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The Chimera:

Chymera: {){a} o fire-breathing she-monster
in Greek mythalogy having ¢ fion's heod, o
goat’s body, and o serpent’s tail (k) an
mmaginary manster cornpounded of incongru-
ous parts, 2) an Husion or fobneation of the
mind, esp. an unrealizable drearn. 3} an ind-
vidual organ or part consisting of tissues of
diverse genetic consutution,’

The pracuce of art over the last several
decades has relied heavly on techriques
of recontextualizaton. The transforma-
von of matenal nto metaphor by cutting
and pasting 15 a procedure known as col-
lage. In collage, aspects of one mage are
substituted and reconfigured as part of an-
other. Onginating with the Dadaists and
Surrealists, this technique ¢reates images
which are psychologically, philosophically
and aesthetically complex. College and
film editing are smilar. They both join dis-
parate elernents in space and time and in
dang 5o seemingly fuse fact with fiction,
Collage is not merely a style. it has had
profound perceptuat effects.

In s photocollage, Gennan Natural His-
tory, 1934, {fig 1) John Heartfield portrays
members of the German government in
three biological stages of development..
Following the evolution diagrammed in
the photograph, Heartfield comments on
the inevitability of Hitler's rice to power by
knking the Weimar Republic with fascism?
Here metamorphosis finks natural history
and political power. The politican is
joined to the insect and a visual mutation,
a chimera, 1s created.

The chimera has appeared once again. not
just i art but in biclogy. A recent exam-
ple has been created by Dr, David Ow, a
biologist at the University of Califomia,
Berkeley. He has fused the genetic mate-
rial of a firefly and & Tobacco plant, forming
phosphorescent plants. By understanding
the ways in which aspects of one biclog~
cal kingdom can be useful to another, the
goal of this type of research is to combat
disease. Nevertheless, these experiments,
by breaking species boundanes, change
our relationship to living matter. For ex-
ample, if one 15 a stnct vegetanan, would



one be violsting ane’s prinaples by eating
a tomato whaose genetic material has
been altered with flounder genes for pur-
poses of frostproofing? I art and science
can both use the collage technique, are
not the boundaries between them
blurred? s not gene splicing in some way
an art formy? s life nat imtating ar?

The genetic metaphor s of great interest
1o artists today. The field 15 broad enough
to encompass a vanety of styles, matenials
and ideologies, We are used to lookung at
fustrations i Scientific Amencan or micro-
scopic photographs and remarking on
their beauty. The art in this show, al-
though often beautiful, is not about that
Rather # uses the visual language of so-
ence 1o help us understand the complex
social codes of our culture.

The Copy and the Copyright:

Copy: 1) An ymitation, bonsenpt or reproduc-
tion of an anginol work (as @ letter, a pont-
ing, 4 prece of [urniture or ¢ dress. 2) one of
o senes af mechanical reproductions of an
ongingl iImpression,

Copynght 1} The exclusie legal right 1o re-
produce. publish and sell the matter ond
form of a lterary, musical or artistic work.
Clone: 1) A group of genetcally entice!
cells or orgarvsms ofl descended from a
single commeon ancestral cell of organsm.
2) genetically engineered replicas of DNA
sequengces.’

An article in The New York Times, on Sun-
day, October 24, 1993, described the
cloning of e first human embryo. This
method, atthough common in animal
breeding or occurring naturally n identical
twins raises senols ethical questions con-
ceming the integrity of life. Since em-
bryos can be frozen and used at a later
time, identical twins could be bom years
apart.” Cloning. however, i not the only
way to copy genetic information, PCR
(polyrmerase chain reaction) does in the
faboratory flask what the Xerox machine

daes in the office® Andy Warhol's replica-

tion of images (fig. 3) by photosilkscreen-
ing, to alf intents and purposes clones the
Mana Uso and a host of other cultural

ons. As a title of his says , Thirty Are Bet-

ter Than One. Copyright, normally associ-
ated with the protection of artistic intei-
lectual property, has now been extended
to biology. Gene sequences, once they
are translated into a letter script can be
patented.

The current artistic practice of aporopna-
tion, or the copying of cne artist's style by
another, 15 a form of doning, a benign pla-
giansm. It tests the notion of the copy-
nght while at the same time challenging
the accepted value of ongnality. Appro-
pration may cepy form but it does not
copy intent or histoncal context. Ronald
Jones'. Untitled (Core of the Human Reo-
virus). | 989, may look like a Brancusi, but
it operates on totally different pnnciples,
While the Brancusi was created as 3 tran-
scendent. almiost spiitual formn, the Jones
is secular i the extreme. 1t is a casting in
bronze of the HIV virus. He seems to be
saying, how can something with such
beautiful form be so deadhy? The Jones i
a unique object. the wirus 1t portrays de-
stroys by replication,

The Genetic/Aesthetic Matnx, ©
Genetcs 1) The saentific study of heredity
2) Related to or determined by the ongin,
developrment, or cousal antecedent of
sometfung 3} Comed by Williom Boteson
n 1902

Aesthetes: 1) & branch of philosophy deak
ing with the nature of beauty, art and taste ;
coined in 1825 by Bourngorten

Genetic material, microscopic in scale,
@an be made visibie by a number of labo-
ratory methods, mapping devices, and
diagrammatic models. Fach representa-
tion focuses on different levels of celiular
and molecular organization. The double
helix is probably the most popular repre-
sentation of DNA. Although 1t can never
be visualized through a microscope, 1t has
become the twentieth century’s conic
molecule. In Tony Cragg's. Code Nooh,
1988, (fig. 3). stuffed animals cast in
bronze are welded together in a spiral
chain, Corsisting of two inersecting
bands, this sculpture refers to the physical
structure of the DNA molecule. It is play-
ful and scary. It is a comment both an sci-

ence and on a commodity-based cufture.
Are these popular culture tems the life
that 1s saved after Noah's flood?

Chromasomes, frorm the Latin, meaning
"colored bodies” come in different sizes
and shapes—styles in a manner of speak-
ing—and serve as a template for all fife
forms, Steve Miller's Portrair of lsabel Gotd-
smuth, 1994, represents a direct view of
human chromosomes as seen under the
electron microscope. During ther mo-
menit of replication, which as a process
has the dynamism of dance, the chromo-
sames elongate, form chains dnd then
replicate into Wdentical pairs, Miller has
been working with a variety of technologi-
cal imagng devices, from the sonogram to
the CAT scan He reduces life 1o a senes
af clues.

Cytogenetics deals with the structure of
chromaosomes and molecular genetics
deals with smaller unrts known as genes,
They are represented or mapped n differ-
ent ways. Molecular genetics codes the
sequences of genes by using four letters
representing the nuckeotide bases A, T,
G.or C* Each persen embodies his or
her own particular vanation of the se-
quence. making every individual biologs-
cally urnque. Kewin Clarke’s photographs
combine a laboratory-denved alphabetical
sequence with a symbeiic icon. In Portrait
of Jeff Kuons, 1994, a cash register is su-
penmposed on a molecular pnatout, de-
nved from a sample of the subject’s blood,
In Clarke's portraits, the self s portrayed
as the combination of intemnal biclogicat
language and a logo that represents the
person’s identity in the world.

DNA sequencing, can also appear as a se-
ries of band pattems arranged in discrete
lanes. As & genetic fingerprint technique,
this method of visualization is used in fo-
rensic science to establish identity and
family relationships. Dennis Ashbaugh en-
larges images taken from sequenang gels.
These resuft in a distnbution pattern simi-
lar to a photographer's gray scale, Using
color as if it were a laboratory stain,
Ashbaugh's paintings replace technology’s
cooiness with the sensuality of color and
the impact of scale.
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"Code Noah'', 1988
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“Thirty Are Better Than One”, 1963
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In representing a genetic pedigree, a da-
gram is created that traces successive gen-
erations. By creating composites of family
tistores, trats may be selected out as
desirable or undesirable, This concept
when applied to anmals is called breeding,
when applied to humans 1t is called eu-
genics, Eugenics, needless to say, hasa
questionable social and moral history.  In
Thunder Rurmble, 1994, MNicolas Rule, relies
on family history to draw the blood hnes
of race horses. The Ines connecting dif-
ferert generations are drawn in red. They
seem to follow gravity and drip ke real
blood, Conceptual and diagrammatic,
Rule's work creates the wisual fineage of a
specalized and rarefied commadity, the
race horse, For this artist, painting is an-
other rare and specialized commaodity op-
erating in a system of scarcity and ranipu-
lation,

Using glass, steef and porit, Eve Andrée
Laramnée questions the power of scientific
authorty in her laboratary tableaux.  Us-
ing alchemnical apparatus, in Scence of Ap-
proximation, 1994, Laramée points up the
ambigury in measurement. ls the labora-
tory the place where scientific truths are
found? Is 1 a secular equivalent of a
church? Like Marcel Duchamp, whose
works used language and complex visual
puns to expose language's mdetenminacy,
Laramée sets up a laboratory intent on
questioning the paradigms of expenmen-
tal sgence. By intermixing quantifiable
truth with stuition and beliel, Laramée
opens up possibilities,

Geraldine Erman’s sculptural pieces, can
be discussed in terms of eighteenth cen-

tury science, when the homuriculus and
the preformation theory of conception
figured promineritly.:
“(it was) beheved that human beings
were crected by God at once, at the be-
ginning of tme, Preexisting tny genms
(e fabled homuncul) were immatenclly
encased i molds, or boxed —- as an
ermboitrnent— within the egg waiing to
be octualized by the male sperm. Con-
ing forth smply roeant that beings were
unveiled, revealed or unfolded in succes-
sive temporal generations.””
This conception of morphology s evident
in Erman's work through her portrayal of
the cell as an architectural bubble. En-
cased within, body parts are suspended as
uncanny mightmares.

wid



George Gessert is an artist who works
with fnang DNA Cultivating inses, as
Edward Steichen did with delptiniums,
Gessert's experiment-like activities extend
the defimtion of ive art. Perforrance art,
which converts gesture and body into real
time, shares with breeding qualities of the
epharmneral. Some of George Gessert's
actions have been called “genetic graf-
fii”,@  He has taken inses that be has
cross-pollinated and has distributed them
into wildemess areas. He has gently inter-
vened into an ecosystem, His goals ane
aesthetic rather than practical. How has
natre been changed?

Chns Doyle's vides installation, Greenbath-
ing (the Kingdom-Switch Cydle) 1994, is an
attempt to replicate metaphoncally the
photosynthetic cycle in human beings.
The installation consists of two wall-
mounted monitors, both of which face
upwands. The first has a tray of water
containing green algae placed on the top
of the lighted screen. The second plays a
tape showing a person crouching in a
small basin which contains chioraphyll, al-
gae and water. As the person scrubs his
skin, he appears to bleed from the abira-
sions (this."bleeding” is computer gener-
ated.) The basin becomes a site of fluid
exchange— blood s lost as chlorophyl is
absorbed through the skin. The artist
traces this blood-chiorophyll transposition,
10 a piece of wring by the French phi-
losopher-criic Simone Weit:
"The source of maon's moral energy is
outside him, fike that of his physical en-
ergy (food, dir, etc). He generully finds i
oand that 1s why he has the Hlusion—as
on the physical plane—that his being
carmies the prnaple of preservation
within itself. Privation alone mickes him
feel his need. And in the end of pnva-
on, he cannot help wming to anything
whatever which is edible. There 1s only
one remedy for that: A chlomiphyil-conifer-
nng faculty of feeding on light" "

Michael Joaquin Grey is interested in in-
verting self-organizing systems, ant objects
similar to artificial life?? Self-Organizing Sys-
temn: Artificiol Musdle , 1991, 1s 2 set of
photo-stills , rnade from a videotape.

They expose the hidden world of muscle
generation. In a miniature test Wwbe (a pi-
pette), Grey placed two protens, actin
and myosin, which are the macromol-
ecudles responsible for the formation of
muscle tissue. He then videotaped these
proteins going through a process of self-
organization In which contraction, one of
muscle’s properties, repeats itself. There
15 a freeze-frame quality 1o this work that
recalis the stop-motion photographs of
the nineteenth century photographer,
Eadward Muybridge. However. unlike
Muybrdge's, Grey's photo-sets are not
based on extemaf locomotion.  He cre-
ates a muscutar system outside the body
and in (ull view. Artficial life studies self-
organizing behavior as dues to the ways
in which narratives of behavior are devel-
oped and information s stored in
memory.

Robert Lawrence’s Scripts for Performonce,
are pninted texts that question the use of
genetically-engineered life forms. They re-
veal deep anxiely about the sacred and
personal implications of these forms in
moderm society. Lawrence asks questiors
that have no real answers and makes
staternents that give po real comfort

“Ask yourself how deep you would want the
fole if you were burying genetcally ohered
bacteria, Ask yourself how deep you would
want the hole to be if it were your grave™

Science has always presented itself meta-
phoncally—an expenment is only a repre-
sentative of a natural process. Science has
also continually diagrammed aselfl. Mod-
els, maps, charts and schema are an nte-
gral part of the success of scientific com-
murnication, Those representations, while
seemingly objective, are not neutral. tis
art's role to question the unquesticned
and to explore the role of visual meta-
phor, The new science of genetics pro-
vides a particufarly fertile field for this arte-
tic investigation. Art now has had a cen-
tury's worth of experience dealing with
abstraction-—with systems rather than
outward appearances. Twenteth century
science deals with objects and systems
that are both smaller and larger than
those which we normally encounter in
ourworld, Art is well-positioned to un-
derstand this.

There 1s a new language afoot. What is t?
Is there a connection between biology
and art? When Robert Rauschenberg
said that he wanfed to operate iri the gap
between art and Ife, what does that
mean riow?! The definitions of art and life
are inescapably vague. [s a virus a lving
entity? Is a genetically altered organism in
some way a work of art? We intuitively
grasp the ways in which both art.and sci-
ence spill out of the studio and the labora-
tory and Mo our lives. Inevitably moral
and ethical questions are raised. They are
there and we must deal with them,

Suzanne Anker
Novernber 1994, NYC
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{fig 1)
“German Matural History, © Arbeiter-tliustnenteZeitung
(AlZ, Prague), August 16, 1934,
Courtesy: Artist's Rights Source

Suzanne Anker 5 3 sculplor who wites about
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Dennis Ashbaugh is 2r abstract panter showing
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MFA at Yale. Me s represented by Barbara Glad-
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His weork integrates soentific | political and popular
culture systems. He is represented by Sonnabend
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dence fellowship awards from the Guggenhein
Museurn (Chesterwood, MA)L the john Michael
Kobler Arts Center, and MNew York Expeomental
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