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Abstract 

 

This practice-led visual arts research project explores the implications of modern genetic 
technologies through printmaking and the use of genome sequencing as a catalyst to produce 
artistic responses. Studio methodologies include the printmaking techniques of laser-cut 
woodblock, photo screen-printing and photo-polymer intaglio, and the appropriation of 
imagery from a range of sources including, photographs by Eugène Atget and Eadweard 
Muybridge, vintage knitting and crochet instruction booklets, and photographs of ancient 
Roman artefacts. The written exegesis examines correspondences between contemporary 
forms of image appropriation and technologies used for genetic manipulation. The project is 
contextualised by surveying contemporary visual artists working with relevant printmaking 
techniques and addressing similar themes.  

  

The biological sciences have been impacted and, in some cases, transformed by advances in 
genomics, and the science of genomics has itself been transformed by the integration of the 
biological with new digital visualisation technologies. These recent advances have generated 
a range of responses from contemporary artists and enlivened debate within Post- and 
Transhumanist discourses. Artists engaging with these new digital representations are often 
motivated to reassemble the fractured body, highlighting both the reductionism inherent in 
the process and the potential misuses of these technologies. The ubiquitous presence of 
appropriation within contemporary art provides an analogous structure for envisioning the 
possible applications of new biological technologies.  

  

This research examines some important correspondence between the visual image and 
genetic technologies that are revolutionising many aspects of life in the twenty-first century. 
These relationships include: the digitisation of images and genetic data; the use of digital 
technologies to manipulate images and genetic data; utilising DNA synthesis for data/image 
storage; and the role image recognition technology plays in the development of artificial 
intelligence. Image theorists Barbara Maria Stafford, Nicolas Bourriaud, and W.J.T. Mitchell 
inform this research and a range of Post- and Transhumanist theory is surveyed and critiqued. 
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Introduction 

 
 
In Body Criticism Barbara Maria Stafford calls on those skilled with images to support in the 

task of translating and contextualising new scientific visual representations:  

Because of our expertise, we are able to assist the emerging biological imaging 
sciences not only to interpret intricate optical information but to reflect historically 
on the intertwined aesthetic and ethical issues surrounding new instrumentation. 1  

 

In 2014 I investigated the X-ray image in a practice-led visual arts Honours project that 

attempted to reconnect those images with the emotional and multidimensional content that 

is so often elided in their use by the medical profession.2 My research was informed by the 

medical ideal of a transparent body, a concept described by José van Dijck.3  

 

The quest in the biological sciences for total access to the human body took a profound turn 

at the beginning of the current century. The Human Genome Project, which sought to map a 

complete human genome, was completed in 2000, and this achievement has had far-reaching 

implications for biology and popular understandings about what it is to be human.  

 

Genomics already plays an important, if not central role in all fields of medicine and biology 

and as the cost of whole genome sequencing continues to fall it is inevitable that the place 

of Genomics will become ever more imperative in the 21st century. Speaking in 2014 about 

the advances since 2000, Genomics researcher Craig Venter stated:  

                                                
1 Barbara Maria Stafford, Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Cambridge 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1991), 8. 
2 Blair Coffey, "The Piercing Gaze" (Griffith University, Queensland College of Art., 2014), 13.  
3 Jose Van Dijck, Transparent Body (University of Washington Press, 2011). 
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Whereas we’ve sequenced around 225, 000 genomes worldwide to date…we’ll have 
sequenced something like 20 times that total in only a third of the time—or 
roughly five million complete human genomes by 2020.4 
 

As the population’s genomes become sequenced, the nature of health care and medical 

research moves towards examining the body through the prism of digital data displayed, 

stored and interpreted through software. Cloud based storage of genomic data is already 

widely used in the borderless world of international digital genetic research. However, the 

ease with which large amounts of genetic data may be stored, analysed and traded has caused 

many to become concerned with the possibilities of discrimination, surveillance and the 

commercialisation of genomic information. A range of contemporary artists are now working 

with the imagery, ethical conundrums and fears generated by genetic technologies.  

 

With the increasing prominence of genomics and my fascination with the medical gaze and 

the rendering of the human body, I began to investigate the imagery of molecular biology. 

Using a practice-led research methodology in the studio, I began to create images that utilised 

the appropriation of visual representations of genetic data. Many of the images contained in 

these preliminary works are sourced from molecular biology textbooks. The depiction of this 

information in visual form has profound implications for scientists, artists and those who 

encounter representations in popular media. For not only does Edward R. Tufte’s statement 

ring true “Those who discover an explanation are often those who construct its 

                                                
4 Jason Dorrier, "Exponential Medicine: Craig Venter Estimates 5 Million Complete Human Genomes 
Sequenced by 2020.," Singularity University, <http://singularityhub.com/2014/11/11/exponential-medicine-
craig-venter-estimates-5-million-complete-human-genomes-sequenced-by-2020/.>.  
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representation”, but also that these representations can occlude understandings of the 

natural world. 5 

 

When using images from the genetic sciences, I became aware of the power of metaphor and 

analogy at play in popular understandings of genetics. Information about genetics is often 

communicated to the general public in a series of well-worn metaphors, including describing 

the genome as the ‘book of life’ or a ‘blueprint’. Another of these metaphors is that of ‘print’, 

often used to describe the action of RNA in the process of ‘reading instructions’ from 

segments of DNA.6 The medium of printmaking seems ideally suited as a medium with which 

to engage with genetic imagery. The creation of visual art that examines and reinterprets vivid 

and contradictory metaphorical and analogical structures seems also to be an appropriate 

method. Stafford in Visual Analogy states that “the visual arts are singularly suited to provide 

explanatory power for the nature and function of analogical procedure.”7 

 

My initial use of images appropriated from molecular biology textbooks seemed to be 

promising. It was possible to rely on the connotations they invoked to create works that 

engaged the visual representations of genetic data. However, as the project progressed the 

process led me to consider the insertion of unique genetic data sourced specifically for the 

research. The exploration of the subject through imagery caused me to regard the images I 

was using as a medium like any other. The specifics of the imagery became important, as the 

type, brand and preparation of paint is to a painter. 

                                                
5 Edward R. Tufte, Visual Explanations: Images and Quantities, Evidence and Narrative (Cheshire, Conn: 
Graphics Press, 1997), 9.   
6 Judith Roof, The Poetics of DNA (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007). 87. 
7 Barbara Maria Stafford, Visual Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 
1999), 3.  



 

 

 

4 

In 2015, I contacted the Garvan Institute of Medical Research after learning from an ABC News 

report that they had acquired an Illumina HiSeq X™ Ten8 the first whole genome-sequencing 

machine in Australia.9 At first my enquiries about the possibility of sequencing my own 

genome were rejected out of hand, however I argued the case for artistic research being as 

worthy as other forms of research,10 and was successful in getting approval provided a 

number of conditions were met. The Garvan institute does not offer whole genome 

sequencing to the public and at the time, it was only available for medical research. To be 

eligible to use the facilities as a researcher requires ethical clearance to be supplied to the 

Ramaciotti Centre for Genomics. In September 2015, I submitted a request for ethics approval 

to the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee and in October I was informed 

that my proposed project did not require ethical review and approval.11 I then had to arrange 

for the extraction of my own blood and the extraction of DNA from the resulting sample. The 

blood sample was taken, and the DNA extracted by Queensland Medical Laboratories. The 

extracted DNA was then shipped to the Ramaciotti Centre at the University of New South 

Wales. 

On the 22 December 2015, my fully sequenced genome was delivered via the cloud-based 

platform DNAnexus. The visual representations of my own genome, and the experience of 

having my genome sequenced, was then used to create a series of works of art that engage 

with the representational and symbolic world of DNA and genomics. As the research 

                                                
8 Illumina, "Illumina Hiseq-X-Ten Data Sheet.,"  <http://www.illumina.com/content/dam/illumina-
marketing/documents/products/datasheets/datasheet-hiseq-x-ten.pdf.>. 
9 "Australians Can Map Their Genomes for $1,000 after Institute Buys World-First Machine," ABC News, 
<http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-01-15/2412c000-gene-tests-available-in-australia-after-research-
ins/5200648.>.  
10 See: Hazel Smith and R. T. Dean, Practice-Led Research, Research-Led Practice in the Creative Arts 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009). 27, for a description of the overestimation of the economic 
benefits of medical research, and the under-estimation of artistic research. 
11 See Appendix A, Communication from Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee, 2015.  
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progressed, with the creation of new artworks and research into both the artistic and 

scientific emanations of genetics, I became aware of a striking relationship between the body 

and the image. 

In Chapter One ‘Image/Text/Body’ which might be seen as a substitute for a conventional 

literature survey, I offer a summary of the thematic connections I develop between image 

and body with the introduction to my conception of a studio practice to act as an analogous 

methodology to mirror, interrogate and critique contemporary medical imaging practices. I 

also present a close reading of a Eugène Atget photograph that was the foundational trigger 

for the development of my project.  

Chapter Two shifts the often-used term Recombinant DNA into a much broader and 

illuminating context of the Recombinant Image. Here I bring the medical approaches or 

technologies such as CRISPR (Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats) into 

corresponding operation with imaging practices and programs such as Photoshop. I analyse 

the work of recent and contemporary artists who create work that resonates with and 

reinforces my own methodology and or thematic interests. In short, this chapter defines the 

field I am working in and clarifies my singularly important critical conception of the 

‘recombinant image’. 

Nothing is more important to data analysis within medical science than the identification of 

patterns and Chapter Three ‘Patterns’ weaves together scientific, craft and aesthetic 

approaches to pattern making drawing from a wide range of fields. Such fusion of biological 

and popular image making naturally leads to the issue of data becoming dehumanised and 

Chapter Four ‘Posthuman/Transhuman’ confronts this difficult terrain. I have made reference 

to my own work throughout the exegesis to give emphasis to its centrality in my research, 
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however Chapter Five outlines my studio processes while making reference to the established 

thematics using the leitmotif of Roman divination.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

Image/ Text/ Body 

I began this research with a degree of distrust in the mind-set of distilling the human body to 

its molecular foundations. Our bodies are affected by systems, we are meshed with our 

contexts, and the reductionism of cataloguing atomic structures suggests our constituent 

parts exist in isolation. The assumption that our bodies are merely data at some atomic level 

gives rise to the belief that DNA may be easily edited, transposed or deleted, and that such 

interventions and their outcomes are manageable due to the mastery of the science that 

reduced the body to data in the first place. In The Politics of Life Itself Nikolas Rose states that: 

Molecularization strips tissues, proteins, molecules, and drugs of their specific 
affinities-to a disease, to an organ, to an individual, to a species-and enables them to 
be regarded, in many respects, as manipulable and transferable elements or units, 
which can be delocalized-moved from place to place, from organism to organism, from 
disease to disease, from person to person.12 

 

The inference of mutability, mentioned by Rose is sustained in the metaphoric descriptions 

and the analogical representations of genetic information. The representation of DNA bases 

as letters in itself lends weight to the idea of the body as text, as something to be edited, 

corrected or embellished. Stafford sees this as a continuation of the Enlightenment’s 

“physiognomic form of analytical scrutiny.”13 Stafford notes the use of text-based metaphors, 

stating that such metaphors inscribe “venerable metaphors of text and reading into the 

contemporary screening for genetic diseases.”14 

 

                                                
12 Nikolas Rose, Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power and Subjectivity in the Twenty-First Century 
(Oxford;Princeton, N.J;: Princeton University Press, 2007), 15.  
13 Stafford, 26.  
14 Ibid.,26. 
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The notion of the body as an archive or as text is complemented by another profound notion, 

that of the body as image. As the body is digitised and displayed in new forms that are 

displayed and stored on computers, it emerges in a virtual world of simulation. The 

development of surgical simulation models for medical training, virtual endoscopy, and more 

recently the cataloguing of genome reference models all depict the body as digital images 

and abstracted reconstructions available for manipulation and segmentation.15 Digitisation 

has occurred with startling speed across all modes of image making and dissemination. The 

nature of these images, as simultaneous visions and data, pictures and text, has blurred the 

lines between consumption and production, real and virtual, and between original and 

reproduction. 16 Within the medical sciences, the digitisation of data and imagery has blurred 

lines between difference and disease, the micro and the macro, observer and observed, and 

between data and the body.  

 

My practice of visual enquiry led me to establish thematic relationships between the image 

and the body. The use of the image editing software Photoshop, and the various photo-

printing techniques employed, seemed to function as projections of the future of the digitised 

body in medicine. Katherine N. Hayles has stated that the aim of posthumanism, is a seamless 

integration of the body with intelligent machines.17 Perhaps the commencement of this 

integration is now being signalled by the twin developments of genetic editing software, and 

artificial intelligence. With the use of modern DNA editing technologies, the workings of the 

                                                
15 For a discussion of “operable images” see: Catherine Waldby, The Visible Human Project: Informatic Bodies 
and Posthuman Medicine (New York, London: Routledge, 2000), 24.  
16 Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction: Culture as Screenplay : How Art Reprograms the World (New York: Lukas 
& Sternberg, 2002), 19.  
17 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics 
(Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 3.  
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genome do not have to be fully understood for researchers to edit and breed new forms of 

life. As our understanding of the genome advances at a meagre pace, the creation of 

genetically edited forms of life has sprinted forward into reality.18 Currently there are 

economic imperatives to develop and patent edited life forms, with ensuing legal arguments 

that these manipulated forms do not require the same type of legislation as recombinant 

organisms.19    

 

Are the genetic codes that carry instructions for life itself to be regarded as a “toolbox” in the 

same way that Nicolas Bourriaud perceives global culture in the digital age?20 While some 

artists rejoice at the prospect of the body being a canvas to embellish, and some theorists 

have seen the potential for transhumanist incarnations to be liberating from a range of 

oppressive forces, others have expressed misgivings about the various forms of control 

engendered by the use of new genetic technologies. 21 Rosi Braidotti sees the current state of 

“creative turmoil” as offering “both a cause for concern and an affirmative potential”.22  

 

By reflecting on the process and implications of transcribing my genome into a digital form, I 

have produced visual imagery that represents an enquiry into new understandings of our 

                                                
18 John Mattick a geneticist at the University of Queensland states: “We may have fundamentally 
misunderstood the nature of genetic programming in higher organisms.” Mattick cited in: Elizabeth Finkel, The 
Genome Generation / Elizabeth Finkel (Melbourne Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2012), 20.  
19 Andrea Anderson, "Genome Editing Reaching Farm Animals, Though Regulatory Uncertainty Looms," 
Genomeweb, https://www.genomeweb.com/gene-silencinggene-editing/genome-editing-reaching-farm-
animals-though-regulatory-uncertainty-looms. 
20 Bourriaud, 94.  
21 For an imagining of the artistic potentials of biological modifications see Natasha Vita-More in: The 
Transhumanist Reader,  (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 18-27. 
Donna J. Haraway imagines the cyborg as a potential emancipatory form in The Cyborg Manifesto in: Donna J. 
Haraway, Manifestly Haraway (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), 5-90.  
22 Rosi Braidotti in: "Ngv Triennial 2017," ed. Simon Maidment Ewan McEoin, Megan Patty, Pip Wallis. 
(Melbourne, Victoria: The Council of Trustees of the National Gallery of Victoria, 2017), 427.  
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genetic selves, and imaginings of their future potentials. Stafford’s call for those skilled in 

images to assist in the process of interpreting and reflecting on new visualisations of the body, 

is answered here with ambiguous images; images that are hopefully as much questions as 

they are statements. For as the scientific enquiry into the genome has revealed, the 

generation of new knowledge is joined to the production of new uncertainties.  
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Atget and the Ghosts of Versailles 

 
 

Figure 1 Eugène Atget Grand Trianon-Pavillon Français 1923-24, Albumen silver print, 18 x 21.8 cm. 

 
 

When searching for sources to develop new visual analogies, particularly imagery that 

reflected emotional responses and tacit knowledge, the photographs of Eugène Atget 

became an important catalyst. Atget’s photographs provide a counterpoint to the hard-edged 

and often disaffecting depictions contained in scientific literature. Recombined, these 

disparate images have the potential to trigger what Stafford refers to as the “unconscious, 

holistic intuition of a topic in its entirety preceding awareness.” 23  

 

                                                
23 Stafford, 151.  
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My studio practice follows a practice-led methodology employing elements of a ‘Bricolage’ 

method as described by Robyn Stewart: “the bricoleur appropriates available methods, 

strategies and empirical materials or invents or pieces together new tools as necessary.”24 

Also described in Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean’s Practice-led Research, Research-led 

Practice as a “scavenger methodology”.25 The hybrid nature of bricolage is appropriate when 

balancing an enquiry that encompasses scientific processes and aesthetic outcomes. 

Bricolage enables the integration of diverse theoretical texts concerning, the 

Transhuman/Posthuman condition, analysis of cinema, visual analogy, and artists engaged 

with contemporary technologies.  

 

The use of imagery from textbooks on molecular biology, and historical works of art creates 

a springboard effect to generate new visual ideas. Nicolas Bourriaud in Postproduction when 

discussing the practice of re-circulating images from visual culture states: 

These forms urge us to consider global culture as a toolbox, an open narrative space 
rather than a univocal narrative and a product line. Instead of prostrating ourselves 
before the works of the past we can use them.26 

 

In Atget’s photograph of the French Pavilion (figure 1), one of the structures at Versailles in 

the section known as the Petit Trianon struck me as having potential within a new 

composition.27 I transformed the image in Photoshop and added imagery of gel-

electrophoresis (figure 2).  

                                                
24 Estelle Barrett and Barbara Dr Bolt, Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry (New 
York;London;: I.B. Tauris, 2007), 127.  
25 Smith and Dean, 223.  
26 Bourriaud, 94.  
27 Eugene Atget and William Howard Adams, Atget's Gardens: A Selection of Eugene Atget's Garden 
Photographs (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1979), 116.  
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Constructing these images through a process of digital montage within Photoshop and photo-

printmaking techniques recalls Stacey’s description of collage: 

What better form through which to explore the genetic imaginary than an artistic 
practice premised on free association…those apparently irrational, hidden but 
traceable chains of connections and associations between things which surface in 
unexpected though repeated forms.28 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 Underworld 2015, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle paper, Image size 19 x 14 cm, Edition of 10. 

 
 

                                                
28 Jackie Stacey, The Cinematic Life of the Gene (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), 227.  
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Suzanne Anker cites Werner Spies description of Max Ernst’s collage techniques, drawing 

attention to the description’s ability to also describe the techniques of transgenic 

experiments: 

Two distinct and unrelated forms are made to meet, displacing their original 
meanings. The coupling results in a new entity evoking disparate information requiring 
alternate interpretations.29 
 

The use of the digital image processing software Photoshop, and the two printmaking 

methods of screen-printing and photo-polymer intaglio have important correspondence with 

the integration of the analogue with the digital; the digitisation of and manipulation of genetic 

information is also a significant correspondence. 

 

As genetic sequencing is still in its ‘pioneering’ era it is interesting to compare the technology 

with that of photography in its formative years. Both technologies use a machine to record 

and interpret the natural world, and both technologies influence how artists see the natural 

world. Eadweard Muybridge’s galloping horse photography can be demonstrated to have 

revealed unknown physical occurrences in the gait of an animal that subsequently provoked 

a change in the depictions of horses in visual arts.30 The use of pioneering photographers’ 

works such as Muybridge and Atget generate an awareness of the possible ramifications of 

new genetic technologies. Stafford also makes the comparison between genetic analysis and 

the advent of microscopy.31 

 

                                                
29 Spies cited in Suzanne Anker, and Dorothy Nelkin, The Molecular Gaze : Art in the Genetic Age (Cold Spring 
Harbor, New York: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 2004), 86.  
30 Aaron Scharf, Art and Photography (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1974), 205-08.  
31 Barbara Maria Stafford et al., Devices of Wonder: From the World in a Box to Images on a Screen (Los 
Angeles, CA: Getty Research Institute, 2001), 220-22.  
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Figure 3 Printing Screen-print using parallel lift press 2015. 

 

Atget photographed the Pavilion Français in 1923 or 1924, and typical of his photography at 

Versailles, a melancholic mood is evident.32 Walter Benjamin describes Atget’s photography 

as initiating “the emancipation of object from aura, which is the most signal achievement of 

the latest school of photography.”33 Benjamin sees in Atget’s photography a vacant space, 

they are empty “like a lodging that has not yet found a new tenant”. 34 This emptiness, a 

realisation of the absence of people, but also the absence of the conventions of the 

picturesque is remarkable when considering Atget’s work at Versailles and links the imagery 

to the history of the buildings that I will touch on later in this chapter. 

 

                                                
32 Atget and Adams, 55.  
33 Walter Benjamin, "Little History of Photography," in Walter Benjamin Selected Writings Volume 2: 1927-
1934, ed. Howard Eiland Michael W. Jennings, Gary Smith (Cambridge: MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 518.  
34 Ibid.  
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The Trianon and its gardens were used by Louis XV as a family residence and a refuge from 

the formalities of court-life.35 Atget photographed around the gardens of Versailles for many 

decades, recording the gardens’ statuary and structures often in overgrown and unkempt 

conditions. The period between the wars was one of privation and shortages in France, and 

the Petit Trianon was not used by French sovereigns or Presidents until De Gaulle refurbished 

it in 1963-65.36  

 

Ben Lifson states that the Versailles depicted in Atget’s photography: 

is often gray and desolate; a beautiful reflecting surface is also a sewer; Gothic angels 

have decayed with time; graffiti covers Louis XIV’s marble statuary. The melancholy of 

Atget’s work derives from this poignant distance the contrast between vision and 

reality.37 

 

Photography itself can carry a certain melancholy, Roland Barthes points to its “funereal 

immobility”.38  The sadness Barthes sees in photography is likened to the “pangs of love”, and 

an awareness of mortality.39  Susan Sontag agrees that the “fascination that photographs 

exercise is a reminder of death.”40 

 

 

 

 

                                                
35 Thierry Mariage and Nicolas Bruant, Trianon: The Other Side, ed. Evelyne Demey, Portes Ouvertes (Paris: Les 
Éditions du Huitième Jour, 2000), 27.  
36 Ibid., 51-53.  
37 Ben Lifson, Eugène Atget Aperture Masters of Photography (New York: Aperture Foundation Inc., 1980), 30.  
38 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 2010), 5-6.  
39 Ibid., 116-17.  
40 Susan Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin, 2008), 71.  
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Pavilion History 

The palaces and pavilions at Trianon were originally designed by the architect Jacques-Ange 

Gabriel. The design of the buildings is “based on a type of villa design derived ultimately from 

Palladio that had come into fashion in France with the decline of the feudal château the 

preceding century.”41 Louis XV’s wishes for the building had been influenced by the writings 

of Professor Francois Quesnay, Madame Pompadour’s doctor.42 Quesnay had written a 

treatise advocating a political and economic system that was based on the primacy of 

agriculture.43  

 

The design of the Trianon complex and gardens reflected a fantasy to return to a bucolic 

existence; Louis XV kept farm animals such as cows, sheep and chickens in a menagerie and 

a dairy. The allusions to a simpler way of life, to an idealised rural existence were soothing to 

Louis XV who rested in the French Pavilion, when visiting the menagerie and the dairy. This 

small pavilion, and the complex of buildings that makes up the Petit Trianon, were given to 

the 19-year-old Marie-Antoinette by Louis XVI in 1774.44 

 

An important history of the palace complex at Versailles, and one that each building is imbued 

with, is that of the French revolution 1789 -1799. The “heliocentric” system of French 

Monarchy was overturned and the estates at Versailles became a physical embodiment of 

inequality and a focus for the anger of the populace.45 During the revolution, little damage 

                                                
41 Allan Braham, The Architecture of the French Enlightenment (California: University of California Press, 1989), 
42.  
42Mariage and Bruant, 27-28.  
43 Ibid., 28.  
44 Ibid., 27.  
45 Jaqueline Onassis in Atget and Adams, 23.  
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was done to the structures of the Versailles buildings however they were rifled and stripped 

of their contents; “only a few books and sheets of music had been overlooked in the library.”46  

To imagine the reappropriation of the symbols of wealth and power by the people of the 

newly formed republic forms poignant images, such as that of a farm worker exiting the 

grounds with a painting under his arm, leaving behind rooms littered with broken pedestals.   

 

Figure 4 The French Pavilion 2015. 

 

 

 

                                                
46 Ibid., 23. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Recombinant Images 

 

 

Figure 5 Untitled 2017, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle 300 gsm paper, image size 12 x 18 cm. 

The growing use of medical visualisation technologies, such as MRI and genomic sequencing, 

has enabled information about the human body to be transcribed, represented and contained 

in novel archives of data. These images and data sets make information about the body easily 

viewed, stored and shared, or firewalled for privileged use. They can exist as medical records, 

or teaching aids, and reference models of the ‘norm’ or particular ‘aberrations’. New 

technologies for viewing the body have recently expanded the scope of their mediation 

enabling the possibility of actually modifying the genetic structure of humans. In the past, 

visualising the human body with technologies such as MRI and radiography maintained a 

distinct separation between the visualisation and the individual being observed. The 
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visualisation was separate and discrete from the target of observation. With the merging of 

digital and genetic technologies the advent of new era of visualisation is occurring in which 

the distinction between the visualisation and subject collapses. Technologies such as CRISPR 

(Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats) enable the viewing and 

manipulation of genetic structures; their nature resembling editing programs such as 

Photoshop, more than simple viewing applications.47 The prevalence of digital editing 

programs such as Photoshop, and the manipulated images they generate, make the 

experience of viewing the body as a digital archive seem familiar. 

 

Within the genetic sciences the term Recombinant DNA is used to describe DNA that is a 

combination of two or more different species or sources. As the visualisation and editing 

technologies of the genetic sciences become equivalent in power and scope to the digital 

editing tools of the visual image, the term Recombinant infers a future path of development 

for DNA manipulation, a path that challenges ideas about genetic sovereignty.48 The term also 

carries with it an acknowledgement of the ancestral lineage of images and infers a familial 

relationship that can be disrupted. Within the term recombinant is also an allusion to the 

vitalistic autonomy of images, the illusion that images contain a life of their own, as W.J.T. 

Mitchell asserts “there is no difficulty in demonstrating that the idea of the personhood of 

pictures (or at a minimum their animism) is just as alive in the modern world as it was in 

traditional societies.”49  

                                                
47 See Chapter 4 for a discussion of CRISPR gene editing technology. 
48 The term Recombinancy is used by Barbara Maria Stafford in a chapter of Visual Analogy where she argues 
for a recombination of biological considerations into an analysis of the minds processing of images, and also 
refers to the minds image processing abilities as recombinant. Stafford, 137-79.  
For a defence of genetic sovereignty see; Paul Chadwick, "The New Slavery, Body as Data [Policy. Paper In: 
Making Perfect Bodies, Schultz, Julianne (Ed.)]," Griffith REVIEW, no. 4 (2004): 23-30. 
49 W. J. Thomas Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?: The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005), 32.  
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The online environment of visual culture, and the sphere of contemporary fine art, provide 

compelling analogies to imagine the fate of the manipulated human body. Both corporations 

and art galleries attempt to control the use of images with copyright, in a time where the 

recombinant image seems to express the trajectory of all images. This drive to recombine, 

“binding the fitting with the non-fitting” is not just an expression of the minds working, but 

also as Stafford states “is biologically grounded in visual attention.”50 

 

Nicolas Bourriaud pointed to the emergence of artists who use postproduction within their 

work and associated this phenomena with the rise of the information economy.51 Likening 

the use and combination of previously disparate images to the techniques of the sample using 

musician, and the computer programmer, Bourriaud stated that artists have moved beyond 

the ideology of ownership.52 Stafford states “We are thus living in paradoxical times when the 

remote or original unit of reference is being continuously blended into an equivocal, 

bootlegged or ‘mashed-up’ hybrid.”53 

 

What Bourriaud described as an act of post-production and Stafford as the “mashed-up 

hybrid”, has its genesis in earlier art-forms that explored appropriation, and I will touch upon 

a selection of writings that trace some of the more pertinent implications of the evolving 

recombinant image. One of the photographers who I have sourced many images from, 

Eugène Atget, has been discussed earlier in the introduction. I have also examined some key 

                                                
50 Barbara Maria Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2007), 140.  
51 Bourriaud. 
52 Ibid., 9.  
53 Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images, 161.  
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exhibitions that embody the significance of the recombinant image and the discourse around 

them. One of these exhibitions is the 2006 Tate Triennial. 

 

Lucy Soutter, describing the 2006 Tate Triennial’s proposition that appropriation had become 

the dominant trend in contemporary art states:  

that appropriated material no longer need signify anything in particular: not the death 
of the author, not a critique of mass-media representations, not a comment on 
consumer capitalism. On the contrary, it seems that appropriation is a tool of the new 
subjectivism, with the artist’s choice of pre-existing images or references representing 
a bid for authenticity (my record collection, my childhood snaps, my favourite 
supermodel). 54 

 

The “new subjectivism” that Soutter identifies is a suitable quality for the age of information 

in which genetics has emerged as a powerful force. Genome mapping is perhaps the ultimate 

scientific investigation of the biological self. Sheryl Conkelton describes the new subjectivism 

of mass media as being “driven by a new urgency of personal narrative.”55 The recent 

proliferation of genetic services promising to describe the unique qualities of the subject are 

testament to the rise of an increasing drive towards expressions of subjectivism. This “bid for 

authenticity” is also seen in the merging of the digital with everyday life. The Facebook page 

or Tumblr blog as digital collage of re-circulated and repurposed imagery designed to express 

aspects of the subject’s identity, memes combining and recombining images with text that 

are constructed with evolving variations. The form of the recombinant image has now 

become commonplace, with each image casting an alphanumeric shadow; a blueprint for 

manipulation. The malleability of digital images raises the questions what, if anything, is 

signified by their manipulations and re-circulation? 

                                                
54 Lucy Soutter in David Evans, Appropriation (Cambridge, Mass;London;: Whitechapel, 2009), 166.  
55 Sheryl Conkelton in, José Roca, The Graphic Unconscious (Philadelphia: Philagraphika, 2011), 33.  
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Jan Verwoert in his catalogue essay for the same 2006 Tate Triennial, reviewed the changing 

historical implications of appropriation, arguing that there are indeed things being signified 

by contemporary appropriation, but the signified histories have taken on a life of their own.56 

Verwoert supports his argument by reviewing some of the key texts on appropriation. Starting 

with Douglas Crimp’s 1979 essay ‘Pictures’, Verwoert points to Crimp’s observation that 

appropriated images are dislocated from their “historical meaning.”57 Crimp’s seminal 

‘Pictures’ essay describes the experience of viewing appropriated images, of trying to 

understand their secrets only to be confounded by pictures that are made “all the more 

picturelike.”58 Crimp states that these images have become fixed, elegant objects that 

illuminate “our distance from the history that produced these images. That distance is all 

these pictures signify.”59 In the contemporary world, where the predominant image is digital, 

they perhaps become less picture-like. They hold in their alphanumeric shadows the constant 

reminder that they are expressions of raw data, they flash across screens in motion, 

expressing their countless, simultaneous lightning flash existences, they do not invite 

contemplation but trigger recognition like symbolic forms. Raymond Bellour in his essay The 

Double Helix compares this intertwined duality of image and data to the structure of the DNA 

molecule.60 

 

                                                
56 Jan Verwoert, "Apropos Appropriation: Why Stealing Images Today Feels Different," in Tate Triennial 2006 : 
New British Art, ed. Beatrix Ruf and Clarrie Wallis (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 14-21.  
57  ibid., 18.  
58 Douglas Crimp, "Pictures," October 8 (1979): 85.  
59 Ibid., 85. 
60 Raymond Bellour in Timothy Druckrey, Electronic Culture: Technology and Visual Representation (New York: 
Aperture, 1996), 173-99.  
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Stafford however compares this quality of images and information to quantum mechanics, 

the bizarre and shifting potentials of simultaneous dualities that are theoretically held by sub-

atomic particles. She does see subjective narrative as the unifying force: 

In the IT era of simulation, morphing, cloning, and remixing-where it is difficult to 

separate tools from flesh, the degrees of the artificial from the unmanipulated 

substrate-it is not surprising that narrative as an artificial unified account of singular 

actions and events has become the master topos in everything from art history to 

anthropology to law and to literary studies.61 

 

Returning to Verwoert’s Tate Triennial essay; Verwoert then cites Fredric Jameson’s 1982 

essay ‘Postmodernism and Consumer Society’.62 Jameson refers to pastiche as “speech in a 

dead language,” and Verwoert acknowledges the melancholy aspect this adds by creating a 

perceived inability to grasp the meaning behind these historically displaced images.63 The 

pervading sense of melancholy that Verwoert describes is an important counterpart to the 

photography of Eugène Atget and its intrinsic melancholy that I have discussed in the 

introduction.   

 

Verwoert is attempting to highlight some of the formative theoretical concerns of 

appropriation and point to the shifting signification of the recombinant image as it becomes 

commonplace in contemporary art, and part of the everyday lives of people in an age of 

information. Crimp described a dislocation and “invasion of fiction” associated with the 

formative uses of appropriation. In the information age, autobiography, subjectivity and the 

                                                
61 Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images, 172.  
62 Fredric Jameson, "Postmodernism and Consumer Society," in Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (London: 
Pluto Press, 1985), 18. 
63 Ibid. Verwoert, 18.  
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ability to re-inhabit the recombinant image has become so wide spread, it is no longer an 

invasion but a completed conquest.64  

 

Figure 6 David Noonan Untitled 2016, Silk-screen linen collage mounted on wooden panel, Steel frame, 90 x 70 x 5 cm. 

 
Verwoert concludes that a central premise of these pioneering essays on appropriation, and 

one that circulates throughout its theory, is that of death, the death of modernism, the death 

of the easily read sign, the “ruin of language”.65 Ultimately Verwoert sees the shift in 

                                                
64 Douglas Crimp, "The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism," October 15 (1980): 100.  
65 Verwoert, 19.  
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contemporary uses of appropriation as towards a return to meaning, however this meaning 

is an acknowledgement that images retain ambiguous and “unresolved histories.”66 Verwoert 

uses the allusion of summoning a ghost to describe the contemporary return of meaning: 

 
When you call up a spectre, it will not content itself being inspected, it will require 
active negotiations to accommodate the ghost and direct its actions or at least keep 
them in check. By the same token, if we understand the evocation of a concept, image 
or object in the moment of appropriation and exhibition to have manifest and 
potentially unsuspected effects on the real world, to isolate, display and, as it were, 
fix this concept image or object in the abstract of pure analysis is no longer enough.67 

 

Fixing the image becomes even less likely in Nicolas Bourriaud’s account; he uses the act of 

sampling, a staple of hip-hop musicians, to demonstrate his observations about 

contemporary visual artists that use appropriation.68 He points out that hip-hop artists who 

use borrowed loops to construct new pieces of music understand that their own work may in 

turn be sampled, and form part of someone else’s compositions. He states: 

 

The contemporary work of art does not position itself as the termination point of the 
‘creative process’ (a ‘finished product’ to be contemplated) but as a site of navigation, 
a portal a generator of activities.69 

 
Bourriaud positions the work of art, as the generator of new art. While negating the action of 

human imagination, the statement rings true. The recombinant image does seem to possess 

the autonomous fecundity of an organism. However, the complexity of the information age 

or the “chaos of global culture” is ultimately an emanation of the mind, or combination of 

minds. The drive to sample, re-circulate, recombine are productions of, as Stafford describes 

                                                
66 Ibid., 21.  
67 Ibid., 20.  
68 Bourriaud, 18-19.  
69 Ibid., 19.  
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“that venerable combinatorial faculty, the imagination.”70 In Visual Analogy Stafford argues 

that seeing is centred on the mind’s ability to realise the interconnectedness of different 

images, and sensorial experiences. Stafford supports this idea with an “examination of 

interwoven styles that conspicuously expose their seamed manufacture.”71 

 

Judith Roof stated in 2007, when considering the nature and history of the genetic sciences:  

If the DNA gene is both the perfect and predictable product of a long history of ways 
of thinking about Phenomena and structure, it is also an elastic reflection of how we 
currently perceive our own powers and abilities and fantasize a future in a postdigital 
culture.72 
 

 
However today it is the recombinant image that is a more pertinent reflection of how we 

currently perceive our own powers and abilities and imagine futures in which biology and 

technology are intertwined.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
70 Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images, 149.  
71 Visual Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting, 138.  
72 Roof, 71.  
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David Noonan 

Noonan’s practice is diverse encompassing filmmaking, painting, sculpture, installation and 

collage. Noonan’s work features a considered use of materials, as Johanna Fahey states 

“Noonan draws attention to the way materiality contributes to the overall impact of his 

work.”73 His use of traditional printmaking technologies is of particular relevance to my 

research, and his use of the digitally montaged image exemplifies the recombinant image. 

Noonan describes the images he currently creates as being “always a combination of two 

elements: a figurative one and an abstract one.”74 

 
 

Figure 7 David Noonan Untitled 2010, Screen-printed jute and linen collage, 214 x 214 cm. 

                                                
73 Johanna Fahey and David Noonan, David Noonan: Before and Now (Fishermans Bend, Victoria: Craftsman 
House, 2004), 10. 
74 Jennifer Higgie Michael Bracewell, Dominic Molon, David Noonan (Switzerland: JRP/ Ringier, 2012), 147.  
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Noonan’s strategy of utilising imagery of 1970s utopian collectives and performance theatre 

is also of particular relevance to my current practice. The printmaking technique of screen-

printing is strongly associated with the 1970s, strengthening the association with vintage 

ephemera. Noonan’s recombinant images employ a distinctly analogue and filmic mode of 

montage, that of overlaid images. While distinctly analogue and filmic in its origins, the use 

of the overlay here uses the digital technology of Photoshop to balance transparency levels, 

and prepare the recombined images for positive production, screen exposure and ultimately 

printing. Noonan states “Each picture goes through a lot of processes to get to the final piece, 

beginning with the scanning and combining of images.”75 The nuanced interplay of images is 

perhaps what alerts the viewer that these images are distinctively contemporary, and not 

from the era that the source images, or printing techniques stem from.  

 

The dissolve transition of cinema can be seen to have its ancestral line stemming from the 

first chronophotographs – photographs depicting the same figure in different stages of 

movement typified by long focus blurring, and stroboscopic exposures (figure 8).76 Étienne-

Jules Marey’s chronophotographs, represent significant moments in the history of bodily 

depictions. His use of Kinematic analysis techniques and the invention of photographic 

machines enabled the graphic representation of movement through space and time.77 Marey 

envisioned a time when science would be communicated through images alone, stating 

“language is often inappropriate to express exact measures or definite relations.”78 Lisa 

                                                
75 David Noonan cited in: Fiona Gruber, "David Noonan: Making Art in a Dark and Quiet Place," The University 
of Melbourne, https://art150.unimelb.edu.au/articles/david-noonan-making-art-in-a-dark-and-quiet-place. 
76 Scharf, 255-68.  
77 Lynda Nead, The Haunted Gallery: Painting, Photography, Film C. 1900 (New Haven, United States: Yale 
University Press, 2007), 19-22.  
78 Étienne-Jules Marey cited in: Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, "The Image of Objectivity," Representations 
40, no. 40 (1992): 81.  
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Cartwright argues these images and their “exact measures” demonstrate science’s attempts 

to “maintain authority over subjects by maintaining authority over the optical field”.79 

However, Stafford sees in images that compresses elements of space or time, an insight into 

the minds drive to yoke together “different orders of experience.”80 Stafford sees the 

“compound symbol” as a reflection of the working of the mind/brain, and its combinatorial 

faculty in dealing with different sensorial experiences.81   

 

 

 
Figure 8 Étienne-Jules Marey Walking 1883, Chronophotography on fixed plate negative. 

 
 

                                                
79 Lisa Cartwright, Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine's Visual Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1995), 39.  
80 Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images, 71. 
81 Ibid., 73.  
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Noonan’s referencing of cinema extends to thematic and intuitive considerations, he states: 

Within most of my work there are reference points to particular films, or a cinematic 
genre in general, an aesthetic atmosphere that perhaps cinema has established in my 
consciousness.82 

 

Before photography the thaumatrope also blended two drawings or printed images. A simple 

square of card suspended with complementary images on each face between twisted strings 

allowed the viewer to rapidly spin the device. The resulting combined image relied on the 

phenomenon of the persistence of vision to allow the viewer to see the two images overlaid.83 

 

Noonan’s images are also combined with traditional collage techniques, with torn pieces of 

fabric physically joined. Noonan states “most of the pictures may be 20 metres of different 

images on linen and then I cut them and tear them and collage them in the studio.”84 

 

Figure 9 Robert Rauschenberg Soundings 1968, Mirrored Plexiglas and silk-screen ink on Plexiglas with concealed electric 
lights and electronic components, 243.8 x 1097.3 x 132 cm. 

                                                
82 Noonan cited in Fahey and Noonan, 58.  
83 Stafford et al., 354.  
84 Gruber. 
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Robert Rauschenberg’s layered and overlapping screen-prints are also a precursor. Soundings 

1968 was created by screen-printing repeated images of one chair photographed by 

Rauschenberg, onto the interior surface of a wall of Plexiglas, (figure 9).85 The chair was 

photographed from many angles, and it is possible to see the same screens used repeatedly 

throughout the image. Overlaid images are an inherent possibility of the screen-printed 

image. Rauschenberg with his drive to combine elements exploited this possibility at a time 

when contemporary artists using screen-printing, such as Andy Warhol used the photographic 

screen-print as repeated distinct multiples. Rauschenberg’s Soundings however, presents 

multiple, differing experiences of the same chair simultaneously and overlapping. The 

recombined images represent discrete observations, collapsed into single picture plane, 

much like the Marey photograph (figure 8). Noonan, like Rauschenberg, is interested in 

creating a dialogue between figuration and abstraction. 

 

Noonan’s recombinant images rest on the realisation of disparate elements functioning as a 

whole. He states “I find it hard to talk about when I find an image as I’m trying out so many 

different combinations. You let them wash over you and then one will sing true”.86 Like 

Rauschenberg’s recombinant images, Noonan’s juxtapositions introduce a temporal aspect 

to the compositions. Not only are different aspects of the final image created at different 

times, but the process of scanning, editing and exposing screens creates a mediation between 

the original image and the final print. Speaking about Rauschenberg’s process, Richard Meyer 

states, “The multi-layered sense of time suggested by the silk-screen paintings flows in part 

                                                
85 Robert Rauschenberg,  (London and New York: Tate Publishing and The Museum of Modern Art New York, 
2017), 269.  
86 Noonan cited in, Michael Bracewell, 143.  
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from the fact that they are several generations removed from their sources.”87 In her essay 

Time Travel Jennifer Higgie identifies the temporal aspects of Noonan’s work. Noonan’s 

source material of vintage ephemera itself evokes imagery from art history, such as German 

Expressionist painting.88 Noonan states “The content of my work is time travel.”89  

 

The foregrounding of faces and figures generates an implied narrative, as Michael Bracewell 

states “these images and figures give the impression of being familiar from the past: 

empathetic to the processes of memory and nostalgia.”90 

 
Inviting speculation on the history of the subject depicted in Noonan’s work, the human face 

is a constantly reoccurring motif. The face is, as Stafford notes “the prime site for reflecting 

not only on the nature of another’s mind but our own as well.”91 As Walter Benjamin stated 

when considering the significance of the face in early photography: 

 It is no accident, not at all, that the portrait forms the centrepiece of early 

photography. In the cult of recalling absent or dead of loved ones, the cultic value of 

the image finds its last refuge.92 

 

The combination of images in Noonan’s work has a particular relationship to the qualities of 

screen-printing. The screen-printed recombinant image, has a principally flat surface quality. 

                                                
87 Robert Rauschenberg, 192. 
88 Jennifer Higgie in Stafford, Visual Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting, 143. 
89 Noonan cited in, Michael Bracewell, 143.  
90 Ibid., 140.  
91 Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images, 77.  
92 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (London: Penguin, 1936), 14.  
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Unlike other forms of collage, the disparate images can be truly unified, and multiple overlaid 

images printed in one stroke of the squeegee.  

 

Figure 10 David Noonan Untitled 2016, Silk-screened linen collage mounted on wooden panel, Steel frame, 90 x 70 x 5 cm. 

 
Even the overlaying of separate screen-prints (in Rauschenberg’s case) or the joining of 

separate screen-printed sections of fabric (in Noonan’s) can create a far more unified surface 

than other forms of collage. The journey to the screen-printed image for Rauschenberg was 
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a seemingly natural progression from his previous use of the solvent transfer of photographs 

from newspaper clippings (figure 11). 

 

Figure 11 Robert Rauschenberg Currency 1958, Solvent transfer with graphite, Gouache, and Watercolour on paper, 57.8 x 
73 cm. 

 
Rauschenberg’s use of solvent transfer techniques, which predates the silk-screen paintings 

enabled not only an exploration of commercial printing processes but highlighted the 

mediation of commercial image making technology. John Cage once stated that viewing a 

Rauschenberg composition was like watching “many television sets working simultaneously 

all tuned differently.”93 It is also interesting to compare the early photographic multi-

exposure work of Rauschenberg with Noonan’s overlaid combinations (figure 12). 

                                                
93 John Cage cited in, Jaklyn Babington, "Stoned Moon Robert Rauschenberg," ed. National Gallery of Australia 
(Canberra: Publishing Dept. of the National Gallery of Australia, 2010), 8.  
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Figure 12 Robert Rauschenberg Postcard Self-Portrait, Black Mountain (I) 1952 Gelatine silver print, 14.3 x 8.3 cm. 
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Noonan’s path to the printed image also involved experimentation with diverse materials. 

Noonan’s earlier works feature bleach painting on fabric and his first screen-printed works on 

plywood date from this period 2003.94  

 

Figure 13 David Noonan Untitled 2016, Silk-screen linen collage mounted on wooden panel, Steel frame 90 x 70 x 5 cm. 

 

                                                
94 Fahey and Noonan, 25.  
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Noonan’s more recent screen-printed images frequently depict performers, their gestures 

and masks. An audience somewhere out of frame is implied, the subjects appear to be part 

of a narrative within a narrative. Theatrical make-up is also depicted in Noonan’s recent work 

(figures 10, 13). The act of painting the face aligned with the abstracted mark making overlaid 

across the face (figure 13). The shifting qualities of identity and performance are explored in 

layered images that are visual analogies for the multi-layered depths of individuality.  
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Marilène Oliver 
 

 
 

Figure 14 Marilène Oliver I Know You Inside Out 2001, Silver ink on acrylic, Edition of 6, 2 Artist's copies, 70 x 50 x 200 cm. 

 

As leaps in digital technology endorse mechanical objectivity, and the human body is 

fragmented and catalogued in startlingly smaller increments, scientists and artists, along with 

the constructors of visualisation technologies, find themselves drawn to reinterpret and 

recombine these bits of information into something that once again resembles the human 

being.95 To make whole what has been fractured, and to create recognisable images from 

data reflects the increasing dominance of the image as Stafford has observed “the radical shift 

                                                
95 For an examination of mechanical objectivity in science see: Peter Galison, "Judgment against Objectivity," in 
Picturing Science, Producing Art, ed. Caroline A. Jones & Peter Galison (New York: Routledge, 1998), 327-59. 
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underway since the eighteenth century from a text-based to a visually dependent culture.”96 

The drive to find significance within the atomised, and to pioneer novel reconstructions, 

reflects the artist’s concern with questions about subjectivity, identity, humanity and ethics.  

 
 
Marilène Oliver has worked with various medical imaging technologies, one of the earliest of 

these (figures 14 - 16) I Know You Inside Out 2001 used the data set from the Visible Human 

Project (VHP). In 1993, Joseph Paul Jernigan a death row inmate in a Texas prison was 

executed by lethal injection. The body of Jernigan was then frozen and sliced into 1,878 

segments (cryosections), scanned using CT /MRI, and photographed. The data was then 

digitised and made available to view through different types of browser software.97 This form 

of analysis is centred on tomographic representations of the human body that is sectioned 

and planar divisions. Oliver in her work I Know You Inside Out 2001, screen-printed images 

from the sectioned data set on transparent acrylic sheets and then recombines them in three 

dimensional sculptural forms. The result allows for a critical interpretation of the methods of 

computerised tomography; the figure is ghost like and appears only partially solid. The 

position of the viewer dramatically changes the appearance of the form. Laura Cummings 

states “but you can also see the gaps between these layers of prints, the spaces in which there 

is nothing at all.  

                                                
96 Barbara Maria Stafford, Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Cambridge, 
Mass: MIT Press, 1991), xviii. Stafford was not the only one to highlight this shift towards an image-based 
paradigm. For example, W.J.T. Mitchell declared that the linguistic paradigm had been supplanted by the 
“pictorial turn" in his Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994). 
97 Waldby, 1-23.  
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Figure 15 Marilène Oliver I Know You Inside Out 2001 (Installation View). 

…The datasets from which they are conjured are real and precise, but the reunion is a 

figment.”98 Oliver herself states “I wanted to put him back together whilst exposing the slicing 

and fragmentation of digitalisation. The result was an elusive empty shadow copy of a man.”99 

Waldby states “Tomographic methods image the body as a registered series of planar ‘cuts’, 

which can, like the VHP data, be stacked to produce a volumetric map.”100 The VHP is similar 

to the Human Genome Project (HGP) in that it attempts to represent digital data that has 

been extracted from a human subject as a definitive ‘map’: 

The VHP presents a kind of ‘sister’ project to the HGP…the VHP also claims to be an 
exhaustive archive of human information, although unlike the tedious productions of 
the HGP (endless strings of nucleotide sequence-TGCCTGGACTT) its information is 
literally, spectacular. Both these ‘Human Projects’ present themselves as new ways to 
map and know the human, yet both imply a disconcerting threat to any idea of the 
human as a stable, knowable ‘species’, an organic integrity whose limits can be 
positively specified.101 

                                                
98 Laura Cummings, "Such Stuff as Dreams Are Made On,"  
http://marileneoliver.com/_library/_uploaded/carne.pdf. 
99 Marilène Oliver, "The Digitised Body  
as an Artist Material,"  http://marileneoliver.com/_library/_uploaded/digitisedbody.pdf. 
100 Waldby, 95.  
101 Ibid., 7.  
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Waldby warns that both projects, by converting the body to an archive of digital data 

“become permeable to other orders of information, and liable to all the forms of circulation, 

dispersion, accumulation and transmission which characterise informational economies.”102 

Oliver, like Waldby, recognises the potential for the body as data to become corrupted, 

changed, recombined and dispersed. In her 2009 thesis, Oliver investigates other artists who 

have used the data and imagery from the VHP.103 In the chapter, The Appropriated Body as a 

site for performing Subjectivity Oliver explores the creative possibilities that this access to 

body data sets has enabled.104 While acknowledging the digitised body as a potential site for 

exploring, and inserting new ideas of subjectivity, other contemporary artists are focused on 

the possibilities of surveillance that this form of information gathering could entail. 

 

Figure 16 Marilène Oliver I Know You Inside Out 2001, Silver Ink on acrylic, Edition of 6, 2 Artist's Copies, 70 x 50 x 200 cm. 

                                                
102 Ibid., 7. 
103 Marilène Oliver, "Flesh to Pixel, Flesh to Voxel, Flesh to Xyz" (Royal College of Art, 2009). 
104 Ibid., 48-61.  
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Heather Dewey-Hagborg 

 

Figure 17 Heather Dewey-Hagborg Stranger Visions 2015 (Installation View). 
 

 

For Heather Dewey-Hagborg the accumulation of genetic data provokes questions concerning 

surveillance. In Stranger Visions (figures 17, 19) Dewey-Hagborg has collected samples of 

genetic material from public spaces. DNA is extracted from found cigarette butts, and 

chewing gum, which is then sequenced in the laboratory. Her use of printmaking here 

incorporates the 3D printer and techniques developed for forensic phenotyping to recreate a 

possible version of the subject’s face based on their collected DNA.105 Genetic material, 

capable of ascertaining not just our identity, but our ancestry, health risks and appearance is 

left behind by all of us in our day to day lives. When this material is sequenced and digitised, 

it becomes liable to the forms of circulation, analysis and accumulation that Waldby identifies 

                                                
105 William Myers, Bio Art: Altered Realities (London: Thames and Hudson, 2015), 142.  



 

 

 

44 

as intrinsic to informational economies.106 The use of genetics in law enforcement parallels 

the use of fingerprinting and ‘mug-shot’ photography.107 When Francis Galton in 1892 wrote 

Fingerprints it introduced a taxonomic system of identification that continues to the present 

day. Fingerprints like DNA evidence however are subject to interpretation, no matter how 

objective the methods used to analyse them may appear; they are susceptible to the 

prejudices of the examiner. Dewey-Hagborg has developed a number of artworks that seek 

to protect the identity of the individual by confounding genetic testing. In Invisible 2014 a kit 

of vials allows the user to erase and replace their genetic information with a scrambled 

sample. 

 

Figure 18 Parabon Snapshot DNA Phenotyping. 

                                                
106  Waldby, 7. 
107 S. M. Stigler, "Galton and Identification by Fingerprints," Genetics 140, no. 3 (1995). 
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Private phenotyping companies are selling their services to law enforcement agencies, 

promising predictions of a subject’s physical appearance based on genetic samples.108 This 

phenotype prediction (figure 18) was recently used by the Albuquerque Police Department in 

obtaining a conviction in the brutal beating of Brittani Marcell.109 While the identification of 

criminals is a virtuous result for society, when bodies are transformed into digital databases 

the opportunity to analyse them is fraught with the short-comings and prejudices of the 

technologies’ users and creators.110 Like the faces in Dewey-Hagborg’s work Stranger Visions 

(figures 17, 19) the faces in the predictive Phenotype composite (figure 18) are not distinctive, 

and strangely quantified. The features appear generalised and reveal the process’ inability to 

make definitive statements about the subject’s appearance. Dewey-Hagborg states “We tend 

to look at technical systems as neutral black boxes, but if you open them up and look at the 

component parts, you find that they reflect the assumptions and motivations of their 

designers.”111 In her article ‘Sci-fi Crime Drama with a Strong Black Lead’ Dewey-Hagborg 

compares the new genetic phenotyping to its predecessor fingerprinting and identifies some 

flawed assumptions when phenotyping is applied to law enforcement: 

The assumption that identity is biological, and that characteristics like gender and race 
can be read from the body, quantified with percentages, labelled as typologies, and 
transformed into visible characteristics. The assumption that a set of stereotyped 
representations of race and gender reflect the categories assigned by their coder. The 
assumption that pure, unadmixed ancestral populations have ever existed, and exist 
now in contemporary populations.112 
 

                                                
108 See Parabon Snapshot Phenotyping website: https://snapshot.parabon-nanolabs.com/posters 
109 Marissa Lucero, "New DNA Facial Profile Technology Aids Police in Brittani Marcell Case," KRQE News, 
http://krqe.com/2017/07/25/apd-detectives-use-new-dna-technology-to-help-break-brittani-marcell-case/. 
110 The objectivity of mechanically produced observations has been praised throughout their discovery and 
subsequent application in different scientific fields, however the relationship between mechanisation and 
morality is fraught see: Daston and Galison. 
111 Heather Dewey-Hagborg, "Sci-Fi Crime Drama with a Strong Black Lead," The New Inquiry, 
https://thenewinquiry.com/sci-fi-crime-drama-with-a-strong-black-lead/. 
112 Ibid. 
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As Elizabeth Finkel states “With the first reading of the human genome, the concept of a 

biological racial signature appeared to evaporate…the vast bulk of our genome defied any 

racial typing.”113 As the accumulation of genetic data grows it becomes a powerful tool in the 

hands of law enforcement, customs security and other state sanctioned powers. 

 

Figure 19 Heather Dewey-Hagborg Stranger Visions 2015 (Detail). 

Genetic data is subject to appropriation by commercial entities, companies such as ‘23 and 

Me’ offer to genetically analyse customers’ saliva samples and provide them with a snapshot 

                                                
113 Finkel, 104.  
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of their health and ancestry. However, as Charles Seife points out “The Personal Genome 

Service isn’t primarily intended to be a medical device. It is a mechanism meant to be a front 

end for a massive information-gathering operation against an unwitting public.”114 This 

subterfuge allows companies to accumulate vast databases of individuals’ genetic 

information that has enormous potential as a commodity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
114 Charles Seife, "23andme Is Terrifying, but Not for the Reasons the F.D.A. Thinks: The Genetic-Testing 
Company's Real Goal Is to Hoard Your Personal Data," Scientific American, 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/23andme-is-terrifying-but-not-for-the-reasons-the-fda-thinks/. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Patterns 

 

Figure 20 Ultraman 2017, Screen-print on vinyl, 137 x 215 cm.  

A strategy adopted later in the development of my research was the use of imagery from 

vintage knitting and crochet pattern books. I have accumulated a large quantity of these 

booklets from the 1970s. Bourriaud’s statement that global culture is a toolbox is pertinent 

here, as is his descriptions of Duchamp’s choice of low-brow everyday objects.115 

 

In figure 20, the male figure on the right is taken from a jumpers and vests patterns book, by 

combining the figure with a Japanese toy, a new narrative structure is implied. In 

combination, the two images accentuate the contrasting nature of their associations and 

establish new meanings through their shared connotations. The toy is taken from one of my 

own photographs, of a ‘Ultraman’ figure bought in a Japanese recycle shop. The figure 

                                                
115 Bourriaud, 94 & 25.  
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connotes a nexus between man and machine, typical of a type of dated futuristic imagining, 

as it evokes the posthuman. The figure of the man in the knitted vest has the ‘out of date’ 

fashion connotation, strengthening this aspect in its relationship with the toy. The ideas 

surrounding the images that I have appropriated from the pattern books strongly reflect a 

concern with the hand created. Images of patterns resemble the DNA mappings and scientific 

schema from genetic text books (figures 21 and 22). 

 

Figure 21 Patterns 2017, Screen-print on vinyl, 137 x 265 cm. 

One of the implications when placing these images next to images of people is to question 

the ease to which people can be understood and modified through analysis and mappings of 

their constituent parts. This new focus of biology that has emerged with the technologising 

of medicine, “no longer focuses on the body as an integrated totality, or on its phylo- and 

onto-genetic development, but is instead concerned with parts of the body and their 
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reproduction and distribution into new somatic assemblages”.116 The notion of an 

assemblage, and its correlation with the montage technique is also of particular importance 

to my work. 

 

 

Figure 22 Gel-Electrophoresis. 

The imagery of Gel-Electrophoresis which I have used throughout these works recalls a 

barcode like pattern, a signifier of identity, and identity surveilled. The technology, now 

largely obsolete, was one of the original methods employed in reading sections of DNA. These 

visualisations of genetic imagery, represent atomised sections of the body. As Catherine 

Waldby notes on the display of information found in the Human Genome Project “it 

disaggregates that anatomy not according to any logic of organic integrity but rather 

according to the logics of tomographic visuality and display.”117 

 

                                                
116 Max Liljefors et al., The Atomized Body: The Cultural Life of Stem Cells, Genes and Neurons (Lund: Nordic 
Academic Press, 2012), 8.  
117 Waldby, 45.  
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Admittedly, this urge to find a “totalizing system of categorical order” to counter the alarming 

reality of the anatomist’s subject as a “body in bits and pieces” reaches deep into the history 

of medical imaging. 118 The dissection of the body, and depictions of corporeal fragmentation 

are present concurrently with ever evolving systems of “categorical order” throughout the 

history of western medicine. The dissection of the body in the 16th and 17th centuries was 

considered a “central act in the obtainment of knowledge” and the knowledge obtained 

became the basis for systems of taxonomic order.119 In the contemporary era, where digital 

data replaces the flesh of the autopsy, similar themes remain evident. As Catherine Waldby 

states, recent projects such as The Human Genome Project not only attempt to create 

archives of data from the digitised human body, but also “assert that the body itself is an 

archive”  continuing the drive for new systems of order to be imposed on the fragmented 

body (figure 23).120 

 

Figure 23 The author in front of a printed and bound human genome, at the Wellcome Collection, London. 

                                                
118 David Hillman and Carla Mazzio, The Body in Parts: Fantasies of Corporeality in Early Modern Europe (New 
York: Routledge, 1997), xvi.  
119 Ibid., 83.  
120 Waldby, 39.  
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In many instances in molecular biology text books gel-electrophoresis imagery is shown 

comparing two biological organisms, this is the method of ‘DNA Fingerprinting’ that was first 

used by law enforcement to gather crime scene evidence against suspected criminals. This 

segmenting and comparing of data sets is inherent in the nature of these representations and 

sits well within the biological science’s history of comparative data analysis.121  

 

Figure 24 Online Genome Browser. 

This mode of representation is continued with modern genetic visualisations made with 

cloud-based servers using genome browser software which can display multiple genomes 

aligned for comparison (figure 24). Typically, a reference genome is loaded, from a database 

of available standard genomes alongside the sample that is intended for comparison. Edward 

                                                
121 For a graphic representation of the comparison between a human and gorilla chromosomal set see: Edward 
R. Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information (Cheshire, Conn: Graphics Press, 1983), 173. 
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R. Tufte concludes that aligned multiple representations of data are “often narrative in 

content, showing shifts in the relationship between variables” and are “inevitably 

comparative”.122 The task of compiling reference genomes can be seen as a continuation of 

the struggle that Daston and Galison have observed in the compiling of atlases for scientific 

reference, the struggle between the perceived objectivity of the mechanically produced 

image and the author’s subjectivity; “but in order to decide if whether an atlas picture is an 

accurate rendering of nature, the atlas maker must first decide what nature is.”123 

 

Although the electrophoresis imagery is obtained via a chemical process in a laboratory, the 

imagery is still an abstraction requiring as Susan Anker states “a certain blind faith in the link 

between image and actuality.”124 This link between the visualisation of biological data and 

the supposition that this denoted interchangeability is made explicit by Donna Haraway: 

Communications sciences and modern biologies are constructed by a common move- 
the translation of the world into a problem of coding, a search for a common language 
in which all resistance to instrumental control disappears and all heterogeneity can be 
submitted to disassembly, reassembly investment and exchange.125 
 

                                                
122 Ibid., 175.  
123 Daston and Galison,  86.  
124 Anker, 41.  
125 Donna Jeanne Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 
1991), 164.  
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Figure 25 Beverley Fishman Dividose: B.M.D. 2012, Enamel on polished stainless steel, 155 x 213 cm. 

 
Beverley Fishman’s Dividose series of screen-printed vinyl on stainless steel (figure 24) recall 

strata of coded information, while visually resembling genome browser software. Stafford 

states that Fishman’s works “are graphic embodiments of the largely automatic forces 

currently shaping our biological and cognitive self.”126 The works seem to allude to the 

digitally segmented and the use of screen-printing heightens the mechanical hard-edged 

nature of the work. Stafford elsewhere questions the divide in representations of the body, 

between the somatic and the intellectual “to what end this compulsion to abstract and 

geometrize in order to purify, refine or distil imperfect organisms?”127  

 

                                                
126 Stafford, Visual Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting, 203.  
127 Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine, 7.  
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As the world is represented by new digital codes and aspects of the body viewed via browser 

software and novel digital displays, certain assumptions about the information is often 

inherent in the modes of representation. Interchangeability and comparative functions are 

inherent in these forms of visualisation, but the assumption between image and actuality, 

between seeing and knowing can be seen as a fundamental problem in the interpretation of 

these visualisations. Laura Kurgan’s observations about the use of geographical maps in the 

21st century is particularly relevant: 

This drive to locate, to coordinate, however revelatory and even emancipatory it can 
be, also has its price. It seems as though in the end, maps- the successful ones, the 
ones that show us where we are and get us from here to there-risk offering only two 
alternatives. They let us see too much, and hence blind us to what we cannot see, 
imposing a tyranny of orientation that erases the possibility of disorientated 
discovery, or they lose sight of all the other things that we ought to see. They omit, 
according to their conventions, these invisible lines of people, places and networks 
that create the most common places we live in today.128 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
128 Laura Kurgan, Close up at a Distance: Mapping, Technology, and Politics, First hardcover ed. (Brooklyn, NY: 
Zone Books, 2013), 16-17.  
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The Recognition of Patterns 

The data sets provided by genomic sequencing provide enormous amounts of information 

that are largely incomprehensible to the observer, with even the known protein coding 

‘genes’ (representing an incredibly small fraction of the genome) containing large sections of 

unknown purpose or “Dark Matter.”129 The primary visualisation instrument for this data is 

genome browser software. This software typically displays the genome as a long horizontal 

sequence grouped in chromosomes, with the viewer able to zoom in to points on a section of 

a chromosome increasing the ‘magnification’ until individual letters are visible. The software 

also allows multiple genomes to be viewed side by side, to inspect sections of a surveyed 

genome against ‘control’ examples. The diagnostic potential of such visualisations is largely 

concerned with identifying SNPs (single nucleotide polymorphisms).130 A SNP is a variance in 

the genetic code, one letter swapped for another, which appears to naturally occur 

approximately once every few hundred letters (the letters here representing molecules in the 

strand of DNA).131  

Visual imagery has long been acknowledged as a principal element of abstract thought, 

enabling the power of visual perception to be used in the processing of complex, abstract 

ideas.132 In Envisioning Information Edward R. Tufte examines the graphic representation of 

data sets. Tufte describes the human mind’s extraordinary capability to comprehend “visual 

                                                
129 K. W. Ellens et al., "Confronting the Catalytic Dark Matter Encoded by Sequenced Genomes," NUCLEIC 
ACIDS RESEARCH 45, no. 20 (2017). 
130 Finkel, 100-11.  
131 Ibid., 99-100.  
132 The enormous popularity of Emblem books in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Europe is one example. 
See projects such as: "The English Emblem Book Project," The Pennsylvania State University, 
https://libraries.psu.edu/about/collections/english-emblem-book-project; University of Illinois, "Emblematica 
Online," University of Illinois Board of Trustees, http://emblematica.grainger.illinois.edu/. 
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displays, rich with data.”133 Throughout Tufte’s work there is an emphasis on the powers of 

human visual perception employed in the understanding of complex sets of data. This is 

constantly contingent on the designer’s ability to avoid common pitfalls of graphic design 

practices. Current genome browser software enables the viewer to zoom in and out, offering 

as Tufte might describe it a variable “hierarchical layering” of complexity.134 However, the 

best graphic design and interactive webpage lay-out cannot enable the unaided mind to 

comprehend the vast quantities of complex data present in a genome. 

In Visual Computing Richard Mark Friedhoff and Mark S. Peercy examine the exchange 

between the digital displays of information and the human mind. The graphical display of 

information by digital software can tap into the “visual powers of human beings to link human 

consciousness with the tireless and unlimited computational power of the computer.”135  

The human eye’s propensity to recognise false patterns is evident in a range of optical illusions 

that can occur when two patterns are overlaid. The imperfections of human perception are 

not the only concern here. The technology of pattern and image recognition is now regarded 

as a cornerstone of the development of artificial intelligence.136 Milestones in the 

development of artificial intelligence are measured against the human mind, with whole brain 

emulation considered a future landmark.137 Computer-aided diagnosis has already been 

applied to other forms of medical visualisations such as radiography, electrocardiograms, 

electroencephalograms, computed tomographic images and ultra sound imagery.138 Now 

                                                
133 Edward R. Tufte, Envisioning Information (Cheshire, Conn: Graphics Press, 1990), 50. 
134 Ibid., 38.  
135 Mark S. Peercy Richard Mark Friedhoff, Visual Computing (New York: Scientific American Library, 2000), xvi.  
136 Sergios Theodoridis, Konstantinos Koutroumbas, and Ebooks ProQuest, Pattern Recognition, 3rd;3; ed. (San 
Diego, CA: Academic Press, 2006), 1-4. 
137 Nick Bostrom, Superintelligence: Paths, Dangers, Strategies. (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 82.  
138 Theodoridis, Koutroumbas, and ProQuest, 1-4.  
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software that employs Automated Genome Mining can be used to recognise patterns across 

vast data sets.139 The fallibility of the human eye has been replaced with the promise of 

mechanical objectivity, a familiar occurrence within the field of scientific visualisations.140 

Artificial image recognition is also vulnerable to malicious software and Trojan attacks.141   

 

On the 24th of January 2018, DNAnexus the online genome storage facility announced that 

trials of Google’s DeepVariant software were beginning on the platform. DeepVariant can be 

used to identify variations in different samples of whole genomes and is heralded as the most 

advanced technology ever applied to this task. The Google software employs recent advances 

in Neural Network technologies, software that attempts to function in ways similar to the 

human mind. DNAnexus states “DeepVariant applies the Inception TensorFlow framework, 

which was originally developed to perform image classification.”142 “Deep Convolutional 

Neural Networks developed to recognise and categorise images are at the core of the 

TensorFlow system.” 143 

The use of image and pattern recognition or Genome Mining is a logical development in the 

analysis of genomes. The vast amounts of data and the minute points of differentiation 

require the translation and analysis of quantities of data beyond human ability. As the process 

of quantifying, and analysing human life becomes automated the promise of incredible 

insights and the threat of tragic oversights loom. As powers of perception are transferred to 

                                                
139 J. C. Florez, "Mining the Genome for Therapeutic Targets," DIABETES 66, no. 7 (2017). 
140 For a discussion of the perils of mechanical objectivity versus the ‘interpretation of genius’ see; Galison, 
327-59.  
141 Yang Shi Minhui Zou, Chengliang Wang, Fangyu Li, WenZhan Song, Yu Wang, "Potrojan: Powerful Neural-
Level Trojan Designs in Deep Learning Models," in Cornell University Library (2018). 
142 Nania Thangaraj Andrew Carroll, "Evaluating Deepvariant: A New Deep Learning Variant Caller from the 
Google Brain Team," DNAnexus, https://blog.dnanexus.com/2017-12-05-evaluating-deepvariant-googles-
machine-learning-variant-caller/. 
143 "Image Recognition ", TensorFlow, https://www.tensorflow.org/tutorials/image_recognition. 
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machines, we first place before them ourselves in the most intimate of detail. As Donna 

Haraway notes “It is not clear who makes and who is made in the relation between man and 

machine.”144 

 

Clusters 

While the ability to recognise groupings is seen as a factor of intelligence, the practice of 

clustering people in novel associations, is in practice a fraught endeavour. The ability to view 

individuals and groups through their genetic codes has the potential to redraw groupings that 

were considered fixed and implicate people through new found (or suspected) associations. 

Ideas of citizenship, health and ‘race’ can be seen in the light of the new form of visualisation, 

DNA. Nicholas Rose in The Politics of Life Itself points to the significant changes that have 

occurred in the “organisation of citizenship in genetic terms.”145 The artist Heather Dewey-

Hagborg has revealed that within the technology that currently provides law enforcement 

with ‘mug-shots’ based on genetic traces, (forensic DNA phenotyping) there is still an 

influence of the now discredited work of Francis Galton.146  

Despite having been discredited, the same tables of anthropometric measurement 
that were used for categorizing races in the 19th century are still used in forensic 
anthropology, plastic surgery, and facial recognition – the latter of which informs the 
algorithms that allow for facial parameterization in FDP.147 

It is interesting to compare forensic DNA phenotyping with the creation of geographical 

‘crime maps’ – maps that show the concentration of incidences of crime. Laura Kurgan states 

                                                
144 Haraway, 60.  
145 Rose, 137.  
146 See: 25. 
147 Dewey-Hagborg. 
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that such maps really only succeed in “mobilising public opinion.”148 This type of grouping 

does nothing to address the underlying causes of crime, and like forensic DNA phenotyping is 

open to the influence of prejudices, and political agendas.  

Within Australia, genetic testing is currently used by the Department of Immigration and 

Border Protection as a way for asylum seekers to prove kinship, and citizenship by descent.149 

While the tests are not mandatory they can be requested by the Department of Immigration 

(at the applicant’s expense). Such tests have the potential to reveal more than kinship, and 

the applicant could find themselves excluded on the basis of other genetic information. 

Current Australian Immigration Law states: 

Because genetic information can reveal important information about an applicant’s 
current or future health, it may be relevant in making determinations about the health 
requirement. Genetic information relating to health has two potential applications in 
migration decision making: 1, to provide information about a current medical condition; 
and 2, to make predictions about a future medical condition.150 

 

Applicants for most migration Visa types to Australia must prove a general health 

requirement. With the advent of genetic testing, general health has now been legally 

extended into the realm of future possibilities. 

 

 

                                                
148 Kurgan, 194-95.  
149 Australian Government, "Fact Sheet: DNA Testing," Australian Government Department of Home Affairs, 
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about/corporate/information/fact-sheets/23dna. 
150 "Immigration Health Testing," Australian Government Australian Law Reform Commission, 
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publications/37-immigration/health-testing. 
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Patterns of movement 

The drive of the human mind to recognise patterns and deal with the enormous complexity 

of genomes has recently produced some interesting outcomes within genetic research.151 In 

a digression from trying to decipher the enormous complexity of the genome, researchers 

have been experimenting with the possibility of imposing completely foreign pieces of 

information upon it. In 2016 researchers investigating the use of DNA as a data storage 

technology announced that they had successfully used CRISPR editing technology to insert a 

sequence of Eadweard Muybridge’s photography into a living organism’s genome (figure 26). 

152 The genetically modified E. coli bacteria were able to have their genomes sequenced, and 

the images recovered. The current research work can be seen to have a precedent in the artist 

Eduardo Kac’s efforts, particularly the 1999 work Genesis.153  The exploration of DNA as a data 

storage technology may have practical potentials, however the choice of Muybridge’s 

photography here is intriguing, if not revealing. When analysing the chronophotographic work 

of pioneering photographers such as Muybridge, Lisa Cartwright makes some pertinent 

observations by employing some Foucauldian ideas. Cartwright states that these early 

chronophotographs make explicit a desire to exert authority over the subject by “maintaining 

authority over the optical field.”154 The division of the subject’s movements into discrete 

partitioned or overlaid forms is described by Cartwright as a “disciplinary power” citing Michel 

Foucault’s descriptions of codified “military implementation of the body in motion.”155 

                                                
151 Barbra Maria Stafford examines the mind’s preference to read information from ‘encapsulating structures’ 
in Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images, 43-73.  
152 This image shows the Muybridge plate used in the research, for the digitised version both before and after 
DNA insertion see; S. L. Shipman et al., "Crispr-Cas Encoding of a Digital Movie into the Genomes of a 
Population of Living Bacteria," NATURE 547, no. 7663 (2017). 
153 For a description of Kac’s Genesis project see: Ingeborg Reichle, Art in the Age of Technoscience: Genetic 
Engineering, Robotics, and Artificial Life in Contemporary Art (Wien; New York: Springer, 2009), 124-28.  
154 Cartwright, 39.  
155Michel Foucault cited in: ibid., 38.  
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Figure 26 Eadweard Muybridge Human and Animal Locomotion 1887, Plate 626, Collotype, 23.7 x 30.6 cm 

In the recent research into DNA data storage, the optical field that the early 

chronophotographers sought to maintain authority over, has been superseded by a direct 

authority over the subject. The subject within this research, is now viewed primarily in terms 

of its ability to become a record of the viewers influence.  

The original image of a rider on a horse depicts a particular kind of conquest of nature, the 

domestication and training of animals. When Muybridge froze motion, photographing 

galloping horses, there is another level of conquest, one that uses mechanical objectivity to 

create graphic representations of imperceptible moments in time. The final layering of 

conquest is the recombination of these images back into a living organism, in a highly artificial 

and striking method.  
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The value of mechanical objectivity was questioned by Muybridge’s contemporaries. The 

photographer Peter Henry Emerson asked, “what is the good of taking a photograph of a train 

going sixty miles an hour when in the print it looks like it is standing still?”156 One can only 

imagine what Mr Emerson would make of the insertion of his contemporaries’ photography 

into living organisms. Excluding Muybridge’s technical contribution to the development of the 

moving image, his greatest contribution to visual culture is paradoxically artistic. This is 

something that Muybridge himself recognised to a certain extent.157  

The researchers who inserted the photographs into the bacteria’s DNA are demonstrating 

DNA’s potential as a data storage system, outwardly a logical and potentially rewarding line 

of research. However, combining living organisms and the photography of Muybridge has 

profound implications. In my introduction to the second chapter (19), I stated that the 

prevalence of digital editing programs such as Photoshop, and the manipulated images they 

generate, make the experience of viewing the body as a digital archive seem familiar. Perhaps 

there is an awareness, even within the scientific community, the study of the body through 

DNA is mirrored by the history of the technical manipulation of images. The drive to create 

machines that accurately reflect, and represent the perceived world throughout the history 

of Western art has been chronicled by Martin Kemp in the Science of Art.158 The optical 

devices and imagery such as Muybridge’s are demonstrated to be striving towards an 

aesthetic outcome that reflected a “complete command of natural appearances.”159 The lens 

based devices of the telescope and microscope profoundly changed the nature of scientific 

                                                
156 Emerson cited in: Scharf, 223.  
157  Although published in scientific journals “The photographs were intended principally as studies for artists”. 
Ibid., 219.  
158 Martin Kemp, The Science of Art: Optical Themes in Western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat (New Haven, 
Conn: Yale University Press, 1990). 
159 Ibid., 167.  
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observations, and as Kemp observes the new optical devices employed in the corresponding 

artistic eras, shared a “central place in European man’s striving for intellectual and material 

progress.”160  Whatever the motivating factors, what has been said previously about 

“authority over the optical field” can now be seen to extend into a new type of authority over 

life.  

The similarity of this scientific research project, using DNA as photographic data storage, to 

an artistic project, points to a converging of art and science. The description of this research 

would not look out of place on a didactic in a bio-art exhibition. Although the use of living 

organisms in artistic endeavours falls outside the scope of my research, the field of bio-art 

raises pertinent questions about the overlap witnessed in both the visual arts and sciences. 

As both fields borrow methodology from each other to further their research, ideas about 

subjectivity and objectivity become entangled. Ingeborg Reichle states in Art in the Age of 

Technoscience “Today art is readily seen as an independent form of epistemic practice in 

order to break science’s monopoly on scientific research methods.” 161 Simultaneously it 

appears as though a recognition of the importance of images is re-emerging within the 

research of many fields of science. Étienne-Jules Marey’s dream of a “wordless science” will 

not be fulfilled, however the faith in and desire for new forms of mechanically objective 

interpretations of the world has never abated.162 The drive to enmesh life forms with new 

forms of digital technology has a powerful motivating force, generating a new nexus between 

organisms, the image and commodity. 

                                                
160 Ibid.  
161 Reichle, 214.  
162 Daston and Galison,  81.  
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To alter an organism’s genome is to commodify it.163 The technology that edits genomes has 

itself recently been the subject of a patent war, between the University of California, Berkeley 

and the Broad Institute of Cambridge, Massachusetts.164 The technology to use DNA as a 

storage facility for data is currently being developed by Microsoft in conjunction with the 

Molecular Information Systems Laboratory at the University of Washington.165 The idea of 

giving life to images, (or data to life) would perhaps be no surprise to W.J.T. Mitchell.166 The 

researchers state: 

By combining the principles of information storage in DNA with DNA-capture systems 
capable of functioning in living cells, we can create living organisms that capture, 
store, and propagate information over time.167 

 

Muybridge’s sequences of galloping horses were projected through a zoopraxiscope a device 

designed by Muybridge to project his photographs in a continual ‘moving’ sequence.168 

Muybridge’s zoopraxiscope was essentially a combination on the earlier praxinoscope (itself 

a variation on the phenakistiscope and zoetrope), and magic lantern projection 

technologies.169  

The original Muybridge sequence has survived due to its reproduction in photo-gelatine 

printing. Seventy-one of Muybridge’s original glass zoopraxiscope discs which feature hand 

                                                
163 On the 16th of June 1980, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled for the first time that a genetically altered organism 
was patentable as ‘novel manufacture’ or ‘composition of nature’, see; Harold W. Baillie, Timothy K. Casey, 
and Timothy K. Casey, Is Human Nature Obsolete? : Genetics, Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human 
Condition (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014), 138.  
164 Heidi Ledford, "Bitter Crispr Patent War Intensifies," Nature: International Weekly Journal of Science, 
https://www.nature.com/news/bitter-crispr-patent-war-intensifies-1.22892. 
165 See 52. 
166 See Mitchell’s previously cited statement concerning the “animism of images”, Mitchell, What Do Pictures 
Want?: The Lives and Loves of Images, 32.  
167 Shipman et al.,  345.  
168 Scharf, 217.  
169 Philip Brookman et al., Helios: Eadweard Muybridge in a Time of Change (Göttingen, Germany;Washington, 
D.C.;: Steidl, 2010), 88-101.  
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painted versions of the sequences have also survived.170 The idea of images imprinted in 

biology propagating beyond the lives of their creators, recalls Mitchells observations that our 

age is incorrectly described as an “information age” but is actually “more complex and 

conflicted… in which fields of control, communication, and living organisms are locked in a 

struggle.”171 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
170 " Eadweard Muybridge Kingston Council Museum Collections ", The Royal Borough of Kingston upon 
Thames, 
https://www.kingston.gov.uk/info/200246/museum_collections_and_exhibitions/539/eadweard_muybridge/
3. 
171 Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?: The Lives and Loves of Images, 312.  
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Molecular Montage 

In January of 2018, researchers at the Molecular Information Systems Laboratory at the 

University of Washington in Seattle, in partnership with Microsoft launched a crowd sourced 

appeal for ten thousand images to be preserved indefinitely in synthetic DNA. I submitted the 

digitally montaged image used in the creation of the screen-print print Zoom 2017 (figure 27). 

 

Figure 27 Zoom 2017, Digital Image, Dimensions variable. 

The project aims to explore the potential of using synthetic DNA as a long-term data storage 

medium, Microsoft states:  

If we are to preserve the world’s data, we need to seek significant advances in storage 
density and durability. Using DNA to archive data is an attractive possibility because it 
is extremely dense (up to about 1 Exabyte per cubic millimetre) and durable (half-life 
of over 500 years).172 

                                                
172 Microsoft, "DNA Storage," Microsoft, https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/project/dna-storage/. 
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Microsoft states that the limits of silicon based data storage technology are rapidly 

approaching and that “hybrid silicon and biomechanical systems are worth serious 

consideration.”173 The project entitled Memories in DNA states that it is “trying to find out 

what kinds of information people want to store forever and why they want to keep that 

information.”174 The United States is currently leading the submission of photographs 

followed by Canada and Brazil, these statistics and my image appears in the twitter feed for 

the project (#MemoriesinDNA). The screen-printed version of the image was editioned and 

submitted to the Print Council of Australia Print Exchange Project 2018, where one print of 

the edition will remain In the P.C.A.’s archive (figure 28). 

 

The pressure that tech companies now feel to develop new data storage options is a direct 

result of the enormous current production of images. It is estimated that every minute, 300 

hours of video are uploaded to YouTube.175 Statistics about what percentage of these videos 

are never viewed are less easy to obtain. As consumers of images we have had to adjust to 

the ephemeral nature of their substrates throughout history.176  

                                                
173 Ibid. 
174 Luis Ceze Kendall Stewart, "University of Washington 
Consent Form," The University of Washington, https://homes.cs.washington.edu/~luisceze/memoriesindna-
irb-consent-form-dec18.pdf. 
175 "Youtube Company Statistics," Statistic Brain, https://www.statisticbrain.com/youtube-statistics/. 
176 Paolo Cherchi Usai, The Death of Cinema: History, Cultural Memory and the Digital Dark Age (London: 
British Film Institute, 2001), 66-67.  
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Figure 28 Zoom 2017, Screen-print on Fabriano Tiepolo, 20 x 26cm. 

In the age of analogue cinema, accepting that films were damaged and destroyed by viewing 

them, created a market for new films and a film industry was born.177 With the arrival of 

modern digital technology it is no longer acceptable that images may die. The efforts to 

sustain the life of every image sees the sharpest tools of biological technology employed, the 

same tools with which we seek to transform ourselves.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
177 Ibid., 67.  
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dualvoidanima / Adam Pizurny /Gif Art 
 

The digital age has provided a multitude of new platforms for the dissemination of 

information. As the human body becomes transcribed into novel digital forms such as 

genomic reference models, and virtual surgery data bases, artists have found the medium of 

digital imagery shared online to be effective and pertinent means of expression. Artist 

collectives such as The Critical Art Ensemble have been utilising the internet to critique the 

commercialisation of biotechnologies for two decades.178 Recently, the ubiquitous presence 

of social media platforms and the availability of image manipulation software (and the 

computational power needed to run it), has produced a range of art that reflects an 

awareness of the volatility of the digital body. Having identified the importance of my own 

use of digital editing software, and the pixelated image to my studio methodology, I have 

included a brief survey of contemporary trends in the production of online animated imagery. 

One of the selected artists engaged with the latest image manipulation, and animation 

software, and the other continues to reference the formative era of internet art. The inclusion 

of these artists is intended to outline possible future directions for the addition of online 

components to my practice, and to acknowledge the potential of completely digital 

production as a response to similar fields of enquiry. 

 

The Gif art of Adam Pizurny and the artist dualvoidanima presents the human body being 

affected by technology is disconcerting ways.  In Prague based digital artist’s Adam Pizurny’s 

work, themes of digitally manipulating the body, and of the body as information are evident.  

                                                
178 Rachel Greene, Internet Art (London: Thames & Hudson, 2004), 109.  
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Figure 29 Adam Pizurny Face Destructions 2 2016, Sequence of stills taken from a series of 9 animated Gifs. 

 
By encoding models of the body in digital animation software Pizurny is able to animate the 

body into contemporary grotesques that seem to express fears of technological interventions.  

In Face Destructions 2 (figures 29 - 30) Pizurny creates a series of distortions of a human face. 

In the first of these the face is rendered as if transmuting to a latex mask or an empty fabric 

garment. Later in the series the face is zoomed into exposing the red green and blue banding 

of monitor pixels (figure 30). 

 

Figure 30 Adam Pizurny Face Destructions 2 2016, Sequence of stills taken from a series of 9 animated Gifs. 

 

The exposing of pixelated structures recalls an atomisation of the body, and the transference 

of information to machines. Ideas of fluid identity and virtual presence are evident, and in the 

last sequence the face is rendered as if a translucent golden liquid. The specific medium of 

motion graphics embedded in the Gif or Graphic Interchange Format makes these works 
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ideally suited to propagation on the internet.179 The Gifs enjoy lives of their own as they are 

reposted from blog to blog.  The choice of self-portrait is also highly recognisable form in the 

era of the digital selfie.180  

 

Romanian based artist dualvoidanima’s work can be seen to embrace aspects of the Glitch 

Aesthetic and the Vaporwave subculture, while addressing issues about the body in 

cyberspace.181 The Instagram page https://www.instagram.com/dualvoidanima/ provides an 

overview of the evolution of his animated Gif work.182  The Gifs such as small-upgrds-(-march-

of-the-glitches-) (figure 31) depict the human body regimented by technology, as an endless 

queue of figures march through a digital portal that electrifies their appearance. Grafton 

Tanner states that Vaporwave’s use of 1990s electronic music and computer graphic 

aesthetics, attempts to “take the fit, smiling, white-teethed mask off Muzak and replaces it 

with a more sinister face — the dead stare of unfettered capitalism.”183 

 

                                                
179 Adam Pizurny, "Face Destructions Vol.2," Behance, https://www.behance.net/gallery/37495901/Face-
destructions-vol2. 
180 Phillip Valys, "Artists Face Themselves in New Show at Bailey Contemporary Arts," TCA Regional News 
U.S.A. Newspaper Article 2016. 
181 Carolyn L. Kane, "Gifs That Glitch: Eyeball Aesthetics for the Attention Economy," Communication Design 4, 
no. 1-2 (2016). One of the earliest publications to focus on the aesthetic consideration of complex digital 
glitches was Moradi Iman et al., Glitch: Designing Imperfection (New York: Mark Batty Publisher, 2009).  
182 "Dualvoidanima,"  https://www.instagram.com/dualvoidanima/. 
183 Grafton Tanner, Babbling Corpse: Vaporwave and the Commodification of Ghosts (Zero Books, 2016), 41.  
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Figure 31 dualvoidanima small-upgrds-(-march-of-the-glitches-), Sequence of stills taken from animated Gif. 
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Figure 32 dualvoidanima time-and-again, Still taken from animated Gif. 

The technologising of the body is equated here with commodification, fragmentation and a 

dated neon exuberance. In time-and-again (figure 32) the emblematic spinning wheel recalls 

Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man and crucifixion, revealing the wire-mesh framework of the 

figures as they pass through a zone of transparency. The mechanics of the digital 

constructions of the body are exposed and then restored as the figures cycle through levels 

of representation. The illusion of human likeness is continually revealed to be hollow, and 

angular, its non-organic interior only visible by virtue of a faulty system.  

 



 

 

 

75 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Posthuman/Transhuman 

The first wave of Posthuman theory occurred in the early 1990s and resulted in exhibitions 

curated around themes of physical intervention and reinvention such as Post Human at the 

FAE Musée d'art Contemporain, Centre Pompidou (1992).184 While artists at the time were 

absorbed with the threats and promises of impending revolutions in humanoid robotics, 

cosmetic surgical procedures, prosthetics and virtual spaces, perhaps the most potent of their 

predictions addressed the coming age of genomics.  

 
The advances in genomics typified in projects such as the Human Genome Project has led to 

the biological sciences having new, vast sets of data on which to base entirely new fields of 

research. In such fields, the physical human body has been usurped from its position as the 

primary site of enquiry. As Stafford points out visualised electronic information only “partially 

mimics somatic experience.”185 This has occurred concurrently with the rise of digital 

information technology and a globalised economy. The interlocking nature of these 

phenomena and a decentring of the human as “a measure for all things”, has given weight to 

theories describing the current condition as Posthuman.186 While there are nearly as many 

conceptions of the Posthuman as there are authors on the subject, many aspects of 

Posthuman theory are particularly significant when negotiating conceptions of DNA as 

                                                
184 Jeffrey Deitch, Dan Friedman, and F. A. E. musée d'art contemporain, Post Human (Rivoli 
[Italy];Hamburg;Pully/Lausanne;Athens;: FAE musée d'art contemporain, 1992). 
185 Barbara Maria Stafford, Good Looking: Essays on the Virtue of Images (Massachusetts The MIT Press, 1997), 
132.  
186 Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity, 2013), 13.  
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disembodied information. Rosi Braidotti in The Posthuman warns of the dangers of 

commodification inherent in the integration of genetic data with the globalised economy: 

The bio-genetic structure of contemporary capitalism is especially important and 
central to the discussion on the posthuman…In substance, advanced capitalism both 
invests and profits from the scientific and economic control and the commodification 
of all that lives.187 

 
Nikolas Rose points to an evolving Bioeconomy where corporate entities lead research 

based on “a calculation of financial return.”188 

 

N. Katherine Hayles’ How We Became Posthuman identifies the key relationships between 

developments in information technologies and biotechnologies, and the intellectual sleight 

of hand required to regard genetic information as separate to its biological foundations, that 

“pattern is predominant over presence.”189 Once information is privileged in this way, Hayles 

warns it is a small step to perceiving information as “more important, more essential than 

material forms.”190 Hayles suggests that a method to counter this trajectory is: 

Shifting the emphasis from technological determinism to competing, contingent, 
embodied narratives about the scientific developments is one way to liberate the 
resources of narrative so they work against the grain of abstraction running through 
the teleology of disembodiment.191 

 

 

 

                                                
187 Ibid., 59.  
188 Rose, 32.  
189 Hayles, 19.  
190 Ibid.  
191 Ibid., 22.  
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Transhumanism 

Nick Bostrom is a leading advocate for the theories of Transhumanism. He describes some 

of the core beliefs of Transhumanist philosophy as: 

current human nature is improvable through the use of applied science and other 

rational methods, which may make it possible to increase human health span, extend 

our intellectual and physical capacities, and give us increased control over our own 

mental states and moods.192 

Advocates for altering human nature such as Bostrom, have labelled critics of Transhumanism 

as Bio-conservatives.193 Hava Tirosh-Samuelson is a ‘Bio-conservative’ or critic of 

transhumanist goals, in her essay ‘Engaging Transhumanism’ she points out that core beliefs 

of transhumanists include “biotechnological enhancement” and a “technoutopia of human-

machine fusion that constitutes practical immortality”.194  

Recent advances in genetic technologies have resulted in the method of genome editing 

called CRISPR, introduced in Chapter Two, a technology that has been described as a “major 

upheaval in bio-medical research.”195  A “Cheap, quick and easy to use” new technology that 

has been embraced by researchers the world over.196  CRISPR allows the user to edit DNA 

taken from any organism, which has recently resulted in some catch-up ethical 

considerations: 

The problem was thrust into the spotlight in April (2015), when news broke that 
scientists had used CRISPR to engineer human embryos (see Nature 520, 593–595; 
2015). The embryos they used were unable to result in a live birth, but the report has 

                                                
192 Nick Bostrom in H± Transhumanism and Its Critics,  (Philadelphia Metanexus Institute, 2011), 55.  
193 Nick Bostrom in ibid.  
194 Tirosh-Samuelson in ibid., 29.  
195 H. Ledford, "Crispr, the Disruptor," NATURE 522, no. 7554 (2015): 20.  
196 Ibid., 21.  
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generated heated debate over whether and how CRISPR should be used to make 
heritable changes to the human genome.197 

 

The dreams of the Transhumanists no longer seem far-fetched, Tirosh-Samuelson states:  

Due to genetic engineering, humans are now able not only to redesign themselves, 

presumably in order to get rid of various limitations but also redesign future 

generations, thereby effecting the evolutionary process itself.198 

 

 

Against Transhumanism 

One of the prevailing arguments that is used against the Transhumanists’ wishes to start 

altering the human genome focuses around the realisation that the human genome has been 

evolving for countless millions of years, indeed from the first life-form on Earth. Our 

understanding of the human genome is in its infancy, and to remove even identified 

characteristics that produce disease, may have unintended consequences such as limiting the 

potential for human genome adaptability.199 Another prevailing objection can be described 

as the ‘slippery slope’ argument.200 This states that the use of biotechnologies even for 

therapeutic reasons will create an acceptance of these forms of interventions, leading to their 

widespread use and acceptance. Transhumanists counter the ‘slippery slope’ arguments by 

comparing possible genetic interventions with current forms of accepted genetic medicine 

such as, gender screening for disease, which is already used in many countries.201Advocates 

                                                
197 Ibid.  
198 H± Transhumanism and Its Critics, 19-20.  
199 Ibid., 45-46. 
200 Andy Miah in The Transhumanist Reader, 292-93.  
201 Ibid., 292.  
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for Transhumanist interventions such as Natasha Vita-More cite the advantages that 

technological innovations have had on the arts.202 Vita-More uses the models of technological 

innovations in design and the arts to imagine a form of ‘biosculpture’ where the ‘human body, 

mind and identity are modified by the user.’203 

 

Figure 33 All That Glitters 2017, Screen-print on Hahnemühle 300 gsm paper, image size 25 x 39 cm. 

In All that Glitters (figure 33) the imagery from knitting and crochet instruction booklets is 

again equated with visualisations of genetic data. The grid–like patterning is taken from a 

knitting pattern and is graphically related to the gel-electrophoresis imagery. The gold Cadillac 

is taken from a 1970s magazine of the same era as the knitting books. The symbols of wealth 

contained in the image, such as the gold car and gold handled scissors suggest ideas about 

                                                
202 Vita-More in H± Transhumanism and Its Critics, 70-83.  
203 Ibid., 75.  
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privileged access to genomic modifications. If parents were able to select the genetic make-

up of their children, the technology could be employed in such frivolous alterations as are 

seen in the contemporary plastic surgery industry. The plastic surgery industry is a useful 

comparison to make when trying to imagine how a genetic selection/alteration technology 

might be used (or misused). Other less frivolous potentials abound; Nick Bostrom identifies 

the manipulation of genetics as a pathway to super-intelligence in humans.204 

 

 

Cults and the Transhumanists 

Jean Bethke Elshtain has noted that it can be difficult to criticise Transhumanist sentiment 

regarding genetic interventions because “they present themselves in the dominant language 

of our culture - choice, consent, control - and promise an escape from the vagaries of the 

human condition.”205 The writings of some of the Transhumanists seem like a type of blind 

faith in the power of technology that is reminiscent of religious cults, so equating the religious 

cults of the 1970s with the ideals of Transhumanist philosophies provided me with an 

analogous guiding methodology to select imagery from the knitting booklets I had been 

collecting. The young models used in the fashion shoots, and their particular kind of blank 

expression, suggested to me the era of cults and communes, of misplaced faith in utopian 

communities and charismatic leaders such as the 1978 Peoples Temple community 

(Jonestown massacre).206 I found these cults and their spiritual dimensions to parallel aspects 

                                                
204 Bostrom, 43-62.  
205 Jean Bethke Elshtain in Baillie, Casey, and Casey, 157.  
206 See; Leigh Fondakowski, Stories from Jonestown (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013). 
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of Transhumanist thought; “Genetic engineering…seeks to eliminate the need for a soul by 

substituting a developed genetic code for the serendipity of the soul.”207 Francis Fukuyama 

claims that neuropharmacology,  as in the use of drugs such as Prozac, Zoloft and Ritalin 

demonstrates the possible applications of human genetic engineering and the readiness with 

which altered psychological states are adopted by society.208 Another of the Transhumanist 

ideas that corresponds with spiritual and religious notions of a human soul is that of 

disembodied consciousness the belief that the personality or mind of a person could be 

uploaded or duplicated in a software system. Cybernetic immortality and the creation of 

artificial intelligence are thought to promise a transcendental preservation of the self.  

Within the visual images I have created there is a recognition of the quasi-spiritual dimension 

to some important elements of Transhumanism. Hava Tirosh-Samuelson notes the 

resemblance of Transhumanism to a new religious movement.209 Of course, the criticism I 

have levelled at the transhumanists can be applied to modern society at large. The willingness 

to accept technology into our everyday lives has altered the vision humanity has of itself. 

Using the terms techne, and technique, to discuss the integration of technology into 

civilization, Ted Peters states “technique has expanded not only our practical lives but has 

also entered into our inner lives. Technique has become constitutive of the identity of modern 

human beings.”210 This internalising of the belief in the powers of technology corresponds 

strongly with beliefs in charismatic leaders. 

                                                
207 Baillie in Baillie, Casey, and Casey, 223.  
208 Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution (New York: 
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2002), 41-56.  
209 Hava Tirosh-Samuelson in Post- and Transhumanism: An Introduction, First ed. (Frankfurt am Main;New 
York;: Peter Lang Edition, 2014), 59-63.  
210 Ted Peters in: H± Transhumanism and Its Critics, 165.  
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Figure 34 Synthetic 2017, Screen-print on vinyl 137 x 295 cm. 

The analogical association with cults, which I use as an influence when selecting images from 

the ephemera I source, is not necessarily explicitly evident in the finished work. I believe the 

figures from the knitting books function on several levels. The vision of once contemporary 

fashion that has passed, summons ideas about the ephemeral nature of human culture. Eras 

of fashion and culture that placed importance in looking towards the future, and faith in the 

progress of technology can now be critiqued with the benefit of hindsight. The vintage robot 

toys (figures 20, 34) also reflect this imagining of a technological future. 
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Figure 35 Pulse 2016, Screen-print on foil insulation, 135 x 273 cm. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 36 Pulse (detail) 2016, Screen-print on foil insulation, 135 x 273 cm 
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The screen-print on foil insulation work Pulse (figures 35, 36) presents an image of a Ford 

Mercury sedan that is overlaid with gel-electrophoresis imagery. The idea that the body is a 

vehicle for either the mind, or for the genetic make-up of an individual is frequently alluded 

to in Transhumanist writings. 

 Nick Bostrom explores the possibility of ‘uploading’ or ‘Whole Brain Emulation’ in 

Superintelligence, stating that “image recognition software has been developed that can trace 

axons and dendrites through a stack of two-dimensional images (of the brain).”211 Such 

processes are believed to be essential in developing the technology that will enable Artificial 

Intelligence in computers, and much research has already been carried out in developing 

algorithms that mimic the brains ‘neural networks.’212 N. Katherine Hayles sees the beliefs 

contained within transhumanist projects such as ‘uploading’ as founded on the belief that we 

are “essentially information patterns.”213 Hayles warns against regarding humans as being 

merely a medium for the storage of information, and points to the ways in which genetics, 

and neural mappings present the body in terms of data.214 Her conclusion is that we are 

embedded in our materiality, our humanity is a complex, embodied experience, that draws 

on millions of years of evolution that is unable to be replicated by any  form of simulation. 215 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
211 Bostrom, 39.  
212 See 56 for a brief discussion on one of the applications of Neural Networks. 
213 Hayles, Chapter 3. 
214 Ibid., Chapters 2, 3.  
215 Jean Baudrillard’s citing of Jorge Luis Borge’s fable of the map that is so detailed that it covers the territory 
which it represents is an appropriate analogy for the confusing of the simulation and the material, see: Jean 
Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1994), 1.  
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Christian Boltanski 
 

 

Figure 37 Christian Boltanski Wheel of Fortune in Chance 2011, (detail). 

Christian Boltanski’s art has often dealt with the relationship between people and numbers. 

By documenting and manipulating archives, photographs and ephemera, Boltanski presents 

us with possibilities that question the transformation of subject into object.216 The large multi-

faceted installation Chance first exhibited at the 54th Venice Biennale in 2011 and then at the 

Sydney Festival in 2014, consists of a large structure Wheel of Fortune (figure 37) constructed 

from scaffolding, through which a loop of images of babies’ faces is circling like a film in a 

projector. In addition to this, two large digital counters display numbers representing the 

number of births and deaths, for that day (figure 38). Periodically a bell rings, the loop of film 

stops moving, and the face of a ‘selected’ infant is projected on a screen.217 Posthuman theory 

is useful when considering the elements in Chance, the overall effect recalls Rosi Braidotti’s 

                                                
216 Boltanski cited in: Christian Boltanski, Tamar Garb, and Donald B. Kuspit, Christian Boltanski (London: 
Phaidon Press Art Books, 1997), 86.  
217 Pedro de Almeida, "In Veneration of Lost Souls: Christian Boltanski's Chance," Art Monthly Australia, no. 
268 (2014): 18. 
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description of the contemporary relationship of biology and economy, “all living species are 

caught in the spinning machine of the global economy. The genetic code of living matter- ‘Life 

itself’ - is the main capital.”’218  

 

 

Figure 38 Christian Boltanski Last News from Humans in Chance 2011, (detail). 

 
The cold, objective quantification of human life as a tally plays upon current tendencies to 

reduce human life to information. Boltanski seems to hold a mirror to those who would view 

life and death as quantifiable. Boltanski stated in 2006 interview “I would go so far as to claim 

the only worthwhile fight is the fight against post-humanism.”219 

 

 

Hayles intentions in How We Became Posthuman are again relevant, she desires to: 

Make clear how much had to be erased to arrive at such abstractions as bodiless 
information…a conceptualization that sees information and materiality as distinct 
entities. This separation allows the construction of a hierarchy in which information is 
given the dominant position and materiality runs a distant second.220 

 

                                                
218 Braidotti, 7.  
219 Christian Boltanski et al., Boltanski: Time (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006), 71.  
220 Hayles, 12.  
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The possible interventions of genetics are also alluded to in the third section of the 

installation. In Be New 2014 (figure 39) two wall mounted screens depict rapidly changing 

strips of human faces cut into three horizontal sections.221 When pressed, a button freezes 

the animation displaying a new random combination of images. Pedro de Almeida reviewing 

the exhibition in Art Monthly dismisses the abrupt sectioning of the new face, as “clumsy 

collage”.222 However this deliberately obvious intervention draws attention to the artificial 

construction of a new human form.223  

 
The Critical Art Ensemble creates works that encourage awareness about the ethics of genetic 

manipulations, they describe state and corporate apparatuses as machines and identify the 

integration of biogenetic information with the globalised economy as The Flesh Machine.224 

Using the development of nuclear weapons as an example CAE states that:  

Ethical discourse is not a point of blockage in regard to machinic development…If big 
science can ignore nuclear holocaust and species annihilation, it seems safe to assume 
that concerns about eugenics or any of the other possible flesh catastrophes are not 
going to be very meaningful in its deliberations about flesh-machine policy and 
practice.225 
 

                                                
221  de Almeida,  18.  
222 Ibid.  
223 Stafford’s description of ‘interwoven styles that conspicuously expose their seamed manufacture’ is 
applicable here, see: Stafford, Visual Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting, 138.  
224 Critical Art Ensemble, Flesh Machine: Cyborgs, Designer Babies, & New Eugenic Consciousness, ( Brooklyn, 
New York: Autonomedia, 1998), <http://www.critical-art.net/books.html>. 53-63.  
 
225 Druckrey, 394-95.  
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Figure 39 Christian Boltanski Be New in Chance 2011 (detail). 

The fear of a new eugenics is a common argument in the criticism of post and transhumanist 

philosophies. Nick Bostrom argues that the only way to avoid such dystopian scenarios lies in 

keeping the power of disruptive new bio-technologies out of any form of centralised 

control.226 He warns of the dangers of government control of bio-technology, and notes that 

the American government’s sponsored coercive eugenics program of the mid-20th century 

was supported by both sides of government.227 

                                                
226 The Transhumanist Reader, 58-59.  
227 Ibid.  
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Christine Borland 

 

Figure 40 Christine Borland L’Homme Double (The Double) 1997, Installation view. 

 

 

Christine Borland’s work has been featured in the Venice Biennale, and has been nominated 

for the Turner Prize. Following a residency within the Glasgow University’s Medical Research 

Unit, Borland’s work has examined the sociological and ethical implications of advances in 

medical genetics.228 In the work L’Homme Double (figure 40) fears of a new form of Eugenics 

are in evidence while the nature of absolute truth is also questioned through the installation 

of multiple busts of war criminal Josef Mengele.229 Mengele’s war crimes included the 

torturing of identical twins in ‘experiments’ that sought to identify the location of genetic 

                                                
228 Christine Borland: Progressive Disorder,  (Dundee Scotland: Dundee Contemporary Arts Book Works, 2001). 
229 For a brief history of how eugenics and the ‘racial hygiene’ practices of the Nazis have influenced popular 
perceptions of genetics see; Anker, 113-51.  
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information within the body.230 Only a decade later Watson and Crick identified such a locus 

of physical identity, however the only positive outcome of Mengele’s atrocities was “the 

development of the Nuremberg Code to define the ethics of modern medical 

experimentation utilizing human subjects.”231 To recall the atrocities of Mengele in a 

contemporary setting speaks to the dangers of using DNA for racial profiling, categorisation, 

and a new form of eugenics, as Ruth states “we fear genetic engineering, the site where the 

metaphor of the text intersects with the imagined power to author.”232 

 

To create L’Homme Double Borland commissioned several figurative portrait sculptors to 

reconstruct busts of Mengele based on two “blurry photographs and a collection of survivor’s 

descriptions.”233 The six busts vary in appearance, but all are passive and non-threatening, 

without revealing the disturbed nature of his atrocities. As Jonathan Jones states:  

The Nazis were not, in their minds, worshippers of death but of reason; of a cleaner 
world, without imperfections. And this is why genetic science and its sci-fi scenarios 
of a world without illness, abnormalities, without us as we are… may be the greatest 
menace to humanity in the twenty-first century.234  
 

The form of the marble bust is one usually reserved for honouring people of note, not for 

notorious war criminals. The Nazis created many similar forms of statuary to promote its own 

ideals of racial purity and genetic superiority, and these busts would not look out of place in 

an exhibition of Third Reich sanctioned artworks. 

 

                                                
230 George J. Annas and Michael A. Grodin, The Nazi Doctors and the Nuremberg Code: Human Rights in Human 
Experimentation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 55.  
231 J. D. Watson and F. H. C. Crick, "Molecular Structure of Nucleic Acids: A Structure for Deoxyribose Nucleic 
Acid.," Nature, no. 4356 (1953). 
Annas and Grodin, 3-11. 
232 Roof, 160.  
233 Christine Borland: Progressive Disorder, 49. 
234 Jonathan Jones in ibid., 52-53.  
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Contemplations on the nature of flawed intentions and methodologies within genetic science 

are here superimposed on a set of ‘flawed’ multiples: a set of divergent clones each taking as 

its starting point the same ‘blue-print’ or set of instructions. Jones’ reading of the work 

identifies Borland’s exploration of the impossibility of putting a “face on evil.” 235 This work 

also manifests clones of a cruel criminal who recognised the importance of genetics to an 

ideology that wished to advance its own race by obliterating others. Stafford in Good Looking 

compares the use of biomedical visualisations in diagnosis to the analysis of works of art to 

determine forgeries.236 Here we see multiple busts, purportedly of the same man, and are 

invited to ponder their legitimacy. 

 

The dissimilarities of the busts can be read as referencing the subjectivity of human 

perceptions, but also as a revelation of the importance of factors beyond our inherited genes 

to construct ourselves.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
235 Ibid., 49.  
236 Stafford, Good Looking: Essays on the Virtue of Images 136. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Studio Methodology 

The use of digitally montaged images within my studio practice has a strong correspondence 

with modern forms of digital genome analysis and editing. An historical overview of the 

technology of montage reveals new technologies challenging the definitions of art forms. 

Before the digital, at the beginnings of photography, analogue dark-room procedures where 

used to create multiple exposures or ‘combination prints’. Oscar Reijlander’s The Two Ways 

of Life 1857 (figure 41), challenged the definitions of photography, combining multiple 

negatives in an example of an “astonishingly complex and seamlessly executed combination 

print.”237 William J. Mitchell observes the combination of images in the collage form, has 

“traditionally been regarded as a subversion of the photograph because it destroys the 

normal photograph’s strict Aristotelian unities of place and time.”238  

 

Figure 41 Oscar Gustave Reijlander The Two Ways of Life 1857, Albumen print, Image size 38.5 x 72.7cm. 

 
                                                
237 William J. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era (Cambridge, Mass: MIT 
Press, 1992), 164.  The composition and moral imperative of the photograph was clearly indebted to the 
influential and almost eight-metre-long painting by Thomas Couture (1815-1879) Romans during the 
Decadence 1847. 
238 Ibid., 163.  
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However, Mitchell recognises how reviled such prints have been. The ‘trickery’ of a seamlessly 

produced montage was regarded by many of its contemporary critics as “unethically 

deceptive” and even “modernist historians have been loath to regard them as part of 

photography’s lineage.” 239 This challenging of the photographic image as the standard-bearer 

of objectivity can be seen as part of an ongoing struggle between human interventions, and 

mechanical objectivity. As Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have noted; within the field of 

scientific representations, the mechanically produced image has often required some form of 

human intervention to approach a useful objective ‘atlas.’240 

 

As digital photography and photo-editing software has prevailed, the photograph itself has 

lost the perceived association with veracity that the medium once enjoyed. We no longer take 

for granted that a photograph represents an actual witnessed event, with even documentary 

photography subject to editing of the exposure, cropping, and colour balance as a standard 

procedure in digital photographic processing. Digital technology, like Reijlander’s dark-room 

‘tricks’ before it, has transformed creative potentials, introducing hybrid forms of image 

making while simultaneously assailing ideas of certainty and sovereignty once associated with 

the photographic image. As I stated in Chapter One, Bourriaud has cited Hip-Hop music as an 

example of how digital editing technology has transformed ideas about creation and 

consumption, and the distinction between original and the reproduction.  

 

In Creative License: The Law and Culture of Digital Sampling Kembrew McLeod argues that 

the Hip-Hop D.Js of the 1970s and 1980s were the original instigators of the battles over 

                                                
239 Ibid., 164-65.  
240 For a concise history of mechanical objectivity within scientific imagery see:  Daston and Galison. 
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intellectual property that are currently the norm, however it was the advent of the digital 

revolution which enabled the comprehensive use of recombinant technologies.241 As biotech 

companies attempt to legally protect various forms of genetically edited life, and to patent 

treatments based on genetic discoveries, new legal battles are being waged with profound 

implications for the health and well-being of the human population. The tools of digital editing 

have simultaneously democratised creative potentials and led to the imposition of litigious 

safe guarding of intellectual property. McLeod notes that early seminal Hip-Hop albums such 

as the Beastie Boys’ Paul’s Boutique, and Public Enemy’s Fear of a Black Planet, would be 

infeasible to create today due to the copyright licensing fees for the samples they contain.242 

Science, like the creative arts, builds on the ideas and discoveries of those who have gone 

before, and the potential ownership of these ideas and discoveries, needs to be balanced with 

a freedom to create. 

 

The centrality of digital montaging to my current practice has allowed me to consider some 

of the implications of the appropriated, and recombined image. The editing of visual images 

proves a powerful analogy for the editing of biological organisms and can be used to prompt 

questions about the ideologies of ownership surrounding biological discoveries and raise 

questions about viewing the body through highly abstracted systems. However, the prospect 

of an unregulated field of biological ‘sampling’ and ‘remixing’ is of course terrifying. When life 

forms including humans are the subject of these forms of explorations, the potential for 

transformative discoveries and appalling misfortunes are summoned.  

 

                                                
241 Kembrew McLeod and Peter DiCola, Creative License: The Law and Culture of Digital Sampling (Durham 
[NC]: Duke University Press, 2011), 6.  
242 Ibid., 14.  
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The significant differences between the outcomes in genetic research and creative research, 

do however share some notable parallels. The control of artistic intellectual property can be 

used to shape what forms of creative output or academic research is permitted, and as such 

can become an instrument of cultural control. McLeod citing Michael Heller’s The Gridlock 

Economy recounts how the need to “licence patented genes” has stalled the development of 

Alzheimer’s treatments.243 Heller states “we recognize that digital sampling and drug 

manufacturing are on two very different planes of social importance, but the legal and 

bureaucratic pressures of licensing cause analogous problems in both areas.” During the 

writing of this paper I have encountered large art museums that claim licensing fees for the 

academic non-commercial use of photographs of historic photographs, which they hold in 

their collections.244 The Rauschenberg Foundation alerted me to the fact that the Museum of 

Modern Art ‘owns’ the copyright to particular photographs of a series of Rauschenberg 

solvent release prints.245 The prints are constructed of appropriated imagery themselves, 

images that Rauschenberg had taken from newspapers in the 1960s. While the licensing fees 

for non-commercial academic use are relatively small, the bureaucracy of licensing is 

managed by Scala which controls copyright for many of the large international museums and 

requires all users to sign contracts that agree to the billing of one hundred thousand Euros in 

the event of an incorrect accreditation.246 

 

                                                
243 Michael Heller cited in: ibid., 13.  
244 This is true of some of Atget’s photography, with many museums inferring they own the copyright of the 
photograph of the photograph, a practice which Griffith University’s Information Policy Officer described to 
me as difficult to defend. 
245 The Rauschenberg Foundation itself is extremely helpful with promoting academic pursuits and granting 
permission to use the artwork of Rauschenberg. 
246 For a complete list of museums see: "Main Museums: Scala Archives ", Scala, 
http://www.scalarchives.com/web/musei.asp. 



 

 

 

96 

In my practice, the process of locating images for recombination, has been tempered with an 

awareness of copyrights and intellectual property rights. I have found the image editing tool 

of Photoshop, and the printing methods I have employed, to be potent methodologies for 

generating images that challenge ideas about ownership and address the use of editing 

technologies across biology as well as the visual arts. Adopting some of the ‘pre-press’ 

methodologies of commercial printing, such as the four-colour process separation technique, 

the application of half tone dot screens for screen-printing, and the use of the parallel-lift 

machine has enabled large works to be generated that would be otherwise impossible.  

When developing new compositions, I have often used large screen-printed works as a 

primary studio methodology. The ability to print the works in sections gives me time to 

consider the next addition to any forming composition. Successful combinations of imagery 

can then be used to inform other methods of printmaking such as photo-polymer intaglio. 

The large screen-prints present technical challenges such as the choice of ink for particular 

substrates, the scale of imagery used, and the size of half tone dot used. The scale of the 

works must be considered in the production of the screens, due to the size limitations of 

available screens and the screen exposure unit. The creation of these works, despite the 

technical challenges is often the most rewarding in terms of image juxtapositions. 
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Figure 42  Seed 2015, Screen-print and acrylic on canvas, 160 x 180 cm. 

 

Figure 42, Seed, a large screen-printed work uses an image of the angel Gabriel taken from a 

Fra Angelico painting Annunciation (1433-1434).  

 
The work was produced early in my candidature and also explores the use of genesis imagery 

as a potential analogy of the genetic. The original Fra Angelico painting features text 

emanating from the mouth of the angel, symbolising the moment of the annunciation. The 

annunciation story connects ideas about the creation of life and language, and the imagery 

used to depict the story can also reveal the connection between text and life. The symbol of 
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the angel also connotes ideas about divine intervention in human biology, a useful analogy 

for the advances in biotechnology. 

 

Figure 43 New Edens 2015, Acrylic on canvas, 100 x 180cm. 

 

In New Edens (figure 43) the use of genesis imagery is juxtaposed with another of Atget’s 

photographs. The staircase is reminiscent of the double helix structure of DNA, but I was 

perhaps more moved to use this image by the sense of melancholy that I experienced when 

viewing it. As I will examine in more depth later in this Chapter, the imagery of Eve evokes the 

genesis rhetoric of the genetic sciences. Here the Lucas Cranach the Elder image of Adam and 

Eve about to eat the apple from the forbidden tree has connotations of humans turning from 

their biological destiny, and of gaining powerful knowledge. The gold acrylic paint used 

throughout many of these early works is thematically linked to the choice of metallic 

substrates in subsequent works. 
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Figure 44 Dupe 2016, In studio. 

In figure 44 an early iteration of Dupe can be seen in the studio. The scale of the works allowed 

an immersive experience when reflecting on their progress. Experiencing the images printed 

on the substrates also allowed for a more sympathetic development of imagery. After having 

worked with metallic acrylic paint on some of the earlier screen-printed canvases, I started to 

experiment with various metallic and reflective surfaces. DNA is a mirror-like molecule, with 

each side of the double helix structure a chemical ‘reflection’ of the other. The act of viewing 

the genome is also analogous to viewing a reflection, and the highly synthetic appearance of 

the materials chosen have strong affinities with science and technology. 
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Figure 45 Portion 2 2016, Screen-print on mirror, 20 x 20 cm. 

 

 
 

Figure 46 Portion 2 2016, Screen-print on mirror, installation view. 

The first materials I experimented with were acrylic mirror tiles (figures 45, 46). The ink I used 

was ‘Papersolve Matt ST01’ a solvent based ink designed for printing on paper. Previous 



 

 

 

101 

experimenting with this ink led me to discover that it adhered extremely well to a variety of 

non-porous substrates.  

 

Figure 47 Printing with hinged screen. 

The early prints from this series of works utilised simple screen-printing hinges to hold the 

screen for printing (figure 47), and the positives for creating the screen were printed using an 

ink-jet computer printer on to overhead projector transparency sheets. Larger prints were 

created by tiling A3 sheets of the OHP transparencies together for exposing the screen. This 

method relied on the ability of the ink-jet printer to print each positive to an accurate scale, 

and a labour-intensive technique of cutting and joining the separate sheets. During the 

creation of the large screen-prints on silver insulation foil the positives were initially printed 

on to drafting film at a commercial printer. This technique has proven to be successful for any 

large print where the dot screen used is not too fine. The increased opacity of the 

transparency requires an extended exposure time when creating the actual screen-printing 
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screen in the darkroom and is not suitable for very fine dots. The positives were typically 

printed in a horizontal tiled array that would slightly overlap, allowing an image larger than 

the width of the largest screen to be created from multiple prints.247  

 

Figure 48 Printing with Parallel Lift Machine. 

 

During this time, I also started to use the Parallel Lift screen-printing machine located in the 

QCA print studios (figures 48, 49). The machine holds one screen over a vacuum bed and the 

screen can be lifted using pneumatic arms away from the print bed, enabling the placing and 

removal of the substrate to be printed on. The use of the drafting film positives, and the 

                                                

247 I had previously used similar machines in the commercial screen-printing industry but had 
not used the QCA’s machine before. In fact, no one at QCA had used the machine for several 
years, requiring me to perform some maintenance for it to be operational. 
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parallel lift machine required a different set of skills to be developed, but ultimately made the 

process of printing larger works much more manageable and consistent. The major benefit of 

the parallel lift machine is the squeegee arm which enables a larger squeegee to be drawn 

across a larger screen, a process that is extremely difficult with hand printing and simple 

hinges. 

 

Figure 49 Printing with Parallel Lift machine. 

Two slightly different processes were used when creating the larger works on the foil 

insulation. These processes were developed over the preceding years. The first, and the most 

used, was to identify an image and then print it on the foil. This printed image was then 

photographed and used in a series of ‘mock-ups’ to explore the next stages of the final image 

creation. In the case of Oxidation (Figures. 50, 51) the image of the crow was printed first. 

The image comes from a series of photographs I had taken of crows. The image also combines 

one of my photographs of barbed-wire, and images of human chromosomes taken from a 
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medical text book. The process of combining images in Photoshop has led me to produce up 

to 40 variations of an image.  In the work Oxidation (figure 51) a heraldic shield motif is also 

used. The ideas of heraldry seemed to be an interesting parallel to genetic functioning. A 

family’s crest was passed down from generation to generation and could be added to 

signifying changes in the lives of the bearer. 

The second process was to plan out the entire print before making the screens. The major 

difference between these two processes is the nature of response to the first image.   

 

Figure 50 Oxidation 2016, Working mock-ups, Digital images, Dimensions variable. 
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Figure 51 Oxidation 2016, Screen-print on insulation foil, 135 x 266 cm. 

 

 

By printing only one image on the chosen substrate I have the opportunity to respond to the 

images relationship to the material it is printed on, make decisions about the scale of the final 

print, and enforce a space of time and effort in-between the image selections. This technique 

feels like painting, when the canvas is considered from different angles, before deciding what 

needs to be added.  Not all prints can be created in this way, such as multi-colour works on 

paper. When creating the images for multi-colour works on paper I will spend more time 

experimenting with the final combinations or form of the image and producing different 

possible colour variations.  

The silver insulation foil is a fragile and imperfect substrate. The foil creases easily, and the 

ink does not adhere to the foil well enough to withstand much bending of the foil. However, 



 

 

 

106 

the overall appearance of the matt black ink on the silvery surface was successful, and so I 

used the foil for a series of works. I wanted all of the work for the exhibition I was planning in 

2016 to be closely related.  The idea of using silver and reflective substrates as a linking device 

occurred early, and I was able to experiment with a number of substrates. Before using the 

mirror tiles and the insulation foil I had also experimented with foiled cardboard bought at a 

recycling centre, Reverse Garbage, (figures 52, 53) these two prints are rejected misprints 

from the series. Two of the more successful works were exhibited in July 2016 at the Griffith 

University Print Making Exhibition si-NEK-da-kee. However, the recycled foiled cardboard was 

only available in relatively small sections and was in less than pristine condition when 

purchased. The works feature sections of my own genome printed as text and photographs I 

had made at Versailles. These works proved to be important in reflecting on my process of 

production.  While I experimented with different substrates and techniques, I held in my mind 

a vision of what I wanted the completed works to look like when exhibited as a group. 

 

Figure 52 Rejected prints from series 2016, Each 110 x 34 cm print area. 
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Figure 53 Rejected prints from series (detail) 2016, Each 110 x 34 cm print area. 

I had photographed the statuary of Versailles in 2015, aware of the importance of Eugène 

Atget’s work up to that point in my practice. I had used Atget’s photographs of Versailles and 

St. Cloud statuary in a number of large screen-prints on canvas (figs. 54, 55). 

 

Figure 54 Babel 2015, Screen-print on canvas, 100 x 180 cm. 
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Figure 55 Diogenes 2015, Screen-print on canvas, 180 x 100 cm. 

 

Figure 56 Screen-prints on Canson metallic stock, each 65 x 50 cm. 
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I had also produced a series of prints on Canson Silvered card using the ‘Papersolve Matt 

ST01’. Again, works featured personal photography of classical sculptures from Versailles, 

reminiscent of Eugène Atget’s work (figure 56). These images when critiqued with my 

supervisor Bill Platz were thought to be less successful than the larger works on the insulation 

foil. The main points of the criticism from Bill was that these two images were more ‘poster-

like’ in their design and that the combination of classical sculpture images with science images 

was over-used in the science/art genre. The overall effect was less interesting than some of 

the more successful larger images and so I concentrated my efforts into the large foil prints 

prior to the September 2016 exhibition Disembodied held at the Webb Centre Gallery at QCA. 

 

Figure 57 Mercury 2016, Screen-print on foil Insulation, 135 x 260 cm. 

 
The work Mercury (figure 57) is an example of how the choice of imagery responds to the 

silver foil substrate. The original photograph of the Mercury astronauts from NASA depicted 
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the astronaut’s suits, which appeared to be made of a metallic foil material very similar in 

appearance to the foil insulation. The name of the early NASA missions ‘Mercury’ also 

references the silvery appearance of the substrate. The other photograph in the image is 

taken from a photograph of the Queen of the Night Relief which I made in the British Museum 

in 2015. The large terra-cotta tile previously known as the Burney Relief was found in southern 

Iraq, and made between 1800 and 1750 BCE.248 There is some speculation that the plaque 

depicts Ishtar goddess of sexual love and war, however as Dominique Collon states “the 

goddess on the Queen of the Night relief will have to join the long procession of unidentified 

Mesopotamian deities.”249 The image was created with three large screen-prints, one for the 

Ishtar image and two for the astronauts. 

In this work, the image of Ishtar was the first image printed on the insulation foil. This was 

then photographed, and a number of images were trialled in Photoshop mock-ups to arrive 

at a resolution. The process of trialling images is intuitive, often I am only aware of what shape 

the image should be, and then have to examine what effect a new image creates when 

combined with the existing image. With Mercury not only did the image have a strong 

relationship with the material of the substrate, but also the shapes of the astronauts’ helmets 

visually rhymed with the hands of Ishtar, and the taloned feet of the sculpture rhymes with 

the gloved hands of the astronauts. The rhythm of the two images worked well together. The 

recombined image created a tension stemming from the two extremes of time depicted, from 

ancient Mesopotamia to the Space age. Ideas about adulation and superhuman achievement 

such as flight are also triggered by the combination of images. The NASA imagery also depicts 

                                                
248 John Reeve, The British Museum Visitors Guide World Religions (The British Museum Press, 2006), 16.  
 
249 Dominique Collon, The Queen of the Night (England;United Kingdom;2005), 45.  
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the astronaut Gus Grissom who was killed in a pre-launch test.   The possible readings of the 

work are of ultimate importance to the success of the combination and are considered after 

the formal qualities of the juxtaposition are fulfilled. As demonstrated here, I do attempt 

through selection and analysis to control the strata of possible readings of the amalgams of 

images, although the relationships within successful combinations is usually fairly undefined. 

While I avoid any open semiosis, I see a degree of ambiguity to be essential in these works. 

 

The Dot 

 

Figure 58 Fever 2017, Four-colour process positive separations. 
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Figure 59 Fever 2017, Positive artwork detail. 

 

The use of printmaking can be seen to have a sympathetic relationship to an exploration of 

the genetic. Ideas of the multiple and the copy are intrinsic to the techniques and outcomes. 

Sheryl Conkelton states that traditional printmaking’s place in contemporary art can be seen 

as both a “counter” and a “compliment” to the digitisation of images.250 Within printmaking 

I have found the technique of screen-printing to be particularly congenial to the themes I am 

exploring. The screens used for printing are in effect a mesh of tiny holes, with coarser 

meshed screens being incapable of holding finer details. Each screen I create is produced by 

placing a digitally produced film positive on a screen coated with photo-sensitive emulsion 

and exposing the screen in an analogue dark-room process. I have used a half tone dot-screen 

to prepare artwork for screen production in all works except the photo-polymer intaglio. The 

photo-polymer intaglio employed a different type of dot; a stochastic screen, a film positive 

of tiny random dots used to generate areas of tonality.251 The process of converting images 

                                                
250 Sheryl Conkelton in Roca, 33.  
251 For a description of the photo-polymer process see: 97. 
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to small dots to create an illusion of tone has a distinct relevance when considering the 

atomisation of the body. In all of the works, images are created by much smaller dots of ink. 

In the four-colour process separation works, the images are first split into channels 

corresponding to the four colours used in commercial printing technologies (figure 58). Then 

each of these channels is converted into individual dot screens, with differing angles to the 

arrays of dots for each colour (figure 59). The four positives are then printed with registration 

marks on to sheets of overhead projector transparency to be used in the dark room to expose 

the screens. 

 

Figure 60 Fever 2017, Screen-print on Canson paper, Edition of 36, Image size 21 x 32 cm. 

The four colour separated screens are then printed over the top of each other, producing 

the final recombined image (figure 60).  
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The knitting and crochet booklets were originally printed using offset lithography, and an 

analogue (optical) version of the pre-press process of colour separation to the one I have 

used. Because of this each of the full colour images is in fact a matrix of small coloured half-

tone dots. In order to separate these images into another colour separation and avoid moiré 

patterns in the final print, I have developed a method of preparing this type of image for re-

separation.252 

 

Figure 61 Zoom 2017, Image processing detail. 

The original photograph is scanned at a very high dpi ratio, creating a large file to work with 

in Photoshop. Any damage to the image is repaired, and then the photo is blurred manually 

using a combination of the Gaussian blur tool, and the de-sharpening filter, just enough that 

the original printed half-tone dots are imperceptible (figure 61). The required section of the 

image can then be isolated and used as a layer in a new composition. When the final 

                                                
252 For an extended description of the four-colour separation process, and moiré interference patterns see; 
Alan Pipes, Production for Graphic Designers (London: Laurence King Publishing Ltd., 2009), 81-85.  
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composition is achieved, all of the separate layers that constitute the digital collage, are 

collapsed into one layer. This layer can then be split into the four-colour process channels, 

and each channel converted to a half tone dot as described previously. If the original half-

tone dots were allowed to remain in the image a distracting interference pattern (moiré) 

would appear when the image is again converted to a half-tone dot.  

The entire process sacrifices some sharpness of the image but is preferable to moiré 

patterning. The moiré phenomenon is an optical illusion that occurs when viewing two 

patterns that are overlaid and out of alignment each other. It is a frequency that occurs as 

the result of the interference of two differing, or misaligned frequencies. Within the four-

colour printing process the frequency of the dots used in the final print has the potential to 

clash or create interference in several stages of the process. Moiré can occur in the final print 

from either the frequency of dots in the finished artwork interfering with the frequency of 

dots used by the ink-jet printer that prints the positives, or from the exposed dots of the 

image interfering with the frequency of the mesh of the screen. The size of the dots 

(frequency) used in the applied half-tone screen can control this.253 

The moiré phenomenon presents an interesting example of the limits of human perception 

when viewing complex information. Extending the metaphor for somatic atomisation that I 

have introduced; the use of visualisation software to view the human genome may be prone 

to novel forms of misperception. As Stafford states:  

                                                
253 For a comprehensive analysis of the theories of moiré phenomena see; Isaac Amidror, The Theory of the 
Moiré Phenomenon: Volume I: Periodic Layers, 2. Aufl. ed. (Springer Netherlands, 2009). 
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Forcing human cognition to become synonymous both with computational codes or 

abstruse texts and with the ability to decipher them resulted in downgrading sensory 

awareness to superficial stimuli and false perceptions.254 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
254 Stafford, Good Looking: Essays on the Virtue of Images 5.  
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Roman Divination 

 

Figure 62 Conquest 2016, Screen-print on insulation foil, 135 x 209 cm. 

The appearance of the face rendered in half-tone dots in Conquest produced unusual optical 

effects (figure 62). The image appeared to be almost three dimensional under certain lighting. 

The face is taken from photographs I made at the British museum in 2015. When I first saw 

the bust I was taken with the ability of the artist to capture a life-like representation of an 

individual. I made several photographs of the bust, sure that I would be able to use them in a 

new composition. The bust is listed in the British Museum’s online catalogue as Roman and 

from the period 30BC-10BC and is described as “marble bust of a man with a shaven head” 

(figure 63).255 

                                                
255 The British Museum, "Marble Bust of a Man with a Shaven Head.," The British Museum, 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=465552&
partId=1&searchText=marble+bust+&page=1. 
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Figure 63 Photo of Roman Portrait Bust Made in British Museum 2016. 

 
The bust has been previously listed, according to the British Museum’s online catalogue in a 

now out of print and unavailable catalogue of Greek and Roman sculpture.256 Similar realistic 

portrait busts are known to have been made throughout the Late Republic with an example 

also excavated at Pompeii.257 

 

                                                
256 F. N. Pryce A. H. Smith, A Catalogue of Sculpture in the Department of Greek and Roman Antiquities, British 
Museum 3vols., vol. Vol 1,2,3 (London: The British Museum, 1892-1928). 
257 Amanda Claridge John Ward-Perkins, "Pompeii: Ad 79," ed. National Gallery of Australia (Sydney, Australia: 
Australian Gallery Directors Council Ltd., 1980), 17.  
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The use of this photograph in my work led to an examination of possible correspondences 

between the interpretation of these ancient markers of identity in such artefacts in Roman 

culture and the place DNA and genetics now holds within biology. The Romans were 

profoundly reverent towards their ancestors, honouring them with busts and statuary. 

Festivals such as the Parentalia and the Lemuria were held annually in which the ancestors of 

families were worshiped.258 The cult of ancestry in ancient Rome parallels the modern 

prevalence for DNA ancestry tests. Paul Zanker states “It was always an old tradition among 

the Roman aristocracy to trace one’s family back to Greek gods or heroes.”259 Such a 

phenomenon is found in modern day commercial DNA testing in which the subject is enticed 

with the possibility of finding an important historic relative. The identity of a Roman was 

strongly attached to his or her lineage, portrait busts of ancestors were created using wax 

casting techniques, as well as marble and were present in household shrines and at funerary 

monuments.260 

 

 The association with Roman culture is continued when the Muybridge photo of elephants 

(figure 64) is combined with the bust. The depiction of an elephant trampling a serpent on 

Julius Caesar’s elephant denarius coin has been described by Debra L. Nousek as “a statement 

of Caesar’s confidence in both his political and military strength.”261 The use of elephants in 

Roman battles is also documented, with Pompey famously recorded as “attempting to drive 

                                                
258 R. M. Ogilvie, The Romans and Their Gods in the Age of Augustus (London: Chatto & Windus, 1969), 75.  
259 Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus (Michigan U.S.A.: University of Michigin Press, 
1990), 44.  
260 Ibid., 164.  
261 Debra L. Nousek, "Turning Points in Roman History: The Case of Caesar's Elephant Denarius," Phoenix 62, 
no. 3/4 (2008): 305.  
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his elephant-drawn chariot through the gates of Rome” upon returning from victory (the 

elephants famously would not fit inside the gates).262 

 

Figure 64 Eadweard Muybridge Animal Locomotion: Plate 733 (Elephant Walking), 1887 Collotype print, 20.3 × 38.1 cm. 

The connotations with conquest and hubris are then associated with the genetic by the 

inclusion of a small section of letters taken from my genome sequence. The ATGC letters have 

a strong association with DNA. As the biological sciences rush to sequence the genomes of 

every living organism, there is a new conquest occurring, one which attempts to visualise and 

record all life as strings of molecules. Ideas about conquest are present from the beginning of 

the biological sciences. Claude Bernard, pioneering biologist, founder of the discipline of 

                                                
262 Ibid., 301.  
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physiology and Chair of the Department of Medicine at the Collège de France, “unabashedly 

defined nature as an enemy to be conquered”.263 Now the conquest of nature powered by 

the promise of enormous profits for corporations has a new motivation for the collection and 

‘ownership’ of data. Nicholas Rose states:  

A number of authors have suggested that we are witnessing a whole-scale 
geneticization of identity with the consequent reduction of the human subject to a 
mere expression of their genetic complement.264 

 

The use of Muybridge’s photography here is also significant. Muybridge’s work was 

introduced to the world under the auspices of such journals as The Scientific American and 

can be read as a visual analogy of science’s drive to quantify and quantise.265 The continuous 

movement of animals is understood through reducing the movement to steps in a sequence. 

The elephant itself, both dangerous and endangered was obviously a captive animal.266 It is 

not difficult to feel sympathy for this animal, and I find the image imbued with ideas of 

colonisation, captivity and wretchedness. I have mentioned previously Cartwright’s 

contestation that photography such as Muybridge’s played an important role in aligning 

graphic depictions of biology with a “cultural agenda of disciplining and regulating bodies”.267  

                                                
263 Sheila M. Rothman and David J. Rothman, The Pursuit of Perfection: The Promise and Perils of Medical 
Enhancement, 1st ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 2003), 4.  
264 Rose, 109.  
265 Scharf, 359. Etienne-Jules Marey photographed an elephant’s gait several years after Muybridge but 
included markings on the animal’s joints to provide more information, see; Oliver Sacks, "Early Work on 
Elephant Gait Not to Be Forgotten," Nature 423, no. 6937 (2003). 
266 The elephant was most likely from the Philadelphia Municipal Zoo, Eadweard Muybridge the Human and 
Animal Locomotion Photographs,  (Taschen, 2016), 19.  
267 See 61: Cartwright, 29.  
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Figure 65 Portion 2016, Laser-cut woodblock print on Hahnemühle paper, Image size 41.5 x 29 cm. 
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Another facet of ancient Roman beliefs that I found to be a useful in creating analogical 

associations, is that of augurs and divination. In Portion (figure 65) the idea of fate is 

introduced by the title, which is an archaic word for destiny. The title also alludes to the 

reductive nature of visualising the body as DNA. The gel-electrophoresis imagery is again 

present as is another of my photographs of the same bust referred to earlier.  

 

Figure 66 Laser Wood-cut Block prior to printing. 
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The ancient Roman’s faith in divination rested on the belief that it was possible to 

communicate with gods.268 To learn what the gods had planned for you was possible through 

the observance of natural phenomena such as the flight of birds, or the sacrifice of animals 

and the examination of their entrails.269 Augurs were distinguished public figures, thought to 

be able to predict the future by reading natural signs.270 The idea of predicting the future of 

an individual seemed a useful critical analogy for the examination of an individual’s genome. 

With the currently available testing of human genomes, certain sites on the genome or 

‘genes’ have been firmly linked to the occurrence of disease, such as cystic fibrosis and 

Huntington’s disease.271 These Mendelian (or inheritable) diseases only effect the one specific 

site on the genome and such successful locations are extremely rare. However, most other 

diseases have much looser associations with sections of the genome. Dr Sam Berkovic a 

genetic researcher at the University of Melbourne has studied families with histories of 

epilepsy for 20 years. Almost all cases demonstrate that a different gene is responsible, he 

states “The only thing we can be sure about is heterogeneity; different genes can contribute 

to the same disease.”272 

If the body can be seen as an ‘archive’ then it is far from legible to us. To base decisions about 

the body, and its health, on the presence of variations in the genome is akin to trying to 

predict the future from a flock of birds. 

The process of creating the wood-block was my first experience with laser etching and was 

taught to me by Joseph Scheerer in 2016. The technique of laser cutting the wood block also 

                                                
268 Ogilvie, 53-69.  
269 The word auspices stems from the Latin auspicia literally meaning bird watching, ibid., 56.  
270 Ibid.  
271 Finkel, 89.  
272 Sam Berkovic cited in ibid., 114.  
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uses a stochastic dot pattern. The areas that are to remain white are burnt from the wood, 

leaving the black areas of the image, and dots representing tone, as the original wood surface 

(figure 66). When the ink is applied with a roller to the block the burnt areas remain 

untouched by ink. The printing is then carried out in a more traditional fashion. The technique 

has potential for further exploration within my practice. The results blend the natural surface 

texture of the wood, and the artificial qualities of a digital, photo-like image.  

 

Figure 67 Descent 2017, Screen-print on vinyl, 137 x 285 cm. 
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Figure 68 Descent 2017, (detail) Screen-print on vinyl. 

 

 

In figure 67, Descent, a large screen-printed work on vinyl, the motif of a Roman coin is used. 

The profile on the coin is rhymed with the profile on the right, which is taken from a knitting 

patterns booklet. Imagery from gel-electrophoresis and a knitting pattern is also used. The 

repetition of the ancient Roman coin’s shape is sustained in the circular hat the model wears.  
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The image makes connections between the vintage aspirational images and the ancient coin, 

and between the genetic connotations of the scientific imagery and the knitting patterns. The 

gel-electrophoresis image is echoed in the texture of the model’s cardigan, and the silver coin 

is repeated in both the colour and circular embossing on the vinyl substrate. The coin is both 

a symbol of currency, of power, and is an example of mass-produced propaganda. The coin is 

an Octavian silver denarius from before 31 BCE. The reverses of these Octavian silver denarii 

were printed with various goddesses including Pax, Venus, and Victoria.273 The coin is a print, 

with “seriality, multiplicity and dissemination.”274 However unlike the democratising qualities 

of printed paper, the embossed coin speaks of the power of the state. Here the Roman coin, 

as elsewhere in my work quotes the imagery from a collapsed empire that witnessed its 

leaders declare themselves gods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
273 Zanker, 54.  
274 "The Graphic Unconscious," ed. Philagrafika (Philadelphia: Philagrafika), 23.  
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Photo-polymer 

 

Figure 69 Cloud Dweller 2015, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle paper, Image size 24 x 15 cm. 

 
The use of photo-printing techniques such as photo-polymer intaglio is a sympathetic 

methodology when using the visual arts to explore the analysis of the genome. As Judith Roof 

states, DNA’s replication utilising RNA corresponds more closely to photography, than to 

other analogies it is usually associated with, the RNA performs the role of a photographic 
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negative in this analogy.275 This analogy is continued with the concept of printmaking more 

generally, the matrix and the substrate, the matrix holding the ink that is to be impressed on 

the substrate.  

 

The photo-polymer intaglio process uses steel backed plates coated with a photo-sensitive 

polymer. Variations of the process have been referred to as ‘solar-plate printing’ and as 

‘photogravure.’276  I was introduced to the process by Philadelphia based artist Richard Hricko 

who was a visiting artist at QCA in 2014 and have adopted the term ‘photo-polymer intaglio’ 

he uses to describe the process.  Currently I am using ‘Jet’ brand photo-polymer plates that 

have been developed for use in the commercial printing industry. The plates are exposed in 

a darkroom using film positive transparencies and then are ‘developed’ in water. The 

technique of photo-polymer intaglio as mentioned previously relies on the use of a stochastic 

screen to render areas of tone. The stochastic screen is a film positive comprised of hundreds 

of thousands of minute dots printed on a film transparency. This screen is first exposed onto 

the plate, so as to render an all-over pattern of minute random dots. Then the desired image 

is added in a separate exposure over the stochastic dots. Areas of darker tone in the image 

positive, shield the already exposed areas of stochastic dot, enabling them to be rendered in 

a similar way to aquatinting in traditional etching. Lighter areas of the image, re-expose areas 

that had previously received the stochastic dot pattern, preventing areas of tone from 

forming. The process requires a high degree of technical accuracy in the darkroom with 

careful attention to exposure times and water temperature. The process also requires a 

                                                
275 Roof, 87.  
276 For a comprehensive guide to the process see; Scott Barnes, Making Photogravures with Polymer Plates 
(USA: Art and Water Editions, 2013). 
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degree of image processing work in Photoshop, applying a compensatory curve and 

optimising the image prior to printing. 

 

Figure 70 Vacuum Table used in exposing Photo-polymer plates. 

The film positives are lightly dusted with talc to avoid sticking to the polymer surface and are 

placed in a vacuum table in the darkroom (figure 70) to ensure that they are tightly held 

against the photo-sensitive surface. An advantage to the process is that there are no 

chemicals required to process the plate, the surface of the plate is ‘etched’ in a tray of water 

with light brushing.  
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Figure 71 Tray of water showing magnetic sheet and thermometer. 

The steel plate is held in place in the tray with a magnetised vinyl sheet that is fixed to the 

bottom of the tray (figure 71). After the plate is brushed in the water tray, it must be heated 

for at least 15 minutes, and re-exposed to U.V. light to harden the polymer prior to printing. 

The entire exposure process must be performed in U.V. safe dark-rooms. A particularly critical 

facet of the exposure process is the quantity of U.V. radiation received by the plate. This can 

be measured in both units of light and in exposure time trials.277  

                                                
277 Ibid., 79-101.  
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Figure 72 Wiping the Photo-polymer plate. 

When the plate is cured, the printing process is very similar to printing a copper plate 

aquatint. Etching ink is spread across the surface of the plate to fill the ‘bitten’ areas and then 

is wiped back to reveal the lighter areas (figure 72). The plate is then positioned on the press 

bed, (figure 73) paper is positioned on top of the plate, and it is then run through the press. 

The most responsive inks contain finely ground pigments that would also be suitable for 

traditional metal plate aquatints, such as Charbonnel. The drying time is therefore the same 

as a traditional intaglio print (figure 74). 
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Figure 73 Polymer plate positioned on Intaglio Press. 

 

 

 

Figure 74 Print on Drying Rack. 
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Figure 75 Mercury 2016, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle paper, Image size 13 x 17 cm. 

 

Figure 75 shows a photo-polymer print Mercury that features imagery previously used in the 

large screen-printed work of the same title. The large screen-printed works were often used 

to generate new imagery that was then taken into other forms of printmaking. Photo-polymer 

plate production can benefit from the experimental image combinations I tend to develop in 

the larger screen-printed works. Since the ability to construct imagery from multiple plates in 

photo-polymer work is problematic, I prefer to develop the image in its entirety before 

commencing plate production.  
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Another thread within my work was the use of phosphorescent inks. This experimentation 

led to several large canvases screen-printed with mixtures of phosphorescent inks and 

powders suspended in mediums. 

 

The large canvases were less successful, however a few of the works on paper were more 

resolved. The use of phosphorescent grounds which were then printed over with the photo-

polymer intaglio process (figures 76, 77 ). The use of bioluminescence as a marker in early 

genetic research inspired this line of experimentation. The work Bioluminescence (figure 76) 

Figure 76 Bioluminescence 2015, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle paper, Screen-printed with phosphorescent ink, 
Image size 15.5 x 13 cm. 
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was exhibited at the Centre for Fine Print Research in Bristol in 2016 as part of the Inflections 

exhibition, and the work Transcription (figure 77) was editioned for the graduating Bachelor 

of Fine Art Printmaking students’ folio box in 2016. Transcription uses photography of my 

face, combined with imagery from genetic text books, screen capture from viewing my own 

genome on a web browser, and personal photography of clouds. 

 

Figure 77 Transcription 2016, Photo-polymer intaglio on Canson paper, Screen-printed with phosphorescent ink, Shown in 
folio box, Image size 26 x 20 cm. 
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Anthropomorphism and the Biblical 

The work I have created using the photo-polymer process contains a referencing of 

photographic history. The inclusion of adapted photographic elements from Atget and 

Muybridge provided empathetic elements to the photo-polymer technique.  

 

Figure 78 The Watcher 2015, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle paper, Image size, 20 x 16 cm. 

The Watcher (Figure 78) an early photo-polymer work incorporates a Eugène Atget 

photograph and elements from genetic biology text-books. The use of the statuary image 

here as in figures 54 and 55, connotes ideas about the ownership of ideas and the conquest 

of the natural world. The gardens of Versailles can easily be read as a tribute to the conquests 
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of France and the French Monarchy. The great canal in the central position between Versailles 

and Trianon “calls to mind the conquest of the world,” and “the discovery of exotic 

landscapes.”278 When I visited the gardens of Versailles and Trianon I was struck by an 

arrangement of sculpted marble busts in the Amphithéâtre a semi-circular arrangement 

around a fountain. Busts in the arrangement feature copies of an ancient sculptures and some 

feature continents in anthropomorphic forms (figure 79). 

 

Figure 79 Africa Versailles statuary. 

                                                
278 Mariage and Bruant, 13.  
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While the sculpted human forms at Versailles speak of the power of conquest and ownership, 

Atget’s photography casts a different light upon the subjects. Previously I have mentioned 

Benjamin’s observation that Atget’s photography represented an “emancipation of object 

from aura”, something that is inherent in the mechanically reproducible process of the 

pioneering photographers but can also be seen in Atget’s choice of subject and composition 

(figure 80). Within the depiction of often-neglected grounds, and spaces devoid of people is 

an acknowledgement of the passing of the French Monarchy and its powers. The democratic 

nature of the printed photograph is a sympathetic medium for the depiction of this complex 

and brooding place and its invoking of dominating powers that have fallen. 

 

Figure 80 Eugène Atget Versailles, Coin de Parc (Diogenes Statue) 1901-1906, Albumen print, 17.8 × 21.9 cm. 
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Other early photo-polymer work incorporates elements of my own photography, and Genesis 

imagery. 

 

Figure 81 Eve 2015, Photo-polymer intaglio on Hahnemühle paper, Image size 20 x 16 cm. 

In figure 81 the image of Eve has been appropriated from a 1528 painting by Lucas Cranach 

the Elder. The symbol of Eve has been an “excellent resource for specialized culture to use in 

speaking to popular culture.”279 The symbol of Eve has been summoned many times by the 

biological sciences. The Critical Art Ensemble states all that is known about the individual 

                                                
279 Critical Art Ensemble, The Molecular Invasion, (Brooklyn, New York: Autonomedia, 2002), 
<http://www.critical-art.net/books.html>. 47.  
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whose DNA was the focus of the Human Genome Project, is that she is a woman from Buffalo, 

New York: “She is the Eve of the second genesis.”280 Images of Adam and Eve also connote 

reproducibility; they are as Catherine Waldby states “original figures in an infinite 

sequence.”281 The image of Eve conjures the notion of motherhood, of parenthood, Eve being 

the original mother in genesis rhetoric. This “traditional narrative of reproduction” found 

throughout genetic discourse is criticised by Roof as “perpetuating fading systems of the 

patriarchal family.”282 The schematic heredity diagram on the middle right represents the 

traditional family unit of male and female parents of male and female siblings. The ability to 

create children with DNA from three or more parents is already a process in use that has 

recently been legislated in the U.K.283 Such possibilities threaten hetero-normative 

conceptions of the family unit, and as if in response to this threat, metaphors of 

anthropomorphism and genesis rhetoric still abound in genetic discourse.284 

 

In figure 81 the family tree diagrams appropriated from a textbook on heredity, rhyme with 

the tree branch Eve holds, and recall the tree of knowledge from genesis rhetoric. The 

imagery of clouds is taken from a photograph I made out of the window of an aircraft and 

appears elsewhere in my prints. Here the images recall two modes of thought displaced by 

the genetic sciences: the biblical and the Mendelian.285 Despite this displacement, genesis 

imagery and anthropomorphism are still powerful factors retained in the metaphors and 

visual analogies used to describe DNA.  

                                                
280 Ibid., 49.  
281 Waldby, 133.  
282 Roof, 90. 
283 James Gallagher, "Mps Say Yes to Three-Person Babies," BBC News website, 
<http://www.bbc.com/news/health-31069173>. 
284 See Roof, 115-64. for an analysis of anthropomorphism and its ideological drives in genetic discourse. 
285 For a brief description of Mendel’s contributions see: Finkel, 2-3.  
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Figure 82 New Edens, Underworld, and Seed 2016, installation view, Largesse exhibition, Pop Gallery. 
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Conclusion 

The unfathomable depths of my genetic origins and potentially resolved mysteries of my 

future health are experienced through my own genome on a computer screen. I am 

enthralled and disturbed knowing that this analysis could predict disease or reveal an early 

death. This has fascinating potential for future artistic research and is an opportunity to 

further the conscious use of artistic practice as an emulation, and critical simulation, of 

scientific analysis. The artistic use of this visual source data has brought into sharp contrast 

the differences between the aesthetic generative translations of creative praxis and the 

resolutely empirical pronouncements of medical knowledge.  

Digital abstractions of the body’s DNA transform and revise the history of medical imaging. 

However, this innovation of medical images is subject to the same hazards exemplified by the 

historical attempts to counter the fragmentation of the autopsy through the pictorial 

conventions of 16th and 17th century illustrated medical texts, and the advent of optical 

technologies and their subsequent struggle to define objectivity. In Étienne-Jules Marey’s 

dream of a “wordless science”, he entrusted mechanically produced images of the body with 

a universal legibility that resisted variance in interpretation.286 Not only has this faith proven 

to be unfounded in relation to lens-based images, which are less than stable carriers of 

meaning, but the recent representation of the genome as a string of three billion letters has 

introduced a form of “wordless science” that is now wholly dependent on interpretations.287  

The potential for judgmental intervention, generalisation, ignorance and ideological bias is 

just as present in the collection, comparison, and interpretation of this potent new form of 

                                                
286 Daston and Galison,  81.  
287 Ibid.  
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data. Science is at a critical stage in the development of genetic technologies. The hubris 

associated with the ‘conquest’ of DNA, and scientists recently discovered abilities to easily 

modify it, often masks the reality that so little is understood about its function. Hopes that 

the ‘mapping’ of the Human Genome would provide a “Rosetta Stone” for the interpretation 

of all biology have been downgraded to provisions for “a basis for research”. 288 The visions 

of a comprehensive ‘code book’ of biology are mired in both the  inability to interpret the 

data generated, and the perpetual difficulties of producing an atlas of the body.289 As 

Elizabeth Finkel states, “there is no doubt we are heading for the time of complete genetic 

readouts at birth”, and it is obvious that the role of genomics will be central to all fields of 

medicine and biology.290 The prospect of ever attaining a comprehensive fluency with these 

molecules is fraught. 

The image is the most powerful catalyst of interpretation within the vastly wordless science 

of genomics. The interpretive powers of genetic scientists and artificial intelligence software 

is needed to ascribe corporeal meaning to these abstractions. The artist must insist on a role 

in mediating not only the significance of the data generated on a personal and human scale, 

but in giving context to the atomised body in these highly abstracted forms.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
288 Roof, 111.  
289 Daston and Galison. Barbara Maria Stafford has observed within the 18th century a ‘Neoclassical drive 
towards systemization and the Romantic compulsion to locate the prototype below the manifold of 
appearances’ see: Stafford, Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine, 131.   
290 Finkel, 90. 
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74 Print on Drying Rack. 
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