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Cultural diversity is, as spelled out in the 2001 Universal 

Declaration on Cultural Diversity, “as necessary for 

humankind as biodiversity is for nature.” Ensuring equal 

dignity of each culture and intercultural dialogue are 

essential for peace and sustainable development. 

Biodiversity and cultural diversity are indeed closely 

interlinked: Sacred natural sites, cultural landscapes and 

traditional agricultural systems can only be understood 

and protected when taking into account the cultures that 

have shaped them. UNESCO therefore seeks to promote 

the protection and preservation of cultural heritage in its 

entirety — tangible, intangible and movable heritage 

representing the diversity of humanity. 

On the occasion of International Women's Day on 8 

March 2007, UNESCO presents Sigrid Rothe’s homage to 

the diversity of expressions of life through a woman's eye 

and lense. Her visual journey in this show from biodiversity 

to cultural diversity is designed also as a signal event to 

induce us to listen more carefully to women’s diverse 

voices and visions in all walks of life. 

Flowers epitomize the variety of life on Earth. They allow 

us to marvel at the intricate natural patterns they form. 

Art can say things we couldn't say any other way - things 
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we have no ready words for. This particular exhibit creates 

such a moment, where we are challenged to grapple for 

words to express our thoughts, perceptions and feelings 

to the stunning reproductions of the world “as it is”. 

They contain their own powerful message and invite us to 

see rather than to just look at, leaving the viewer a 

changed person. 

Flowers have been a source of inspiration to innumerable 

painters who strived to capture their essence on canvas. 

For one, Claude Monet declared that he owes having 

become a painter to flowers. Photographers have placed 

flowers in the centre of artistic creation. Seen through the 

lens of a camera, the amazing hidden detail and perfection 

of nature's masterpieces become plainly visible. 

Celebrated photographers such as Karl Blossfeldt and 

Robert Mapplethorpe have revealed the unique design 

and elegance of each blossom they captured. 

In Sigrid Rothe’s floral images, the use of macro lenses, 

technical colorization and special processing allow her to 

radically abstract from reality: sharp lines turn into float- 

ing forms, natural colors into ecstatic and flaming tones. 

She zooms in so close to a flower’s surface as to transform 

it almost into a surreal entity. For Rothe, extreme close- 

up flower photography becomes an artistic adventure, a 

spontaneous play, an opening up to unexpected 

abstractions that spring from the photographic process. 

They open up an entirely new perspective of great 

immediacy, almost intimacy, on a particular object - 

thereby rendering what might very well be dismissed as a 

common sight of all-day life into something unique that 

deserves our close examination and heightened attention. 

Always, the resulting image catches the viewer by surprise. 

The images invariably invite us to reflect upon our own 

position within the natural and human world that surrounds 

us and of which we are an integral part. 

Sigrid Rothe’s close-up flower photographs allude to the 

diversity and visual riches of the natural world we live in. 

In most cultures, flowers have important symbolical 

meanings such as renewal, growth, purity, beauty, 

fragility and mortality. Maybe because they easily compare 

to the lives of humans — so real and lively, yet so fragile 

and fugacious — flowers are widely used in ceremonies 

relating to men’s life cycle, such as birth ceremonies, 

weddings and funerals. 

On the other hand, Rothe’s “Tihar Photographs,” taken 

during the Nepali "Festival of Lights”, exemplify that 

diversity is not only characteristic of the biological world. 

The complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual 

and emotional features that characterize different societies 

has evolved and changed over time, as people have 

adapted to and interacted with their natural environments. 

Though many aspects of human societies are universal, 

the diversity of cultural knowledge, customs and beliefs is 

surely one of the most striking characteristics of humanity. 

In different societies, people ascribe different significance 

to particular flowers and use them in culturally specific 

rituals. Zooming in on the manifestations of the Hindu 

Tihar Festival in Nepal, when flower-shaped Mandalas - 

made of petals, fruit, rice and color pigments - are laid 

out in front of almost every house to please the goddess 

Laxmi., The Tihar photographs take us on a journey to 

explore the beauty and mystery of these human floral 

creations that are part of Nepalese culture and identity. 

In a way, Rothe draws a arc from biological diversity to 

the diversity of cultural expressions. 

Recognition of and respect for diversity is also essential 

for bringing about gender equality and a sustainable 

empowerment of women. The commitment to worldwide 

gender equality constitutes an element of ‘unity in diversity’ 

when women as well as men of all continents, regardless 

of national boundaries and ethnic, linguistic, cultural, 

economic and political differences, assemble behind a 

shared vision. 

Rothe’s photographs convey the creativity, energy, curiosity 

and courage, which have led and continue to lead her 

through an adventurous path of life. Born and raised in 

Germany, she has lived in New York for almost 20 years. 

After an apprenticeship as a bookseller, she studied 

photography, became a stylist, a fashion photographer, a 

costume designer, a teacher, an artist, and was herself 

“discovered” as a model to advertise for young fashion 

when she was in her fifties. Through her example, she 

hopes to encourage women, regardless of their age, to 

explore and express their individuality, as according to 

her, “fear is the biggest obstacle in the development of
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each person.” Yet, at the dawn of the 21st century, 

women in many parts of the world, women still suffer 

from a lack of opportunities for participation in the social, 

political and economic life of their societies. 

A willingness to look beyond the surface of things, to 

understand, to reach out, to empathize and to commit 

oneself will be essential for achieving what is still not a 

reality for women worldwide: gender equality, dignity 

and empowerment. 

Only then, in a joint effort, will we be able to realize what 

the world’s leaders, in recognition of the fact that 

women’s progress is inextricably linked to progress of all 

humankind, committed themselves to in the 2005 World 

Summit outcome document adopted at the United 

Nations. They resolved to promote women’s equality and 

to eliminate pervasive gender discrimination across a 

wide range of fields, including in primary and secondary 

education by 2015, property and housing rights, access 

to reproductive health, labor rights, and access to land 

resources, credit and technology. This will also necessitate 

the elimination of all forms of discrimination and violence 

against women and girls, and the promotion of significantly 

increased representation of women in public and private 

decision-making positions. Gender mainstreaming has 

been established as an effective too! to move towards 

these goals. UNESCO is committed to translating words 

into action and to giving visibility to women in all areas of 

its mandate -— education, the sciences, culture, and 

information and communication. UNESCO has through 

its past activities developed internationally agreed 

strategies, standards and action programmes to advance 

the status of women. The new Medium-Term Strategy 

2008-2013 will again accord priority to gender equality to 

be pursued in all of UNESCO's programmes and to help 

us to attain the Millennium Development Goals which 

stipulate gender equality in all levels of the education 

system by 2015. 

Sigrid Rothe’s photography will certainly serve as a 

particular source of inspiration for the road ahead. 

| thank my young colleagues, Deborah Nusche and 

Caroline Siebold, for having contributed to these reflections. 
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Information about editions, sizes and prizes at 

sigrid@sigridrothe.com 

or 

Galerie f 5,6 - Galerie für Fotografie 

Ludwigstr. 7, D-80539 München 

Tel + 49 (0) 89 - 28 67 51 67, www. f5kommaö.de 
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