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My Own Exotic
Fabio Vanin

In conversation with Michael Hauhs



Artificial flowers, wire, wood, welded metal sticks, glass, colored 
stones, color spray  
In cooperation with: Werner Geister, Miroslav Martinka, Sefer 
Polat and Rai Gandra 

This installation is based on an oxymoron constituted by the 
distance between the process of appropriation  of  an  external  
element  that  becomes  part of  someone’s  identity  (“My  Own”) 
and  the  term “Exotic”,  which  Greek  origin  refers  to  the ‘outside’  
(exo),  the “foreign”  (exotikos).  In  conversation  with  Moses  
Serubiri  (curator  and writer  from  Kampala,  Uganda), Michael  
Hauhs  and  Georg  Klute  (both  researchers  at  Bayreuth Univer-
sity),  ideas  around plants  and  flowers  and  their  origin  have  
been  developed.  The  project  reflects  on  the  clashes and con-
nections between what is “originating in a distant foreign country”, 
and the efforts of constructing a purified, integral and original 
identity. 

In  this  room  we  are  able  to  experience  an  artificial   flower   
installation  that  traces  a photographic survey of  flowers visible  
in public spaces of the Bayreuth. Most of the flowers found  in  
public  space  are  not  autocthonous;  they  do  not  belong  ori-
ginally  to  the  German climate  and  have  often  travelled  from  
another  continent.  Flowers  are  used  to  express ourselves and 
shape the places we live in, almost without consideration of time. 
In our culture the image of paradise is that of a (permanently) flo-
wering garden. The aesthetics of symmetry and self-similarity are 
optimized in the artificial flowers.  We experience the flowers from 
the past, present and future and even the ‘ideal plant’ generated 
by human imagination.
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Fabio Vanin is an architect and 
urban designer, holding a PhD 
in Urbanism from University 
Iuav of Venice, completed in 
2008 with the thesis “Maputo 

Open City – Investigations on an African Capital City”. He 
worked as project leader for several strategic plans in Europe 
(Antwerp, Gent, Gorzow, Poznan) and Africa (Nairobi), and as 
research assistant at TU Eindhoven and at University of Wit-
watersrand, Johannesburg. In 2009 he co-founded LATITUDE – 
Platform for Urban Research and Design, where he is currently 
involved in an international comparative research on water 
based urbanism, “Floating Urbanism”. He is currently an Assis-
tant Professor in Landscape Urbanism at the Vrjie Univrsiteit 
Brussel.
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The title of the project is based onan oxymoron constituted by two 
opposite terms: what deeply constitutes someone’ s identity, his/
her inner center (“My Own”) and the term “Exotic”, which Greek 
origin refers to the ‘ outside’ (exo), the ‘ foreign’ (exotikos). The pre-
sent installation is the result of a reflection on the relation bet-
ween the terms Nature, Future and Africa, that started during two 
weeks residence in Bayreuth in 2014 and continued in2015 with a 
three days intensive fieldwork in the city. The experiences lead the 
installation on view.  The artificial flower installation is the result 
of three days photographic survey of different kind offlowers - 
natural or artificial - visible in the public spaces of Bayreuth city 
center. Starting from the specific meaning of Exotics - “an exotic 
plant or animal”- the installation invites to reflect on the incor-
poration of allochthonous, exotic species into semiprivate and 
institutional public spaces ofBayreuth, some of which express 
the ultimate tradition and identity of the city.  Both outputs invite 
to reflect on the clashes, connections, merges and blurs between 
what is“originating inor characteristic of a distant foreign coun-
try”, something “out of the ordinary”, often “attractive or striking 
because colorful”1 and the efforts of constructing a purified, inte-
gral and original identity. 

Flowers, plants and identity in Bayreuth 

Flowers are a central element of beautification of public, re-
presentative and important private spaces. They contribute to 
strengthen the image of a well-kept, controlled, ordered and pro-
perly decorated city. But are there a logic and a symbolic meaning 
behind the choice of certain species for those spaces? Do the 
compositions, design and associations of different flowers refer to 
any tradition? Should those flowers represent any German iden-
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tity along with the institutional flags and statues of local heroes? 
Most of the flowers that we can find in public gardens, squares, 
streets as well asin shops’ windows and private balconies are not 
autocthonous, they donot belong originally to the German habitat, 
they are not cultivated in Germany and they have often travelled 
from another continent. Isthere any consciousness about flower 
production, the labor working conditions of those involved inthat 
industry, the ecological sustainability such as water, energy con-
sumption and transportation costs? Walking around in Bayreuth 
we can notice that wooden and stony flowers are also usedtode-
corate entrance doors, façades, window frames, fountains, sta-
tues in the most important streets, squares and representative 
urban spaces. In addition to that kind of historical decoration, pri-
vate owners of shops, cafés, and restaurants tend to contribute to 
that beautification adding real or fake flowers on their windows, 
entrances and tables. We can find, for example, a series of yellow 
daisy flowers on a plastic grass carpet amongst well displayed 
orthopedic shoes, beautiful orchids next to anti-cellulite creams, 
red plastic roses above luxury wrist watches or wooden colorful 
tulips infront of skin-color bras.

At both sides of most entrance doors plastic or real geometrically 
shaped bushes give a definitively prestigious touch to most of the 
shops, just like the bigger ones you can find at the entrance of 
Wilhelmina’s castle orin the garden of the Hermitage. In the pub-
lic realm ofsecondary or peripheral streets, on the contrary, there 
are few flower plants, which are only visible through the fences of 
private gardens orby the apartment windows.  Which are the most 
recurrent patterns we can find in both private and public spaces? 
Which flowers and plants are cut or set in geometrical shapes and 
which ones are preferably used inspontaneous-like compositions? 



Which are the spaces that better fit in the first or the second visi-
on? Which species have been carved or graven to decorate statues 
and palaces? 

On June 6, 2015 at 00h00, for the second year in a row the Gigantic 
Titan Arum that can beadmired at the glasshouse of the University 
of Bayreuth has blossomed. Hundreds of people have made daily 
pilgrimages before and after the event to stare at the fully open 
flower, which can only last for few hours before wilting. The media 
have largely disseminated the news giving it a quite substanti-
al echo. To what extent can that flower be considered as a sort 
Bayreuth monument? Can that be considered as part of its land-
scape? How did it get there and what is the consciousness about 
the context from which that flower comes from?

The installation for the exhibition FAVT: Future Africa Visions 
in Time questions the (shallow) understanding and public con-
sciousness about the use and consumption of flowers, reflecting 
onthe relation between their display and the public image of 
Bayreuth - both institutional and resulting from private interven-
tions. Two opposite flowery walls made of fake reproductions (in 
plastic, silk, paper) portray a synthetic overview of the most recur-
rent type of flowers present in the public spaces of Bayreuth city 
center.They are divided in two clusters: on the one side the auto-
chthonous flowers, on the opposite side the allochthonous ones, 
originally not German and imported from abroad. The two groups 
render the evident numerical disequilibrium that exists, highligh-
ting the massive presence of non-local species. A series of labels 
describe their origin and place of cultivation indicating that most 
of the flowers in Bayreuth come from the African or Asian industry 
that employ cheap vulnerable labor, often exploited.  



The complexity that emerges from the display reveals a hidden 
or forgotten geography that rise a number of questions. In which 
way plants and flowers are used to represent ourselves, publicly 
and privately? Are the different species of the mixed compositions 
existing inthe most representative civic spaces chosen on the 
simple base of their appearance, as shallow decorative elements? 
Is Bayreuth representative of the general relation between nature, 
cities and identity?  

Another cluster of reproductions is dedicated to geometrical 
forms according to which existing plants that can be found in 
Bayreuth are shaped. Their 1:1 scale wireframe reproduction gives 
a sense of their size and suggests the great and constant efforts 
required to maintain that purity. The relation between Man and 
Nature has always swung between the fascination and respect 
for wilderness and domination. An expression of the latter can 
be represented by the ars topiaria(topiary art) - the horticultural 
practice of clipping perennial plants to obtain geometric or defi-
ned shapes. Trees and bushes along streets and squares of Bay-
reuth forced into certain geometrical volumes respond to that dif-
fused tradition. However, does that practice belong toany specific 
local tradition oris just an anachronistic aesthetic that should 
somehow reinforce the Bayreuth identity?  A group of3D printed 
reproductions of wooden or stony flowers that can be seen on re-
presentative monuments and buildings of Bayreuth are displayed 
close to the geometric shapes. 

A process of abstraction and idealization of Nature in the Bavarian 
city - asin many other cases - can be easily depicted by the natu-
ral elements carved in wooden doors and frames on the façades 
of many buildings of the center, sculptured in stony statues and 



fountains or engraved in bronze surfaces. Leaves and flowers 
are often represented with simplified forms, repeatedly used as 
icons or symbols.  Given the large variety of contemporary flowers 
employed in public spaces, could we restart that process of abs-
traction? Which is the ideal Bayreuth flower and how would it look 
like? The answer could be found in the golden flower that grows 
from colored glass stones - similar tothe ones that cover the walls 
of the Hermitage of Bayreuth - contained in a spherical trans-
parent jar. Displayed on the focal corner where the flowery walls 
converge, the perfect bloom is the result of mixing all species 
used in the public spaces of the city today. It can be scientifically 
defined as a “hybrid tea”. It is the Bayreuth flower.

1 from the definition of Exotic: Oxford Dictionary, Oxford University Press, 2015













Flowers can be envisioned as a symbol of nature which we hand-
le routinely. Here we take the role of flowers in our daily lives to 
demonstrate the role of our background worldview at ‘nature‘. 
Naturalistic Flowers:  To  us  a  flower  is  nature  looking  beau-
tiful.  As  modern  wo_men  ers we  focus  on  space,  the  visual 
sense of seeing, spatial organization and appropriation of space is 
our main mode of existence. The information where  we  currently 
are,  is  one  of  the  most  frequently  exchanged  communication 
through  our  mobile  network. If  your  mobile  phone  rings  now,  
you  would  probably  start  the conversation with: I am currently at 
an exhibition. We   can   use   flowers   to   express   ourselves   and   
shape   the   places   we   live   in,   almost without consideration  of  
time.  In  our  culture  the  image  of  paradise  is  that  of a  (perma-
nently)  flowering garden.  

Most  flowers  for  indoors  displays  are  available  all  year  round.  
The  distribution  network makes it easy to remain ignorant about 
the origin of consumables. Many flowers can be generated on a 
computer. The flowering as a peculiar time of plant reproduction 
becomes a permanent event in “fake  flowers“.  On  the  computer  
screen  we  can  no  longer  distinguish  between  the  artificially 
generated and the picture of a real flower. In artificial flowers the 
flow of time has been dispended. What is a scientific question: 
where a particular plant species evolved, where it is able to flower 
and reproduce  becomes  an irrelevant  detail  about  a  feast  in  
software  engineering:  where  this  software was programmed? 

The answer may be: everywhere, by crowdsourcing.  For the mo-
dern worldview the difference between the abstract representati-
on in computer code and the real flower vanishes: they are able to 
look the same. Totemistic flowers:  Flowering  in  this  attitude  is  

Modelling Flowers - 
A response by Michael Hauhs



a  symbol  of  proper  timing.  For  example,  in  Japan  the  cherry  
blossom (Sakura)  marks  spring  time  and  is  celebrated.  Visual  
perception  is  no  longer  essential.  Think  of grasses. Their flow-
ering is announced as a nuisance, e.g. of  a neglected garden, or 
even as a hazard for allergy sufferers. If grass occurs in our image 
of a paradisiac garden at all, it is cut and unable to flower. All 
multicellular species, e.g. plants and humans, share a life cycle. 
Reproductive opportunities mark meaningful  events;  they  are  
among  the  chances  of  ‘making  sense  of  life‘.  

However,  the  flowering time of sexual plant reproduction is more 
like the display at an interface than the cause of the event. Some 
of the behavior which is meaningful to a species  can be simulated 
at a computer interface. In an  authentic  game it  becomes  incre-
asingly  hard  distinguishing  whether  you interact  with  an  actual 
member  of  your  species  or  a  simulacra.  Also  many  rituals,  se-
cular  and  religious  ones,  seek  to simulate  and  evoke  a  parti-
cular  event  by  enacting  or  reliving  it. In  Bayreuth  we  celebrate  
the timing  of  flowering  Amorphophallus  titanium,  which  the  
university  of  Bayreuth  seeks  promoting under  the  naturalistic  
worldview  (for  phalli  size  matters,  see  above:  it  is  the  species  
with  largest flower on this planet). Its picture is easily dissemi-
nated by the internet, but you need to be there at the right time to 
remember the disgusting smell for a lifetime. 

For  the  totemistic  worldview  the  difference  between  the  vir-
tual  representation  in  a  simulated interaction and in the actual 
vanishes when  they evoke indistinguishable emotions. The place 
is no longer important.   This   attitude   is   opportunistic   with   
respect   to   place,   but   correct   timing   is everything. Flowers 
in a city Encountering flowers in public spaces at particular times 



can trigger both worldviews. Next time you encounter a flower, 
think about which one is fore- and which backgrounded. 

Conclusion 

We can  smoothly  slip into and out of worldviews and their impli-
cated abstractions like worn shoes. However,  in  public  commu-
nication  and  in  research  the  naturalistic (modern)  attitude  is  
by  far dominating  among  us  modern  wo_meners.  This makes  
it  difficult  reacting  appropriate  in  situations which  require  a  
different  default  perception.  Not  only  flowers,  nature,  but  the 
world  may  change meaning  as  you  change  among  viewpoints. 
Plants  are  no  longer  exotic  to  us,  but  the  worldviews which 
they give access to while flowering may be still.





Real and Virtual Plants

The forms of a plant result from its development as part of its life 
cycle. At each moment in time a plant can be regarded as the visu-
al trace which its growing tissues left in space. The movement and 
temporal changes induced by the recursive (growth)-behaviour 
of a plant lead to two geometrical consequences in these traces: 
symmetry and self-similarity. For long-living plants such as trees 
the computational principle of recursion becomes visible over 
many scales. Typically, these features are perceived by humans as 
beautiful.

Those aspects of plants which humans often perceive as beautiful 
are also at the roots of the interest which mathematicians have in 
plant form, symmetry and self-similarity. Mathematics is able to 
extract the core of these notions in abstract language and also to 
recursively generate familiar botanical forms from such abstract 
language. Computers are versatile in generating and visualizing 
plant forms from simple principles (see figure below).

Real and Virtual Plants
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Real and Virtual Plants 

The forms of a plant result from its development as part of its life cycle. At each moment in time a 
plant can be regarded as the visual trace which its growing tissues left in space. The movement and 
temporal changes induced by the recursive (growth)-behaviour of a plant lead to two geometrical 
consequences in these traces: symmetry and self-similarity. For long-living plants such as trees the 
computational principle of recursion becomes visible over many scales. Typically, these features are 
perceived by humans as beautiful.  

Those aspects of plants which humans often perceive as beautiful are also at the roots of the interest 
which mathematicians have in plant form, symmetry and self-similarity. Mathematics is able to 
extract the core of these notions in abstract language and also to recursively generate familiar 
botanical forms from such abstract language. Computers are versatile in generating and visualizing 
plant forms from simple principles (see figure below).   

 

Synthetic `Nature’ without flowers from: Wojciech Palubicki, Kipp Horel, Steven Longay, Adam Runions, Brendan Lane, 
Radomir Mech, and Przemyslaw Prusinkiewicz. Self-organizing tree models for image synthesis. ACM Transactions on 
Graphics 28(3), 58:1-10, 2009. 
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Real and virtual Flowers
For plants, flowers serve the purpose of sexual reproduction. Flo-
wers only occur at decisive moments during a life cycle, with the 
right timing being a key aspect of population survival. Inducing a 
flowering signal, i.e. bringing a plant to flower at the will of hu-
mans, is an achievement in gardening and plant cultivation.
In their mathematical form flowers can be taken out of their evo-
lutionary context, to be generated anywhere and anytime in a vir-
tual context. The goal of this technology is creating flowers which 
are indistinguishable to the human eye, so called photorealistic 
computer images. This way we are able to experience plants from 
the past, present and future or even the `ideal plant’ generated by 
human imagination. Do we need to know about origin, biology and 
ecology of plants when the beauty of their flowers has been made 
timeless? Do we need to conserve wild flowers if we lost the abili-
ty of visually distinguishing their images?
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For plants, flowers serve the purpose of sexual reproduction. Flowers only occur at decisive moments 
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Synthetic flower from: Adam Runions, Martin Fuhrer, Brendan Lane, Pavol Federl, Anne-Gaëlle Rolland-Lagan, and 
Przemyslaw Prusinkiewicz. Modeling and visualization of leaf venation patterns. ACM Transactions on Graphics 24(3), pp. 
702-711. 
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Gaëlle Rolland-Lagan, and Przemyslaw Prusinkiewicz. Modeling and visualization of leaf 
venation patterns. ACM Transactions on Graphics 24(3), pp. 702-711.







Can you briefly explain your project/ research and your approach 
to this? 

Models are mediators. They link the structures we thinkin with 
the world we live in. As an ecological modeler I am interested in 
case studies in whichlinks between an ecological data set to a 
mathematical expression are demonstrated and analyzed on a 
computer.In this project we inspectexamples from national parks 
in Africa.

Which format/ method did you choose as the way of researching/ 
communicating your findings or questions?

Science works by division of labor. Results are firstly published 
among our peers. Next comes discussing with other scientists and 
students.

Can you explain how the term „future“ is reflected in your project? 
How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions in Time, 
and did your idea of the terms change?

Often time isconceptualized like another form of space, but with 
strongly restricted travel opportunities. Past, Present, and Future 
appear as extended along a time line, from which any instance can 
be reconstructed, visualized or predicted.Here, however, we focus 
at time as an order of events, some of which are reoccurringactu-
ally or virtuallyas a result of human management. Imagine a natio-
nal park as theatre in which experts behind the scene stage some 
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charismatic species to evoke highly valued feelings in visitors, 
such that these experiences can be repeated and re-evaluated by 
our posterity.Interpretations of the past and assumptions about 
the future are implicitly part of the models by which the current 
management of these African theatres is giving the plot of`wild 
nature’.

How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/ scientist) in-
fluence you in your thinking about your project?

The artists remind me of software engineers; think of computer 
game design. Being able to create an artificial world of objects or 
behavior seems like `experimental metaphysics’. I discovered simi-
larities with nature conservationists, who often resemble more 
the artists’rather than the scientists’role. 

What are your overlapping fields and why is this cooperation pro-
ductive/enriching/ interesting?

Computer models are a young field and classification of itsvari-
ous forms is by far not complete. Artists, gamers and scientists 
may employ the same mathematical or computational forms, 
while colleagues in their own field may use a very different formof 
model. Trying to be systematic about this is still exiting.As a result 
artists and scientists may nolongerwaste their time with unfit 
models.6.How do you think an interdisciplinary approach (Science 
and Arts) likethis can create new knowledge? I regard the em-
phasis on innovation as biased. Our epoch seems pretty good in 
coming up with new ideas. The potential of change has become 



global. Being systematic about the corresponding evaluation 
tasks may be much more limiting, i.e. reasonably sorting the ideas 
and changes we want from those we shy. Confronting ’science of 
seeing’with the ’art of doing’on mathematical machines sheds 
some light on these questions.
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