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Bioart
Andy Miah

For over a century, science fiction has gripped the attention of audiences world-
wide, with some of its most successful achievements furnishing the world with
utopian and dystopian narratives about the progress of science and the limits of
humanity’s ability to understand its own complexity and place in the world.
However, it is only in the last 30 years that ideas of transhumanism and posthu-
manism have become part of the intellectual influences of various other art
forms that engage with similar subject matter. It is even more recent that
posthumanist and transhumanist scholars have interpreted the work of many pi-
oneering artists and designers as manifestos for their ideas, or as rejections of
the possible futures their ideas imply. This is not to say that transhumanist and
posthumanist thought is absent from art works that precede this period, but that
the explicit link between theories of post- and transhumanism and such artwork
has only recently been made.

This chapter makes explicit the association of certain art forms and art
works to trans- and posthumanist ideas, which have become constitutive of the
political, cultural and philosophical differences and similarities that exist be-
tween these concepts. It discusses a range of art practices with a view to identi-
fying themes within trans- and posthumanist art, while also articulating some of
the foundational contributions in this field. It begins by advancing a definition of
bioart to capture the common ground between transhumanist and posthumanist
art. It then considers interpretations of such works and rejection of their collec-
tive definition, by drawing attention to their socio-political and bioethical con-
text. Finally, I consider how one may read bioart from the perspective of trans-
humanist and posthumanist thought. Throughout, some of the defining artists in
the fields of transhumanist and posthumanist art are considered.

Defining Bioart

Over the years, posthumanism and transhumanism have enjoyed slightly differ-
ent intellectual trajectories (see Miah 2008) and this is true also of how their
ideas are present or absent within certain forms of work that may be collectively
defined as bioart. To this extent, it is misleading to claim that artists, whose
works may be interpreted as either trans- or posthumanist, have intended to
make any explicit connection with these concepts. Indeed, these terms are two,
among many others, that are engaged within artwork that explores how scientific
and technological changes may alter the nature of biology. For instance, the pio-
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neering work of Stelarc is visibly engaged with the concept of the cyborg, at
least as much as it is concerned with the idea of the posthuman. As an artist, Ste-
larc’s work is exceptionally useful to theorists since he also provides written ac-
counts of his ideas, which allow greater insight into his influences and intentions
as an artist (see Stelarc 1997; 2005). Yet, it would be difficult to claim that Ste-
larc’s work can be neatly described as typical of either trans- or posthumanist
thought. Equally, it is untrue to claim that those artists whose work may be asso-
ciated with trans- and posthumanist thought are necessarily engaging with them
as separate, unrelated concepts. Rather, when examining bioart, one is quickly
made aware of how these two concepts are intertwined, if not through the artist’s
intentions, then through the many interpretations that follow from it.

For simplicity, I propose that art practices which advocate the transgression
of biological boundaries as more typical of transhumanist art, while those work
focuses on scrutinizing biopolitical relationships are more characteristics of
posthumanist art. The common ground that is occupied by each of these terms
may be the only justification for unifying such artwork under the common ban-
ner of bioart. Indeed, it may be the only justification for utilizing the term bioart
at all. In this respect, the crucial difference between transhumanist or posthu-
manist art is that the former is focused on provoking debate about the merit of
disrupting biological continuity via science and technology and the latter is in-
terested in expressing the socio-political consequences of such changes.

My explanation of their difference also helps to explain why they are often
conflated within the literature. In this respect, the moral philosophical issues
arising from transhumanism are often subsumed within debates about the politi-
cal implications of such transformations. Nevertheless, both concepts are united
in their interest to consider what may change about humanity — and the broader
biosphere that people inhabit — if people develop and accept a range of techno-
logical modifications. This interpretation may betray a prima facie explanation
of their meaning, as ideas that are simply focused on either a) states of human
transition (transhumanism) or b) defining the conditions of our species, once the
concept of Homo sapien ceases to have meaning (that is, once we have become
posthuman). Indeed, this more literal explanation of their meanings is also a rea-
sonable indication of how many artists have engaged with them through their
work. Thus, some art is more simply preoccupied with imagining a future where
the category of the human species ceases to exist — once humanity has trans-
cended its species-typical functions, either through becoming enhanced or by
developing new capacities. For example, Dunne & Raby’s Foragers (2009)
imagines how humans may redesign themselves biologically to “maximise the
nutritional value of the urban environment”, in a world of nearly no resources
and an inability for governments to resolve. Alternatively, Michael Burton’s
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(2007) biophilia clinic, builds on scientist Edward Wilson (1984) and James
Lovelock (1989) to consider what kind of attachment people may have to the
experience of illness, in a world where all disease has been eradicated. He ima-
gines that people would check-in to such clinics, just to undergo an experience
where they are made more fragile and need to experience the otherwise absent
forms of suffering that would describe future of humanity. Such examples often
make no recourse to either post- or transhumanist thought, but the ideas present-
ed by them are certainly related.

Yet, this view of trans- and posthumanism also neglects a final interpreta-
tion, which focuses on the concept of humanism, rather than the human species,
as the primary site of contestation. In this case, the interest is less about explor-
ing the implications of an evolutionary break from the category of Homo sapien
and more about how one might regard the state of being human without recourse
to ideas that defined the age of humanism. In this respect, post- and transhuman-
ism are unified in their intention to scrutinize humanism and challenge its integ-
rity as a valued interpretation of the human condition.

Given these conditions, one may define bioart as a set of hybrid practices
that 1) have drawn on both trans- and posthumanist thought, 2) explore biologi-
cal boundaries, and 3) involves the manipulation of biological matter through
scientific or technological means. Such art work is often made possible by col-
laborative endeavour and the utilization of mixed media, a further modus op-
erandi of the media art genre to which many contributors in this field are most
closely associated (see Hauser 2008; Miah [ed.] 2008). Moreover, each of these
definitions of the distinctions between trans- and posthumanism may be found in
varying degrees between artistic genres and even within the life’s work of any
artist.

A good example of how artists operate across the spectrum of such defini-
tions is, again, Stelarc, an Australian artist whose work has spun such a range of
performances that it would be challenging to limit the boundaries of his work to
either one particular form or another. His early works included body-hook sus-
pensions and, while challenging the limits of the body’s resilience to pain and
undertaking a modification to his body by inserting hooks into his flesh, one
could not really claim that the work explored new scientific knowledge or tech-
nologies. Admittedly, this may yet be a controversial claim, since one could ar-
gue that constructing an architecture of suspension hooks that can perfectly bal-
ance a human body in a specific position also requires a playful encounter with
physical principles, mathematics, and an understanding of the limits of biology.
Yet, this early work is very different from his more recent Extra Ear (2008) pro-
ject, which involves partly using stem cells to create an artificial ear on his arm
created from his own tissue. The career of such artists as Stelarc may also be
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seen has having defined the field of bioart. Thus, while his earlier works may
not be seen in this way, they may be explained as steps towards defining a now
reasonably clear set of practices that bioartists undertake in their work.

Rejecting Bioart

Despite these conditions, many contemporary artists, whose work has been
characterized as bioart, also reject this term for a variety of reasons. First, one
may argue that the concept of bioart fails to acknowledge the multi-faceted so-
cial roles that artists and artists’ works play. For instance, limiting the definition
of a bioartist’s contribution to just art, may overlook the broader function of art
and artists within political debate about the teleology of science, or may fail to
recognize the way that an artist’s practice can advance scientific understanding.
Second, this definition of bioart fails to acknowledge that what defines bioart
may be less the employment of biological matter within the work — some artists
do not use biological matter at all, but still express ideas associated with bioart —
and more about the interest to explore the technical and cultural boundaries of
biology.

A third rejection of bioart is expressed by Eduardo Kac, who instead utilizes
the term transgenic art to describe his work, considering the concept of bioart
too generic to capture any unique contribution made by artists who actually dis-
rupt biology, rather than just contribute to its visualization (see Kac 2000). Per-
haps the most well known exemplar of Kac’s transgenic art is GFP Bunny, also
known as A/ba, which was an albino rabbit born via transgenic expression that
created a fluorescent quality to its skin. When placed under fluorescent light, the
rabbit would glow in the dark. In this example, it is the specific biotechnological
practice of transgenesis that defines the work, rather than any broader categori-
zation as bioart.

A fourth, more general, rejection of the term bioart is that it neglects to con-
sider the broader conditions that define the work of such artists, which are more
adequately described as new media art — created by artists whose practice is de-
fined largely by the desire to experiment with new artistic media. On this basis,
what defines this artistic community is less the category of biological matter or
its transgression through scientific or technological means and more its currency
as a medium through which to create artwork. Thus, such artists as Stelarc or
Kac may be defined more adequately as new media artists insofar as their career
has been defined by an on-going experimentation with new forms of media. On
this basis, the consequent interpretation of work as trans- or posthumanist is
merely incidental. In the past, while such artists might have relied on developing
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sophisticated robotic devices or artificially intelligent prostheses, their more re-
cent work uses the newest biotechnological methods through which to explore
the boundaries of the body and mind.

To this end, the value of defining bioart may be limited, especially since
some artists — whose work it is supposed to describe — reject the term. However,
I will yet argue on behalf of its use, as a way of delimiting art that engages with
trans- and posthumanist ideas, more focused on interpretations of individual
works than defined as a set of practices or ways of working. In so doing, this
definition also requires that such work actively engages with the relocation of
biological matter within the art, either through its being performed, manipulated
or re-situated. In this respect, the present definition would encompass Kac’s
bunny, Stelarc’s ear and may even encompass Stelarc’s body suspensions. How-
ever, it would not include artwork that engages people with ideas about biologi-
cal transgressions, without undertaking a biological transaction within the work
itself. In this respect, it is sufficiently broad to encompass such works as Jenny
Saville’s photography, Damien Hirst’s dead animals in formaldehyde, and per-
haps even Bill Viola’s still life, slow motion video art. However, it should be
narrow enough to not encompass Lucien Freud’s portraiture, even though it is
part of a history of artistic practice that has reimagined ways of seeing our hu-
manity. The term transaction here is admittedly fuzzy, but would principally in-
volve work that invites interpretations that have to do with questioning biologi-
cal boundaries.

In short, the term bioart may be utilized to distinguish any artistic practice
that involves the resituating of biological matter to create works that are princi-
pally forms of artistic practice. While one may argue that many forms of human-
centred art work involves a biological transaction of some kind, or a resituating
of biology so as to provoke thoughts about biological transgressions, for present
purposes, bioart involves either the physical alteration of biological matter or
situating an artist’s physical presence within the art work so as to engage such
ideas.

While bioart often involves the disruption of some biological boundary —
and thus may be seen as trans- or posthumanist — this need not always mean the
alteration of biological matter. For instance, in Kira O’Reilly’s Falling Asleep
with a Pig (2009) — her performance involves co-habiting with a sheep for some
days — spending every minute of the day side by side in a gallery — literally a
“companion species” (see Haraway 2003). Her work provokes onlookers to con-
sider their relationship to non-humans and animals, a prominent theme within
posthumanist literature and an increasingly pertinent biotechnological theme as
pig organs are used increasingly to help humans survive. Yet, it also reminds
urban dwellers of the intimacy between shepherds and their flocks that continues
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to exist, along with foregrounding life within more rural environments. Other
artists, such as Catts and Zurr have scrutinized the need for humanity to farm
animals, at a time when environmental activists point out the vast amount of en-
ergy needed to sustain one animal life and the harmful gases generated by such
life forms. As an alternative, they have developed victimless meat (Catts/ Zurr
2008) a new kind of food grown from cell cultures, which has the neat conse-
quence of also attending to animal rights concerns, since there is no sentient life
to speak of that is harmed by the consumption of such products.

In closing, there is also often a performative dimension to bioart, notably
where the artist plays a crucial role in its physical manifestation, either as the
canvass of the work itself or as the facilitator of critical engagement with the
artwork. For example, the French performance artist Orlan undergoes cosmetic
surgery to alter her appearance in a way that challenges the commercial industry
of body modification. In creating non-standard modifications to her body, she
invites onlookers to consider how else we might imagine our bodies to look,
outside of standard notions of beauty that are typical of the fashion industry. Al-
ternatively, John O’Shea’s work on Pig’s Bladder Football, envisages the possi-
bility of creating sustainable leisure technology by cultivating football bladders
made from his own cell tissues, so as to combat the reliance on synthetic materi-
als. In contrast, Gina Czarnecki’s Palaces project considers the wasted biologi-
cal materials that people discard, but which may be useful to people for re-
search, repair or exhibition. In this case, milk teeth donated by children — includ-
ing teeth from her children — are used to build a “tooth fairy palace”. Palaces
reveals how bioart need not involve utilizing body modification or technology at
all, but simply utilizing biological matter that naturally separates from us. In
each of these works, it is unclear that either trans- or posthumanist ideas has
shaped the vision of the artist, but the interpretation of their work may certainly
find itself closer to either one or the other of these ideas.

Interpreting Bioart

Given the blurred boundaries around the definition of bioart, identifying how
transhumanism and posthumanism may have shaped such work — or, in turn,
how it may be shaping these ideas — also requires acknowledging how other dis-
ciplines of creative expression have contributed to these works. For it is unlikely
that contemporary manifestations of bioart can be divorced from the broader
media culture in which they are created. Consider Orson Welles’ radio play War
of the Worlds, which was a hoax public broadcast designed to convince listeners
that aliens were coming to Earth. Compare this with a more recent public broad-
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cast hoax, this time propagated by a Dutch broadcast called The Great Donor
Show, a programme that purported to be auctioning a human kidney in a live
reality television format where viewers would vote to decide which of the con-
testants who were in need of a kidney was most deserving to receive it from the
donor on the show.

While these examples may seem to stretch the above definition of bioart too
far — perhaps instead towards “mediated spectacle” (see van Dijck 2003) — they
are part of the public context within which contemporary forms of bioart take
place, as practices that have become mechanisms of public engagement with
science and technology and the moral predicaments that arise from (the promise
of) new innovation. Indeed, public engagement with science has become a re-
search discipline of its own in recent years and is a crucial dimension of what
many bioartists do when performing their work for an audience. This is made
evident by the way that scientific and medical research organizations like the
UK’s Wellcome Trust fund such work. On this basis, bioart allows scientists to
relocate their research into an accessible, public space. Moreover, art utilizes of
a non-scientific language as a device through which to engage people with the
implications of innovation, which — when done well — serves an important trans-
lational role from science to a wider public. This is not to say that such public
engagement work is principally about promoting understanding of the science,
but that it often endeavours to engage people with the practice of science and its
relation to broader society. By implication, given the interest of science to pro-
mote public understanding and, by implication, public compliance with the pro-
gress of science, one may also recognize a potentially challenging role for art-
ists, many of whom may not align their work with such goals.

While some artists embrace this public communication task and have capi-
talized on occupying this translational social function, others have interrogated
their role as mediator of scientific knowledge and have engaged with playful
public deceptions through, often, satirical creative projects. For example, bi-
odesigners James Auger and Jimmy Loizeau created a prototype called Audio
Tooth Implant, which was reported on the cover of TIME magazine in 2002.
This telephone tooth implant resembled a conventional cavity filling and its
function would be to allow a user to permanently be connected to their mobile
device. The project may be interpreted as a critique of pervasive mobile culture,
but it also alludes to the transhumanist theme of integrating biology and digital
technology. Moreover, their interventions may be seen as a critique of how the
media engage with science and technology, both calling to attention the inade-
quacy of some forms of scientific journalism and the need for wider debate be-
yond newspaper headlines and sensationalized reporting. After all, these design-
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ers had no intention of producing the technology, but convinced others that it
would soon be widely available.

This theme also finds a place within the field of artificial intelligence, an-
other area that is at the border of bioart. Composer and scientist Eduardo Miran-
da (2011) has developed artificially intelligent robots that teach each other to
sing, thus perhaps extending the idea of manufactured music to its logical end.
Miranda’s work addresses the last bastion of human relevance; after having suc-
cessfully automated physical and intellectual labor, Miranda’s robots suggest
how human creativity and the capacity to make art may also be automated. To
this end, his work provides insight and meaning that forces people to consider
what matters to us about being human (see Miah 2011). In a world where the
creation of music may no longer require participation from humans, then hu-
manity must accept that its unique selling proposition has been compromised,
save perhaps for the capacity to care and express emotions. Miranda’s work also
engages with the ideas of transhumanist scholars such as Ray Kurzweil (2005),
perhaps the most famous transhumanist proponent of the singularity — a moment
when computer intelligence overtakes that of the human species. In this respect,
one may interpret it as a form of transhumanist art. However, far from envisag-
ing a future that is absent of humans, Miranda’s compositions provide reinter-
prets the future, suggesting how creative collaboration between machines and
humans may provide a new chapter in our thoughts about artificial life forms
and inter-species co-habitation.

Miranda’s work may be seen as a critique on society at large — and on trans-
humanism — but many artists find their contributions subject to vehement criti-
cisms from the popular press who are confounded by their propositions, label-
ling them as “sick” or a waste of “tax payers money” (see Daily Mail 2006).
Such public disdain for art is sometimes directed at the worth of art generally,
but especially conceptual art that challenges such fundamental values as the
sanctity of life. Consider Guillermo “Habacuc” Vargas’s Starving Dog, which
consisted of a live, stray dog which was caught and situated in a gallery accom-
panied by the text “Eres Lo Que Lees” (“You Are What You Read”). The
achievement of this work was forcing on-lookers to confront their feelings about
the limits of artwork and what art galleries ought to exhibit. It also reminded
people of how animals are exploited across society in various ways, either
through domestication which can be to the detriment of an animal’s general
health, or through humanity’s consumption of animals to fulfill various, non-
necessary human needs.

Reactions to this work were aggressively angry towards the festival, which
chose to exhibit the dog. Yet again, the curators were deliberately attempting to
provoke thought via the ambiguity of perceptions that people experience when
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confronted with any artwork. Thus, despite the outward appearance of this ex-
hibit, the gallery’s director stated that the dog was, in fact, not starving at all and
was adequately cared for during its exhibition. While its emaciated condition led
viewers to express outrage at the work and to campaign for its removal, this was
a staging effect. In this example, we see the crossover of bioart, performance art
and live art. The work may also be seen as a commentary on society’s neglect
for animals or the contractions in their treatment. Moreover, like Kac’s fluores-
cent rabbit, bringing the starving dog into a gallery space is less about objectify-
ing life and more about placing viewers in an uncomfortable position, reminding
them of what is happening outside of the gallery space. Exhibiting such work
takes the risk of being subject to public outcry and facing widespread political
condemnation, while also succeeding in making artwork reach populations that,
without the controversy, would be completely unaware of what takes place in
novel edge art practice.

There is also a broader political interpretation to the work of many bioart-
ists, which is that it forces a reconsideration of how original knowledge should
be created and valued within society. Artist collectives such as SymbioticA
(Australia), The Arts Catalyst (UK), Dunne & Raby, enact a form of biopolitics
that is focused on creating collaborative relationships between scientists and art-
ists/designers. An integral part of this praxis has been the infiltration of scien-
tific laboratories by artists, in pursuit of creative expression and the development
of new knowledge about the boundaries of biology. Yet, it is not just natural or
physical scientists whose work may engage with bioartists. For instance, the
work of designers Dunne & Raby undertakes a sociological survey of the future,
by working with groups to imagine what kinds of decisions they would make
about their lives if certain technological opportunities were available to them.
This is true of their Evidence Dolls, which involved participants considering
how genetic testing would influence their decisions over romantic relationships
(see Dunne et al. 2008). This work asked people to consider whether the ability
to genetically test their potential partners for a range of characteristics would
lead to its use as a condition for entering into a relationship. By envisioning new
forms of biological transformation and utilization, artists’ ideas become consti-
tutive of the landscape in which debates about biological change take place.
However, by utilizing sociological methods, their work demystifies the idea that
insights for artistic practice rely solely on individual creative vision. Admittedly,
the example may reveal the difference between how artists and designers work,
but the crucial point is that bioart often involves similar kinds of consultation
and empirical inquiry to inform the work. Equally, a number of bioartists are
active within the field of bioethics and regularly write for ethical periodicals.
This includes Natasha Vita-More (2010) whose own theorizations on transhu-
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manist art are inextricable from the ethical contexts where decisions about their
legitimacy take place.

To this end, bioart, body art, and biodesign also scrutinize contemporary bi-
oethical issues and scientific practice, such as the utilization of embryonic stem
cells, or the development of transgenic species. However, it is unclear whether
all artists intend to resist such processes. Indeed, some are seeking their propa-
gation in order to make their art possible. For example, Stelarc’s own body mod-
ifications convey the body’s obsolescence in an era of synthetic biology and
stem cell regeneration (see Smith 2005). The use of stem cells within his Extra
Ear project is still not the end stage of the work, which next aims to implant an
auditory device within the ear and for it to be remotely connected to the internet,
so web browsers can hear what the ear hears creating a distributed auditory sys-
tem. If this were not enough evidence of how bioartists may sometimes cele-
brate the transformative aesthetic potential of biotechnology, then consider Julia
Reodica’s collection of synthetic hymens, which go beyond genital piercing and
tattoo, but which resonates with these similar tribal motifs. This work invites us
to consider the role of virginity and its loss in the 21st century, a theme that may
be interpreted as intimately connected to the biotechnological era, as the contra-
ceptive pill is one of the most transformative technologies of the late 20th centu-
ry.

Some aspects of bioart are not especially new; biology has been a medium
for artists for some time. Everything from saliva to human excrement has en-
tered the play space of artists over the years. The differences among many of
these new works is that artists are only now beginning to experiment with cut-
ting edge scientific applications, such as stem cells, cosmetic surgery and bio-
technology generally to produce work. Such biological matter is a medium that
is generally inaccessible for the non-specialist to use without suitable qualifica-
tions and the artist’s use of it disrupts the boundaries between science and socie-
ty. Indeed, the struggle of many artists to exhibit their work in galleries speaks
to the inadequacy of social regulations to permit such biological matter to exist
anyway but a laboratory. For instance, bioartist Tagny Duff was unable to get
her Viral Tattoos work into the United Kingdom from Canada as part of the In-
ternational Symposium of Electronic Art 2009. Alternatively, at the Foundation
for Art & Creative Technology Liverpool, the sk-interfaces exhibition (see
Hauser 2008) was unable to exhibit living genetically modified matter as part of
Jun Takita’s transgenic piece Light, Only Light (see Miah [ed.] 2008). Indeed,
the exhibition of such content requires a license from the UK’s Human Tissue
Authority. These examples remind viewers of the political nature of the work.
By testing the readiness of society to create opportunities for public engagement
— for, without the gallery, there is nearly nowhere that such work could be seen
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— artists, curators and gallery managers are party to a new kind of ethical terrain,
which may be called public bioethics.

Additionally, the work of bioartists may be seen as an attempt to disrupt the
knowledge economy, as many such artists are not interested simply in their crea-
tive means drawing on the work of scientists or revealing its beautiful complexi-
ty. Rather, the expectation is that the artist will become co-creator of original
knowledge, a genuine research partner in the design and undertaking of scien-
tific studies, to such a degree that some intellectual property over new discover-
ies or insights may be attributed also to the artist. In this sense, the gradual oc-
cupation of artists in labs raises important questions about how society is orga-
nized and understand our own humanity. For instance, why do societies privi-
lege scientific knowledge over, say, aesthetic, as is evidenced by the way in
which funding is skewed in favour of the former? Would humanity have been
better off over the last 100 years or so if it had dedicated more of its resources to
the so-called softer sciences, arts and humanities? Would societies have asked
different questions, or sought different solutions to difficult problems? Admit-
tedly, societies might have produced fewer technologies that would save lives
and, perhaps would have failed to reduce suffering as effectively as they have
through medicine, but then with fewer people on the planet, it might have been
more effective at distributing goods more evenly. These are impossibly specula-
tive questions, but which nevertheless expose the claim that hierarchies of
knowledge systems affect the overall wealth in the world and that the scientific
method need not have produced the least amount of suffering in the world.

By implication, one may argue that these collaborative bioart works should
also be credited to the scientists involved and, indeed, they often are. While this
may beg the question over ownership and the right to commercialize the work or
benefit from its syndication in exhibitions or private sale, like all collaborative
works, decisions about this are for the artist and scientist to negotiate in advance
of and during the collaboration process. There are no fixed rules about who
ought to be principal author, but equally it is often true that the scientist’s terrain
and the artists are distinct enough for all to benefit. Indeed, in the same way that
an artist is unlikely to be in a position to capitalize on the scientific work, the
same is true of the scientist in relation to the artistic presentation.

The work of these bioartists and designers also raises difficult ethical ques-
tions. For instance, it requires society to consider by what codes of ethics such
work should be governed? This is often the initial response of critics who find
such work disturbing, offensive or potentially illegal: how could a society permit
the playful use of transgenic science simply to create a new aesthetic artefact?
Many people might consider this to be a trivialization of scientific research and
its proposed end goals to alleviate human suffering. However, there are good
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reasons for refraining from such judgments and this is because the aesthetic con-
tent of such works is only one way of evaluating their worth. The more relevant
ethical view to take reveals itself when inquiring into some of the challenges
that such artists have faced in the pursuit of their work. For instance, in 2004,
US bioartist Steve Kurtz was pursued by the FBI under suspicion of bioterror-
ism, after petri dishes with biological matter inside them were found in his home
(see Annas 2008). Such artists would want us to see them as acting on our behalf
to make science more accountable to a broader public and for their work to en-
gage us more fully on its long term goals and aspirations. Equally, some artists
aim to highlight that the presumed end goals of such research for human benefit
are often not present at the crucial, experimental stage. In this respect, experi-
mental science can be considered similar to experimental art.

Conclusion: Bioart as Trans- and Posthumanist Thought

In conclusion, bioart aligns with transhumanism insofar as such work pursues
the disruption of biological boundaries and this encompasses experimentation
with many new scientific techniques, such as stem cell or genetic manipulation,
or even the creation of new life forms. Yet, in so doing, such art also engages
with the posthumanist critique of humanity’s presumed omnipotence within the
natural order and invites alternative questions to those that underpin scientific
research. Thus, technological development to improve humanity’s resilience or
lifestyle is not the premise on which bioart may be justified. Rather, the value of
such work is found in its capacity to generate new insights for humanity that
may inform the kind of science humanity pursues and in the intrinsic value of
creating new aesthetic encounters that may alter our appreciation of the world
around us and humanity’s role within it.

Yet even here, elements of posthumanist thought are apparent. Consider
again Kac’s fluorescent bunny, that concerns particularly a non-human life form.
In this case, Kac’s aspirations are to locate genetic engineering “within a social
context” (see Kac 2000; Osthoff 2008). Moreover, Kac comments on the inade-
quacy of using such technologies to satisfy human desires, thus critiquing the
transhumanist notion of humanity’s entitlement to pursue modifications that it
deems to be valuable:

“The question is not to make the bunny meet specific requirements or whims, but to
enjoy her company as an individual (all bunnies are different), appreciated for her
own intrinsic virtues, in dialogical interaction” (Kac 2000).

Thus, the transgenic art of Eduardo Kac asks us to consider the limits of “Play-
ing God” and he is quick to point out that scientists have already undertaken
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such experiments, we just do not hear very much about it, or it is cloaked in
some vaguely communicated remote chance that the experiment will lead to
knowledge that will assist humanity in some specific way. While GFP bunny
reveals something about what is going on within experimental research that may
have implications for humans, Kac’s contribution is to reveal how advances in
science occur via the sacrifice of non-human animals.

It is no coincidence that the rise of transhumanist and posthumanist art oc-
curs alongside the rapid growth of biotechnology and the public anxieties over
bioethics. Indeed, to the extent that artists often undertake work as a commen-
tary on contemporary issues or an engagement with new media, the rise of bioart
is intimately connected to this trajectory. However, it would be wrong to suggest
that such art forms are principally supportive of the ways in which humanity
may be reimagined and reconstituted by technological change. Moreover, it is
not even clear that either trans- or posthumanist artwork aims to engage people
with the range of ethical narratives that surround such developments, though
some do. Rather, the biological medium is often principally a material device
through which artists have explored aesthetic qualities associated with the idea
of life after Homo sapien — and the presumed relationships with other species
that this definition implies.
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New Media Art
Evi Sampanikou

In 1940, the founder of iconology, the study of the symbolic meaning of artistic
images, Erwin Panofky published his famous essay History of Art as a Human-
istic Discipline (1955), suggesting modern approaches and new theoretical di-
rections for art history that had just been accepted as a vast, independent, syn-
thetic, research field, much broader than connoisseurship, seeking for a distinct
place among humanities. Based on the study of the Renaissance, Panofsky had
underlined the strong relationship between art and classical humanism, making
interdisciplinary cultural crossovers among literature, philosophy, history, poet-
ry and music.

By the end of the 20th century, in the nineties and more specifically in 1995
and 1996, new theories on art, based on the emerging example and the possibili-
ties of the new media, started to emerge. Erki Huhtamo (1996, 296-303; 2007),
Peter Weibel (1996, 338-351; 2007) and Friedrich Kittler (1996; see also Gane
2005) among others, underlined the fact that there was a strong need for new
directions and inclusions for the field of art history that had surpassed its hu-
manistic period and limits and was seeking for a contemporary identity as both
humanism and modernism belonged to a past that could not reproduce itself an-
ymore. | have to underline here the great importance of one of the most influen-
tial for the 21st century books on new media in 1996 that also marked a continu-
ity between new media and what was known as conceptual art, placing the new
notion of art history somewhere between media studies, New Aesthetic Philoso-
phy and new media theories (see Druckrey 1996). The eternally doubtful term
“postmodernism”, greatly served by well-known scholars as Arthur Danto (e.g.
2003, 103-124), offered a solution for some decades, it was however clear that it
was never enough. Contemporary scholars and philosophers as Slavoi Zizek
(1996), Jean Baudrillard (2001) and Paul Virilio (1991, 72) offered some addi-
tional help for the inclusion of art history into the field of both cultural studies
and opened the doors to new emerging philosophies and media theories. During
the last years and under the prism of the works of Lev Manovich (2001, 129-
135), Oliver Grau (2003), Frank Popper (2007), Anne Friedberg (2006, 231-
244) among others, a new shape of things has started being formed, whispering
the notion of the end of postmodernism, while other scholars and artists as
Louise K. Wilson (1996), Victoria Vesna (see Popper 2007, 322-324), Maurice
Benayoun (see Grau 2003, 237-240; Popper 2007, 201-205) and others, alt-
hough not stating it at all, led art to the path of posthumanism. Therefore, what
can be accepted as a state of the art nowadays is that new media art — actually
the continuity of conceptual art including performance, video and video installa-



