Dmitry Bulatov (Kaliningrad, Russia) – special programs curator of the National center for contemporary arts (Kaliningrad branch, Ministry of Culture, Russia). Organized a series of international publishing and exhibition projects of anthological character, devoted to different aspects of interdisciplinary art media (visual, lingua-acoustic, biological, etc.). He took part in international conferences on the issues of contemporary literature and art, and also delivered courses of lectures at various universities in Russia, Canada and the Netherlands. He participated in more than a hundred international art exhibitions, including: Bunker Poetico (Special Projects, 49 Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte, La Biennale di Venezia, Venezia, 2001), Ars Electronica Festival (Linz, 2002). He is a laureate of the professional reward “Recognition” in the area of literature (1998), Booker prize diploma-winner for literature (short-list, 2000), scholarship holder of the Russian Professional Literary Men Union (2001). Contact information: Art Diary International (Milano: Flash Art Books, 1999-2001). 
THE PATENT FOR LIFE
(about bio- and gene-engineering technologies in contemporary art)

Based on the experience of various revolutionary trends in the art of the 1950s – 1960s (Vienna group, Fluxus, l'International Situationiste, etc.) which focused on studying “the value frontiers of culture fostering their breaking”, we know that culture, in order to emerge again in new conditions, always has to produce something of its own alien besides its own something. Culture is ready to implement both of the mentioned two almost out of any available material. The material is or can be various manipulations with the sequence of the indicated, or reflections caused by another wave of material and technical deconstruction. The mythological matrixes, which allow to do this, are well-developed mechanisms of the reproduction of the Alien as the necessary precondition of the feeling of the Own. In other words, the strategies of production of the Alien is an extremely significant element of comprehension of the “unknown”, perhaps, one of the most important ones. With their help the mythological consciousness takes care of maintaining the frontiers as a special area between the Own and the Alien. The contemporary art as a true guard of the cultural space and a constituent part of the immune system of the cultural organism plays the most important role in maintaining these frontiers, being one of the actants of the mythological consciousness with its acute and categorical feeling of the Alien. Thus, as an option of the own alien, exploiting and adapting evaluation technologies of risks when creating bio-temporal representations of reality, appear genetic (Ars Genetica) and chimerical (Ars Chimaera) trends in the art.

Ars Genetica

In spring 1900 three botanists – a Dutchman Hugo de Vries, an Austrian Erich von Tschermak and a German Carl Correns independently of each other made a discovery which allowed to talk about the birth of the new science. The scientists discovered the regularities of features inheritance when interbreeding hybrids of various plants – the jimson weed, poppy, maize, etc. That very period is considered to be the beginning of the development of genetics – the science which studies how genes determining hereditary features are inherited.

The first artist who paid attention to the possibilities of the new aesthetic space, generated by the rapidly developing study of the transference of hereditary features from one generation to another, was Edward Steichen. Being a New York photographer, who was at the beginning of the XX century a member of the Foto-Secession, a community of artists united around the “291” gallery and the similar journal, founded by Alfred Stieglitz, Steichen also showed himself as a thorough theoretician. Summarizing the principles of the Ars Genetica in his essay of the 1949, Edward Steichen wrote: “The study of heredity, being applied to the cultivation of plants, whose aim is an aesthetic appeal to beauty, - is a creative act”. Using traditional methods of selection with help of colchicine, transforming the genetic structure of the plants, Steichen received a hybrid variety of delphiniums – the plants of the crowfoot family, that differed a lot from the existing at that time varieties. In 1936 Steichen, an artist with the reputation of a high-class photographer, having received the invitation to conduct a solo exhibition at MOMA (New York), decided to exhibit the results of his selective activities as the pieces of genetic art. “Steichen was deeply convinced that the exhibition would confirm the attitude to breeding new and improving the existing organisms as a creative artistic activity” – wrote an art critic Ronald J. Gedrim in his article dedicated to the exhibition of the 1936. However, Steichen’s hopes for the rapid development of the Ars Genetica failed to realize, at least, within the next five decades – World War II and the role that Germany played in the history of eugenics cured people of equating the words “art” and “genetics” for long.

George Gessert – an artist from the USA and the “contemporary” founder of the Ars Genetica – is one of those few artists who caught up the artistic work with the genetically modified forms of living. Knowing nothing about Steichen’s experiments with delphiniums in the 1930s-40s, Gessert had in the mid 1980s, in fact, to invent a bicycle anew. And it was quite successful, when in 1988 he showed his “Iris project” at the New Langton Arts in San Francisco. George Gessert raises his “artistic” irises following the logic of the automatic writing and “genetic shooting at the crowd indiscriminately” – crossing the varieties of different sorts, mixing them with wildings and rejecting the undesirable outcomes. In his work he is guided by the intuitive selection of the “aesthetically pleasant samples”, in which emerge the characteristic features of the raised plants: the coloration of the flowers, the height of the stem, the brightness of the leaves veins making up the pattern, etc. Gessert calls his artistic practice “genetic folk graffiti”, pointing to the possible artist’s way of interpretation of the natural laws. It is especially apparent in his “Scatter project” – a series of actions of spontaneous sowing of the “non-sanctioned” areas with the seeds of iris, received as a result of the artist’s own selective work. Quite often Gessert’s actions end up with actual scandals and the artist himself is called to account for “causing the uncontrollable growth of flowers and damaging municipal services”. Besides his favorite irises George Gessert several times showed installation projects using daffodils, coleuses and streptocarpuses, at the same time presenting them as the documentation, recording the conducted artistic activities. “My installations, - the artist writes in the catalogue of a recent exhibition, - focus on the aesthetic qualities of the living organisms grown by man, on the results of the aesthetic preferences of the evolution itself...”

Another artist, Brandon Ballengee, having handed video and computer graphics over to the mainstream, has completely concentrated since the late 1990s on breeding amphibian. His most ambitious project of the past few years, that is being realized in collaboration with a group of biologists, is an attempt to revive the nanoid Dwarf African Clawed Frog (Hymenochirus curtipes) which is at present almost on the verge of extinction.

The progressive character of a number of the contemporary practices, oriented to the development of the bio-temporal representations of reality, lies in the attempts of operating with the only significant constituent part of the continual language – the time. Comparing different time zones, the author does not only make penetrable the frontier between the imaginary and the real, the artificial and the natural, but he can also immerse the onlooker into the meditative reflection about the constructed time of the project, about the inner sensations of the time, etc. Ars Genetica in this respect offers a true media exclusiveness – the possibility for the artistic research of the deep temporal structures: of the genotype (the hereditary development program) and of the phenotype (the set of features and characteristics of the organism appearing when the genotype interacts with the environment). This very direction of research has been chosen by the American artist of Korean origin Mel Chin. Since 1990 he has been collaborating with the biochemist Rufus L. Chaney working at the project “The Revival Field” – an ecological restoration of a toxic landfill in St. Paul, Minnesota. In this project they make use of the genetically modified group of plants which, while growing, extract from the soil different compounds of heavy metals. According to Mel Chin, this processing should be performed within several years based on the given circle: sowing – growth – picking plants – their drying and burning. And although the cost of conducting such eco-restoration work can be easily compared to the costs for the chemical cleaning, very few doubts can arise with respect to the appropriateness of the choice of the environmentally clean technology. This same project, besides its obvious and fundamental functionality, allows to estimate the shades of the artist’s play in assuming and overcoming the frontiers of the artificial and the natural. A human being, who is traditionally considered as having a dominating role regarding the environment and who has become a symbol of the constant threat to the nature, brings forward a plant (something natural) and, making it less natural through genetic manipulations, finally makes the environment look more natural...

Chimerical idea 

The sensational discovery of the DNA molecule’s structure in 1953 by the physicist Francis Crick and the biochemist James Watson, which probably became the most important milestone not only in the development of genetics, but of a number of “adjoining sciences”, as well as numerous developments of different groups of scientists, called into being a great flux of studies into the molecular basis of heredity. The discovery of the double spiral of the DNA and acquisition of the indisputable evidence in favor that the DNA serves as genetic material of the organism brought the solid empirical basis for Darwin’s evolution theory and Mendel’s theory of heredity. The molecular biology emerged and took its shape, and within less than twenty years scientists approached the possibilities of genetic engineering, i.e. the methods of affecting the cell with the aim of acquiring the required genetic information. Thus, the researchers found the way of direct change of the specific qualities and characteristics of the living organisms in the required direction, including penetration through the interspecific reproductive barriers. 

Spreading of any high technology from the stage of its specific functional application to the point when it grows over the frontiers of its semantic field and is given representational meanings requires certain time. In the case of genetic engineering it took, at least, twenty years in order to, on the one hand, focus its own research and practical tools, and, on the other hand, to act as an object of aesthetization – one of the indispensable conditions of its further social adaptation. By the mid 1990s, in the new social and economic conditions of culture globalization and total informatization of the society, the gene-engineering technologies got finally established as a service function and, consequently, became available to those artists who realized the necessity of extending their authorities. Thus, on the contemporary artistic scene emerged a new trend that can realistically be called revolutional, judging by the aims set before it – Ars Chimaera or the art of chimeras. Ars Chimaera is the title given to the field of artistic activity connected with the purposeful construction of the new, not existing in natural conditions combinations of genes, allowing to acquire organisms with the heritable given aesthetic characteristics. This field of activities is based on the possibilities of using a number of genetic and biochemical methods in the contemporary artistic practice, among which can be named the following: neogenesis (correction of genetic code with the aim to use in the organism construction those amino acids which exist in the nature but which have never been used by the terrestrial forms of life), degenesis (exclusion – knocking out – of the genes or genetic structures of the organism with the aim to acquire new characteristics of the organism) and transgenesis (removal of genes or genetic structures from the cells of the organism and their implantation into the cells of other organisms).

The first artistic project of the chimerical character was realized in 1996 by the American artist Joe Davis. Davis causes changes in the living organism on the genetic level, but unlike his predecessors he uses the method of transgenesis. Working in collaboration with the group of bioengineers from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the artist made an attempt of structural implantation into the cell of the bacteria Escherichia coli – shortly E. Coli – which is a permanent inhabitant of the human’s intestines and at the same time being a classical object for experiments in the field of microbiology. His project, which was called “Microvenus”, focuses on the direct insertion of the artistic text-message – that was previously encoded into the nucleotide sequence of the DNA – into the bacterial genome. According to the artist’s idea, as a result of this act all the subsequent generations of bacteria will always bear the trace of the human word which, in its turn, can drastically change the qualities of these organisms. But this mark of the artist’s consciousness will only exist if the nature perceives this text, adapts (or corrects) it and lets it exist. Besides the apparent artistic values, Joe Davis’s project also raises the issue of the material information bearer and its physical technology which can become the reason for the development of the new area of research and which earlier, in the context of the traditional type of relationships between the work of art and the reader/onlooker, was left unnoticed and underestimated. The case in point is the search of new technical intermediaries between the artistic message and the onlooker, of the intermediaries which would enable to read messages of this kind, in other words – of the peripheral devices of the Ars Chimaera.

The Brazilian artist and poet Eduardo Kac, who came in 1987 from Rio de Janeiro to the USA and is at the moment a professor at the Faculty of Art and Technology of Chicago Art Institute, concentrated his activities on solving the above mentioned issues. His first chimerical project – a transgenetic net installation “Genesis” – created in 1999, was dedicated to the analysis of the links emerging between an objective material information bearer and subjective perception of the onlooker. As in Davis’s case, the key element of this project was “the artist’s gene” – a synthetic gene acquired by encoding the biblical phrase about the man’s power over everything existing – via the Morse code – into the nucleotide sequence of the DNA and built into the genome of the E. coli bacteria. However, besides the transgenesis Eduardo Kac also focused in his work on the expositional possibilities of installation, its potential interaction with the onlooker – the artist performed live video-projection of the bacterial culture onto the walls of the hall (due to the light effects it turned into a thrilling show) and direct transmission into the Internet, that presupposed the participation of onlookers in the development of the project.

One of the latest Eduardo Kac’s chimerical works “GFP Bunny”, that was realized by him in 2000 in collaboration with a group of researchers at the National Institute of Agronomic Research (Jouy-en-Josas, France), is aimed at studying social aspects of the transgenesis. The main point of the work was to produce a transgenetic mammal – a rabbit, into whose genome was built a fragment of the nucleotide sequence of the DNA of the jellyfish Aequorea Victoria, responsible for the production of the fluorescent albumen (GFP). As a result there was produced a female albino-rabbit named Alba that is capable of generating light within the green spectrum range in response to being lighted by blue or ultra-violet. The specificity of the artist’s approach was that Kac emphasized in his project the social and aesthetic significance of the “GFP Bunny”, having formulated a number of objectives initiating positive attitude to transgenetic technologies.

The relationships of the European consciousness with the gene-engineering technologies are now going through their initial stage – which leads to mythologism. This stage and the character of experiencing it are connected with the fact that these technologies as a kind of technique are still felt in the body of culture as something alien, not quite assimilated, not quite going without saying; they are still a culture shock, and the euphoria connected with them does not change anything in this respect. So, following the emergence of the first works of chimerical art, still remaining for the public some technical objects, there appears the necessity to comprehend the genetic engineering innovations as a myth-creating field so that, through considering its constituents parts, to approach the Ars Chimaera as an aesthetic practice, no longer burdened by the social and critical or affirmative position. The myth-creating outline of the gene-engineering technologies has become the focus of activities within the first Russian chimerical project realized by the author of this article at the Kaliningrad branch of the National Center for Contemporary Art in collaboration with the Institute of Virology named after D. I. Ivanovsky of the Russian Academy of Sciences (Moscow). Within this project, that was begun in September 2001, it is expected to produce a chimerical plant, into whose genome there will be “inserted” a gene of the system of light generation of one of the organisms possessing the phenomenon of bioluminescence. The transgenetic activities are performed on basis of cactus Lophophora williamsii Coult, that is regarded one of the drastic hallucinogenics and until now serving as totemic food for North American Indians. As the built into the cactus genetic material, responsible for the qualities of luminescence, is used the already mentioned GFP-albumen of the jellyfish A. Victoria and the GFP-like albumen of the Pacific actinia Anemonia Sulcata. The result of this part of the project could be considered the production of a circulation of the artistic piece “Consciousness on the alert” – a transgenetic plant GM-L01 (15-20 numbered and signed saplings), that has never existed in nature before and possessing the ability to fluoresce within the visible part of the spectrum. Thus, through giving hallucinogenic qualities to the totemic object there will be marked the phantom character of the mythological consciousness as an indivisible gestalt of the time, that does not stand inside itself any limits and gaps, as a certain super-consciousness, where along with the cyclicity of time there is no reflexing subject – shortly, the phantom character of all the components of the great discourse of the gene-engineering technologies generated by the mass consciousness.

The second part of the Kaliningrad project is connected with the idea of chimerical design based on the preparation and use of the applied catalogue of the GFP-like albumen, received from various non-bioluminescent kinds of organisms – soft and madreporite corals, Ctenophora, actinia, etc., as a peculiar fluorescent (and not only such) palette of the contemporary artist.

The way from the first experiments to the wide practical application of bio- and gene-engineering technologies is quite long. The modern society has enough time to concentrate its efforts on discussing the code on the use of new possibilities and to learn to solve the problems connected with them. Switching from the total public control to the open discussion, from the aesthetization of one’s own feelings to their realization in practice, the society should learn to treat its fears and exaggerations regarding the new technologies as normal ways of their adaptation. The next stage of these relationships could turn into such a situation when these technologies will “simply” cease being noticed as it has already happened to many other techniques and technologies: television and space, computer ones, etc. Everything mentioned gradually became a part of the great human body, the extension of his arms, legs, soul – it has ceased being Alien. Something similar is very likely to happen to the bio- and genetic technologies, and, probably, very soon.

