Textile Junctures*
by Inger Inanna Weidema

In my textile practice, I work among other things with completely raw and
unprocessed roots, which I grow myself in my basement. My work with
the plants that give me these roots has led me to reflect on lines, knots,
and our relationship to materials in general. In this jubilee year, when the
Danish Textile Guild turns 80, it feels almost obvious to think about knots,
because the year consists of a whole string of pearls made of junctures:
meetings, conversations, and exchanges between people with textile as
their shared point of departure.

I myself come originally from biology - more specifically plant population
genetics and nature management. In recent years, though, I've
supplemented this with a BA in textile art from OCA (under the Open
University in England), but even though my textile education is new, I'm
not new to the textile craft. For many years I've worked with tapestry
weaving, textile printing, felting, and other forms of fiber work. In many
ways, the new formal education has led me back to my own roots in both
botany and craft - that's what I'll try to unfold in this article.

First, a brief overview of the concrete work with plant roots, so you can
get a sense of the physical starting point for my thoughts. When I grow
wheat roots, I first build forms that the plants grow down into and fill out.
Down in the form, if I'm lucky, they'll weave a piece of textile with their
roots. They need at least 14 days to fill a form. During all that time, I go
around watering the plants and observing them. The more I work with the
plants, the clearer it becomes to me that they can teach me something.
I've become quite absorbed by the way they seek toward water, their
cooperation with one another, and their ability to create dense textiles.
The artistic practice has therefore given me a new relationship to the
plants - plants I thought I understood in a purely botanical sense. Another
central experience is that I can't control everything. My work is thus
almost a form of negotiation or play between the plants and me.

You probably know the game of cat's cradle? That exciting moment when
you "take the string off" and hope you manage to keep the game going
for a long time, through many variations. What's actually happening here?
It's collaboration, play, and communication. It's a game played across
cultures, from the polar regions to Papua New Guinea. The game is
interesting because you usually have to be two. That's a bit how it feels
for me to work with the living roots. The plants and I play cat's cradle,
taking turns, and in this way the plants actually become co-creators.
Donna Haraway describes this in a wiser and more nuanced way in her
essay Playing String Figures with Companion Species: Staying with the
Trouble.



As you can probably sense, this somewhat different way of working led
me to seek out texts from the philosophical outskirts, because I felt a new
world opening up. I also came across readings on lines, since roots are,
after all, long and thread-like. The string or thread and its properties
weren't really something I had thought much about, because in my mind
it was placed before the actual design work of embroidery, weaving, or
printing. But it dawned on me that the line is active and interesting to
think with. In Roland Barthes' words: "The line is visible action."

The line is a precondition for interweaving, in that lines can wind
themselves into other lines. Tim Ingold explains in his work Life of Lines
how lines are alive and possess an openness and potential for interaction
with another line. Roots or threads are lines that make it possible for us
to create material drawings and textiles. Where lines meet, "knots" are
found. All historical evidence suggests that string and knots were perhaps
the most important springboard for human progress and development.
Think of clothing, baskets, and fishing nets, which represent binding-
together through various forms of loop-making. In 2020, Tim Ingold
wrote so beautifully about these methods (in my translation): "In the
passage of needle and thread, every step is a somersault." I find that so
intensely inspiring, the way it's put.

For us humans, then, knots are a fundamental principle of coherence. But
these days we're also discovering that many other organisms thrive
because of junctures — for example, when tree roots meet the mycelium
of various fungi. Right there, it's actually a knot that determines life or
death. Tying the "knot" with a fungal mycelium is simply essential for
young trees' survival, since this gives them access to carbon, nutrients,
and messages from the older trees in the stand. So knots exist both in
nature and in culture.

And for my own part, I now feel more entangled with the plants than
before. It's become clear that the root material influences and has a share
in my works. The plants quite distinctly bring with them a kind of
expanded material quality — indeed, almost a personality of their own.
I'm now trying to stay open to that experience in relation to other textile
materials too, even the ones that seem more inert. For example, I've
worked with other linear materials like brass wire, which really has a
great deal of will of its own and offers me inspiring resistance. I try to
sense where these new lines want to go, and where the knots should be
tied.

I believe it matters which materials we choose and which methods we use
— and thus whom we choose to play cat's cradle with. The materials keep
us company throughout the whole time we create, and they are not silent
or dead. If we're open to it, our materials are not passive but have
potential and an agency of their own, independent of what we see in them
or try to make them do. Jane Bennett has written an entire book about



this, because the point is that this doesn't only apply when working with
living plants. Every single material is its own "actor," with different
agendas and possibilities for tying quite particular knots.

It's been a process to make my worlds hang together, but perhaps the
knot is exactly the point where it all meets: the crossing lines with
colleagues, the presence of materials, and the connections to the world of
nature and the living.
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