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Artist Statement:

In 1877, the first report of tumbleweed growing wild in North America was made in Bon Homme County, South 
Dakota. It is believed that the seeds arrived in the United States accidentally, mixed with flax sown by Ukrainian 
farmers. The tumbleweed's rapid spread west was due to its unique mode of propagation: millions of seeds are 
scattered as the mature and dessicated bush is blown along by the wind. Farmers west of the Ohio River paved the 
way for the tumbleweed as they cleared the tall plains grasses for single-crop agriculture. This re-engineering of the 
landscape allowed the plants to travel great distances and provided space for the fast germinating bush to grow. By 
1903, the plant could be found as far west as the Pacific coast.  Archaeologists believe that tumbleweeds have always 
followed agricultural peoples as they cleared new lands, making the tumbleweed one of the oldest members of the 
ever growing class of non-domesticated cultural-genetic commensalists.

 We focused on tumbleweed because of its history on the American frontier, its symbolic role in our culture, and the 
technical challenges presented by it physical structure.

In contemporary culture, the plant is present in Hollywood Westerns where it is has become, for many, the proto-
typical flora of the old west. Here, the plant's presence often acts as a footnote to suggest that an area has been 
wasted - this town, once thriving, is now deserted as its inhabitants have either died or continued West along the 
expanding American Frontier.

Using the tumbleweed presented a challenge to traditional engineering practices. The unpredictable motion of 
the tumbleweed leads to emergent pattens in the system's behavior that are unique to each tumbleweed specimen, 
and that change as the plant disintegrates. 
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Stuart Anderson is a doctoral candidate at the Carnegie Mellon University Robotics Institute. His research uses 
studies of human motion to augment the naturalness and robustness of bipedal robot gait. He has exhibited collab-
orative works in Pittsburgh since arriving in 2000 to pursue an under- graduate degree in computer science. He 
participates in both the Free Ride! bicycle collective and the Rossum's robotic arts collective.

   Shaun Slifer is a multidisciplinary artist currently working in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He received a BFA in Sculp-
ture from Watkins College of Art in Nashville, Tennessee in 2003. Shaun has exhibited nationally in a wide variety of 
galleries, nonprofit exhibition spaces, and community centers, as well as under bridges and alongside interstate 
highways. He regularly works in collaboration with other artists as well as in collectively structured settings, including 
the Street Art Workers collective, and the Free Ride! collective. Among other pursuits, he practices organic plant and 
mushroom gardening, has a penchant for researching radical American history, and is a decent bicycle mechanic.
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