chico Mendes emerged as an inter-
national figure for environmental activism, before be-
ing assassinated by loggers. Currently, with a growing 
discussion and attention on agroforestry models, it 
seems we have made a turn back to discussions from 
the 1910s. While questioning the consequences of ex-
tractive models imperialism forced on colonized lands, 
there is an attempt to translate indigenous models and 
practices back to our current means of production.

59 Di Deus, “The 
Tree that Responds”, 
5-8.
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Glass Plates
Six glass plates with writings 
Latex leaves 
Stand of wood and felt

In the previous section, I introduced the concept of 

translation and how it can relate to power structures and 

post/colonial theory.  With this piece, I intend to focus on 

vocabulary and translations. The terms Caoutchouc and He-

vea are translations because they are copies of an original, 

and the more widely they got used, the more detached they 

got from their original meaning and source. The original 

was devalued to a point in which it is hard to even identi-

fy which indigenous language they originated from due to 

poor documentation and also the extermination of the peo-

ple and cultures that carried the knowledge of those words.

With short texts and translations, I present some of 

the different terms I encountered surrounding these two dif-

ferent species of plants and how they would vary depending 

on the language, place, time, and who is referring to them. 

It is a small insight into the human-plant relationship in 

the historical and international context of natural rubber 

extraction. I also introduce My plant, a plant of rubber. By 

inserting it within different cultural perceptions of what is 

a rubber tree, I play with how could this "plant" be named. 
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Sarah Alvim,  
Glass Plates,  

Summaery, 2022.
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Unlike the Timeline on latex, the readability of the in-

dividual plates is an important aspect of this piece, because 
the Glass Plates notations are an attempt to expose origins 
by tracing a linguistic path that is often unseen or unknown.

Visually influenced by herbariums I elaborate a series 
of six glass plates with latex leaves. When aligned on the 
wood stand the notations get overlapped and completely or 
partially blocked by the translucent latex material. It is hard 
to understand the many different terms and words used 
when researching historical texts, but once you look at them 
individually—as one can do by taking one individual plate 
of glass out of the stand—you can start having some clarity 
and meaning. There is no proper order in their reading and 
each plate focus on a different term, language, or translation 
and how they reflect different human-plant relationships.



Sarah Alvim, Glass Plates I & II, 2022.





Sarah Alvim, Glass Plates III & IV, 2022.





Sarah Alvim, Glass Plates V & VI, 2022.





Alberto Baraya,  
Herbario de Plantas Artificiales  
(Orquidea Tequendama), 2014.

https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/artwork/45398/Alber-
to-Baraya-Orquidea-Tequendama-Herbario-de-Plantas-Artificiales
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Alberto Baraya

Born in Colombia, Alberto Baraya works be-
tween Bogotá and Madrid as a multimedia artist. 
Baraya has a way of accessing the topic of his works 
with a certain lightness and wit. With a humorous 
approach in Antropometrias Aproximadas (2013), 
Baraya is able to address what can be a very hurtful 
and heavy subject: eugenics research from the 19th 
century. He does it by once more appropriating a co-
lonial language in a parody, highlighting the absurdity 
of scientific racism.

One can relate this to one of his most known 
works: Herbario de Plantas Artificiales (Herbarium 
for Artificial Plants), a long-term project. The artist 
appropriates the experience of European explorers 
from the 17th to 19th century by becoming an explor-
er and discoverer himself. He translates this colonial 
event to a contemporary setting with tremendous iro-
ny by proposing to catalog, name, and register artifi-
cial plants all over the world. As did botanists, back 
in those times, Baraya would also accept plants from 
collaborators and integrate them into his study. The 
familiar visual of an herbarium is renewed once the 
viewer notices the voyages, cataloging and observa-
tions are all made around a pseudo-botanic discov-
ery of plastic plants, another familiar object but in an 
unexpected placement. Not only does he collects and 
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archives the objects, but throughout his work, he also takes 
note of the context in which these plants are found. This 
way, Herbario de Plantas Artificiales translates the colonial 
botany studies to a study of our modern relationship to fake 
vegetation and its aesthetic. Be it in a waiting room or on 
someone’s tattooed skin, we popularly consume representa-
tions of flora as an aesthetic element.

Although Glass Plates does not carry the same wit as 
Alberto’s works, it still connects with his Herbarium. There 
is a seriousness to the notes made on my plates, but there is 
also some playfulness in the back-and-forth translations of 
names as I introduce My plant and use leaves from a fiction-
al hybrid that manifested from historical entanglements.

The topic of rubber history has also been explored by 
the artist as a result of his artistic residency in Rio Branco 
(Acre, Brazil).60 Presented in 2006 at the 27th Bienal of São 
Paulo, Projecto de Arbol Caucho may be less of a humorous 
piece, but Baraya did set himself on performing with the 

60 Lisette Lagnado 
and Adriano Pedro-
sa, eds. Como Viver 
Junto [How to Live 
Together], São Pau-
lo: Fundação Bienal, 
2006, 65.

Alberto Baraya,  
Expedición Machu 

Picchu (Antropome-
trias Aproximadas), 

2013.
https://www.

pechakucha.com/
presentations/an-

thropometries
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absurd. With the help of seringueiros, a whole Hevea 
brasiliensis tree (30 meters tall) was covered in la-
tex.61 Once set, the material was peeled off the tree, 
making a rubber tree out of a rubber tree. This huge 
piece had to be transported to the exhibition in São 
Paulo, including the process of carrying the huge rub-
ber tree across the country, which also addressed the 
seclusion of the tappers and the distance between the 
source and the final destination of rubber. By repro-
ducing the plant with the material derived from it, not 
only did he keep his practice of artificial plants, but 
went a step further by reproducing the unseen plant. 
There is no aesthetics of the rubber tree, we only know 
its products.

While Alberto Baraya worked with the portray-
al of Hevea as a way to tap into the history of rubber, I 
have decided to go in the opposite direction of explor-
ing the absence of the tree. I constantly refer to the 
plant without ever showing it, I intend on presenting 
the untold story of the rubber tree so that they can 
feel a hole (an emptiness) from the lack of its repre-
sentation. Alberto leaves the viewer confronted with 
an empty shell of an invisibilized living being. Faced 
with the tremendous effort and magnitude of the cast 
of this tree, one can feel the weight of its history.

61 José Roca, “Alber-
to Baraya,” Frieze, 
July 6, 2022, https://
www.frieze.com/arti-
cle/alberto-baraya.



Image Source: https://www.arte-sur.org/home/
waterweavers-the-river-in-contemporary-colom-

bian-visual-and-material-culture/attachment/
ww-005a/
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Ghosts

The colloquial name ‘rubber tree’ isn't just a meaning-
less name, but a long-forgotten ghost of the colonial history 
of rubber extraction. Ficus elastica (Gummibaum) has suc-
ceeded in becoming a very common and popular household 
plant. Hevea brasiliensis (Kautschukbaum), the species 
most used in the extraction of natural rubber, is disassociat-
ed from a living form, a phantom turned into raw material. 
Confronting our amnesia and blindness is a decisive step 
toward understanding our current human-environment re-
lationships.62 I believe these two elements to be extremely 
present in the whole context of natural latex. 

From the perspective of amnesia, there is a big influ-
ence from the lack of historical records of indigenous lan-
guage, practices, culture, and botanical knowledge which 
isn't heavily tainted by racism. On top of that, as seen many 
times in history, there is a practice of actively erasing a sub-
jugated culture under the colonizing one. By dehumanizing 
ethnicities for their otherness in the colonies, and perceiv-
ing the forced subjugation to European culture as a form of 
advance and development,63 much knowledge from indige-
nous people has intentionally and forcefully been repressed 
or lost. Alternatively, oftentimes, when in some way they 
were adopted by colonial cultures, their origins are omitted 
or devalued. As previously mentioned in the translation 
chapter, the origins of names, the translations, and renam-
ing in botany can be an observable examples of this episte-

62 Anna Tsing, 
Heather Swanson, 
Elaine Gan and 
Nils Bubandt, eds., 
Arts of Living on a 
Damaged Planet 
(Minneapolis – 
London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 
2017), M160. 

63 Bentes, “Apro-
priação Ecológica”, 
124.
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micide. But further is forgotten: the strong history of bi-
opiracy by imperialist powers that financed the growth of 
many countries. This practice made viable the creation and 
rise of many institutions and solidified power structures 
(such as those related to knowledge) as we know them to-
day.

The roots of current wealth, knowledge, and land-
scape damage have a repressed origin on which much can 
be traced back to the beginning of colonization. Within the 
theme of my work, our understanding of the amazonian bi-
ome and traditional human relationship with rubber trees 
has been erased by the genocidal conquering of the "new 
world" and the development of European research on rub-
ber, which generally discredits native knowledge. The same 
applies to indigenous expertise on different native rubber 
plants in other habitats such as in southeast-Asia. The ar-
rival of the smuggled seeds of Hevea brasiliensis in south-
east-Asia and the ‘rational’ market-driven agriculture mod-
els induced deforestation of native biomes, devaluing native 
vegetation and the knowledge regarding them.

In Plantation Memories, Grada Kilomba makes the 
link between plantations and current daily manifestations 
of racism that keeps placing black people in a position of 
reliving a traumatic colonial past.64 These suppressed mem-
ories with active present repercussions are elements neces-
sary to face if there is any intention of addressing social and 
ecological conflicts.

The thought of "forgetting" the past becomes in-
deed unattainable; abruptly, like an alarming shock, 
one is caught in scenes that evoke the past, but that are 
actually part of an unreasonable present.65

It is essential to understand there is a historical pow-
er-play that built structures and institutions that repro-

64 Grada Kilomba, 
Plantation Memo-
ries, (Münster: UN-
RAST-Verlag, 2019), 
140 – 141.

65 Kilomba, Planta-
tion Memories, 140.
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duce to this day a state of colonial social-economical-cul-
tural conditions in several nations of the global south. 
The past haunts the now with a concentration of wealth, 
colonial-culture mindsets, eurocentrism, and hardship in 
changing your own social, educational and financial status. 
These rigid social conditions in ex-colonies countries enable 
current ecological and exploitation conflicts that worry the 
global-north political agenda now that there is a clear cli-
mate backlash on their own territories.

Adjunct to the referred amnesia, one can find blind-
ness in the human relationship between both Ficus elastica 
and Hevea brasiliensis. For Ficus elastica: the dissociation 
of meaning to the colloquial names ‘rubber tree’, ‘Gummi-
baum’ and ‘falsa-seringueira’. A plant so commonly found 
now all over the world in domestic settings is a blindspot 
on its participation in a market that caused such immense 
global social and environmental changes. Hevea brasil-
iensis on its account faces invisibility as the actual current 
source of natural rubber. It is consumed and encountered 
frequently in industrial products with such an obscure or-
igin that there is often uncertainty from consumers if such 
products are from synthetic or natural origins. Last but not 
least I wanted to point out the invisibility of the both envi-
ronmental and human costs of these materials, in the past 
and the present.

For me, this combination of amnesia and blindness is 
a sign of the distance built separating colonial history and 
the present as a supposed post-colonial society. And so, the 
permeation of the first one onto the present can be left un-
seen or suppressed. However, there are hidden traces of the 
past that haunts the now, and when you look closely you can 
observe a fragment that indicates whole systems behind it, 
such as latex. In Jenny Sharpe's book Ghosts of Slavery, the 
author raises the idea that from our lack of records, our 
present is now also haunted by those untold stories that 
have not been “properly buried.”66 A correlation can be 

66 Jenny Sharpe, 
Ghosts of Slav-
ery – A Literary 
Archaeology of 
Black Women’s 
Lives (Minneapolis 
/ London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 
2002), xi.
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found in the essay Ghostly forms and Forest Histo-
ries, especially once we observe colonial human-plant 
relationship in the history of rubber industry: wild 
extractivism and indigenous genocide; plantations 
and slavery. It is critical though to comprehend the 
human in human-plant relations as a heterogenous 
actor and that many human-plant relations are con-
ditioned by traumatic human-human relations. To 
perceive ghosts is a political act that grants a deeper 
understanding of human-forest relations.67 By con-
necting to these lost narratives that are a part of the 
foundation of our present society, one can take a step 
towards a future with fewer ghosts. It may broaden 
our understanding of multiple possible forms of social 
and environmental relationships, because they do not 
perform alone: from the ones forgotten or erased to 
the naturalized colonial exploitation, to our personal 
experiences from our private spheres. Recovery of the 
past opens a comprehension of the present and wid-
ens our prospects for different futures.

67 Tsing, Swanson, 
Elaine Gan and 
Bubandt, eds., Arts 
of Living, G143.



Sarah Alvim,  
My Plant, 
Summaery 2022.
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Sarah Alvim,  
My Plant, 

Summaery 2022.
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My Plant
Live Ficus elastica specimen 
Rubber branch and leaves 
Video recordings

Ficus elastica somehow ascends as an ornamental 
tropical plant, also propagated immensely for the market 
of house plants. Its name stays the same. A ghost of rubber 
extraction, even after so many years and many translations, 
it must bear across: I produce rubber. A linguistic ghost of 
rubber extraction hidden behind new cultural relations and 
associations built around a living plant.

Paying close attention to the ghostly forms of 
past histories in present-day forests allows us to con-
sider the many forms of political and economic life 
that these forests are or might be connected to.68

After spotting a ghost in Ficus elastica, I wanted to 
uncover this haunting. If the meaning of rubber is abstract-
ed on the tree's name, I attempted to restore the lost mate-
riality of the referred material by giving a form to the word. 
Using the leaves removed from the Ficus as molds for liquid 
latex, rubber leaves were made, then connected to self-made 
rubber branches. The repetition and process of making cop-
ies of a plant is itself a reference to the development of the 
plantations of Hevea brasiliensis. After only a few units 
were smuggled to the asian British colonies, a long study of 

68 Tsing, Swanson, 
Elaine Gan and 
Bubandt, eds., Arts 
of Living, 154.
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genetic control began, determining which individual 
plants should be genetically combined and cloned.69 
With a limited amount of leaves, my process was de-
pendent on the cloning of these same leaves multiple 
times to create the rubber tree I wanted. With Hevea 
brasiliensis dominating the production of natural la-
tex, the use of this liquid latex is also a way to combine 
the plants. Materially derived from Hevea, and with 
the shape of a Ficus, a hybrid rubber tree is made.

I call this hybrid My plant, an object which is 
both an ornament and a natural resource, represent-
ing two strong motivators for transportation and 
commercialization of plants from the tropics by the 
imperial interest of victorian times. The rubber object 
is attached back to the stump where the actual branch 
of the live tree was cut off in the making of my char-
coal. What was extracted to become a source of the 
material is now replaced by a phantom limb, carrying 
reproduced translucent copies of the leaves from that 
same chopped branch. My plant isn't a real plant, it 
is a ghostly attachment, the physical form manifested 
from the erased meaning of rubber tree.

69 Gonçalves and 
Cardoso, “Origem 
e Domesticação da 
Seringueira”, 282-84.



Sarah Alvim,  
My Plant, 2022. 
Video Stills.
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Uriel Orlow, The 
Crown against 

Mafavuke, 2016.
https://www.

mor-charpentier.com/
artist/uriel-orlow/
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Uriel Orlow

Uriel Orlow has a varied body of work with a sub-
stantial part of them connecting plants and colonialism or 
racism. Swiss-born, living and working in London and Lis-
bon, Orlow is a multi-media artist and has a practice that is 
deeply related to research, ghosts, and nature as a political 
participant in history.

In his work What Plants Were Called Before They Had 
a Name, instead of presenting plants with a standardized 
system for naming, the artist searches beyond the amnesia 
of native plant names. Working together with Guatemalan 
indigenous spirit guides, the artist made a collection of in-
digenous names for plants, in a work that flows against cul-
tural erosion. “His work is concerned with spatial manifes-
tations of memory, blind spots of representation and forms 
of haunting.”70 In this piece, he does not focus on the pow-
er-play of the renaming of plants, instead, he pursues to re-
connect, to fill out gaps in human-plant relations that were 
often lost with the adoption of the scientific naming system. 

With a very political practice, the artist has a beauti-
ful contrasting approach to memory when comparing hu-
man or plant memory. On one hand, Orlow seems to con-
stantly do the effort of recovering and presenting history to 
the viewer. The viewer is then in the position of ‘amnesia 
and blindness’, having to confront this condition in face of 
the forgotten, unseen, or unknown. I would like to men-
tion two different works as examples of this: The Crown 

70 Uriel Orlow, “Dr. 
Uriel Orlow,” Univer-
sity of Westminster, 
July 21, 2022, https://
www.westminster.
ac.uk/about-us/
our-people/directo-
ry/orlow-uriel#about.
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Against Mafavuke and the project Botany of Death, 
Botany of Life. The first piece is a film that revisits a 
trial from the 40s, in South Africa. The video piece 
discusses the relationship between traditional medi-
cine and the pharmaceutical industry, appropriation, 
and a one-side road for knowledge. It reminds us that 
pharmaceuticals often have a base or reference in in-
digenous knowledge, which is appropriated for profit 
while excluding the source community. With Botany 
of Death, Botany of Life, Orlow addresses the part 
of the collection from the Musée Theodore Monod 
which includes objects that represent a cultural hu-
man-plant connection. This work frames how these 
objects were disconnected from these cultures while 
being turned into museum products. Through a se-
ries of workshops and activities with the community, 
the artist promotes a reconnection to this lost culture, 
aware of the adoption of alternative forms of express-
ing knowledge when compared to the scientific com-
munity, like an oral tradition. Both these works con-
sist of revisiting power relations built in the past and 
highlight how they still haunt our present, as we often 
seem to forget or not see such active structures.

In comparison, the artist approaches plants 
themselves as carriers of memory, dissimilar to our 
amnesiac human minds. In the photo series The Mem-
ory of Trees, Uriel takes portraits from a careful selec-
tion of trees as “embodied memory of events.”71 This 
recalls Cyprien Gaillard’s Nightlife piece. In one of the 
segments of Gaillard’s video, one can see an oak tree 
cast shadows over a courtyard. This is one of the ger-
man oak trees awarded to Jesse Owen, a black Amer-
ican athlete who won four gold medals during the 
1936 Berlin Olympics.72 In both works, these artists 
present the trees as living testimonies of the past, car-
riers of memory. More recently Orlow has once more 

71 Uriel Orlow, “The 
Memory of Trees,” 
Uriel Orlow, July 21, 
2022. https://urielor-
low.net/work/the-
memory-of-trees/.

72 Public Delivery, 
“What happens in 
Cyprien Gaillard’s 
Nightlife?” Pub-
lic Delivery, July 
22, 2022, https://
publicdelivery.
org/cyprien-gail-
lard-nightlife/#Part_
four_Jesse_Owens_
Olympic_Oak.

Top left: Uriel Orlow, 
Wild Almond Tree, 
Cape Town from 
the series “The 
Memory of Trees,” 
2016–17. https://
www.e-flux.com/an-
nouncements/151949/
uriel-or-
lowtheatrum-botan-
icum-the-memo-
ry-of-trees/

Bottom left: Cyprien 
Gaillard, Nightlife 
(film still), 2015. 
https://spex.de/
die-anlassfreie-
rezension-9-alton-el-
lis-blackmans-word-
black-mans-pride-
vs-cyprien-gaillard-
nightlife/
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reconnected to the history concealed in trees with his piece 
Reading Wood (Backwards), presented at the 12th Berlin Bi-
ennale for Contemporary Art. Uriel poses the idea of wood 
as an archive that is forcefully used by neo-colonial ex-
tractivist culture for profit. By reading against the wood 
grain, we search for answers in the memory and knowledge 
retained in the forest and wonder how can we restore them. 
In these projects the vegetation takes the position of a refer-
ence for us to learn from, it preserves information. The trees 
have witnessed history as well, and do not suffer equally 
from our amnesia.

Within the project Botany of Death, Botany of Life, 
we can find Botany of Care, the garden project which Uri-
el Orlow developed together with Ariane Leblanc. This is a 
garden for practical learning of medicinal botany, the space 
for the workshops, to share information and experience 
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directly with the vegetation. There is a meaningful 
beauty in this project that builds a structure for peo-
ple to reconnect with history and culture. Together 
with plants, humans can learn again.

Uriel Orlow tackles the unbalance within hu-
man-plant relationships in how we share the load of 
history, and he explores different ways to make us see 
what we can learn from plants. In Braiding Sweet-
grass, the ‘three sisters’73 become a symbol of an un-
derstanding that includes traditional knowledge, sci-
entific studies, and ethical guidance.74 Kimmerer 
emphasizes the importance of experience and re-es-
tablishing a link directly with earth and nature for 
learning.75 This is the importance I find in connecting 
the history of rubber to a common household plant. 
By working with Ficus elastica, I am tapping into an 
already established relationship with a rubber tree, 
this way people can be present with the plant, and re-
flection comes with it. When they see it in a waiting 
room; when they care for their soil at home; when 
they prune and the white latex sap flourishes from the 
plant, I want there to be memory.

73 The three sisters 
is a form of agricul-
ture originated and 
used by different in-
digenous cultures in 
the Americas. It con-
sists in planting to-
gether three plants: 
corn, climbing beans 
and squash. When 
cultivated with each 
other, each plant 
takes an important 
role that benefits the 
group in different 
ways, overall also 
contributing to the 
resulting harvest.

74 Kimmerer, Braid-
ing Sweetgrass, 142.

75 Kimmerer, Braid-
ing Sweetgrass, 130 
– 140.

Uriel Orlow, Botany 
of Care, garden in 
Dakar, from the 
project “Botany 
of Death, Botany 
of Life,” 2020–22. 
https://urielorlow.
net/work/botany-of-
death-botany-of-life/
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Amazonism & Orientalism

If a colony starts as a translation of the original (colo-
nizing country)76 as Robert J. C. Young proposes, then we 
can also recognize a translation of the colonies, by the colo-
nizers, back to the colonizing countries. David Arnold (cited 
by Cerue Kesso Diggs) refers to this false translation as the 
'tropics'.77 While Arnold's analysis was initially directed to 
India, the development of this perception can also be no-
ticed in other tropical colonies. It is a 'copy' of the colonies, 
an imaginary sustained by the consumption of travel guides, 
novels, and illustrations made from the 17th to the 19th cen-
tury, which built a distorted narrative comparable to the 
making of Orientalism.

Orientalism is a term used by Edward W. Said derived 
from the division of the word between East and West, or 
Orient and Occident, in which European projections of the 
'Orient' take place as representations of eastern lands, peo-
ple, and culture. Edward W. Said points out that the cre-
ation of the 'Orient' was also a form of Europe to establish 
its own identity by differentiating itself from something 
else, building an old and deep portrayal of otherness.78

Under such an established understanding of the Oth-
er built on Orientalism, there was already a whole linguistic 
tradition and vocabulary commonly used within Europe to 
depict the exotic that related to the East. Once written ma-
terial of the 'new world' began, the language used to de-
scribe it was similar to the one used in Orientalism, espe-

76 Young, Postcolo-
nialism, 139.

77 Cerue Kesso 
Diggs, Brazil after 
Humboldt Triangu-
lar Perceptions and 
the Colonial Gaze in 
Nineteenth-Century 
German Travel Nar-
ratives (PhD diss., 
University of Mary-
land, 2008), 148.

78 Edward W. Said, 
Orientalism (New 
York: Vintage Books, 
1979), 1.
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cially when compared to India.79 The connection and 
association are not absurd considering that from the 
Eurocentric perspective there was a sameness be-
tween the Americas and the East: a shared otherness, 
a differentiation from their own identification of self 
as the Occidental civilization.

It is also very clear that as in Orientalism, there 
is a relationship of power with the representation of 
the Americas. There is an agent who depicts and there 
is the subject who is depicted, and even with the use 
of an Orientalist language in doing so, a different im-
agery is constructed for the 'new world', especially of 
the Amazonian region. Compared to the previous 
conceptions of "Other", heavily influenced by medie-
val and renaissance periods, the narrative that came 
to illustrate the Americas inherited those influences 
and added the thinking of the age of enlightenment. 
By analyzing content depicting the Amazon in differ-
ent periods, Izabel shows the construction of 'Ama-
zonism',80 the mental image of the region, and the 
people, indigenous and not.

One of the characteristics of Amazonism is the 
demeaning comparison to European civilization, 
made by the European colonizers. When confronted 
with the unknown people of the Americas and their 
culture, the differences in their ways and religions 
were taken as a sign of inferiority and their existence 
was seen as lesser. Words such as primitive, barbar-
ian, and savage were common in descriptions, and 
with the unfolding of the enlightenment age, they 
were interlaced with scientific racism.81 The writings 
of the Americas—and for the purpose of this work—
notably of the Amazonian region, were a writing that 
mixed fantastical exaggerations and scientific (and 
pseudo-scientific) characterizations.

79 Diggs, Brazil af-
ter Humboldt, 143.

80 Parente, “O Ama-
zonismo”, 31.

81 Genome.gov. 
“Scientific Racism”. 
Accessed June 7, 
2022. https://www.
genome.gov/genet-
ics-glossary/Scientif-
ic-Racism
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Cuts

There is an irony in the public reception of these 
two plants. Ficus elastica is the "face" for the name 
'rubber tree', while Hevea brasiliensis is invisible: dis-
tant from our lives, evokes no images. From this came 
the intent of inverting the role of Ficus elastica as an 
ornamental plant into a material source, and turning 
the unseen practice of rubber extraction on Hevea 
brasiliensis into a present element.

This work concentrates on the duplexity of these 
specimens but also on the parallel industries formed 
in the geographical region of origin of these same 
plants. Thus two narratives are formed: one in which 
the ornamental plant becomes a source of raw materi-
al to illustrate rubber extraction; and the other which 
bifurcates this illustration into two different methods 
of extraction shaped by geography and history.

Sarah Alvim,  
Cuts, 2022.
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The Making of Charcoal

Video recordings 
Wooden frame with dried leaf and charcoal

By using a Ficus elas-
tica houseplant as raw ma-
terial I subvert its purpose as 
decoration and call attention 
to the plant as a natural re-
source. Even if the practice 
is mostly forgotten, this sort 
of interspecies relationship 
is evident in the colloquial 
name 'rubber tree': a plant 
defined and named for what 
it provides. With this prac-
tice, a different relationship 
is then restored/formed, 
making the human-plant re-
lationship analogous for both 
the Ficus and Hevea.

The process of making charcoal is burning wood in 
very low oxygen conditions so it doesn't turn to ashes. For 
every branch cut, a cutting from the plant was made, as a 
way to perpetuate the plant. The whole process of making 
the charcoal was recorded on video, including the cleaning 
of the leaves as aftercare for the plant.

 

Sarah Alvim. Left: Cuts, Video stills, 2022. 
Right: Ficus Charcoal, 2022.
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The Making of Latex

Drawings on paper with self-made charcoal

The Making of Latex represents how the cuts 
made on the trunk of Hevea brasiliensis—which was 
once a sustainable traditional practice—were shaped 
by the market's pursuit of bigger yields to match the 
demands of a developing industry's profits. Two dif-
ferent graphisms are drawn with charcoal on separate 
rolls of paper. One of the drawings is known as the 
amazonian cut. The dense array of angled lines is 
known as the oriental cut. Each drawing represents 
one of the two regions that antagonized in the rubber 
market but shared analogous formats of colonial ex-
ploitation.82

The oriental cut is the current industry standard 
and adopted around the world. The methods differ in 
two main ways: the amazonian cut is often represent-
ed as a ‘V’ and has a small space in between cuts, while 
the oriental, even though it may be extracted in two 
encountering angles such as a ‘V’, usually has no space 
in between cuts, extracting a whole band out of the 
tree's bark and is initially done on one side only, be-
coming a sloped angled area ‘\’.

The reason and naming for these cuts remain to 
me a mystery. What is called the amazonian cut dif-
fers from the indigenous method previously used in 
the amazon: no extraction of bark, just small incisions 
on the trunk. Further research would be necessary to 
understand how the herringbone pattern with a dis-
tance in between excisions became the ‘amazonian 

82 Castro, Sanjad 
and Romeiro, From 
rubber tree home-
land, 509.

Sarah Alvim, Amazo-
nian Cut, Summaery 
2022.
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cut’. As to my research, wild rubber extraction in the Amazon 
began with the traditional indigenous extraction technique, 
non-lethal tapping form, but with the rubber demands for a 
growing industry sustained by a slaves and a class of poor 
and explored workers that migrated to the amazonian re-
gion, multiple cuts were made with axes all over the tree 
trunk, in a practice called arrocho or garrote, that often 
would kill the tree or turn it unusable for future tappings.83

After the smuggling of the Hevea and its distribution 
at botanical gardens of British colonies, many studies be-
gan on extraction methods. Singapore's botanical garden 
is credited as proposing the current method developed for 
plantations and soon influenced the south-American indus-
try. After centuries of perpetuating the same means, differ-
ent tools and techniques slowly integrated the amazonian 
practice. Some techniques were either adopted or adapted 
by the seringueiros. I speculate this is the origin of the am-
azonian cut: an Amazonian procedure influenced by a new 
surge in the market.

83 Oliveira Lima, De 
Arig a Soldado, 15

Sarah Alvim,  
Summaery 2022.

Top right: Oriental Cut.
Bottom: Amazonian Cut  

and Ficus Charcoal.
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Illustration: Karl von Martius. 
Image: Kuriosis Online Poster 

Store, Brazilian Indigenous An-
thropology Chart Vintage Poster, 

accessed on July 2022.https://
www.kuriosis.com/

Sarah Alvim, Ad-
vertisement Photo, 

2022.
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Eden Factory

Historical descriptions of fauna and flora from the 
Amazon are included in several of these fantastical-scientif-
ic stylized reports, but it was often documented with a con-
trasting perception of the people with that of the land. Iza-
bel frames this disparity as "A grandiosidade da floresta 
versus a pequenez das populações humanas que a habitam" 
(The grandiosity of the forest versus the pettiness of the 
population which inhabits it).84 Posed against the previous-
ly discussed demeaning human characterization, the natu-
ral world of the Amazon was rendered a grand picture by 
the settlers. Disregarding the age-old and diverse hu-
man-forest relationship built by people who lived there, the 
land was seen as abundant and untouched, often compared 
or expressed as paradise on earth.

Eden was a place given to humans to indulge, not a 
place to work and care for the land. In Braiding Sweetgrass, 
Kimmerer revisits the creation story of Eden by analyzing 
Eve's journey from a place of plentifulness to being expelled 
to a contrasting world of hardship in which she is denied 
heaven and struggles with the world she now finds herself 
in. Kimmerer compares this to the progress of the Skywom-
an, an indigenous origin story from the Great Lakes (North 
America), where a woman fallen from the sky co-creates the 
world, cultivating and growing in exchange with it.85 It is 
easy to envision how such contrasting creation tales have 
guided our views of the world, and with that, guided histo-

84  Parente, “O Am-
azonismo”, 71.

85 Robin Wall 
Kimmerer, Braiding 
Sweetgrass (Min-
nesota: Milkweed 
Editions, 2013), 6 13, 
Kindle.
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ry's course. A culture grown with the belief of being exiled 
from fertile land encounters a land 'of plenty' that they soon 
come to associate with the tale of Eden.

A paradoxical relationship of adoration and not-be-
longing (an otherness) is built. This otherness that reaf-
firmed a not-belonging is relevant to the adoption of a de-
structive exploitative regime. In the model of a colony, a 
land and its people are there to perform the enrichment of 
another country. Historically represented by the legends of 
Eldorado,86 on the 'land of riches'  the richness was not for 
the own land, but for another to conquer. The practice of 
this mindset creates a detachment to the environment by—
in the case of Brazil—the Portuguese colonizers, that trans-
posed as well to the people who ultimately came to inhabit 
the country.

The amazon was seen as an economical Eden to be 
explored endlessly for it would always have more to give. 
The land religiously named Santa Cruz by the Portuguese 
is renamed Brasil, in reference to one of the first major raw 
materials explored from it: the Pau-Brasil wood. I signal-
ize this as an early consolidation of the view of Brazil as 
a biblical projection of Eden to an affirmation of it as the 
Eldorado dream.

In the context of rubber history, it is to this exploitive 
view of both the land and people that with time the con-
trasting view of the amazon as a 'green inferno/hell' 
emerged. As stated by Ferreira Penna on a report on To-
catins river in 1864, just before the beginning of the first 
rubber boom in Brazil: "Eldorado dos seringueiros e o ce-
mitério da civilização" (Eldorado of the tappers and the 
graveyard of civilization).87 The early statement might have 
been equivocated in implying a position of blessing to tap-
pers. In my research, mostly focused on the 19th century, a 
structure was built for the enrichment of a few people in 
positions of power on local lands and politics, but with the 

86 Eldorado is a 
myth from the 16th 
century, it was said 
a city brimming with 
gold and riches was 
hidden somewhere in 
South-America. The 
legend circulated 
and drove many con-
querors and explores 
to search for the 
dream of fast-and-
easy wealth in the 
Amazonian region.

87 Anna Raquel 
de Matos Castro, 
Nelson Sanjad and 
Doralice do Santos 
Romeiro, “From 
rubber tree home-
land to rubber tree 
plantation: Jacques 
Huber and his stud-
ies on the culture of 
heveas in the East 
(1911 – 1912),” Boletim 
do Museu Paraense 
Emílio Goeldi Ciên-
cias Humanas, vol. 
4, No. 3, (September 
– December, 2009): 
505.
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greatest benefits to European countries and the Unit-
ed States. In reality, the exploitation of the workforce 
of tappers has been historically abusive and brutal all 
around the world, and in the Amazonian region lead-
ing to the extermination of many indigenous people, 
akin to its colonial origin.

Contradiction of Desire and De-
spise

In this research, I interpret colonial aesthetics 
and exotification as the pursuit to materialize the pre-
sented imagery of the 'Orient', 'Tropics', and Ama-
zonism. In this process, there is an ambiguity between 
the flattery discourse and the practical disdain: be-
tween humans by projecting a desire that depersonal-
izes and objectifies the other,88 perceiving their own 
fantasy (not exclusively sexual) as if it were the actual 
'self ' of the other; and with vegetation by fantasizing 
certain biomes while also destroying them for prof-
it, as seen in the Eden/Eldorado ambiguity.

I was initially driven by the association be-
tween vegetation and people because of person-
al experiences and observations. As I started to 
grow roots in a new country, I started cultivat-
ing plants familiar to me. A connection was re-
inforced whenever I faced the word 'exotic'. It is 
used to refer to plants, animals (colorful birds 
outstandingly so) but also people and cultures. 
It may mean 'from far away', but something is 
mostly categorized as exotic when its origin or 
traits are associated with the 'Tropics', 'Orient', 

88  Kilomba, Planta-
tion Memories, 69.

exotic Tropical 
Dream Drink,  
image from online 
supermarket store.  
https://shop.
rewe.de/product-
List?brand=Ger-
stacker
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and 'Amazon'. The point here is that by definition ex-
otic is otherness, but in practice, the reference point 
to define 'other' is fixed on a Eurocentric perspective.

Stirred by this, I started associating a lot of the 
migrant experience with the cultivation and con-
sumption of tropical plants in the global-north. My 
interest in the subject started with the exotification 
and fetishization of people and fruits, something I 
explored in my past project Ñ Sou Fruta. Within the 
human-flora bond, one can share the position of fe-
tish object and be similarly described with terms such 
as alien, invasive, and exotic, generally implying an 
association to a geographical origin or even 'not-be-
longing'. Exoticism is a colonial heritage routinely 
encountered today in the portrayal/representation of 
non-westerns and non-western biomes.non-westerns and non-western biomes.

Sarah Alvim, 
Ñ Sou Fruta, 2021.
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Instrumentos for the Exotic

Wardian Case

In my work, the main symbol adopted for repre-

senting imperial forces is the Wardian case: the pre-

cursor of terrariums, which allowed plants to be 

transported by sea without great loss and made popu-

lar the cultivation of plants such as ferns and orchids 

in Victorian households.89 In England during the in-

dustrial revolution, the Wardian case was a desirable 

object that brought a paradisiacal imagery of vegeta-

tion to privileged homes. Perhaps this invention was a 

form to signalize a similar prestige to the Orangeries, 

but within a wider middle-class social status, a phe-

nomenon currently back to trend with the urban jun-

gles and plant-influencers showcasing rare flora on 

social media.

Back to the 19th century context (and outside 

the domestic setting) the case applied a similar con-

cept such as glasshouses but on a much smaller scale 

and with a more closed system,90 maintaining an in-

ternal environment that could sustain the living con-

ditions of plants throughout long ship voyages. Before 

this, the success rate of transporting live plants was 

quite low and the ships mostly carried seeds, which 

would often fail to sprout and become seedlings.91

The Wardian case was a revolutionary transport 

technology. Despite that, the relevance of this object 

situated in my project is the dynamics that it enabled. 

89 Jen Maylack, 
“How a Glass Ter-
rarium Changed the 
World,” The Atlantic, 
October 21, 2021, 
https://www.theat-
lantic.com/technolo-
gy/archive/2017/11/
how-a-glass-terrar-
ium-changed-the-
world/545621/.

90 Maylack, “How 
a Glass Terrarium 
Changed the World.”

91 Maylack, “How 
a Glass Terrarium 
Changed the World.”
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Financed by governments, institutions, and wealthy pa-

trons, botanical expeditions were one way of obtaining 

specimens, and another was through an exchange system. 

Botanic trades depended on reciprocity or favors, regularly 

meaning sending some plants of your own to obtain differ-

ent plants in return. This web consisting of private collec-

tors and botanical gardens was also the channel whereby 

colonies were provided specimens for their future planta-

tions.92 The case was an enabling key medium of these con-

nections to optimize scientific and colonial expansion. This 

item symbolizes the powerful trading networks responsible 

for much of the plant migration that occurred in the 19th 

century, Kew Gardens being one of the most influential im-

perialist actors within this system.93

Today, the circumstances in which, not only the Hevea 

but many other plants of significant commercial value, were 

obtained and conveyed would be illegal. Now many coun-

tries have laws and regulations for collecting botanical ma-

92 Luke Keogh, How 
a Simple Box Moved 
the Plant Kingdom, 
Arnoldia, vol. 74, No. 
4, May, 2017, 9.93 Luke Keogh, How 
a Simple Box,10.

for this project, a 
reproduction of a 
Wardian case was 

commissioned to 
be made by the 

product designer 
Till Hintersdorf. He 
was provided with 
measurements, im-

age references, and 
some requirements. 
The used materials 
were discussed, but 
he had the creative 

freedom to build 
and represent the 
case as he saw fit.
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Financed by governments, institutions, and wealthy pa-

trons, botanical expeditions were one way of obtaining 

specimens, and another was through an exchange system. 

Botanic trades depended on reciprocity or favors, regularly 

meaning sending some plants of your own to obtain differ-

ent plants in return. This web consisting of private collec-

tors and botanical gardens was also the channel whereby 

colonies were provided specimens for their future planta-

tions.92 The case was an enabling key medium of these con-

nections to optimize scientific and colonial expansion. This 

item symbolizes the powerful trading networks responsible 

for much of the plant migration that occurred in the 19th 

century, Kew Gardens being one of the most influential im-

perialist actors within this system.93

Today, the circumstances in which, not only the Hevea 

but many other plants of significant commercial value, were 

obtained and conveyed would be illegal. Now many coun-

tries have laws and regulations for collecting botanical ma-

92 Luke Keogh, How 
a Simple Box Moved 
the Plant Kingdom, 
Arnoldia, vol. 74, No. 
4, May, 2017, 9.93 Luke Keogh, How 
a Simple Box,10.

terial, as well as the registration of patents dependent on 

such sources.94 Nevertheless, much of what we know today 

is derivative from indigenous knowledge, regional culture, 

and cases of imperialist biopiracy.

Botanical Gardens

The use of the case declined with time, especially 

around the 1920s, with the rising discussions about the eco-

logical impact on local environments due to insects, fungi, 

and other materials that were accidentally transported with 

the cases. However, the structure and dynamics established 

within that trading period are still relevant today. The ex-

change between botanical gardens is still a common prac-

tice, but since that time measures were employed to avoid 

biopiracy and unfair or illegal use of these structures.

During my research, I have contacted several botan-

ical gardens across Germany in search of Kautschukbaum. 

E-mails were written firstly inquiring if the institution had 

at least one specimen of Hevea brasiliensis in their collec-

tion and if they would agree on participating in a short sur-

vey related to their tree(s). The templates for the e-mails 

can be found, in German and English, in the attachments. 

In total 78 places were contacted, to which 50 (until August 

2022) replied, and 17 confirmed having at least one speci-

mens of Hevea brasiliensis. From these, only 12 answered 

the survey. 6 institutions had records of how the plants were 

obtained, 2 were unsure, 4 had no records of the origins. In 
the data collected from this survey, it seems that older trees 
(mostly the ones that were already in stock when documen-
tation started) have unclear or no information on the con-

94 Michael A. Gollin, 
“Biopiracy Started 
with a Bounce”, 
review of The Thief 
at the End of the 
World; Rubber, Pow-
er, and the Seeds of 
Empire by Joe Jack-
son, Nature, vol 451, 
February 28, 2008.
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text in which they were obtained by the institutions. Plants 
aquired after the 2000s always had information regarding 
how they were added to the collection.

I learned about the Convention of Biological Diversity 
(CBD) and The International Plant Exchange Network 
(IPEN) from one of my email exchanges. The CBD was es-
tablished in the 90s, and not long after, in 2002, the IPEN 
came as a response. The first envisions conservations and 
sustainable use of biodiversity and fair use of genetic re-
sources;95 and the second functions as a system that makes 
it possible to trace the exchange of plants.96

I did not pursue much the research on modern botan-
ical gardens or current efforts against biopiracy, but I want-
ed to share this short analysis of data. What I wish to display 
here is that, compared to the system of the trade itself, these 
measures of control over such transactions are quite a re-
cent endeavor.

95 “Introduction,” 
Convention on 
Biological Diversity, 
accessed on June 23, 
2022, https://www.
cbd.int/intro/.

96 “The Internation-
al Plant Exchange 
Network,” Botanic 
Gardens Conserva-
tion International, 
Accessed on June 23, 
2022, https://www.
bgci.org/our-work/
inspiring-and-lead-
ing-people/poli-
cy-and-advocacy/
access-and-bene-
fit-sharing/the-inter-
national-plant-ex-
change-network/#:~:-
text=As%20a%20
collective%20re-
sponse%20of,in%20
compliance%20
with%20the%20CBD.
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03.  Studio portrait of Ernst Haeckel in his tropical explorer‘s gear, 1860 - 1900
04.  »It‘s a jungle out there.You know what would look good with this plant? MORE OF 

THEM! Am I right!?!« @bellabucchiotti. 2020
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THEM! Am I right!?!« @bellabucchiotti. 2020
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aquired after the 2000s always had information regarding 
how they were added to the collection.

I learned about the Convention of Biological Diversity 
(CBD) and The International Plant Exchange Network 
(IPEN) from one of my email exchanges. The CBD was es-
tablished in the 90s, and not long after, in 2002, the IPEN 
came as a response. The first envisions conservations and 
sustainable use of biodiversity and fair use of genetic re-
sources;95 and the second functions as a system that makes 
it possible to trace the exchange of plants.96

I did not pursue much the research on modern botan-
ical gardens or current efforts against biopiracy, but I want-
ed to share this short analysis of data. What I wish to display 
here is that, compared to the system of the trade itself, these 
measures of control over such transactions are quite a re-
cent endeavor.
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accessed on June 23, 
2022, https://www.
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Julia Löffler,  
Exotic Plant Hunters, 
2021.
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Rubber 
Kawchu Tree
Summaery Installation

For the creative process of my Abschlussarbeit, 
I dedicated myself to a diverse research on rubber ex-
traction history, economic botany, colonialism, post/
colonial theory, artistic references, and rubber tap-
ping methods. Only after enough information was 
gathered as a foundation, I started the practical de-
velopments and expressions of my master's project. 
I wanted my work to create an association between 
two plants, so that after the exhibition, whenever the 
viewer encounters a Ficus elastica, the term 'rubber 
plant' won't be just a name, but a long-forgotten ghost 
of the colonial history of rubber extraction.

With the use of live Ficus elastica specimens, 
liquid latex, excerpts of publications from the 19th 
century, and latex sculptures, I proposed myself to ex-
hibit during Summaery 2022. Under the title Wer 
weiß? | Who knows?, the event suggested as a theme 
the contemplation of knowledge and its sources.97 
Conversing with the bigger frame of this annual exhi-
bition, I assembled a space to display my research, 
discoveries, and artistic experiments on an industry 
developed during the age of enlightenment and 
sourced from indigenous knowledge later described 
as uncivilized.

Located in the Kiosk.6 (Sophienstiftsplatz, 
Weimar), the installation was set as a phantom en-
vironment of botanic research. It was ambiguous: vi-
sually referencing tropical houses from botanical gar-

97 “Save the Date: 
summaery2022 An-
nual Exhibition Fo-
cuses on the Ques-
tion of »Wer weiß? 
| Who knows?«,” 
Bauhaus-Universi-
tät Weimar, ac-
cessed on June 20, 
2022, https://www.
uni-weimar.de/en/
university/news/bau-
hausjournal-online/
titel/save-the-date-
summaery2022-
annual-exhibition-
focuses-on-the-ques-
tion-of-wer-weiss-
who-knows/.

Photos: Sarah Alvim, 
Rubber / Kawchu 
Tree, Installation,  
Summaery, 2022.
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dens and an imaginary antique study-room, but with works 
addressing impacts of colonialism. Besides including the 
works I developed for this project, the exhibition also in-
cludes elements such as several live plants (Ficus elastica), 
decomposing plant parts, moss, LECA (little clay balls), soil, 
and liquid latex in jars, cuttings from old prints and notes 
from myself.

The appeal to using the Kiosk.6 for my project was 
the glass walls and bright location. I associate the structure 
of the space with a botanical garden, Wardian case, or ter-
rarium, all relevant glass constructions in the cultivation of 
tropical plants. To evoke the imagery of a small greenhouse, 
one could see from outside several Ficus elastica specimens 
on countertops covered with earth, and a Wardian case.

To build a humid and organic atmosphere and smell, 
the layer of soil was mixed with other materials to help re-
tain humidity (such as moss and LECA) and decomposing 
parts of tropical houseplants. This decaying material was 
gathered during my research time—from contributions 
and also all the leaves used for the latex imprinting—and 
composted in buckets until the exhibition. Plants with root 
balls too big for the earth layer had their roots wrapped in 
coffee sacks tied with sisal rope. Both the sacks and rope 
are a discreet reference to other important colonial produce 
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of vegetable origin. Smaller plants were directly planted on 
the countertop.

Visible from outside, partly covering the plants, was 
the Timeline's long strip of latex. It was installed on points 
close to the door and stretched over internal pillars from the 
kiosk's structure, covering a length of approximately 8 me-
ters. The written part was directed outside, so from the inside 
one could only see it mirrored from the translucent latex.

Once one entered the installation, one could find 
themselves in a private office of someone. My other pieces 
were distributed inside and shared the open cabinets with 
objects and prints. The Glass Plates were placed on the only 
area of the counter that was not covered with earth. By it was 
a chair and two drawers, one containing a book with marked 
pages, notations, and highlights, and one of my notepads 
with remarks; the other drawer had several clippings of an-
tique adds from rubber exhibitions and publications.

The exhibition could be observed from outside as it 
was being set up and a few days past its closing date. The 
internal space was open for visitation from the 15th to 17th of 
July, the last day of Summaery.
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Final Remarks
Knowledge and Ownership

This project envisioned investigating the relations be-
tween two species of rubber plants and the colonial history 
of rubber extraction. Furthermore, this investigation was 
related to concepts such as ghosts, translation, and forms of 
otherness to show the liveness of historical subjects, justify-
ing their current relevancy.

I believe that my goal was to share the findings of my 
research. This is what I have sought to accomplish in this 
written document and my artistic practice, but the more 
you look, the more you see. I limited my scope mostly to the 
past, as I believe it to be an essential foundation, without it 
I cannot talk about the present or future. I have through-
out this work presented hauntings and instigated the pur-
suit to find ghosts, but I did not enter the hauntings of our 
present. For my final remarks, I would like to share what I 
see as the relationship between yesterday and today, or the 
consequences of history and how it repeats itself. There are 
things absolutely so old in the news of today, that is dev-
astating to acknowledge them.

‘Shifting baseline’ is a concept I have encountered a 
few times in my research, mostly in the context of ecolo-
gy, in which it originated. It means defining something as 
a reference, a starting point, without proper consideration 
of previous states or developments before this chosen mark. 
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This often happens in ecology once an analysis is made with 
a reference to the environment as it was a certain amount 
of years ago. The problem with a shifting baseline is that we 
lose the long evidence of change as we keep updating the 
referential point. Compare this to the popular myth of boil-
ing a frog: it is said that to boil a frog one must boil it slowly. 
This way it won’t notice the change in the temperature of 
the water until it is so hot that it ends up boiled. Because 
we get used to current or recent status, we may not have a 
proper perception of change.

This concept can be applied in other contexts, such as 
with knowledge and culture. In this case, the baseline might 
be shifted due to a lack of information on conditions previ-
ous to a certain point. It is hard to report loss of knowledge 
when there is epistemicide. How can one evaluate cultural 
erosion when there is genocide? The adaptation of our per-
ception to new conditions might be a reason for “people’s 
tolerance in relation to biodiversity loss.”98 This distance 
to—or lack of—reference, may as well be associated with so-
ciety’s naturalization of biopiracy and epistemicide. You will 
not miss something you have not known, and we will not 
find the perpetuation of colonial power structures odd ei-
ther, since it is what we know.

Such systems established since the 16th century might 
not look the same but are ongoing. Returning to the idea of 
translation, one can also carry power through time by trans-
lating it to other forms. What started as botanic voyages, 
turned into botanical garden trades, and eventually grew 
into research centers which enabled what was once indige-
nous knowledge and culture (such as the use of certain 
foods, materials, and medicine) to become “profit and pow-
er, for the Empire and for the industrial world system.”99 
Scientific development has, from the start, been used to 
support the development of the global-north. It is not to say 
science and its advancements are bad, but they are mostly 
presented as impartial or neutral—which is also not the case.

98 Hanazaki et al, 
“Evidence of the 
shifting baseline 
syndrome in ethno-
botanical research,” 
Journal of Ethnobi-
ology and Ethno-
medicine 9, no. 75 
(2013), 2, http://www.
ethnobiomed.com/
content/9/1/75.

99  Brockway, Sci-
ence and Colonial 
Expansion, 192.
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...the role of science in converting knowledge 
into power for the core nations of the industrial world 
system is not as widely recognized and its implica-
tions are resisted. In the postcolonial era this system 
continues to drain money, talent, and energy from the 
undeveloped countries in the form of information mo-
nopolies, patents, licenses, fees and other rents on tech-
nology, gross inequalities between buyer and seller in 
the tropical commodities markets, and underpaid la-
bor.100

As it is much discussed now in the subject of artificial 
intelligence: research can be biased. A machine is not racist, 
it just reproduces patterns in the references it was given. 
Historically, the scientific community originated in a con-
text that today would be deemed sexist, racist, homopho-
bic, and elitist. Beyond that, its advances were financed by 
States and companies who aim(ed) for power, and not for 
ethics or sustainability. The concept of science itself may 
not be a tool of power, but it may reproduce the biases of 
the time in which it matured as a system and as an institu-
tion of knowledge. In this way, it reinforces colonial power 
structures in manners we grew so accustomed to a point of 
regarding the absence of women, queer, black, and indige-
nous people in most scientific fields as normal.

If during the 16th to 19th century a baseline was formed, 
and it excluded many segments of the world population, 
would it not have affect society’s perception of segregation 
of knowledge, and who it benefits? Some examples are the 
discussion on Covid’s vaccine patent waiver;101 the polemic 
trafficking-gone-public of Ubirajara and other dinosaurs 
fossils from Brazil to The Natural History Museum in Karl-
sruhe (SMNK);102 and the NFTs of virtual amazonian lands 
being sold,103 which grants buyers the participation on fu-
ture decision making in the real territory in the Amazon 

100 Brockway, Science 
and Colonial Expan-
sion,195.

101  Hugo 
López-Gatell, “To 
save global health, 
we need vaccine 
patent waivers 
now,” Aljazeera, 
accessed on August 
10, 2022, https://
www.aljazeera.com/
opinions/2022/6/14/
global-health-is-on-
its-deathbed-we-
need-vaccine-waiv-
ers-now.

102 Michael Gresh-
ko, “Unique 'spear 
lord' dinosaur to be 
returned to Brazil,” 
National Geograph-
ic, accessed August 
10, 2022, https://
www.nationalgeo-
graphic.com/science/
article/unique-spear-
lord-dinosaur-to-be-
returned-to-brazil.

103 Phillippe Wata-
nabe, “Supostas 
áreas de empresa 
que vende NFTs 
na Amazônia têm 
desmate,” Folha de 
S. Paulo, accessed 
on August 10, 
2022, https://www1.
folha.uol.com.br/
ambiente/2022/08/
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where indigenous communities live.104 Accommoda-
tion does not happen evenly in society, those in a priv-
ileged position are not afflicted the same way. Those 
marginalized have long been aware and questioned 
these systems. A lot of my concerns have been voiced 
before by others, and when I wonder about change, I 
think of Kilomba’s words:

(...)the easy assumption that we can re-
cover the standpoint of the subaltern. The very 
absence of the voice of the colonized ( from the 
centre) can be read as emblematic of the difficul-
ty of recovering the voice of the colonial subject 
and confirmation that there is no space where 
the colonized can speak.105

Institutions of knowledge, technologies, and 
social goods such as housing, healthcare, safety, lib-
erty to come and go, political stability, etc; are rights 
turned to privilege through marginalization. Migra-
tion is one process of seeking access to some of these 
rights, which in many countries exist also as a result 
of colonial exploitation of other lands and people. 
Countries that have invaded lands in search of Eldo-
rado did not allow themselves to be seen as a source 
of similar expectations of opportunity or reciprocity, 
despite the benefits generated from the riches taken 
by invading other lands.

I have read about the transportation of veg-
etation and people from one place to another for 
the profit of colonial powers. Once either people or 
plants prosper in these environments, beyond the 
control or benefit of others, they are generally con-
sidered invasive. There is a control of the narrative, 
and by understanding history, we can question it. 

104 “Treasure the 
Forest,” Nemus, ac-
cessed on August 10, 
2022, https://nemus.
earth/.

105 Kilomba, 
Plantation Memories, 25.
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Colonial intervention is the reason not only for accel-
erated plant migration but also for human migration. 
But the association of people with plants can be a 
hopeful reminder: we can root, adapt and grow. Just 
as trees we can carry memory, disperse it and let it 
sprout. Most of all, we function and thrive the best in 
a diverse community.
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Attachments

E-mail Survey Template 1 (German)

Eine Frage zu Hevea brasiliensis 
 
Sehr geehrte Damen und Herren, 
 
ich bin Sarah Alvim, eine Studentin an der Bau-
haus-Universität Weimar. Ich beschäftige mich in 
meiner Masterarbeit mit der Geschichte des Naturgum-
mi. Aus diesem Grund versuche ich herauszufinden, 
welche botanischen Gärten in Deutschland mindestens 
ein Exemplar von Hevea brasiliensis in ihrer Sammlung 
haben. 
 
Wissen Sie, ob es in Ihren Bäumen Hevea brasiliensis 
gibt? Oder an wen sollte ich mich wenden, um diese 
Informationen zu erhalten? 
 
Ich freue mich auf Ihre Antwort, und danke Ihnen für 
Ihre Zeit. 
 
Mit freundlichen Grüßen 
Sarah P. Alvim
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E-mail Survey Template 2 (German)

Sehr geehrte(r) , 
  
ich danke Ihnen für Ihre Antwort. Ich bin froh, dass 
Sie ein Exemplar bei sich haben. Ich wäre Ihnen sehr 
dankbar, wenn Sie sich etwas Zeit nehmen könnten, um 
mir einige Fragen zu beantworten. 
 
Ich bin Masterstudentin im Studiengang Medienkunst/
Mediengestaltung an der Bauhaus-Universität. Das 
Ergebnis dieses Projekts wird künstlerisch sein, und im 
Zuge der Recherche wollte ich mir einen Überblick über 
die Hevea brasiliensis verschaffen, die es hier (Deutsch-
land) gibt. 
 
Ich bin gerade dabei, viele Botanische Gärten in 
Deutschland zu kontaktieren und eine Liste der Gärten 
zu erstellen, die diese Art in ihren Anlagen haben. Ich 
würde auch gerne etwas mehr über das/die Exemplar(e) 
wissen, die Sie haben. Ich wäre Ihnen sehr dankbar, 
wenn Sie sich etwas Zeit nehmen könnten, um mir ein-
ige Fragen zu beantworten. Wenn Sie Interesse haben, 
kann ich Ihnen auch eine aktuelle Liste der Institu-
tionen in Deutschland anbieten, die mir geantwortet 
haben. 
  
1) Wie alt ist das Exemplar? 
2) Wie lange gehört es schon zu Ihrer Sammlung? 
3) Woher stammt sie (wie und woher wurde sie gewon-
nen und/oder kultiviert/vermehrt)? 
4) Ist das Exemplar für die Öffentlichkeit zugänglich 
oder ist es Teil einer geschlossenen Sammlung? 
5) Wie ist ihr aktueller Zustand (ist sie groß, klein, blüht 
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sie, trägt sie Früchte...)? 
6) Falls Ihre Einrichtung auch eine Forschungseinrich-
tung ist, wird an der Hevea brasiliensis geforscht? 
 
Kurzer Disclaimer: Diese Antworten werden nur weit-
ergegeben, wenn Sie damit einverstanden sind. Wenn 
Sie es vorziehen, dass diese Informationen nicht weit-
ergegeben werden, kann ich sie für meinen persönli-
chen Forschungsprozess privat halten. 
Wenn Sie daran interessiert sind, in eine öffentli-
che Liste aufgenommen zu werden, die mit anderen 
deutschen botanischen Gärten, die ebenfalls an dieser 
Umfrage teilgenommen haben, geteilt werden kann, 
erklären Sie bitte Ihr Einverständnis. 
 
Zum Schluss:  
A) Sind Sie damit einverstanden, dass dieses Informa-
tion an andere botanische Einrichtungen weitergegeben 
wird? 
B) Sind Sie daran interessiert, eine Liste mit anderen 
Institutionen zu erhalten, die ebenfalls über diese 
Pflanze verfügen? 
  
Vielen Dank für Ihre Mitarbeit, ich weiß sie wirklich zu 
schätzen. 
  
Mit freundlichen Grüßen 
Sarah P. Alvim 
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E-mail Survey Template 1 (English)

A question about Hevea brasiliensis

Dear Madam or Sir,

I am Sarah Alvim, a student at the Bauhaus University 
Weimar. I am dealing with the history of natural rubber 
in my master thesis. For this reason, I am trying to find 
out which botanical gardens in Germany have at least 
one specimen of Hevea brasiliensis in their collection.

Do you know if there is Hevea brasiliensis in your trees? 
Or who should I contact to get this information?

I look forward to your reply, and thank you for your 
time.

With kind regards
Sarah P. Alvim
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E-mail Survey Template 2 (English)

Dear Madam or Sir,
 
Thank you for your reply. I am glad that you have a copy 
with you. I would be very grateful if you could take some 
time to answer some questions for me.

I am a master’s student in the media art/media design 
program at Bauhaus University. The outcome of this 
project will be artistic, and as part of the research I want-
ed to get an overview of the Hevea brasiliensis that exists 
here (Germany).

I am in the process of contacting many botanical gar-
dens in Germany and making a list of those that have 
this species in their facilities. I would also like to know 
a little more about the specimen(s) you have. I would be 
very grateful if you could take some time to answer some 
questions for me. If you are interested, I can also provide 
you with an up-to-date list of institutions in Germany 
that have responded to me.
 
1) How old is the specimen?
2) How long has it been part of your collection?
3) Where does it come from (how and where was it ob-
tained and/or cultivated/propagated)?
4) Is the specimen open to the public or is it part of a 
closed collection?
5) What is its current condition (is it large, small, flower-
ing, bearing fruit...)?
6) If your institution is also a research institution, is there 
any research being done on Hevea brasiliensis?
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Brief disclaimer: These answers will only be shared if you 
agree. If you prefer that this information not be shared, I 
can keep it private for my personal research process.
If you are interested in being included in a public list that 
can be shared with other German botanical gardens that 
also participated in this survey, please indicate your con-
sent.

In conclusion: 
A) Do you agree to this information being shared with 
other botanical institutions?
B) Are you interested in receiving a list of other institu-
tions that also have this plant?
 
Thank you for your cooperation, I really appreciate it.
 
With kind regards
Sarah P. Alvim
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