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environment, and then by encouraging the audience to touch them. The fungi and bacteria 

in the air and on the hands of the audience are sufficient to contaminate the cells and 

cause them to die.  Despite the implied violence of the ritual, the process is intended to 

provide viewers with the chance to experience the semi-living entities through touch, and 

forge a more intimate haptic connection to them. It is intended to remind us not only of 

the fragility and temporality of the sculptures, but also the responsibility that society has 

towards the living creatures that are used in laboratories for our own betterment.50 

 

Figure 4.7: Tissue Culture and Art Project. Pig Wings, 2000-02. Image used with permission from the 
artists. 

 For TC&A, human existence and our experience of the being-in-the-world has 

always been mediated by artificial constructs such as language or technology.  The 

subjects being presented in their work are not experienced through a representational 

medium, but are experienced directly and without mediation, particularly during the 

“killing ritual.” According to Catts and Zurr,  
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 Even when it falls to the curator of an exhibition to shut down the bioreactor that maintains an exhibition 
of one of TC&A’s installations, it is not taken as a neutral act. In 2008, TC&A’s installation Victimless 
Leather was exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art in New York as part of the exhibition “Design and the 
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with such vigour that they risked overgrowing the bioreactor and clogging the incubation system that kept 
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Biotechnology as Artform,” ArtNews, March 18, 2013, 
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Our work with tissues as material is not intended to be pitiless art but rather to act 

as a tangible warning sign and a starting point for new broader discourse. The 

constant questioning of validity of the use of the tissues for artistic ends is in the 

core of the work itself, it does bring to question the validity of the use of living 

materials for other human undertakings as well. It is the actual engagement and 

referral to the technology that makes art reveal the mediation as mediation.51 

Although it pales in comparison to other works of art that have involved the intentional 

killing of an animal,52 interaction that results from the “killing ritual” nevertheless 

initiates a questioning of the ethical responsibilities of those working with live and semi-

living specimens. As McLuhan put it, “The medium is the message.” Here, TC&A’s use 

of tissue culturing is inextricably linked with the messages they are putting forth with 

their various projects.53 It is not merely a means to an end. The vulnerability of tissue 

cultures exposes the conflict between our new increasing knowledge of and ability to 

manipulate living systems and the ethical dilemmas that are raised by the use of the 

animals that provide the biological material. The killing of non-sentient, unsustainable, 

semi-living tissues is in itself not where the ethical dilemma rests, rather it is a potent 

reminder of the hidden population of lab animals that provides the tissues and cells from 

which these semi-livings are derived.  
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4.4 Human/ Non-Human Hybrids 

As combinatory genetic techniques that utilize different species have become more 

sophisticated, it is not surprising that these practices have extended towards the creation 

of human-non-human chimeras, as evidenced in both stem cell research and 

xenotransplantation. Given that such medical practices have become more commonplace, 

it necessarily follows that they have also become the subject of both ethical and 

philosophical debates that have been taken up in both academia and the visual arts.54 As 

discussed before, Eduardo Kac has devoted a large portion of his practice as an artist to 

working with transgenic techniques. Although many of his previous works have been 

confined to working with lower order organisms, Kac enters into the human-non-human 

chimera debate with his work The Natural History of the Enigma (2009), an exhibition 

that revolves around a “plantimal” that he created and named “Edunia.”  “Edunia” is a 

genetically engineered petunia into which Kac has inserted his own genetic material. The 

Edunia flower is characterized by pink petals marked with red veining that expresses for 

a gene isolated from Kac’s blood. According to Kac, “The petal pink background, against 

which the red veins are seen, is evocative of my own pinkish white skin tone. The result 

of this molecular manipulation is a bloom that creates the living image of human blood 

rushing through the veins of a flower.”55 The gene expressed by Edunia is responsible for 

the identification of foreign bodies in the human body, representing Kac’s desire to 

integrate “that which identifies the other that I integrate into the other, thus creating a 

new kind of self that is partially flower and partially human.”56 In order to create this 

work, Kac had one of his own genes isolated from a blood sample, specifically a genetic 

sequence that is part of his immune system, “the system that distinguishes self from non-
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 Just one of many examples of the focus on transgenesis as an emerging subject for ethical debate, in 
2003 The American Journal of Bioethics devoted an entire issue to the subject of transgenesis and the 
crossing of species boundaries (The American Journal of Bioethics, Vol. 3, No. 3, Summer 2003). Much of 
the issue revolved around Robert and Baylis’s article, “Crossing Species Boundaries,” and the various 
articles written in response to it. 
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self, i.e., protects against foreign molecules, disease, invaders – anything that is not me. 

To be more precise, I isolated a protein-coding sequence of my DNA from my 

Immunoglobulin (IgG) light chain (variable region).”57 The resulting human-plant 

chimera is a reflection of what Kac identifies as the contiguity between life forms, an 

acknowledgement that in terms of DNA humans are more closely related to plants and 

other higher life forms than we sometimes like to acknowledge. As in his project GFP 

Bunny, Kac again disrupts the notion of the purity of species.  

 

Figure 4.8: Eduardo Kac, The Natural History of the Enigma (installation), 2009. Image used with 
permission from the artist. 

 It is this questioning of the idea that distinct boundaries exist between species that 

forms the basis of Robert and Baylis’s argument in their article, “Crossing Species 

Boundaries.” Here, Robert and Baylis dispassionately assert that the notion of a purely 

differentiated species identity is a flawed rationale for arguing against the morality of 
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transgenic manipulation. They argue that the existing belief that species identity is fixed 

and any transgression of the boundaries that separate species is morally problematic is 

unsustainable, pointing out that people rarely regard rhododendrons or mules as being 

particularly monstrous. They posit that the only species that is deemed genuinely “fixed” 

is the human species, despite the fact that genomic research has shown that humans are 

more closely related to all other life forms than previously realized. They suggest that this 

belief is the result of holding humanity to a higher moral standard, and therefore results in 

a greater sense of repugnance when that humanity is transgressed. Robert and Bayliss 

suggest that the blurring of species boundaries presents a moral dilemma because,  

Human beings attach considerable symbolic importance to classificatory systems 

and actively shun anomalous practices that threaten cherished conceptual 

boundaries … Human-to-animal chimeras, for instance, are neither clearly animal 

nor clearly human. They obscure the classification system (and concomitant social 

structure) in such a way as to constitute an unacceptable threat to valuable and 

valued conceptual, social, and moral boundaries that set human beings apart from 

all other creatures.58 

Surely there is some variability in the level of horror that we experience when viewing 

human-non-human chimeras, depending on whether it is the human or the non-human 

that is playing host to the other. A work such as Kac’s The Natural History of the Enigma 

creates an ambivalence in the viewer that is the result of the aesthetic response to the 

undeniably lovely pink and red petunia acting in opposition to the slight repugnance that 

one feels knowing that that those red veins express the DNA of the artist. One cannot 

help but imagine the delicate flower pumping human blood through those veins like some 

sort of malevolent triffid. Do we respond more profoundly when a non-human animal 

suddenly possesses a characteristic that we identify with humanness than when a human 

is imbued with an aspect of non-humanness? Perhaps it is our anthropocentrism that 

allows us to feel less threatened by the idea of the integration of animal elements into the 
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human body, through xenotransplantation for example, than by a non-human organism 

with human characteristics. Perhaps there is also a variability in our response to a hybrid 

organism depending on the level at which the combining occurs. The physical seaming 

together of disparate fleshy elements, either in taxidermy or in human 

xenotransplantation in which the elements retain their original identity, seems less 

threatening than when one organism truly assimilates something of another at the genetic 

level. 

 

Figure 4.9: Eduardo Kac, The Natural History of the Enigma (detail: "Edunia") 2009. Image used with 
permission from the artist. 

 French performance artists Marion Laval-Jeantet and Benoit Mangin have 

succeeded in transgressing boundaries between species in several of their projects, 

resulting in varying levels of discomfort for the viewer. Collaborating under the name Art 

Objet orienté since 1991, their practice focuses on ecology, examining the intersecting 

spaces of human and animal lives through trans-species relationships, and the questioning 

of scientific methods and tools. This has resulted in several projects in which they 

appropriate scientific and medical practices to obscure the boundaries between human 
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and non-human subjects. In 1996, they began work in the skin biology laboratories at 

Cambridge University on a project intended to transgress traditional notions of art 

mediums, by “proposing a living medium that was none other than the artist in person.”59 

They wanted to use skin cultures to create a work of art that was both conceptual and 

carnal in an attempt to mend the rift between object and image. To create Cultures de 

Peaux d’Artistes/ Artists’ Skin Cultures (1996-1997) they used their own skin tissues to 

culture a piece of skin. Although they found the idea of creating such a sample to be 

satisfactory in that it fulfilled both requirements of being cerebral and visceral, the 

resulting skin sample was disappointingly thin and transparent. In order to overcome this 

and create something that sufficiently resonated with the ideas of smoothness, thickness, 

and opaqueness that the viewer would associate with skin, they grafted their human skin 

culture onto an existing piece of pig dermis. These pieces of trans-gender, trans-species 

skin were then tattooed with images drawn from the most popular animal tattoos of that 

time, such as hummingbirds and butterflies. According to Laval-Jeantet, these Artists’ 

Skin Cultures “were the projection of a hybrid world where xeno-transplants would be 

common currency and the distinctions between living species would be blurred until they 

finally disappeared altogether,” creating a world where humans had evolved to the point 

where the physical body had fused with its environment, including with animals.60 

 Art Objet orienté pushed the idea of human animal fusion considerably further, 

and with considerably higher risk, with their performance Que le Cheval Vive en Moi 

(May the Horse Live in Me) (2011).61 In this work, Laval-Jeantet had horse blood 

injected into her veins, dramatically extending the limits of what it means to be human or 

animal and blurring the boundaries between species. Through this act, Laval-Jeantet 

makes a movement towards becoming a hybrid species, enacting a centaur through both 
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the transfusion of blood and the wearing of a specially constructed set of prostheses based 

on the form of a horse’s legs.  

 

Figure 4.10: Art Objet orienté, Que le Cheval Vive en Moi (May the Horse Live in Me), 2011. Image used 
with permission from the artists. 

 In preparation for the performance that took place in a gallery in Ljubljana, 

Slovenia, Laval-Jeantet underwent a series of experimental transfusions aimed at both 

acclimatizing her body to the foreign substance and testing for tolerance. In an attempt to 

build up her body’s tolerance for the foreign matter, for the month prior to the 

performance Laval-Jeantet was injected sequentially with various horse 

immunoglobulins, the proteins produced by plasma cells that function as antibodies by 

binding to foreign objects in the body such as bacteria and viruses. By injecting her body 

with the biological material of another species, the artist was extending the limits of her 

own immune system and putting herself at risk of anaphylactic shock. However, the fluid 

had been stripped of “the most cyto-toxic red blood cells, as well as lymphocytes and 

macrophages,”62 but still contained all other blood cells including the immunoglobulins 
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that Laval-Jeantet perceives as being responsible for transferring information within the 

body and between organs through their various functions. Having developed a sufficient 

tolerance to complete the performance, Laval-Jeantet rested on a hospital bed in the 

gallery, where she received the infusion of horse blood plasma containing the full 

spectrum of horse immunoglobulins. It was predicted that the horse immunoglobulins 

would not be rejected by Laval-Jeantet’s immune system, and could enter her 

bloodstream and bind to the proteins in her body, and could potentially have an effect on 

all of her bodily functions. After the transfusion, she was helped into a pair of specially 

constructed horse-leg prostheses as a horse was led into the gallery. The artist and the 

horse then walked slowly together around the gallery, in constant contact with one 

another, and in an act of shared experience. After receiving the blood transfusions, Laval-

Jeantet states that she found that she had not only achieved a metaphorical state of 

centaur-like hybridity, she had also developed nervous responses sympathetic to those of 

the horse: 

I could sleep no longer than one hour at a time then I woke up for another hour 

and then fell asleep for another short period of time. My nights were totally 

fragmented, I had an absurdly strong appetite, and when someone knocked my 

arm I used to panic. In spite of that I felt incredibly strong…I was talking to 

immunology doctors about it, and particularly with one immunologist who 

specializes in horses. To him it was obvious that all my reactions which have not 

been entirely of a psychological nature were very much typical of a horse.63 

Laval-Jeantet has expanded on her interest in having a shared experience with another 

animal and has actually integrated elements of that animal into her own body, and 

consequently that shared experience required accepting the physiological effects that may 

give her insight into how it might feel to be a horse. Although there is already medical 

precedent for combining matter from another species with the human body in the form of 

xenotransplantation, for example the use of pig heart valves to replace damaged human 
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heart valves, such processes are intended to serve a purely utilitarian medical purpose 

rather than to create a sensorial interspecies event. Art Objet orienté’s project not only 

raises questions of empathy as embodied in our relationships with animals, but also 

reflects aspects of our own humanity, specifically a desire for human enhancement at 

whatever cost. Julian Savulascu expands on the notion of human-animal chimeras, 

arguing that the fusing of human and animal through the acts of human-animal 

transgenesis is not monstrous but rather an expression of our humanity. Although 

Savulescu is referring to the inserting of genes from other animals into the human 

genome, and creating a truly chimeric being in which the animal’s genes resonate in 

every cell of the human body rather than merely inserting a piece of tissue, he believes 

that the desire to enhance the human body for the better is part of our nature. This desire, 

whether it was what Laval-Jeantet consciously desired or not, is reflected in her 

fascination with feelings of enhanced sensitivity and sleeplessness that she attributes to 

her incorporation of the horse serum. Savalescu argues that it is not DNA that separates 

humans from animals, but humankind’s capacity for reason, the capacity to engage in 

complex social relationships, the capacity to display sympathy and empathy, and the 

capacity to have faith. He argues that,  

If our humanity is located, at least in part, in our practical rationality…then there 

are two ways in which our humanity can be either promoted or threatened … 

Actions that are the reflection of our practical rationality express our humanity. 

When we act according to what we have good reason to do, we express our 

humanity. So whether creating transgenic human beings or chimeras is an 

expression of our humanity or a threat to it turns on whether we have good reason 

to radically alter our genome.64 

He goes on to give several examples of theoretical combinations that might enhance or be 

detrimental to human abilities, but ultimately his argument rests on the notion that,  
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Bringing animals closer to human beings to share their genes might paradoxically 

improve our humanity, what is essentially human. Humanity until this point has 

been a story of evolution for the survival genes – survival and reproduction. Now 

we are entering a new phase of human evolution – evolution under reason – where 

human beings are masters of their destiny.65  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

Greenblatt remarks that “wounded artifacts” are compelling not only because they are 

“witnesses to the violence of history” but also because they betray the “signs of use, 

marks of the human touch”66 that have brought about their condition as flawed, altered, 

and inherently resonant objects. Greenblatt was no doubt thinking of museum artifacts 

rather than manipulated organisms, and likely saw the marks of use as a positive and 

evocative characteristic. However, such an observation is applicable to much of the work 

discussed in this dissertation, particularly that which is discussed in this chapter and the 

previous one. These “objects of nature,” despite having taken on a more and more 

flexible set of defining characteristics as my argument has progressed, in all cases 

continue to bear the marks of human intervention, and as such have been subject to a 

certain level of violence against their beings. From the hunting and preserving of animals 

to the harvesting of bovine fetal serum to grow a coin-sized blob of sheep tissue, to 

injecting horse serum into a human body, they all have resulted in some form of what 

Steve Baker refers to as “botched taxidermy.” As explained earlier, botched taxidermy 

does not necessarily refer only to taxidermy, but may refer to human interspecies 

relationships in a broader sense. In each case, the altered organism has become a clearer 

reflection of the human desire to control the environment and the things in it, than of the 

nature of the organism itself. For example, as N. Katherine Hayles suggests in reference 

to Eduardo Kac’s The Eighth Day, “GFP can be understood as the mark of the human on 
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the fish, mice, tobacco plants, and amoebae inhabiting the dome.” 67 Each organism, 

trapped inside the purpose built bio-dome, glows under an ultraviolet light and betrays 

the otherwise invisible evidence of human intervention into its make-up. If we return to 

W. J. T. Mitchell’s suggestion that in biotechnology the relationship between the copy 

and the original is reversed, and that the copy is no longer inferior but an enhancement of 

the original, it demands that one question the hubris of such a statement when applied to 

living organisms. The objects described in this chapter can indeed be described as the 

mirabilia of the modern age, but one might also remember that the materials once 

frequently used to create such wonderful objects, notably blood coral and nautilus shells, 

are now all too rare. The ongoing desire to manipulate and otherwise control nature 

speaks to a level of anthropocentrism that is not without consequences.  

 

                                                
67

 Hayles, “Who is in Control Here?” 79. 



189 

 

Conclusion 

In this dissertation, my objective has been to examine how our cultural understanding of 

a natural history specimen has been impacted by the changing perception of life as a 

result of advances in biotechnology. These advances include, but are not limited to: the 

use of tissue culturing to grow new body parts, which sometimes requires the use of 

another animal body to act as a host organism, for example a mouse used to support a 

human ear-shaped scaffold; the use of genetic modification to insert the genes of one 

organism into the genome of another, effectively creating a new combinatory organism, 

ranging from inserting human genetic material into a flower to spider genes into a goat’s 

genome so that it can express spider silk in its milk; and the movement in natural history 

museums towards storing genetic material gathered from their historical collections as an 

insurance policy against the potential loss of endangered species. I have further sought to 

determine how the impact of such biotechnological advances has been addressed in the 

practices of artists, ranging from those who engage in primary biological field research to 

those appropriating techniques that require laboratory equipment, those engaged in the 

museum practices of preservation and display, and finally, those engaged in traditional art 

fields such as painting. In all cases the common element is the focus on biological 

material, from cells to complete animal bodies, as an expressive medium with the 

potential for mutation.  

 I came to this line of inquiry by a somewhat serendipitous route. In the early 

stages of my doctoral program I experienced the crisis that no doubt plagues every 

graduate student. I had several areas of research that I was genuinely passionate about: 

taxidermy, bioart, museum collections in general, and natural history collections in 

particular, but I couldn’t narrow my intended field to just one of these topics. Having 

done previous research on cabinets of curiosity during my master’s degree, I sensed that 

they might be connected, but I couldn’t establish the precise links. I had the opportunity 

to discuss the matter with Oron Catts of Tissue Culture and Art Project, who described 

his works NoArk and Odd NeoLifism, explaining that he believed that the turn towards 

new scientific practices was generating a new class of organisms that exceeded the limits 

of conventional taxonomy. Our ensuing conversation over the following days helped me 



190 

 

to sort out how I wanted to proceed and became the catalyst for this dissertation. I have 

since realized that my difficulties stemmed from the lack of existing literature that 

addresses this specific set of interrelations. The best examples of work that directly 

addresses the questions that I wanted to ask are works of art rather than scholarship, such 

as NoArk and Odd NeoLifism, and Rich Pell’s Center for PostNatural History, which, as 

described above, began as an art installation but has since evolved into a micro-museum 

that mounts exhibitions and collaborates with museums of natural history internationally. 

The Center for PostNatural History is described as being “dedicated to the advancement 

of knowledge of the complex interplay between culture, nature, and biotechnology,”1 and 

focuses on organisms that have been altered through such human-driven processes as 

selective breeding or genetic manipulation. In both of these cases I have made 

connections between the scientifically altered organism and the crafted nature of the 

natural history specimen, drawing attention not only to the historical precedents that have 

roots in early examples of fraudulent chimeras in cabinets of curiosity but also to the 

established practices of preservation and display utilized in all museums that result in a 

recategorization of objects of nature to objects of culture.   

 Given that it is well established that the natural history specimens collected and 

ordered by museums function as sites of knowledge, I have tried to determine whether 

organisms altered though human intervention can serve a similar function. As illustrated 

by the Center for PostNatural History, such organisms have been largely ignored by the 

museums of natural history as collecting institutions. Perhaps these organisms should not 

be assigned a place in the natural order because they are not completely natural, however, 

as I and others before me have argued, the preserved specimens of natural history 

collections are similarly hybrid due to the processes required for their preservation and 

display. Despite their tenuous position in the context of natural history, postnatural 

history specimens have become sites of knowledge that reflect how humankind now 

interacts with the non-human natural world, just as natural history specimens and 

curiosities did in centuries past. The knowledge of every episteme, to use the Foucauldian 
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term, is reflected in its collected objects, and the Center for Postnatural History is as 

accurate a reflection of knowledge of the current state of humankind’s relationship with 

nature as any museum of natural history, if not more so. Indeed, the application of 

biotechnology to an organism further obscures the illusion of the natural, including 

examples where the alteration has been made at the molecular level and the organism 

appears superficially unchanged. The effect is of course even more apparent in cases 

where the organism has been visibly altered. Extending this premise into the field of 

contemporary art made me question how artists working with mutable and mutating 

living specimens help us to understand the impact of biotechnology on the natural world, 

and how these specimens become the locus for that acquired knowledge.  

 My contribution to this field is to develop a scholarly analysis of the propositions 

initiated by Tissue Culture and Art Project’s NoArk and Odd Neolifism and Rich Pell’s 

Center for PostNatural History, and to situate these discussions within a broader 

discourse of contemporary art. In order to determine the epistemological value of these 

new classes of specimen, as well as to map the terrain in which I position my argument, I 

have drawn on scholarship from several fields that circumscribe the issues at play in the 

works of art discussed here. These fields include: the history of natural history museums, 

material culture inclusive of taxidermy, DNA taxonomy, and art-science collaboration. In 

each of these areas there have been certain texts that have proven instrumental to my 

understanding of the field and to establishing my argument. However, given the broad 

nature of such material and in the interest of not reiterating what I have already argued 

any more than is necessary, I will limit my discussion to the most influential texts.  

 I have positioned my argument within the discourse of history using Michel 

Foucault’s The Order of Things and Hooper-Greenhill’s Museums and the Shaping of 

Knowledge, both of which examine how language and systems of classification shaped 

perceptions of the world and the influence this has on the formation of the museum. In 

his analysis of the development of the natural sciences from the sixteenth to nineteenth 

centuries, Foucault examines the evolution of modes of thinking, understanding, and 

constructing knowledge (and consequently scientific thinking) during the three periods 

that he terms epistemes: the Renaissance, Classical, and Modern. Most significant for my 
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research is his focus on how the Classical episteme heralded a new focus on language, as 

well as the concern for establishing a system of taxonomy. The naming of things was 

crucial to the development of a universal science of order, which in turn became a form 

of knowing, defining, and structuring the natural world. Hooper-Greenhill expands upon 

Foucault’s work by analyzing how his ideas about representation, language, and 

knowledge manifest in three case studies of the museum’s evolution as a construct 

throughout the Renaissance, the Classical, and the Modern epistemes. Extending this 

argument, I suggest that we may be on the verge of a new episteme as a consequence of 

introducing new categories into the order of nature through genetic modification and 

selective breeding. 

 In order to understand the mechanisms that drive the shift from “object of nature” 

to “object of knowledge,” I have examined the role of interior and exterior research 

spaces in the construction of knowledge. In chapter one, Fieldwork, Laboratories, and 

the Construction of Knowledge, I discussed how the binary of interior and exterior spaces 

of scientific research, the laboratory and the field respectively, is subject to hierarchies of 

knowledge that are complicated by the introduction of artists within those spaces. As 

these spaces are traditionally occupied by scientists, the presence of artists can be alien. 

What is the impact and potential outcome of artists occupying these spaces? Field 

research has a historical connection to amateur naturalists and thus may provide an easier 

point of entry for artists, although as Cornelia Hesse-Honegger’s case indicates, this is 

not necessarily the case. Although field research also has a history of employing “citizen 

scientists” to help gather data, this is not the case in laboratory research, which continues 

to be predominantly occupied by specialists in the field. Consequently, the laboratory 

maintains a barrier between itself and the non-specialist public. This is still the case in 

research laboratories affiliated with natural history museums as well as in other research 

institutions. Although some science and natural history museums make attempts to 

involve visitors in a more interactive and embodied way, there remains a sense of 

separation between museum exhibitions and what is happening “behind the scenes.” 

Certain museums have tried particularly hard to break down these hierarchies, and have 

used the arts as a tool to make science more accessible and palatable. However, artists 
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should not merely be seen as a means to achieving such an end.  As free agents, artists 

can do much more than this by being socially engaged, posing difficult questions, and 

criticizing any potentially negative impacts of scientific practices on both the 

environment and society. 

 Returning to the importance of language in chapter two, Disrupting the Language 

of Classification, I investigated what constitutes a natural history specimen in a culture 

that routinely alters organisms, either through genetic manipulation or tissue culturing. 

Extending Oron Catt’s argument that these practices have led to the creation of new 

unclassifiable organisms, I revisited Francis Bacon’s proposal for a natural language to 

see if it might offer a viable model for a new form of classification that would address 

both the backward-looking chimeric nature of many of these organisms as well as their 

future-oriented nature as cryogenically stored museum specimens. The unclassifiable 

chimeric blobs of semi-living tissue created by Tissue Culture and Art Project stand in 

contrast to the work of Gemma Anderson, who employs traditional methods of drawing 

and printmaking to explore morphological relationships between specimens across 

different phylogenic kingdoms. By examining these two contrasting modes of 

classification, one based in biotechnology, the other in morphological observation, I 

concluded that although we may have entered a period that demands new forms of 

language to respond to new types of organisms, abandoning old methods of classification 

presents risks. While DNA barcoding is both conceptually fascinating and offers speed 

and efficiency, it also threatens to eclipse the more nuanced observational skills required 

in traditional taxonomy. Here, I drew on Rebecca Ellis’s criticism of DNA barcoding as a 

means of classifying and cataloguing museum specimens, in both her article “Rethinking 

the Value of Biological Specimens: laboratories, museums, and the Barcoding of Life 

Initiative,” and Waterton, Ellis, and Wynne’s book Barcoding Nature: Shifting cultures 

of taxonomy in an age of biodiversity loss. Ellis provides a critical perspective on the 

impact of current technology on classifying and preserving natural history museum 

specimens through the Barcoding of Life Initiative (now Database). Ellis argues that 

museum specimens by virtue of being held in collections and connected to their own 

respective object biographies are the sites of evolving potential readings as scientific, 

epistemic objects. The reduction of these specimens to mere DNA code effectively shuts 
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down potential future readings as objects within the larger social constructs of both the 

museum and the discourse surrounding it. In response to this, I contend that DNA 

barcoding is not necessarily a dead end, but instead offers biological and biographical 

information encrypted within a symbol in a manner that evokes Bacon’s idea of a natural 

language. Furthermore, I suggest that although DNA taxonomy offers speed and 

efficiency at the potential expense of traditional morphological taxonomy, it might hold 

potential value for creating a nomenclature for unclassifiable “chimeric blobs.” 

 In chapter three Of Vitrines and Bioreactors: Museums and Methods of 

Preservation and Display, I explored the nature of the relationships between various 

methods of display, from vitrines to greenhouses to bioreactors. In each case the 

emphasis was on glass as a device that protects and reveals its contents, while at the same 

time acting as a disciplinary barrier between the viewer and those objects. I concluded 

that the bioreactor that houses and maintains the matter created by bioartists functions in 

much the same way as the museum vitrine. In both examples the display mechanisms 

embody two functions that are seemingly incompatible: they both protect and maintain 

their contents, while at the same time offering up their contents as a publicly consumable 

spectacle. I argue that these various classes of newly created organisms can be compared 

to the idea of the preserved specimen as material culture, as described in Samuel J.M.M. 

Alberti’s article, “Constructing Nature Behind Glass.”2 The notion that nature can be 

rendered an object of material and visual culture can be applied to ontological 

descriptions of the semi-living tissue-cultures created by Tissue Culture and Art Project, 

preserved museum specimens, taxidermy (both museum specimens and works of art), and 

all modified organisms, both genetically and physiologically. In response to Alberti’s 

question, “what of the bird skin, the pinned beetle, the organ in a jar, the dried plant, the 

fossil, the quartz fragment and frozen DNA? Are they, too, material culture?”3 I would 

                                                

2
 Alberti, “Constructing Nature Behind Glass,” 73-97. 

3
 Alberti, “Constructing Nature,” 81. 
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answer yes, as are the various works of art discussed here. All are carefully crafted and 

meticulously preserved. 

 In the fourth and final chapter, Mutations and Hybrids, I further expanded on the 

idea of the natural history specimen as a combination of nature and culture by 

considering organisms that are constructed from the combined elements of more than one 

species. Here, I attempted to determine the ontology of composite creatures created by 

artists, through works of taxidermy as well as through different forms of bioart practice. 

To my mind, one of the most influential texts for articulating the nature of art-science 

collaboration as applied to animal skins, cells, and tissues is W.J.T. Mitchell’s “The 

Work of Art in the Age of Biocybernetic Reproduction.” Here he argues that 

biocybernetic reproduction has had a destabilizing effect on species identity. Of particular 

relevance to my argument is his definition of the term reproducibility, which he extends 

to reproductive processes. I argue that Mitchell’s definition of reproducibility can be 

applied in the case of alterations made to living organisms at the genetic level, including 

organisms that have been altered by bioartists and those exhibited in the Center for 

PostNatural History. These changes happen at the genetic level and are thus heritable and 

repeatable. As is the case with much of the material discussed throughout the dissertation, 

I have suggested that the resulting work can be described as the mirabilia of the modern 

age. In each case some object or material derived from nature has been worked by the 

hands of the artist to create a new hybrid creature, either superficially, as in the case of 

taxidermy, or in a more permanent, heritable or – to quote Mitchell – reproducible way.  

 If we extend the metaphor of the mirabilia of the modern age, we might equally 

imagine the work presented here as a contemporary cabinet of curiosities. Hooper-

Greenhill has written that the collector of the seventeenth century cabinets “assembled a 

representative collection of meaningful objects, to display or present this assemblage in 

such a way that the ordering of the material both represented and demonstrated the 

knowing of the world.”4 The owner of the cabinet, through the process of ordering and 

                                                
4
 Hooper-Greenhill, “Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge,” 82. 
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arranging the collected objects, came to understand his own place in that order. I contend 

that it is through the presentation, representation, and manipulation of the artifacts of our 

techno-scientific society that the artist has become the ordering subject who shows us our 

place within that world.  
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