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ABSTRACT 
 
in vitero is an artistic research project investigating the embodied nature of relationships 
between human and non-human organisms. Nine species commonly used in scientific research 
were cared for over a period of seven months. This exegesis discusses the aesthetic and ethical 
experiences of this prolonged interspecies care through the lens of alterity, a 
phenomenological mode of negotiating relationships between Self and Other. It extends this 
concept from solely human associations to those between human and non-human organisms. 
The exegesis explores the ambiguities and contradictions that arose through caring for 
organisms that did not ‘look back.’ The complementary strategies of estrangement and 
intimacy are employed to describe attempts to live in the liminal spaces between 
anthropomorphisation and zoomorphisation in order to undertake the new category work 
necessary in defining human/non-human relationalities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Figure 1 in vitero installation still PICA, 15 October 2011. Photo credit Bo Wong 
 
in vitero was an artistic research project investigating the embodied nature of relationships 
between human and non-human organisms. These relationships were explored through an 
aesthetic of care, that is, the embodied experiences that sustained proximity and care offer to 
reveal the complex and contradictory relationships between human and non-human 
organisms. In in vitero the aesthetic experiences of care were explored through prolonged 
engagement with eight scientific model organisms.  
 
Model organisms are liminal creatures, ideally situated for an exploration of the ambiguous 
nature of care: simultaneously same and different, their bodies stand in for the human body 
while remaining non-human.1 They are cared for by scientists in order to be available for 
knowledge production (experiments), and are then manipulated and sacrificed for those 
experiments. They are both ontological and epistemological; beings and producers of 
knowledge. They are technocultural beings.  
  
Donna Haraway (2007) suggests that the  

onto-ethical question of care for the intra- and inter-acting generations is not asked 
often enough in technoculture, especially not about its own progenitors and offspring. 
The question is not found in the false opposition of nature and technology. Rather what 

                                                           
1 Susan Squier discusses liminality as a biocultural pocess. (Susan Merrill Squier, Liminal Lives: Imagining the Human 
at the Frontiers of Biomedicine, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 8-9.) 
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matters is who and what lives and dies, where, when and how? What is the heritage for 
which technocultural beings are both accountable and indebted?2 

in vitero attempted to ask this “onto-ethical question of care” through an aesthetic of care: 
this project necessitated prolonged physical attention and care of living organisms, negotiating 
the ethics of the scientific and artistic usage of other species by humans and their life and 
death in our care. This exegesis explores the aesthetic experiences of interspecies care that 
occurred during in vitero through the notion of alterity, a phenomenological mode of 
negotiating relationships between Self and Other. It extends this concept from exclusively 
human associations to those between human and non-human organisms.   
 
in vitero came about through my interest in human reproductive technologies. After spending 
several years making artworks exploring empty vessels and grief, I started filling the vessels: 
gestures of hope. Following an interest in biological art I decided fill them with living 
organisms. Around the same time I had an opportunity to parent another woman’s children. I 
began to question the nature of parenting. What does it mean in white Australian culture to be 
a parent and more particularly a mother? To what lengths will we go to become parents and 
what are the implications of the fulfilment of those desires? What does it mean to be a non-
biological parent and what is the imperative for biological parenting built into reproductive 
technologies. The more I considered parenting the more I thought about care & neglect.  
 
What is care? Is it just provision of food and shelter? What behaviours are associated with 
care? What are the emotional, intellectual, ethical, cultural, social, political, gendered, 
aesthetic dimensions of care? What are the differences between caring for and caring about? 
Are they inherent in each other? What level of emotional engagement is important for care? 
How do these dimensions differ between the care of self, care of another human, care of 
another animal, care of another organism? What contradictions and complexities are inherent 
in care? Are these evident in all types and durations of care? What is the difference between 
altruism and care? How do we negotiate our different motives when caring?  
 
If we increase the human population to fulfil our desires for biological children what are the 
implications for other humans and other species? Is it easier to care for a body that is similar 
or more familiar (another human or mammal) than one that is radically different (an insect or 
a colony of pathogenic yeast)? Is it even possible to care for an organism that cannot “look 
back” at us, let alone one we cannot see? How do we reconcile caring for an organism which 
we then kill, either for food, for scientific experimentation, or through neglect?  
 
in vitero was a durational performance occurring in two locations: a scientific laboratory and a 
public art gallery. After four and a half months in the laboratory, where I was intimately 
engaged with the organisms, learning how to live with them and take care of them, the project 
moved into the art gallery and was open to the public for the remainder of the performance. 
The organisms were installed in the gallery in customised vessels and I lived in the gallery with 
them for 70 days.  Simultaneously aware of the living and changing nature of the organisms 
and the formal elements of the artwork, the vessels were designed to accommodate each 

                                                           
2 Donna Haraway, "Patricia Piccinini: Speculative Fabulations for Technoculture's Generations: Taking Care of 
Unexpected Country," (tender) creatures (2007), http://www.patriciapiccinini.net/essay.php?id=30. 
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organism (attempting to eliminate stress for the organism), allow for the practical care needs 
of each organism (feeding, cleaning, reproduction), and exhibit them as an artwork.  
 
In an attempt to engage in “…ways of ‘rethinking human beings’ and readdressing the world…a 
wholly serious and creative attempt ‘to imagine differently reconstituted communities and 
selves’”3 these model organisms became “evocative objects.”4 I chose eight model organisms 
that are radically Other in appearance and apparent mindfulness from humans, hoping that 
their Otherness would provide a significant contrast and make the ambiguities and 
ambivalences of our engagement clear. I was particularly interested in organisms which could 
not ‘look back’. These organisms were Arabidopsis thaliana (thale cress), Caenorhabditis 
elegans (soil nematodes), Candida albicans (thrush), Daphnia pulex (water fleas), Drosophila 
melanogaster (fruit flies), Hydra vulgaris (hydra), Homo sapiens (humans), Neurospora crassa 
(red bread mould), and Physarum polycephalum (slime mould). I adapt Lévinas’ notion of 
alterity to explore our ambiguous relationships with these organisms. 
 
 Although I thought of these organisms as Other, I tried to resist my desires and training to 
both objectify and anthropomorphise them in order to determine whether it was possible to 
engage in an ethical care relationship with an Other. I tried to remember that while they may 
seem impossibly Other, we actually share biology. I assumed that I could not recognize or 
understand any of their communications. How can I care for (and about) these creatures, even 
if imperceptible biology is our only point of similarity? If the cared-for cannot “speak,”5 or look 
back, how does the carer know what it needs? If the cared-for cannot “speak,” or look back, all 
we have are embodied exchanges.   
 
in vitero is an exercise in what anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose calls a “responsive 
attentiveness:” the action of paying attention to behaviours, thoughts, emotions and to the 
others we share our world with.6 Inherently contradictory it explores the ambivalences of care: 
resentment and boredom, love and intimacy, birth and death, attention and neglect, 
sentiment and seriousness, emotion and reason, public and private, power and powerlessness, 
hope and despair. While it makes an effort to enact an ethical being-in-the-world it also 
recognises that unethical actions are inevitable. It attempts an ethical engagement with the 
non-human Other which respects that being as-it-is, acknowledging my inability to understand 
what or how that being feels or thinks. As Steve Baker suggests an argument could be made 
that these questions are unimportant, that care relationships with Others are sentimental and 
romantic.7 I unapologetically believe that this is true: care relationships are sentimental and 
romantic. They are also messy and boring, irreverent and serious. in vitero embraces the 
emotional and the rational, sentiment and romanticism, the absurd and the profound, the 
mundane and the ordinary. 
 

                                                           
3 Wendy Wheeler, A New Modernity?: Change in Science, Literature and Politics, (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 
1999), 127. 
4 Sherry Turkle, ed. Evocative Objects: Things We Think With (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007). 
5 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?," in The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, ed. Bill Ashcroft, 
Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, (London: Routledge, 1995). 
6 Deborah Bird Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation, (Sydney, NSW: UNSW Press, 2004). 
7 Steve Baker, The Postmodern Animal, (London: Reaktion, 2000). 
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This exegesis explores the material-semiotic ambiguities that came about through the 
performance of in vitero, referring to key concepts of alterity, estrangement and intimacy. The 
importance and ambiguity of alterity when caring for the non-human and how in vitero 
explores, challenges and succumbs to alterity are discussed.  Estrangement and intimacy as 
strategies for clarifying the aesthetic and ethical considerations embedded in care 
relationships between human and non-human organisms are then explored and contextualised 
with other artworks. Many of the concepts discussed coalesced during the performance of in 
vitero; through prolonged, embodied engagement with the organisms, discussions with the 
project curator Megan Schlipalius and others, my unconscious choices were clarified and 
conscious choices were given new meaning through alternate readings: in this the project was 
truly practice-led. This exegesis is a reflection on the contradictory and complex nature of 
alterity and humbly offers a methodology for negotiating it. 
 

ALWAYS-ALREADY ANIMAL: ENCOUNTERS OF INTERSPECIES ALTERITY 
 

 
Figure 2 Neurospora crassa (red bread mould), 7 September 2011 in vitero installation still. Photo 
credit Megan Schlipalius 
 
Care for non-human organisms is the central tenant of in vitero. Acknowledging the complex 
multi-speciatedness of the world, the project adapts the concept of alterity which is relational 
and phenomenological. For Emmanuel Lévinas, who coined the term, alterity refers to the 
ability to differentiate between self and not-self, that is, the other (for Lévinas this was 
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exclusively human).8 Alterity is inherently dialogic, formed through networks of social 
interactions, and phenomenological, that is, "…constitutively linked to corporeality, the direct 
experience of 'live' time and place, and our effective and meaningful relations with concrete 
others."9 Consequently, alterity is not a rejection of the Other as unwanted self but recognises 
that the self is fundamentally relational, formed out of differences between self-Other. It is 
also social, formed out of every-day, “prosaic” relations between self and an Other. I further 
suggest that if alterity is social and phenomenological then responding to the Other is an 
existential condition. in vitero is an attempt to consciously understand this condition by 
“cultivat[ing] a sense of 'exteriority', and develop[ing] an awareness of our relationality to the 
world and other selves.”10 It extends Lévinas’ alterity by accepting Donna Haraway’s challenge 
to become aware that “social relationships include nonhumans as well as humans as 
socially...active partners.”11  
 
in vitero explored the possibilities for conceiving of a non-human Other as a socially active 
partner, not as foreign or threatening, or with a “desire to ecstatically fuse with it.”12 in vitero 
was not a becoming-animal, humans are always-already animal. This project attempted to 
negotiate alterity through acts of care which necessitated acknowledgement of a non-human 
Other and which also maintained the autonomy of those involved. Michael Gardiner suggests 
that in a relationship based in dialogic alterity “the self garners a new awareness of, and 
respect for, otherness…the mixture of distance and communion in the relation of self and 
Other allows the uniqueness and independence of each interlocutor to be respected and 
maintained."13 I believe this enacting of alterity is what many theorists including Donna 
Haraway and Luce Irigaray consider taking the Other seriously, in thinking and rethinking it 
seriously, “questing for new vocabularies, new forms of openness...openness to the animal.”14 
For in vitero taking the Other seriously means taking responsibility for an “asymmetrical and 
non-reciprocal” relationship, responsibility that is not contingent upon reciprocity or justice, or 
based on utilitarianism or Kantian-based absolutist ethics, but is situated and relational.15  
 
in vitero attempted to think not about the Other that is the Animal, but borrowing from 
Whiteness studies, examine human positioning and responsibility in this relationship. As a 
white, Australian, middleclass woman I am deeply implicated in Othering. I am of British 
descent in a colonised land. I grew up on a honey farm in dairy and race horse country. At 
various times we had cats, dogs, goats, sheep, pigs, calves, pet birds and rabbits, all of which 
came and went, were loved and neglected, some nurtured and eaten. As an adult woman, I 
use pharmaceuticals that were tested on animals, eat and wear animal-derived products, and 
kill mosquitos, ants and weeds. I have children and contribute to habitat destruction by living 
in one of the fastest growing, most isolated cities on the planet. I am deeply aware of my 
complicity in and reliance on multi-species exploitation.  

                                                           
8 Emmanuel Lévinas, Alterity and Transcendence, trans. Michael B Smith, (New York: Columbia University Press, 
(1999 [1970])). 
9 Michael Gardiner, "Alterity and Ethics," Theory, Culture & Society 13, no. 2  (1996): 122. 
10 Lévinas cited in ibid., 129. 
11 Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.Femaleman_Meets_Oncomouse: Feminism and 
Technoscience, (New York: Routledge, 1997), 68. 
12 Gardiner, "Alterity and Ethics," 131. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 188-9. 
15 Gardiner, "Alterity and Ethics," 122-3. 
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By adopting a position of critical alterity in vitero became a complicated experience of radical 
difference, familiarity and ambivalence. Although recognising myself as animal, with a 
coevolved, shared biology, the eight model organisms cared for during the performance of in 
vitero were specifically chosen to be as different from the human animal and each other as 
possible – in appearance, reproductive strategy, morphology, physiology and in care needs. I 
theorised that the more different the organisms were, the more apparent the gaps in my 
ability to care for them would become, exposing my assumptions and miscommunications. 
Lévinas insists that the “first step in our pursuit of the Other is the encounter with…the exotic 
and distant other. It is in that encounter that a felt transformation can take place and then ‘on 
top’ of that many other processes can be grafted on.”16 Jane Hiddleston agrees, suggesting 
that “…looking beyond the terrain of the familiar, and troubling one’s sense of a secure 
cultural grounding as one contemplates the singularity of a potentially opaque other…” is 
crucial to a project which attempts to think seriously about alterity.”17 I hoped that the radical 
alterity of the organisms cared for during in vitero would assist in clarifying and making 
conscious human negotiations with alterity, making visible the performative nature of care. I 
also believed that this would only be possible through durational, embodied encounters, that 
is, that the performativity of care would become evident through repeated care engagements. 
 
By caring for these organisms in vitero extends most writing and thinking about human/non-
human relationships. For the most part previous writing and artworks have been about 
“higher” animals, mostly mammals. Jacques Derrida famously saw his own radical Otherness in 
the eyes of his pet cat.18 His shame at perceiving his nakedness violently confronted him, 
enabling a “felt transformation” into his animality. Heidegger cannot understand the lion; 
Nagel imagines feeling like a bat; Haraway coevolves with her dogs. In art coyotes, rats, pigs, 
rabbits, mice, elephants, sharks, apes, and horses have variously been used to reinforce or 
challenge the human/animal dualism.19 In all these encounters, the gaze and faciality of these 
animals are crucial: they look back, confrontational in their resemblance to us. 
 
Much has been written about the gaze of the Animal non-human Other. Sherryl Vint states 
that “to be a citizen, a majority in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, is precisely to exclude the 
voice and gaze of the...animal.”20 For Lévinas “the face-to-face relation, my exposure to the 
face of the other” is the site of responsibility for the other.21 It was the returned gaze of 
Derrida’s cat disturbed his subjecthood. Donna Haraway argues that “the truth or honesty of 
nonlinguistic embodied communication depends on looking back and greeting significant 
others, again and again.”22 Bioanthropologist Barbara Smuts describes her becoming-Baboon 
through the visual: ““At the beginning of my study, the baboons and I definitely did not see 
                                                           
16 cited in Renos K. Papadopoulos, "The Other Other: When the Exotic Other Subjugates the Familiar Other," Journal 
of Analytical Psychology 47, no. 2  (2002): 175. 
17 Jane Hiddleston, "Spivak's 'Echo': Theorizing Otherness and the Space of Response," Textual Practice 21, no. 4  
(2007): 623. 
18 Jacques Derrida and David Wills, "The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)," Critical Inquiry 28, no. 2  
(2002). 
19 This is by no means an exclusive list. 
20 Sherryl Vint, "Becoming Other: Animals, Kinship, and Butler's "Clay's Ark"," Science Fiction Studies 32, no. 2  
(2005): 296. 
21 Gerald L. Bruns, "Becoming-Animal (Some Simple Ways)," New Literary History 38, no. 4  (2007): 712. 
22 Donna Haraway, "Encounters with Companion Species: Entangling Dogs, Baboons, Philosophers, and Biologists," 
Configurations 14, no. 1/2  (2006): 111. 
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eye to eye”...They [the baboons] frequently looked at her, and the more she ignored their 
looks, the less satisfied they seemed...“I neither knew how to look back nor that I lacked the 
habit.””23  
 
The organisms cared for during in vitero do not look back, or their looking is imperceptible. 
Most do not have faces, let alone eyes. Individuals of two of the species cannot even be seen 
by unassisted human eyes. How then do we recognize ourselves in them? Insects, fungi and 
bacteria are by far the most prevalent species humans encounter. These organisms are easy to 
ignore, easy to “look back at” without reciprocity. However, if we owe responsibility to ‘higher’ 
animals, those more similar to humans, the furry, the dangerously exotic, don’t we also owe 
responsibility to all non-humans. Aren’t we just drawing another arbitrary line? ‘The Animal’ is 
not an inclusive term: I found very little theorising referring to non-humans other than these 
‘higher’ animals. Rare exceptions included George Gessert’s writings about the aesthetic and 
ethical experiences of breeding plants (irises), Eva Hayward becoming star-fish & coral, Eileen 
Crist (and many others) dancing with honey bees, the semi-living tissue sculptures of TC&A, 
Kafka’s Metamorphosis.24 Where are plants and fungi in the rhizomes of Deleuze and Guattari? 
How do Irigaray’s lips that are not one speak without whispering about skin bacteria? Are 
vaginal yeasts not companion species? 
 
In the face of this absolute difference, caring for these creatures, handling them, becoming 
familiar with their life cycles, enacting the “network of prosaic social interactions” involved in 
keeping them alive, made possible my attempt to respect them as adults of other species, to 
understand these organisms “as other, in [their] otherness, and to let that otherness be.”25 In 
fact, what resulted from this attempt was an awareness of the Otherness. As Steve Baker 
suggests I was unable to “assimilate the [organism], nor to make it wholly meaningful in 
human terms.”26 Consequently, anthropomorphisation was inevitable as human animal is the 
only language I know. Erica Fudge suggests that a degree of anthropomorphisation is 
necessary in negotiating human/non-human alterity: what other language do we have?27 
Furthering this idea, in vitero attempted to undertake what Haraway calls “new category 
work,” which involved trying to live in the liminal spaces between anthropomorphisation and 
zoomorphisation.28 
 
Much has been written about the transcendence possible through an encounter with the 
exotic and wild animal Other: the confrontation of the wildness shifting human perception of 
their relationship with that Other. Steve Baker argues that philosophers tend to valorise “the 

                                                           
23 Cited in ibid., 108. 
24 Again, this is not an complete list, but the relative scarcity of material that takes ‘lower’ organisms seriously is 
surprising to me, although social insects (in particular honey bees) are quite popular. (George Gessert, Green Light: 
Toward an Art of Evolution, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2010); Eva Hayward, "More Lessons from a Starfish: 
Prefixial Flesh and Transspeciated Selves," Women's Studies Quarterly 36, no. 3/4  (2008); Eva Hayward, 
"Fingeryeyes: Impressions of Cup Corals," Cultural Anthropology 25, no. 4  (2010); Eileen Crist, "Can an Insect 
Speak? The Case of the Honeybee Dance Language," Social Studies of Science 34, no. 1  (2004); Oron Catts and Ionat 
Zurr, eds., Partial Life, Living Books About Life (JISC Open Humanities Press, 2011), 
http://www.livingbooksaboutlife.org/books/Partial_Life.) 
25 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 93. 
26 Ibid., 97. 
27 Erica Fudge, Animal, (London: Reaktion Books, 2002), 76-77. 
28 Nicholas Gane, "When We Have Never Been Human, What Is to Be Done?: Interview with Donna Haraway," 
Theory, Culture & Society 23, no. 7/8  (2006): 143. 
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romantic image of the wild animal, anthropomorphically epitomizing creativity, independent-
mindedness and ‘outsider’ status.”29 Nietzsche rejects “whatever does not represent ‘the wild 
animal in us;’”30 Lévinas himself holds that a “felt transformation” can only occur when 
confronted with “the exotic and distant other;”31 and only wild, pack-forming animals offer the 
potential for becoming-with for Deleuze and Guattari.32 Writer Henry Thoreau believed that 
the “Wild [had] the power to addle and rearrange thoughts and perceptions.”33 Furthermore, 
(Bennett 2004, p. 349)artists such as Joseph Beuys and Jannis Kounellis trust in the romance 
and ‘outsider’ status of wild and powerful animals to provide a transcendent confrontation.  
 
During in vitero humans were not confronted by a wild Other which revealed our own 
animality. Transcendence was not realised through these encounters; rather a slow living-with 
allowed space for relational and phenomenological alterity. I was much more interested in the 
possibilities for paradigm shifts that evolve through gentle confusion, intimate ambiguities and 
mundane domestications, all common aspects of care relationships. Viewers are more able to 
respond to the subtleties and contradictions of negotiations with alterity if they are not 
distracted by spectacle or controversy. Likewise, Ionat Zurr has suggested that George 
Gessert’s selective breeding work with the “apparently benign art form of flowers [enables him 
to] get to more radical ideas like eugenics, because there is no ‘shock effect’, or instant 
negative reaction.”34 Most human encounters with non-humans are domestic and mundane 
and in vitero attempted to explore the complexities and contradictions of these encounters 
through gentle and lingering meetings rather than abrupt and spectacular confrontations. 
 

THE ORGANISMS 

 
Each species cared for during in vitero was chosen in the first instance because it is commonly 
used in scientific research as a model organism (Table 1).35 These organisms were also chosen 
for pragmatic reasons: they did not require ethics approval, would not be unduly harmed by 
enclosure within the vessels during exhibition, would remain relatively sedentary within the 
vessels, and have short life spans. In addition they were selected to reflect the diversity of 
reproductive possibilities. I expected that because the organisms are frequently used 
specimens would be relatively easy to obtain and care for. Correspondingly I assumed that 
‘care instructions’ would be readily available, having been already developed for the mass 
production of these creatures for laboratory experiments. 
 

                                                           
29 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 170. 
30 cited in ibid. 
31 Cited in Papadopoulos, "The Other Other," 175. 
32 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism  and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi, 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). 
33 Jane Bennett, "The Force of Things: Steps toward an Ecology of Matter," Political Theory 32, no. 3  (2004): 349. 
34 cited in Megan Schlipalius, "Understanding Bioart: Communication in Interdisciplinary Exhibtions" (Master diss., 
Curtin University of Technology, 2006), 63. 
35 Individual characteristics of each organism are described in Appendix A. 
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Table 1 Organisms cared for during the performance of in vitero 
 Binomial name Common name Kingdom 

 
Arabidopsis thaliana Mouse-ear cress Plantae 

 
Caenorhabditis elegans nematode Animalia 

 
Candida albicans36 thrush Fungi 

 
Daphnia pulex water flea Animalia 

 
Drosophila melanogaster fruit fly Animalia 

 
Hydra vulgaris hydra Animalia 

  
Homo sapiens human Animalia 

 
Neurospora crassa red bread mould Fungi 

 
Physarum polycephalum  slime mould Amoebozoa 

 
I obtained and was taught care methods by the researchers who supplied the Daphnia, 
Drosophila, Candida and Neurospora (Shian Liau, UWA; Steve Robinson, UWA; Dr Kate 
Hammer, UWA; and Dr David Catcheside, Flinders University, respectively). The Arabidopsis 
used in most Australian research institutions is genetically modified. Consequently I had to 
obtain wild-type seeds which had been specially imported for education purposes by Alice 
Trend (Education Officer, Plant Energy Biology, UWA) in order to exhibit specimens in public. 
Hydra and slime mould specimens were sourced from Southern Biological, an Australian 
biology education supplier and sent by courier with accompanying care instructions (Figure 
3).37 I sourced the C. elegans from John Fosu-Nyarko at the WA State Agricultural 
Biotechnology Centre, who generously (and repeatedly) showed me how to revive worms from 
a frozen sample and keep them alive.38  
 

                                                           
36 Although used in scientific research, Candida albicans is not a model organism. Its inclusion in in vitero will be 
discussed further. 
37 www.southernbiological.com 
38 www.sabc.murdoch.edu.au 
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Figure 3 Hydra arrive from Southern Biological with instructions, 8 June 2011 
 
As model organisms these creatures are used in science as stand-ins for the bodies of humans 
and other species: they are Self not Other. Their excessive difference is simultaneously visible 
and invisible. Arabidopsis for example is used to obtain information about the reproduction of 
agricultural crops as well as non-plant cell biology.39 Drosophila is one of the longest used 
model organisms and has provided valuable information about modes of sexual inheritance in 
insects and humans.40 Research into programmed cell death using C. elegans and then 
extrapolated to humans earned Sydney Brenner, John Sulston and Robert Horvitz the 2002 
Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine:  

One point that emerges from the studies of programmed cell death in C. elegans and 
other organisms is the striking similarity of genes and gene pathways among organisms 
that are as superficially distinct as worms and humans. Many studies over the past 10 or 
so years involving C. elegans, yeast, the fruit fly Drosophila melanogaster and other 
simple organisms have repeatedly led to analogous findings concerning evolutionary 
conservation and have established one of the most striking themes of modern molecular 
biology. I like to refer to this theme as “The principle of biological universality,” and it 
underlies my strong conviction that the rigorous, detailed and analytic study of the 
biology of any organism is likely to lead to findings of importance in the understanding 
of other organisms, including ourselves.41 

 

                                                           
39 Gerald R Fink, "Anatomy of a Revolution," Genetics 149, no. 2  (1998): 474-5. 
40 Edward B. Lewis, "Thomas Hunt Morgan and His Legacy" (paper presented at Nobel Lecture, 20 April 1998), 
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/medicine/articles/lewis/index.html?print=1; Gerard Manning, "A Quick and 
Simple Introduction to Drosophila Melanogaster," The WWW Virtual Library: Drosophila (2008), 
http://www.ceolas.org/fly/intro.html. 
41 H. Robert Horvitz, "Worms, Life and Death" (paper presented at Nobel Lecture, 8 December 2002), 
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/medicine/laureates/2002/horvitz-lecture.pdf. 
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In Deleuzian terms, these organisms are “animals with characteristics or attributes,” that is 
they “serve the purposes of science.”42 As such they are not considered worthy for becoming-
with, they are too banal to offer the transcendence of the wild. I believe however that as 
liminal beings, simultaneously self and Other, subject and object, they offer a unique 
opportunity to explore the complexities of inter-species relationships.   
 

STRATEGIES FOR NEGOTIATING ALTERITY: ESTRANGEMENT & INTIMACY 
 
It became apparent through the performance of in vitero that alterity was being negotiated 
through two strategies: estrangement and intimacy. Although I was initially conscious of the 
importance of intimacy in care relationships, the concept of estrangement only became 
apparent once I entered the gallery and my aesthetic choices were in situ. To a large extent 
these strategies were also site specific, that is, I became very intimate with the organisms 
while caring for them within the scientific laboratory for four months, however an 
estrangement occurred once I moved into the public art gallery. In many ways this was 
expected and intentional – the laboratory was where I learnt to care for the creatures, so I was 
handling them, watching them, figuring out how to keep them alive (Figure 4). This was the 
“private” sphere normally associated with care – it was messy and chaotic, fluid and dynamic. 
Creatures thrived and died, subject to my clumsy lack of expertise.  
 
Once I had figured out how to help them thrive (although I never did for the Arabidopsis) I 
installed each species in its own customised 5L scientific glass vessel and moved into the public 
art gallery where I lived with the organisms for 70 days. I consciously staged the gallery 
performance as an ambiguous space which could not easily be placed, engaging a multitude of 
signifiers in order to disorient both myself and audiences (Figure 5). As will be discussed 
further, the space resonated with museum, art gallery, scientific laboratory and the domestic, 
but did not easily sit in any of these: it was simultaneously familiar and strange. Consequently I 
and audiences were forced into “a cognitive effort in order to deal with ‘a series of obstacles’ 
to understanding.”43  
 

                                                           
42 Cited in Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 125. 
43 Carlo Ginzburg cited in ibid., 49. 
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Figure 4 Care in the laboratory 2 August 2011 (in vitero performance still) 
 

 
Figure 5 Estrangement in the gallery 11 September 2011 (in vitero installation still). Photo credit 
Megan Schlipalius 
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ESTRANGEMENT: NEGOTIATING ALTERITY THROUGH DISSONANCE 

 
The first strategy in vitero employed to explore alterity and make the performativity of care 
apparent was the notion of estrangement or making strange. Estrangement can be explained 
as the cognitive conflict experienced when objects and/or ideas are recontextualised or 
misplaced. Carlo Ginzburg submits that estrangement is a “device which delegitimizes” 
knowledge, in other words, we are forced to reconsider our assumptions in the face of the 
unexpected.44 Russian literary critic Viktor Shklovsky developed this theory during the early 
20th century, coincident with Surrealism and Dada, which aimed to disrupt certainty, make 
assumptions visible, and question the meaning of objects through juxtaposition and repetition. 
Shklovsky argued that estrangement “...returns sensation to our limbs...and leads us to a 
feeling of things,”45 which suggests to me that estrangement initially causes a 
phenomenological dissonance, which we attempt to resolve through cognitive conflict.  
Shklovsky was particularly interested in the “...confrontation or confusion of human and 
animal perspectives, in order to undermine human complacency and certainty.”46 
 
This “confrontation or confusion of human and animal perspectives” has become a common 
strategy in contemporary art, employed variously by Joseph Beuys, Jannis Kounellis, and more 
recently, by Adam Zaretsky, Kira O’Reilly, Kathy High and Eduardo Kac.47 Zaretsky, O’Reilly and 
High’s works are particularly pertinent to in vitero, offering an alternative to the “confusion of 
human and animal” presented by model organisms and contemporary biotechnology, where 
this confusion enforces “human complacency and certainty.” The relevance of these and 
several other artworks to in vitero is discussed below.  
 
in vitero adopted several aesthetic modes of estrangement: 1) recontextualisation; 2) 
ambiguous staging; 3) use of ambiguous materials, including the readymade; 4) scale 
manipulations; 5) containment; 6) human presence; 7) brevity of didactic information; 8) 
hierarchy disruptions; and 9) domesticity.  
 

RECONTEXTUALISATION 

in vitero shifted the physical context of model organisms in order to estrange the relationship 
between the human and non-human organisms. Scientists become familiar with and 
habituated to these creatures (as did I), as ‘tools’ for their research. Although they occasionally 
remind us that they are alive when they slip out of our control, the intimacy of caring for them 
over time invisibilises them. Removing the model organisms from the familiarity of a scientific 
laboratory and placing them in the gallery made them strange and their non-humanness 
apparent.  Steve Baker suggests that “the disorienting lack of context in the white space of the 
gallery...takes both it [the animal] and the viewer out of their familiar meaning-laden 

                                                           
44 According to Russian literary critic Viktor Shklovsky estrangement or making strange (priem ostranenie) was “the 
central purpose of art.” Bertoldt Brecht adapted this notion into theatre practice, the Verfremdungseffekt 
(distancing effect).  
45 cited in Carlo Ginzburg, "Making Things Strange: The Prehistory of a Literary Device," Representations 56 (1996): 
8. 
46 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 49. 
47 Although many artists engage with this strategy, these are of particular relevance to this project. 
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contexts.”48 Although I disagree with Baker that the gallery lacks context, the unfamiliarity of 
living organisms in art galleries means that we perceive not just the organisms differently, but 
art in general. The gallery becomes apparent as a value-laden space – the “disorientation” 
experienced in the face of living organisms within the gallery challenges our acceptance of 
what constitutes art. 
 
Several contemporary artists have recontextualised non-humans in attempts to negotiate 
alterity. Joseph Beuys’ Coyote is arguably the most famous: a wild coyote was transplanted 
into an art gallery to engage in a three day “energy dialogue” with a felt-covered Beuys (Figure 
6).49 Beuys saw the work as a shamanistic healing ritual where the coyote represented an 
oppressed “Native America.” Erika Fischer-Lichte suggests that “by permanently shifting 
positions and circumstances, he [Beuys] sought to bring forth a liminal situation which could 
effect the transformation of the coyote and restore its “original” status.”50 This attempt relies 
on the transcendent ‘wildness effect,’ where the unusual presence of a wild (and possibly 
dangerous) animal within a gallery space sets up a confrontation between the artist and 
audience to the exotic Other, shifting the human perception of their relationship with that 
Other. 
 

 
Figure 6 Coyote: I Like America, and America Likes Me 1974 Joseph Beuys. Photo credit Caroline 
Tisdall51 
 
 In 1969 Jannis Kounellis tethered twelve live horses to the walls of an empty gallery in Rome 
(Figure 7).52 This exhibition was lauded as emblematic of the “profound transformation” 
achievable through Art Povera. Kounellis stated that his intention was to create “…a radical 

                                                           
48 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 98. 
49 Caroline Tisdall cited in Erika Fischer-Lichte, The Transformative Power of Performance: A New Aesthetics, (2008), 
102. 
50 Ibid., 106. 
51 http://www.tate.org.uk/modern/exhibitions/beuys/room4_lg2.shtm 
52 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 79. 
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tension, a cut in communication and in the tradition [sic] enjoyment of art.”53 As stated on the 
Museo D’Arte Contemporanea Donna Regina (MADRE) website  

they [the horses] physically condition the neutral space of the art gallery, to the point of 
altering its meaning and raising doubts about its perceptual structure. From an 
anonymous and abstract place, tied to intellectual activity, the gallery becomes a 
concretely real space, open to stimulating all the senses.”54  

This work again relies on confrontation with a powerful Other: “with their uncontrollable and 
vital presence, the horses intimidate viewers, forcing them into a situation of passivity and 
uneasiness.” 
 

 
Figure 7 Horses 1969 Jannis Kounellis55  
 
Controversially, Marco Evaristti displayed 10 live goldfish in working blenders in his 2000 work 
Helena: The Goldfish Blender (Figure 8). Audience members could (and one did) turn on the 
blenders, killing the fish. The gallery manager was taken to court by animal rights activists for 
animal cruelty where it was ruled that “the fish were killed “instantly” and “humanely.””56 
Evaristti stated that he aimed to create "a dilemma" in which people might "do battle with 
their conscience." This dilemma hinges upon the recontextualisation of the work: artist and 
writer Christopher Reiger suggests that “...the museum setting is one of institutionalized 
safety; visitors therefore feel that their turning on a blender will not, in fact, bring a goldfish to 
an untimely, gruesome end,”57 and in a comment posted to the Hungry Hyaena Blog on 21 
January 2009 Michael McDevitt observed that  

                                                           
53 MADRE, "Jannis Kounellis - Untitled (1969),"  http://www.museomadre.it/opere.cfm?id=150. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Image sourced from ibid. 
56 "Liquidising Goldfish 'Not a Crime'," BBC News, 19 May 2003, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/3040891.stm. 
57 Christopher Reiger, "Sensation," Hungry Hyaena, 2012 21 January 2009, 
http://hungryhyaena.blogspot.com/2009/01/sensation.html. 
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...we seem to be more disturbed by having our attention drawn to killing than by the act 
of killing itself. How many of those same aghast spectators dined on far larger fish or 
absentmindedly swept a dead bird away from their plate-glass door? Or let their cat out 
in the yard? Or scraped dozens of small carcasses off of their windshield at the gas 
station? Somehow, through willful ignorance, we are able to ignore the murderous 
nature of so many menial acts. But the [sic] we stand agape to see someone knowingly 
kill a little goldfish (often sold as feeder fish, by the way, and bred to die). 

 

 
Figure 8 Helena: The Goldfish Blender 2000 Marco Evaristti58 
 
Guillermo Vargas also caused controversy for tethering a starving street dog in a gallery in 
Exposición N° 1 (Figure 9). “Take a dog off the streets and put it into a gallery and it becomes 
an ethical phenomenon, while stray dogs and most real human suffering are ignored or given 
minimal attention.”59 Global outrage was incited when photos of the dog and reports that it 
had starved to death as a result of the work appeared online. However, like Eduardo Kac’s 
Alba, Exposición N° 1 is part of an elaborate artwork entitled Eres lo que lees (You are what you 
read) which manipulates public perception through mass media.60  
 

                                                           
58 http://www.evaristti.com/marco/helena.html 
59 David Yanez, "You Are What You Read," art:21 blog, 4 March 2010, http://blog.art21.org/2010/03/04/you-are-
what-you-read/. 
60 Ibid. 
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Figure 9 Exposición N° 1 2007 Guillermo Vargas61 
 
According to Juanita Bermudez, the gallery manager:   

The dog was in the Gallery for three days, as of 5:00 pm Wednesday, August 15. It was 
untied all the time in the patio except for the three hours the exhibition lasted, and it 
was fed regularly with dog food Habacuc [Vargas] himself brought in,” On the morning 
of Friday the 17th the dog escaped passing through the iron gate of the main entrance 
while the night watchman was cleaning up after just feeding the dog.62 

Vargas used the contexts of the gallery and mass media to manipulate public opinion and 
initiate discussion about the ethical ambiguities of our relationships with the suffering of other 
organisms, human and non-human. Vargas has stated that the exhibit and the surrounding 
controversy highlight human hypocrisy because no one cares about a dog that starves to death 
in the street.63 
 
Like these works, in vitero transplanted non-humans into the gallery, but attempted to assuage 
the confrontation caused by this recontextualisation through familiar signifiers of 
domestication and natural history museums, both locations we expect to encounter non-
humans; and the scale of the organisms. 
 
Care for organisms used in scientific research within an artistic context also recontextualises 
science. Verena Kaminiarz argues that “recontextualising a laboratory mouse as an artistic 
subject…is an inference to a wider consideration (beyond a scientific one).”64 Scientific model 
organisms placed in an art gallery instigate an alternate relationship between human and non-

                                                           
61 Ibid. 
62 cited in ibid. 
63 I also believe that this project exposes similar belief systems to that exposed by Coco Fusco and Guillermo 
Gomez-Pena in Two Undisovered Amerindians Visit... The Western world so easily believed Vargas starved the dog 
because of its belief in the exotic savage, again conflating race and the non-human. 
64 Verena Kaminiarz, "May the Mice Bite Me If It Is Not True" (Master diss., University of Western Australia, 2008), 
23-24. 
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human organisms and encourage us to evaluate our tendency to categorise and oversimplify. 
The Tissue Culture and Art Project (TC&A) does this by constructing laboratories within the 
gallery (Figure 10). This occurred in PICA in 2002, France in 2003 and most recently at Visceral 
in Dublin, 2010. Engaging with the semi-living, TC&A want to force viewers out of their comfort 
zones, to “rethink their perception of life” in order to resist complacency about the 
introduction of new technologies which manipulate living systems.65 Adam Zaretsky & Julia 
Reodica similarly constructed a Clean Room within the gallery during their 2002 performance 
with eight other model organisms entitled Workhorse Zoo (Figure 11). The vitrine of Eduardo 
Kac’s Eighth Day requires viewers to step over a simulated moat in order to view the 
transgenic organisms contained within – a second layer of recontextualisation into the 
religious (Figure 12): 

Glowing tobacco leaves pierce the surface of an undulating, sand covered landscape; 
iridescent zebra fish dart amidst a miniature pond; a petri dish filled with slime mold 
emits an eerie verdant light; and bright green mice forage among the plants and feed at 
stainless steel troughs.66 

Unlike TC&A and Zaretsky & Reodica however, Kac’s work obscures the gallery – the vitrine sits 
within a darkened gallery, eerily lit from within, generating a disconcerting aura of creationism. 
 

 
Figure 10 Disembodied Cuisine installation 2003 TC&A. Photo credit Axel Heise67 
 

                                                           
65 Oron Catts cited in Ionat Zurr and Oron Catts, "The Ethical Claims of Bio Art: Killing the Other or Self-
Cannibalism?," Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art: Art & Ethics 4, no. 2  (2003): 17. 
66 Dan Collins, "Tracking Chimeras: The Eighth Day of Eduardo Kac," in The Eighth Day: The Transgenic Art of 
Eduardo Kac, ed. Dan Collins and Sheila Britton, (Phoenix, AR: The Insitute for Studies in the Arts, Arizona State 
University, 2003). 
67 Oron Catts and Ionat Zurr, "Towards a New Class of Being: The Extended Body," intelligent agent 6, no. 2, 
http://www.intelligentagent.com/archive/Vol6_No2_transvergence_cattszurr.htm. 
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Figure 11 Workhorse Zoo 2002 Adam Zaretsky and Julia Reodica68 
 

  
Figure 12 The Eighth Day 2000 Eduardo Kac69 

                                                           
68 http://www.emutagen.com/whzoogl.html 
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Kira O’Reilly negotiated with the alterity of a pig in Falling Asleep With a Pig, spending three 
days and nights with Deliah in a customised pig pen within a gallery (Figure 13). O’Reilly 
attempts to enter the world of an unexotic non-human: like model organisms, pigs are not wild 
and exotic; they are banally domestic, signified also by having a named pig. Her presence does 
not elicit a transcendent confrontation, but a familiar living-with. The presence of Deliah’s pig 
pen in the gallery is more exotic than she is, shifting the art gallery between gallery and 
farmyard. The gallery, the pig and the sleeping human become a fluid ambiguous space, 
disorienting in their strange familiarity. 
 

 
Figure 13 Falling Asleep with a Pig 2009 Kira O’Reilly. Photo credit Elina Chauveaux70 
 
Recontextualisation was a very effective estrangement strategy in Kaminiarz’s work May the 
Mice Bite Me If It Is Not True (Figure 14). Kaminiarz rehoused four human disease model mice 
within the research care facility. She was interested in shifting perceptions of the mice as 
scientific tools by presenting them as living portraits and engaged an extreme mode of 
anthropomorphisation to facilitate this: she requested mice which had the same diseases that 
four of her creative mentors had died from; called the mice Franz, Joseph, Felix and Gilles; and 
housed them in two purpose built containers she thought “mimicked dwellings…that Kafka, 
Beuys, Gonzalez-Torres and Deleuze could have felt comfortable in.”71 The mice lived in these 
houses until they died some months later. The carers of the mice were used to the mundane 
rituals of feeding, cleaning and even killing the mice. However, when exposed to the unusual 
habitats of named mice, their actions became obvious and unsettling: the performativity of 
care was not exposed through a spectacular wild encounter, but through a subtle shift in 

                                                                                                                                                                          
69 http://www.ekac.org/8thdaymorepicts.html 
70 http://www.kiraoreilly.com/blog/archives/166 
71 Kaminiarz, "May the Mice Bite Me If It Is Not True," 10. 
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activity. Assumptions about the lives and deaths of these mice were exposed as Kaminiarz 
argued for the mice to be allowed to live out their lives after the end of her ‘experiment.’ In 
contrast, in vitero undertook this subtle shift in public space, unsettling me as the carer 
(discussed further in ‘Intimacy’). My care actions may not have been obvious to a viewer, but, 
like the mice carers, they became apparent to me through this unsettling. 

 

 
Figure 14 May the Mice Bite Me If It Is Not True 2008 Verena Kaminiarz72 
 

AMBIGUOUS STAGING 

The gallery space of in vitero was staged as an ambiguous space which could not be easily 
placed, engaging a multitude of signifiers in order to disorient both myself and audiences and 
slipping between museum, art gallery, scientific laboratory, and lounge room. Upon entry the 
viewer was confronted with a featureless maroon-coloured wall, reminiscent of drawing 
rooms and special art museum exhibitions (Figure 15). This wall was positioned to obscure 
viewing from outside the room and to guide viewers into the room. Once in the room the 
viewer was presented with an apparent tableau vivant73 which included a number of tables 
with glass vessels, a gallery bench/seat, a worktable, and a human woman (myself) in a 
domestic arm chair. The tables holding the vessels, evocative of museum vitrines, gallery 
plinths and domestic bedside tables were arranged against three walls equidistant from each 
other. This arrangement presented the tables as a linear display, to be looked at travelling left 
to right, but also as a proscenium where humans in the room, whether sitting in the centre or 
looking at a vessel, where surrounded by non-humans.  
 

                                                           
72 Ibid. 
73 Defined as a “silent and motionless group of persons etc. arranged to represent a scene (lit. ‘living picture’)” 
("Tableau Vivant,"  in The Concise Oxford Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 1086.) 
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Figure 15 entering the gallery, in vitero installation still 11 September 2011  
 
The domestic armchair and side tables was placed in front of a boarded up fireplace next to 
which stood another table with a tea service and kettle (Figure 16). Three long sash windows 
suggestive of Victorian drawing rooms and museums provided natural light to the room. The 
workbench which occupied the fourth wall disrupted the austere minimalism of the tables and 
glass vessels. Full of care equipment, the Spill Hazard Kit, a first aid kit and various other items, 
it was obviously in use. The tableau vivant was also repeatedly disrupted when I greeted 
viewers entering the room, offered them tea or explained the work, and when visitors where 
present chatting. Additionally many viewers only became aware that living organisms where 
present in the vessels when they reached the Drosophila, at which point they would go back to 
see if the other vessels also had live creatures in them. 
 



 

 
23 

 
Figure 16 armchair in front of fireplace, in vitero installation still, 11 September 2011 
 
The gallery staging changed my care relationship with the organisms. As previously mentioned 
I had to bend to view them. I also had to move between the tables to engage with each critter 
– I could not reach them all easily from a single point as I could in the laboratory. I had to carry 
the vessels across the room to the work bench to clean them and I could not easily see them 
from my seat in the corner. The Drosophila, Neurospora and slime mould required less 
handling than in the laboratory. Hydra died and were replaced. The Daphnia thrived, requiring 
frequent subculturing to prevent overcrowding. At times I was able to return some to Shian 
Liau, the researcher who supplied them to the project. 
 
In contrast The Eighth Day and The Cardoso Flea Circus use unambiguous staging to emphasize 
the exotic Other: the radiant blue dome of The Eighth Day sits within a darkened gallery. 
Audiences must cross a shimmering moat to look through the yellow viewing screens at a 
robot and glowing green creatures.74 The small big top and silver costumes of The Cardoso Flea 
Circus evoke memories of exotic circuses, fairs and freak shows where you are sure to see an 
elephant, lion or tiger performing to the ringmaster’s whip (Figure 17). Maria Fernanda 
Cardoso became famous in the late 1990s as the first trainer of fleas for a travelling flea circus, 
the Cardoso Flea Circus, since 1958.75 Her work plays on our fascination with the minute and 
grotesque: as parasites fleas have a very intimate relationship with humans and Cardoso feeds 
them from her own body.76 

                                                           
74 Collins, "Tracking Chimeras." 
75 Charles LaBelle, "Maria Fernanda Cardoso," Selected Criticism 1994-2005 (2008), (originally published in World Art 
1998), http://charles-labelle-selected-criticism.blogspot.com/2008/06/maria-fernandez-cardoso-world-art-
1998.html. 
76 Ibid. 
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Figure 17 Spectacular spectacular, The Cardoso Flea Circus 1995-2000, Maria Fernanda Cardoso77 
 

CUSTOMISING THE READYMADE  

Marcel Duchamp’s 1917 artwork Fountain exemplifies the notion of estrangement through the 
readymade (Figure 18). Fountain comprised a urinal purchased by Duchamp, which was placed 
in his art studio upside down and at right angles to its positioning in a public toilet.78 This work 
is the most famous of Duchamp’s readymades – existing objects recontextualised through 
juxtaposition in order to expose the absurdity of the object and/or its accepted cultural 
function/meaning. The readymade relies on the recontextualistion of its familiarity to make 
estrange our associations with it. An editorial in the 1917 issue of The Blind Man defended the 
piece as art, suggesting that “he [the artist] took an article of life, placed it so that its useful 
significance disappeared under the new title and point of view – created a new thought for 
that object.”  
 

                                                           
77 Mary Elizabeth Williams, "Lord of the Fleas," SALON Features (2009), 
http://www1.salon.com/09/features/fleas1.html.http://www1.salon.com/09/features/fleas1.html; "Zoomorphia: 
Maria Cordosa Fernandez 9 April - 6 July 2003," Museum of Contemporary Art, 
http://www.mca.com.au/modules/zoomorphia/flea_frameset.html. 
78 One of the many myths propagated about this work is that it was exhibited in a gallery. According to Calvin 
Tomkin, however, the work was submitted for exhibition but hidden from view during the show. The work was not 
exhibited in public until 1950 (Calvin Tomkins, Duchamp, (New York: Henry Holt, 1996).) 

http://www1.salon.com/09/features/fleas1.html
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Figure 18 Fountain 1917 Marcel Duchamp, photo credit Alfred Steiglitz79 
 
Subsequent artists have engaged non-human animals as readymade in order to engage with 
non-human Otherness or alterity, including Beuys’ Coyote, Kounellis’ Horses, Vargas’ dog, Kac’s 
Eighth Day, O’Reilly’s pigs, and Evaristti’s goldfish. These artworks import existing non-human 
organisms into the gallery, making apparent the existing relationships and our assumptions. 
Complex power relationships and ethical dilemmas are revealed which challenge human 
complacency and complicity. in vitero extended the concept of non-human organisms as 
readymade by enabling extended engagements with them, displaying their lifecycles: the 
births, deaths and in-betweens. The project did not manipulate or experiment on the 
organisms to extend the readymade, but relied on the lifecycles of the organisms themselves 
to negotiate alterity: live-ness resists attempts to comfortably objectify it; disturbing the 
readymade as object. The tissue sculptures of TC&A, the model organisms of Workhorse Zoo, 
and Verena Kaminiarz’s mice are similarly extended readymades. 
 

                                                           
79 Henri-Pierre Roche, Beatrice Wood, and Marcel Duchamp, eds., The Blind Man, vol. 2 (New York: 1917), 4, 
http://sdrc.lib.uiowa.edu/dada/blindman/2/04.htm. 
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in vitero did not just extend the readymade by caring for readymade organisms, it also 
customised readymade objects to increase ambiguity and blur meanings. The main 
components of the installation were customised mass-produced objects, just as the model 
organisms are mass produced for scientific purposes, with modifications depending on the 
experiment. The vessels were standard 5L, single neck, round bottom, glass Schott flasks, 
commonly used in chemistry, and customised by pulling out two extra necks. These extra 
necks served to distance the vessel from its original purpose, simultaneously evoking human 
organs and enabling access to the organisms inside. The roundness of their bases provided a 
sense of instability which I countered by placing the vessels on glass petri dishes. Each vessel 
looked identical, but minute differences caused by the necks being hand-pulled by a scientific 
glassblower could be observed. Differences were also caused by the addition of plugs and seals 
due to the various air or safety requirements of the organisms. The vessels slipped between 
scientific flask, domestic fish bowl or vase, glass sculpture, and specimen jar.  
 
The tables were black-brown bedside tables sourced from IKEA. These tables were reminiscent 
of Victorian/Edwardian museum and drawing room vitrines and acted as gallery plinths. I 
customised each by replacing the drawer knob with draw-pulls and label-holders to increase its 
similarity to a display cabinet. A label was inserted into each holder with the binomial name of 
the relevant organism (Figure 19). These labels were printed on paper sourced from a local 
scrapbooking shop and the font used was readily available online.80 This font, Harrington, was 
aesthetically evocative of the Victorian/Edwardian era and hand-written labels on natural 
history collection boxes and displays. A double-containment incubator constructed on the 
Candida table was framed in brown-black stained pine to resonate with the tables and a 
Victorian vitrine. 
 

 
Figure 19 Daphnia pulex label in Harrington font, in vitero installation detail, 30 October 2011 
 

                                                           
80 http://www.fontspace.com/sam-wang/harrington 
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The workbench was a sideboard also sourced from IKEA which I stained black-brown to match 
the tables. The legs and top of this bench had a similar look to the tables and lent fragility to 
the bench, causing its appearance to slip between kitchen bench, display table and scientific 
bench. The gallery seat in the centre of the room was domesticated by placing cushions 
underneath, which also served as extra seating and a vintage ‘radio’ chair located in one 
corner was bounded on either side by occasional tables and was reminiscent of gallery 
attendant seating. 
 
The Victorian/Edwardian period was an important visual aesthetic reference for the gallery 
phase of in vitero. Much private collecting and categorising of non-human specimens from the 
colonies occurred during this time, concurrent with the rise of the amateur naturalist and 
Darwinian evolutionary theory. Natural history museums and art galleries were also collecting 
and categorising new world specimens and opening for public viewing. Botanical illustration 
flourished during this period and radical cultural changes occurred as a result of scientific 
discoveries. Victorian middleclass drawing rooms were common locations for ferneries and 
fishtanks enabled by the invention of the Wardian case and the glass fishtank. Freak shows and 
menageries displayed the aberrant human alongside the exotic non-human.81 In many ways 
this aesthetic speaks of science more than sterile stainless steel and white, which is the 
environment of many contemporary bioscience laboratories. 
 

MANIPULATING SCALE 

One of the primary questions explored in in vitero was how to relate to non-human organisms 
that we can barely see without technological assistance. What communication modes do we 
use if the apparently essential mutual gaze is not possible? As carers how do we know what 
that organism needs? Human scientists work with these organisms precisely because of their 
size: they are easy to contain, manipulate and cultivate in confined spaces, however, their 
observations are usually mediated by technology. For most humans these organisms are 
invisible, either because their habitats are under water or in soil (C. elegans, Daphnia, hydra), 
or because they are weeds or pests (Candida, fruitflies, Arabidopsis, Neurospora).  
 
in vitero explored the possibilities that changes in scale offer strategies of estrangement in 
negotiating alterity. Scale is an ideal mode for exploring alterity as it is relational and 
phenomenological, created through “networks of interaction.”82 As such scale is both 
ontological and epistemological: Erik Swyngedouw argues that scale is “the embodiment of 
social relations of empowerment and disempowerment,” and David Delaney and Helga Leiter 
suggest that it is a “way of framing conceptions of reality.”83 in vitero adapted Kevin Cox’s 
concept of jumping scales as a political and an aesthetic strategy to reframe “conceptions of 
reality,” renegotiate power relationships, and effect estrangement.84  

                                                           
81 Coco Fusco argues that these displays acted as an important form of public education, as “living expressions of 
colonial fantasies and helped to forge a special place in the European and Euro-American imagination for nonwhite 
peoples and their cultures.” Fusco also provides a fascinating summary of the displays of humans at this time (Coco 
Fusco, "The Other History of Intercultural Performance," TDR 38, no. 1  (1994): 147-9.) 
82 Kevin Cox cited in K. T. Jones, "Scale as Epistemology," Political Geography 17, no. 1  (1998): 25. 
83 cited in Sallie A. Marston, "The Social Construction of Scale," Progress in Human Geography 24, no. 2  (2000): 221. 
84 cited in Jones, "Scale as Epistemology," 25. 



 

 
28 

 
During the laboratory phase of the project I minimised microscope-mediated observations. I 
found that as I spent more time caring for the creatures I could actually see them more easily: I 
‘got my eye in.’ I could distinguish changes in behaviour and morphology, and although I 
occasionally misinterpreted the meanings, I became more able to understand and respond to 
them. In the lab I was able to see the organisms as I was physically close to them. I used a 
microscope only to produce images for the gallery installation postcard: I wanted the 
organisms to appear large on the postcard so that their physical smallness was disconcerting 
when encountered in the gallery (Figure 20). The images on the postcard also manipulated the 
scale of each organism relative to the others, intimating that they were all the same size. 
 

 
Figure 20 in vitero installation postcard  
 
Antony Hall and Maria Fernando Cardoso jump scales in their artworks, but unlike in vitero 
their jumping is mediated by magnification. As an artist-educator Antony Hall is interested in 
conveying information. Pond Life consisted of a DIY micro-aquarium which projected the 
activities of a single Daphnia pulex living within a drop of pond water (Figure 21):  

Within the drop the life of a Daphnia was lived out under continual observation, the 
projected beam passing through its transparent flesh and transforming it into an image. 
It was possible to see its beating heart and the embryonic young inside its body.85 

On attending one of Cardoso’s performances, critic Mary Elizabeth Williams found herself “on 
a winter’s day at a San Francisco science museum…with a handful of [other] circus-curious 
visitors…swarming into a claustrophobically small room” to experience a simultaneously 
“fantastic and banal” event (Figure 22):86  

Her show features an elaborate cast of all-but-invisible performers: tight-rope-walkers 
Teeny and Tiny, jugglers Pepita and Pepon, flea-cannonballs Bounce 1 and Bounce 2 
(who are shot out of thimble-sized cannons), escape-artist Harry Fleadini, an ensemble 
of flea-clowns, and flea-tango-dancers festooned with tiny sequined tutus.87 

Skepticism often greets the Circus, with people believing it is trickery and that the fleas are 
dead and stuck to props.88 Cardoso the ringmaster embraces the confusion, happy to 
encourage the mythos of flea circuses. Charles LaBelle observed that  

                                                           
85 http://www.antonyhall.net/pond.html 
86 Williams, "Lord of the Fleas". 
87 LaBelle, "Maria Fernanda Cardoso". 
88 http://www.straightdope.com/columns/read/8/is-there-really-such-a-thing-as-a-flea-circus 
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Her flea-circus is at once innocent and knowing, beautiful and creepy, humble yet 
extravagant. It both seduces and deceives us. It encourages our willing suspension of 
disbelief while, at the same time, remaining completely sincere.89 

Both these works trade on the wonder and spectacle of the minute Other, supporting the 
distinction between human/non-human organisms.  
 

 
Figure 21 Tabletop Experiments: Pond Life 2010 Antony Hall90 
 

 
Figure 22 Cardoso Flea Circus 1996-2000 Maria Fernanda Cardoso. Photo credit Will Brown91 
 
TC&A also jump scales when exhibiting their tissue sculptures. Expectations created by the 
names of their artworks (The Pig Wings Project, Victimless Leather, Semi-Living Steak) and 

                                                           
89 LaBelle, "Maria Fernanda Cardoso". 
90 http://www.antonyhall.net/pond.html 
91 http://www.museodeartecarrillogil.com/ex_artenoesvida.html 
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assumptions about the possibilities of biotechnology are shattered when the works are 
viewed. The disappointment experienced when the viewer realises how small and 
unspectacular these works are is intentional and serves to initiate interrogation of the hyped 
claims of biotechnology. Catts and Zurr call this effect the aesthetics of disappointment. in 
vitero encouraged viewers to stay in the gallery with the organisms to relieve some of that 
disappointment through durational proximity and to encourage recognition of the difficult-to-
see.  This was not always successful and many viewers were frustrated by their 
disappointment, leaving almost immediately. 
 
Once in the gallery the organisms were contained in 5L vessels – larger than used in scientific 
laboratories. The bedside tables which the vessels were displayed on required viewers to bend 
over to see what was inside. They were not placed at adult human eye height for easy viewing: 
humans had to go to the creatures, compelling awareness of bodies.92 The gallery room also 
had very high ceilings which I initially thought would be a problem: I was worried that the 
tables would become insignificant. However they became an asset, contributing to the scale 
estrangement effect: humans entering the space were dwarfed by the ceilings, reducing them 
to the size of the other organisms in the room, reframing “conceptions of reality” and enacting 
an ‘Alice in Wonderland’ effect.  
 

CONTAINMENT 

Wardian Cases were invented by English botanist Nathaniel Ward and subsequently used to 
transport live botanical species around the world, with the first transportation from Australia 
in 1833.93 They rapidly became popular for botanists and gardeners and enabled exotic humid 
ferneries in the cold drawing rooms of Western Europe and the United States. The vessels of in 
vitero are contemporary Wardian cases, transporting live model organisms from the exotic 
scientific laboratory to the public gallery, complicit in colonisation and imperialism.  
 
in vitero draws from a long history of the containment of human and non-human organisms for 
both entertainment and science, exploring the power relationships inherent in these activities. 
The organisms contained within the glass vessels have been captured by scientists, bred to 
promote human knowledge, and then displayed for entertainment in a public art gallery. They 
were sourced from scientific research laboratories, having been bred for experimentation. 
These organisms were not my collaborators. I was highly aware of the power imbalance 
between myself and the creatures, in laboratory and gallery: they did not choose to 
participate; they were my ‘art victims/slaves.’ However the project also committed me as a 
‘slave’ to these organisms: I was responsible for sustaining their lives – which initially (and 
absurdly) caused resentment.  
 
Similarly, both Kathy High and Kira O’Reilly are openly conscious of the relational agency in 
their interspecies relationships. Although, they both through the duration of their affective 
encounters develop a “shared language” with the rats and pig, the humans never forget that 

                                                           
92 However they were at eye height for older children, creating a whole different set of challenges and viewing 
experiences which are unfortunately not within the scope of this discussion 
93 David Hershey, "Doctor Ward's Accidental Terrarium," The American Biology Teacher 58 (1996). 
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the animals have not chosen to be in that particular situation.  O’Reilly draws attention to “the 
tensions between the undercurrents of exploitation of animal in the piece with the obvious 
and explicit care for the non-human animal that was exercised on every level possible.”94  
 
Kathy High’s 2005 project Embracing Animal involved her adoption of three transgenic 
laboratory rats that had finished their breeding lives. High documented the lives of these rats 
in her home and her care of them on her website, and then the animals were included in 
“Becoming Animal”, an exhibition in 2005 at MASSMoCA. In the Rat Love Manifesto High 
informs us:  

These rats ... have been microinjected with human DNA that sets them up for a 
precondition to beautoimmune [sic] challenged. They are prone to develop diseases like 
reactive arthritis, psoriasis inflammatory bowel disease, and other things. They are 
developed for pharmaceutical research studies in systemic inflammation ... I bought 
them to try and make them live as long as possible and to see if they could become 
healthy given their prior genetic conditioning ... I, too, have autoimmune problems (in 
the form of Crohn’s disease and Sarcoidosis). Thus, I identify with the rats and feel as 
though we are mirroring each other. I feel a great kinship with them ... They are not 
pets. They are extensions, transformers, transitional combined beings that resonate 
with us in ways that other animals cannot.95 

High is insistent that the rats are not pets but creatures that co-exist with us and require 
respect: “The combination of animal and human is traversed here with a kind of commitment 
and lack of choice.”96 

 
Additionally in vitero complicated assumptions about ecologies and habitats. Like Workhorse 
Zoo and The Eighth Day, the organisms were sourced from scientific laboratories or breeding 
facilities. However, the isolation of the in vitero organisms was preserved: Workhorse Zoo and 
The Eighth Day ‘liberated’ their scientific creatures, merging environments and exposing them 
to other organisms (although Zaretsky and Reodica were interested in the potential for 
anarchy offered by this merging, whereas  The Eighth Day creates a utopian ecology for 
transgenic organisms). in vitero’s vessels do not contain ecosystems which could sustain the 
organisms; the species are isolated within their individual vivaria, dependant on humans for 
survival. Conversely, this situation means that the organisms have no predators and they are 
given optimal nutrients and environmental conditions, problematizing assumptions about 
freedom. Analogously Yann Martel argues for this problematization, asserting in his novel Life 
of Pi that “we should not think of the animals as imprisoned and yearning to be free…his 
[sic] enclosure is his [sic] home.97 The organisms cared for during in vitero had also been bred 
over many generations in laboratory ecologies. Where then are their ‘natural’ or original 
habitats. 
 
TC&A, Susan Hauri-Downing and Paula Hayes also examine relationships between 
containment, display and dependence. The semi-living sculptures of TC&A would not exist and 

                                                           
94 Kira O'Reilly, "Falling Asleep with Pig Notes (Iii)," Kira O'Reilly, 4 February 2009, 
http://www.kiraoreilly.com/blog/?p=169. 
95 Kathy High, "Embracing Animal: Rat Love Manifesto,"  http://embracinganimal.com/ratlove.html. 
96 Ibid. 
97 cited in James Mensch, "The Intertwining of Incommensurables: Yann Martel's Life of Pi," in Phenomenology and 
the Non-Human Animal: At the Limits of Experience, ed. Corinne Painter and Christian Lotz, (Dordrecht, The 
Netherlands: Springer, 2007), 136. 
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cannot survive without human care, insisting on acknowledgement of our responsibility to 
them; and although Cardoso’s fleas are “kept within confined spaces, where they learn quickly 
after a few knocks on the ceiling to control their manic jumping,” she claims that “they've [her 
fleas] enslaved me. I'm at their service.”98  
 
Susan Hauri-Downing’s 2005 works Invasion and Sanctuary 31°S, 115°E explore the 
complexities of contemporary Australian ecologies. European lawn is contained within a 
custom built Perspex terrarium in Invasion and placed in a dry sparsely vegetated location, 
typical of the West Australian colonised landscape (Figure 23). The bright green of the water 
hungry lawn provides a startling contrast to the dry, brown dirt. Sanctuary 31°S, 115°E inverts 
the Invasion scenario containing three iconic, native West Australian plants within terraria 
placed in a grassed, built environment (Figure 24). The bright green lawn is again a startling 
contrast, to the brown dirt, but this time the “terraria enable some native plants to live in the 
alien environment that has been created.”99 Each work is a reminder of the ambiguities of 
technological intervention into ecosystems. 
 

 
Figure 23 Invasion 2005 Susan Hauri-Downing100 
 

                                                           
98 cited in Williams, "Lord of the Fleas". 
99 http://susanhauri-downing.com/sanctuary.php 
100 http://susanhauri-downing.com/invasion.php 
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Figure 24 Sanctuary 31°S, 115°E 2005 Susan Hauri-Downing. Photo credit Derek Kreckler101 
 
Paula Hayes is a New York based horticultural artist who creates landscapes, terraria and 
wearable plant necklaces (Figure 25).102 Her works are handmade and are made to co-exist 
with humans. Hayes recognises the obligation inherent in the containment of living organisms, 
insisting that the owner of each work signs a contract which obliges them 

to maintain the life of the artwork described by seeing to it that the container contains a 
living landscape. This is to be executed by careful and appropriate maintenance of the 
living artwork by a dedicated caretaker...The owner is responsible for the artwork in as 
much as the artwork does not exist without the responsibility and commitment to its 
undertaking.103  

Hayes believes that “it’s the caring for it that is complex, because of how devoted you have to 
be to it...You can’t just buy it. You have [to] understand the value of taking care of it.”104  
 

                                                           
101 http://susanhauri-downing.com/sanctuary.php 
102 http://paulahayes.com/ 
103 designglut, "The Living Work of Paula Hayes," designglut: interviews (2009), 
http://www.designglut.com/2009/04/the-living-work-of-paula-hayes/. 
104 Ibid. 
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Figure 25 Living Necklace 2009 Paula Hayes105 
 
Extending these works in vitero contains the human, further complicating the relationship 
between entertainment, exploitation and dependence. An empty vessel labelled Homo sapiens 
was included as a model organism and provided viewers with their reflection, echoing the 
gallery room as a container of the human organisms and a reminder of the display of humans 
in freak shows and other public exhibitions (Figure 26). Most of the other vessels were not 
sealed, sharing air between human and non-human. The Drosophila, Neurospora and slime 
mould appeared to be on the verge of escape, threatening the sanitary gallery environment 
and prompting human memories of fruit bowls, bread and fridges. Despite being double 
contained the Candida elicited very embodied responses from viewers, one suggesting that 
seeing it had “put her off her dinner.” Another viewer was fascinated, spending half an hour 
crouched in front of the vitrine (Figure 27). The double-containment of the Candida possessed 
elements of absurdity for me as the organism is present in 80% of the human population. 
 

                                                           
105 http://hipsterloli.tumblr.com/post/11600348149/something-that-surprised-me-lately-was-what-i 
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Figure 26 Homo sapiens vessel, in vitero installation detail, 5 September2010. Photo credit Megan 
Schlipalius 
 

 
Figure 27 viewer looking at Candida, in vitero installation still, 25 September 2011. Photo credit 
Megan Schlipalius 
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Kira O’Reilly, Kathy High, Adam Zaretsky and Julia Reodica, and Laura Beloff also contain and 
display the human as well as the non-human. O’Reilly spent three days in Deliah’s pen, eating, 
sleeping, working, and displayed. In Embracing Animal, more humans than the artist were 
involved in the display and care of the rats (Figure 28). Kathy High explains that  

throughout the exhibition of Embracing Animal at MASS MoCA, the entire staff was 
bought in to the project...The museum staff conducted tours and explained the 
transgenic make-up of the rats, their history and medical uses, as well as feeding, 
cleaning and nursing them. The staff learned to love the rats. In fact the night 
watchman, Mike Wilber, and his wife, Peg, played with the rats every night and, at the 
conclusion of the exhibition, adopted them.106 

The Rat Care Manual on the Embracing Animal website also explains ways a viewer could 
interact with and care for the rats.107 Similarly, in vitero’s organisms had additional carers; 
viewers who fed them and an unfortunately unsuccessful adoption at the end of the project. 
The project curator Megan Schlipalius found that despite seven months of participating in the 
project and occasionally taking care of the Daphnia she was unable keep them alive once they 
were in her home. 
 

 
Figure 28 Mike Wilber caring for rats, Embracing Animal 2004 Kathy High108 
 
Like Hayes’ Living Necklace, Laura Beloff ‘s wearable Fruit Fly Farm snares the wearer into a 
public performance of care (Figure 29). An acrylic ball containing fruit is strapped to the back 

                                                           
106 Kathy High, "Embracing Animal: The Practice of Care," filter 68 (2008), http://filter.org.au/issue-68/embracing-
animal-the-practice-of-care/. 
107 Kathy High, "Embracing Animal: Rat Care Manual,"  http://embracinganimal.com/ratcare.html. 
108 High, "Embracing Animal: The Practice of Care". 
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of the human carer and fruit flies fly in and out: the flies are more ‘free’ than the humans.109 
Similarly, Adam Zaretsky was not able to leave the gallery-installed clean room for seven days 
and described his relief when released from display:  

Feelings of exposure, a kind of indeflectable, pornographic focus were experienced by 
Adam [and] Julia…Upon leaving the enclosure, Adam and Julia drove down a dirt road 
appropriately named Hamburger Lane to the nearest Wheatfield/Cow farm and just 
sniffed the domesticated nature with a hearty inhale. It was nice to be outside of that 
cage and just stand under the sun near a little house on the prairie.110  

in vitero differed significantly from these works in the duration of public exposure for the 
human: I was on display whenever the non-human organisms were for 70 days. As one of the 
model organisms, albeit the ‘ringmaster,’ I was also displayed, contained and exposed; I 
became extremely exhausted.  
 

 
Figure 29 The Fruit Fly Farm 2005-2006 Laura Beloff111 
 

HUMAN PRESENCE 

in vitero included the human, figuratively in the form of the empty Homo sapiens vessel and 
literally, as I was present whenever the gallery was open. As previously mentioned, the empty 
Homo sapiens vessel reflected the viewer, implicating them in the exploitation of these 
organisms. The physical reflection was difficult to see, possible only by shifting focus from the 
interior to the surface. I also placed a cup of red rosehip tea on the shelf under the vessel, 
symbolising care, echoing the tea service on the other side of the room and the food supplies 
of the other organisms (Figure 26).112 I happened to have my period when moving in to the 
gallery and decided to keep my tampon box in the Homo sapiens table drawer so that I knew 
where it was in all the chaos. Initially unintentional, its presence signified care and resonated 

                                                           
109 http://www.saunalahti.fi/%7Eoff/off/fruitflyfarm.htm 
110 Adam Zaretsky, "The Workhorse Zoo Bioethics Quiz," in The Aesthetics of Care?, Biofeel, ed. Oron Catts (Perth: 
SymbioticA Press, 2002), 89. 
111 http://www.saunalahti.fi/~off/off/fruitflyfarm.htm 
112 Although the tea became contaminated by a fungus every few days, I removed it as I felt that this signified 
neglect.  
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with the concepts of reproduction I was playing with and I thought it was funny so I decided to 
leave it there. During the opening of the installation a viewer became shocked and disturbed 
when he opened the drawer: the vertical relationship between the empty vessel, tampons, 
and red tea caused him to think the tea was blood. He was repulsed and fascinated, opening 
the drawer several times and showing his friends. Like the Candida the inclusion of the 
tampons created an interesting gendered response in viewers, feminised the installation, and 
enhanced the domesticity of the room.   
 
The emptiness of the vessel was important, speaking of both potential and absence. Although 
some viewers thought inclusion of a Homo sapiens vessel was funny, asking how a human 
could fit in it, it provoked consideration in others, some questioning if I actually had invisible 
human parts in it. I wanted the emptiness to disorient viewers, forcing them to consider 
meanings and possibilities, including responsibility for the exploitation of the organisms; 
complicity in experimentation on other humans. The vessel also made me visible as artist. 
 
The empty vessel was placed in the centre of the line of organisms, four on either side.113 As I 
was interested in ways to negotiate alterity, relationality was more important than hierarchy 
or taxonomy. Donna Haraway believes that “human beings have always been in partnership. 
To be human is to be in congeries of…situated relationalities, with organisms, tools, much 
else.”114 The common element between the organisms in the in vitero installation is the Homo 
sapiens: without the human, scientist or artist, these species would never meet. As they do not 
speak, any meanings we ascribe to them are created by us. I can only understand them and 
speak of them through my own very human knowledge. For me this is a humble 
anthropocentrism: they exist in excess of that knowledge, themselves as beings-in-the-world, 
my limited human understanding only defines a small part of what they are/do, and when we 
are not in their presence, their lives go on.  
 
My presence in the room served two purposes, practical – I cared for the organisms – and 
performative. My performative function was firstly, to explore the performativity of care in 
negotiating alterity and secondly, to make the space strange for viewers to facilitate their 
encounter with alterity. Similarly, when Kira O’Reilly performs with the pigs her bodies act as a 
site of alterity for viewers. Her familiar humanness causes her animals to be humanised and 
the human to be animalised. The strangeness of the animal is mediated and diluted by the 
human presence and a new relationship is possible. inthewrongplaceness was a brief 
performance with a dead pig staged ambiguously between museum and boudoir. Despite the 
spectacular staging and potential alienation effect of the dead pig, the fluid boundaries 
between O’Reilly’s body and the pig’s body prompt compassion and recognition of sameness 
(Figure 30). She placed her head inside the pig’s carcass and viewers were invited to touch 
both human animal and pig animal, recognising their own skin.115 The strange presence of 
Deliah in the gallery is familiarised by the sleeping human form of Kira. The vulnerability of 
sleeping renders both pig and human animals familiar and unthreatening (Figure 13). Trust is 
vital here:  
                                                           
113 Nine vessels were chosen for the nine months of human gestation. 
114 Haraway cited in Gane, "Interview with Donna Haraway," 146-47. 
115 Jennifer Willet, "Bodies in Biotechnology: Embodied Models for Understanding Biotechnology in Contemporary 
Art," Leonardo Electronic Almanac 14, no. 8 Wild Nature and the Digital Life  (2006); Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson and 
Kira O'Reilly, "Falling Asleep with a Pig," Antennae 13 (2010). 
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There is something very innocent about falling asleep and it takes a great deal of trust 
for two creatures to fall asleep together. I liked the way you and the pig got closer and 
closer, and as the light grew darker, until your two shapes were virtually inseparable. I 
pictured the pig’s eyes gradually dropping closed as it surrendered to this new and 
unusual friendship.116     

 

 
Figure 30 inthewrongplaceness 2005 Kira O'Reilly117 
 
Like O’Reilly, my presence in the installation of in vitero acted as a familiar point of reference 
within an unfamiliar environment. I was unthreatening as I did not wear any obvious costume 
(thereby ridiculing), was not naked or silent: I was Self not Other. Many viewers readily 
accepted my presence, some even feeling safe enough to argue with me. Occasionally viewers 
having tea with me would forget about the organisms completely.118 I found that visitors 
would sit chatting about everything except the organisms. This may have been a failing of the 
project, but resonates with the ambiguous nature of encounters with unspectacular alterity 
and is characteristic of domesticity – we aren’t aware and vigilant all the time. Do I feel guilt 
about this? I am uncertain.   
 
Once identified as having knowledge and authority, contact with my humanness alleviated 
anxieties about contact with the organisms and the brevity of information. As a person of 
authority my presence resonated with museum guides, gallery attendants and science 
educators, mediating encounters with the Other. Information I provided was accepted as 
truth, particularly when viewers discovered that I am a scientist as well as an artist. My actual 
inexpertise was obscured by the mantle of authority. It was important for me however, that 
my appearance was unspectacular. In contrast to the confrontations presented by the various 
costumes and performances of Zaretsky, Beuys and Cardoso, my costume was banal, every-
day clothing. I was simultaneously familiar Self and authoritative Other for the viewers. My 
personal exploration of alterity demanded that I meet the creatures unspectacularly. 
                                                           
116 Christian O’Reilly (artist’s brother) on viewing Falling asleep with a pig, Kira O'Reilly, "Email About Falling Asleep 
with a Pig from My Brother, Christian O’reilly," Kira O'Reilly, 26 February 2009, 
http://www.kiraoreilly.com/blog/archives/178. 
117 Kira O'Reilly, "Marsyas - Beside Myself," in sk-interfaces: exploding borders - creating membranes in art, 
technology and society, ed. Jens Hauser (Liverpool: FACT & Liverpool University Press, 2007). 
118 The cause of this was not clear but could include the reason for their visit; presence of another person; 
deliberate avoidance to relieve anxiety; and the social nature of galleries and/or tea consumption 
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Unlike Beuys, who didn’t speak for three days, and Fusco and Gomez-Peña, who took a 
“symbolic vow of silence” in Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit…, I chose to speak to 
viewers.119 I consciously mediated experiences of the in vitero installation, modifying and 
tailoring information depending on visitor interest and knowledge. My intention was not to 
create an alienating confrontation but a gentle living-with which attempted to familiarise 
viewers with the organisms. To this end I facilitated several artist talks within the space and 
presented/performed at the Embodied Knowledges Symposium at Edith Cowan University 
(Figure 31 to Figure 34). I also held an afternoon tea party to celebrate the conclusion of the 
installation, which involved humans consuming tea and cake, living-with the creatures.   
 

 
Figure 31 Tarsh Bates Talks in vitero, on-location SymbioticA Friday seminar, 30 September 2010. 
Photo credit Lisa Carrie Goldberg  
 

 
Figure 32 Open studio PICA, 11 October 2010. Photo credit Lisa Carrie Goldberg 

                                                           
119 Fusco, "Intercultural Performance," 145. 
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Figure 33 artist talk Magdalena Talks Back Feminist Reading Group, 12 October 2011. Photo credit 
Megan Schlipalius 
 

 
Figure 34 presentation at Embodied Knowledges Symposium, CREATEC ECU, 19 October 2011. Photo 
credit Megan Schlipalius 
 

BREVITY OF INFORMATION 

Another estrangement mode employed by in vitero was brevity of information. An installation 
postcard was placed on the wall outside the room providing a brief outline of the project and 



 

 
42 

on a table inside the room as a souvenir (Figure 15). The card provided minimal context, 
consisting mostly of questions. Inside the room each table was labelled only with the scientific 
binomial name of the organism in its vessel (Figure 19). Viewers could look at the project blog 
provided on a computer on one of the corner occasional tables or browse through the visual 
diaries which documented the project, but these also provided limited information: the visual 
diaries consisting predominantly of images. Viewers often browsed the diaries, but rarely 
looked at the computer.  
 
The brevity of information obliged viewers to make their own meanings and associations. Two 
interesting phenomena arose as a result: firstly, some viewers appeared stressed about having 
to do this and immediately requested an explanation, often asking what my agenda was. 
Initially I found myself complying and would explain my intention. After a couple of weeks 
however, I started asking the viewer what they thought was going on. This strategy stimulated 
much more discussion and consideration in both the viewer and me. Often the viewer would 
make associations that had not occurred to me. Secondly, I found the brevity of information 
had a fascinating trust effect. Viewers trusted that organisms were actually in the vessels 
(another estrangement effect of scale)120 and that the information I provided about the 
organisms was correct. I never lied; I certainly omitted information, but the information I 
provided was never questioned. It was not my intention to mislead or create a hoax, but this 
unexpected authority effect fascinated me. 
 
This brevity of information contrasts with that provided by Workhorse Zoo where audiences 
were invited to read and complete an extremely detailed quiz, designed to elicit discussion and 
consideration of the use of non-human animals in art and science.121 In addition, the trust 
effect has been explored in a number of recent projects, including Vargas’ Exposición N° 1, 
which relied on media hype in particular. Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit..., a series of 
performances by Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gomez-Peña, found that viewers were angered 
when their assumptions about the performers were shown to be false. Fusco and Gomez-Peña 
displayed themselves in a cage for three days as “recently discovered Amerindians from an 
island in the Gulf of Mexico,” exploring Western notions of the exotic primitive Other.122 The 
performers thought that the parody of the performance was obvious, but were very surprised 
when viewers took it seriously, believing that they were actually exotic savages, despite the 
presence of props like a tv, barbells and sunglasses. Reflecting on the unexpected but welcome 
outcome, Fusco observed that  

a substantial number of intellectuals, artists, and cultural bureaucrats have sought to 
deflect attention from the substance of our experiment to the "moral implications" of 
our dissimulation, or in their words, our "misinforming the public" about who we are. 
The literalism implicit in the interpretation of our work by individuals representing the 
"public interest" bespeaks their investment in positivist notions of "truth" and 
depoliticized, ahistorical notions of "civilization.”123 

 

                                                           
120 In fact the hydra died twice and I could not get the C. elegans to stay alive. 
121 Zaretsky, "The Workhorse Zoo Bioethics Quiz." 
122 Marvin Carlson, "Resistant Performance," in The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, ed. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, 
and Helen Tiffin, (London & New York: Routledge, 2006), 311. 
123 Fusco, "Intercultural Performance," 144. 
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Figure 35 Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit Madrid 1992 Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gomez-Peña. 
Photo credit Peter Barker124 
 
in vitero was not a parody and did not attempt to mislead the viewer, but, like Two 
Undiscovered Amerindians Visit..., the brevity of guided information provided by the project 
did create an “uncanny” encounter. During in vitero I found, as Fusco has suggested, that “in 
such encounters with the unexpected, people's defence mechanisms are less likely to operate 
with their normal efficiency; caught off guard, their beliefs are more likely to rise to the 
surface.”125 These beliefs were recorded, collected and displayed in the drawers of the tables. 
The project curator Megan Schlipalius provided viewers with an opportunity to share their 
experiences and understand the project by reading other viewer’s understanding of their 
encounters. Understandings became mediated over time by information provided by previous 
interpretations and responses.126 
 

COLLAPSING HIERARCHY 

Subverting hierarchy was an important mode of estrangement for in vitero. A hierarchy of 
organisms is central to our conception of the human animal. Erica Fudge provides an 
interesting analysis of the effect of various religions and science on our belief in the 
fundamental superiority of humans to dominate non-human creatures.127 Charles Darwin, 
Thomas Huxley, and Alfred Wallace disturbed this certainty by inserting the animal into the 
human, suggesting that we had evolved from other organisms.128 In order to alleviate the 
intense anxieties caused by this revelation, evolutionary theory has been seen by some, not as 

                                                           
124 http://www.museodeartecarrillogil.com/ex_artenoesvida.html 
125 Fusco, "Intercultural Performance," 147. 
126 The audience response research conducted by Megan Schlipalius was an extremely valuable and enlightening 
aspect of the project, but discussion of her findings is not within the scope of this exegesis. 
127 Fudge, Animal. 
128 Adrian J Desmond, "T.H. Huxley (British Biologist)," in Britannica Online Encyclopedia (2011); Charles H Smith, 
"The Alfred Russel Wallace Page,"  http://people.wku.edu/charles.smith/index1.htm.  
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a process of diversification, but as progress from simple to complex, that is, a linear drive 
towards perfection. Darwin himself is thought to have believed that evolution is not linear and 
that apparently physiologically simpler organisms are not less ‘perfect:’ “Darwin once wrote a 
memo reminding himself never to use the terms ‘higher’ or ‘lower’, when referring to the 
evolution of animals.”129  
 
Several artists have attempted to complicate hierarchy and taxonomy. The menageries of 
Workhorse Zoo and The Eighth Day were recent examples; both disturbed hierarchies by 
allowing all the organisms within the vitrines to interact within a single constructed ecology. In 
The Eighth Day however, humans were not included within this ecology, separated from the 
transgenic organisms and “biobot” by the glass dome and viewing ports, although they did 
share the atmosphere. Human viewers were subject to surveillance from cameras within the 
dome which were projected to a computer screen in the room and to online viewers, and 
physically allied with the dome by crossing the projected moat to view the creatures within 
(Figure 12). Despite this hierarchies were not fully disrupted as the work also replicated the 
power relationships involved in the production of transgenic non-human organisms and 
technology: although Dan Collins suggests that The Eighth Day explored “metaphors for 
“interconnectedness”” with our transgenic creations, “interconnectedness” was actually 
overwhelmed by various explicit biblical references and the associated imperative for human 
dominion over “every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.”130 
 
The model organisms in Workhorse Zoo were released into the gallery-installed laboratory and 
encouraged to interact with each other through the creation of “overlapping 
microenvironments” designed to accommodate the needs of individual creatures (including 
the human). Zaretsky describes the construction of this space as a “desire to overlap our 
culture’s generic definitions of kinds of interaction with ‘other’ life.”131 Physical hierarchies 
were abolished to complicate metaphorical taxonomies, including organisms eating each 
other. All organisms were on display with viewers outside the laboratory looking in at the 
menagerie. However the non-human organisms remained within the enclosure for seven more 
weeks after Zaretsky left, exposed to the gazes of curious humans who could not enter or 
interact due to the Aseptic Containment Facility: Jennifer Willet describes viewers of 
Workhorse Zoo as “gawking” at the spectacle.132  
 
The semi-living sculptures of TC&A are also constructed to “question...the human position 
within the continuum of life, by using living tissues from complex organisms,” including 
humans.133 The chimeric nature of these tissues completely collapses any hierarchical and 
taxonomic assumptions. Zurr and Catts note that at “the level that we are dealing with, that of 
the tissue, it is almost impossible...to distinguish between different species, and needless to 
say, between human and non-human tissue.”134 Any claim to human superiority or even 
                                                           
129 Sober cited in Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman, Thinking with Animals: New Perspectives on 
Anthropomorphism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 91. 
130 See Genesis 1:26. “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.”   
131 Zaretsky, "The Workhorse Zoo Bioethics Quiz," 87-88. 
132 Willet, "Bodies in Biotechnology." 
133 Zurr and Catts, "The Ethical Claims of Bio Art," 11. 
134 Ibid. 
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difference is rendered irrelevant in the face of these sculptures; these works enact a cellular 
relationality.  
 
in vitero did not immerse the human organism in the free-for-all menageries of Kac, and 
Zaretsky and Reodica, but like TC&A, attempted to negotiate the complicated terrain of 
relational alterity, respecting the separate difference of the other, suggested by the individual 
vessels. The species were deliberately placed semi-randomly (with some consideration for 
visual aesthetics) around the room to confuse construction of a hierarchy based on 
physiological complexity: from left to right from the door, Daphnia pulex, Candida albicans, C. 
elegans, Drosophila melanogaster, Homo sapiens, Arabidopsis thaliana, Hydra vulgaris, 
Neurospora crassa, and Physarum polycephalum.135 A linear viewing procession was 
encouraged by the placement of the tables, reminiscent of museums and art galleries. The 
tables were all the same height and distance from each other. In addition, the Homo sapiens 
vessel was placed in the centre. Bending and seeing myself reflected in the Homo sapiens 
vessel, with eight other organisms surrounding me at my level, it was difficult to feel superior.   
 

DOMESTICITY 

The model organisms of in vitero are domesticated, tamed by science and by my care. As 
species which have been altered at a genetic level through human selective breeding, 
domesticated organisms are particularly rich sites with which to negotiate the ambiguities of 
the relationships between human and non-human organisms. Although many philosophers 
and artists celebrate the wild animal as a site of transcendence, others are more interested in 
what is revealed about the human in the complexities of domesticated and co-evolving 
relationships. Helene Cixous believed that the ordinary habits of domestic animals “open up a 
truth which the imagery of the wild had overlooked.”136 Derrida recognised his animality 
through the eyes of his pet cat and Donna Haraway argues strongly for acknowledgement of 
the evolution of humans as companion species, exemplified with her dog Cayenne Pepper. in 
vitero makes this domesticity explicit through the inclusion of domestic furniture and the tea 
service, attempting to acknowledge our inter-dependence with these non-humans.  
 
The domestic space of in vitero is not spectacular: colours are muted, black, white and brown; 
the room is sparse; the vessels pass for vases or bowls; most of the organisms are difficult to 
see. Unlike the works of Beuys, Kounellis and even Antony Hall, the wild Other does not 
confront us (except maybe the Candida). Transcendence is not achieved through this 
encounter; rather a slow living-with allows space for relational and phenomenological alterity. 
Any expectation of a spectacular encounter by viewers was complicated by the domesticity of 
the room. 
 
Coyote: I like America and America likes me was spectacular, with spectators cast as voyeurs, 
watching from behind a chainlink fence as the felt-covered artist confronted the wild coyote 
(Figure 36).137 Erika Fischer-Lichte suggests that the spectacle obscured the “energy dialogue” 

                                                           
135 The Candida table was placed in the corner near the door as I did not want it be the focus of the room. 
136 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 188. 
137 Fischer-Lichte, Transformative Power, 105. 
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between Beuys and coyote and the intended healing ritual.138 In contrast, in vitero discouraged 
passivity in viewers by forcing them to walk around the room and bend to view the organisms. 
Voyeurism was complicated, gently entangling viewers in domestic complicity. 
  

 
Figure 36 Coyote: I like America and America likes me 1974 Joseph Beuys. Photo credit Caroline Tisdall 
 
Because time and proximity are integral to both alterity and care, I wanted to create an 
opportunity for the human audience to spend time in the gallery with the organisms. I placed a 
seat in the centre of the room in order to encourage this. My visual diaries and lab books were 
placed on an occasional table at the end of the gallery seat and provided a point of reference 
as family photo albums (Figure 37). I had intended to include domestic couches in order to 
contribute to the domestication of the space, but had some issues with changing the varnish to 
match the tables. I did not completely remove the old varnish and the new did not dry. It 
became tacky and anybody sitting on the couch stood up stained with black varnish. I include 
this anecdote here as an example of the necessity for carers to be adaptive in the face of 
apparent calamity.  
 

 
                                                           
138 Ibid. 
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Figure 37 'family albums,' in vitero installation detail, 20 September 2011. Photo credit Megan 
Schlipalius 
 
I included a tea service with kettle in the room to supply myself and human guests with tea 
(Figure 16). As the descendant of Englishwomen, the cup of tea is an important ritual of care: 
you do not discuss feelings, you proffer tea. Tea is an offering of solidarity and concern. Tea is 
domestic. Tea is also an opportunity for women (particularly) to take time from their mundane 
daily care activities, share companionship, and chat.139 Tea is also deeply embedded in class 
and colonialism. I spent many hours making and drinking tea, taking time from my mundane 
daily care activities, chatting about the non-human creatures with human friends. I placed a 
cup of rosehip tea under the human vessel which was replaced regularly as an offering of care 
to the Homo sapiens. I concluded the gallery installation with an afternoon ‘high’ tea, as a 
gesture of thanks to all the organisms who had supported the project (Figure 38).140 All cakes 
and sandwiches were homemade by human guests – a domestic gesture of care, consumed in 
the presence of the cared-for.  
 

 
Figure 38 High tea, in vitero installation still, 23 October 2011 
 
The domesticity of in vitero differs from the transcendent spectacle of Workhorse Zoo, 
O’Reilly’s in the wrongplaceness, TC&A, Vargas’ Exposición N° 1, Evaristti’s Helena: The Goldfish 
in a Blender, Kac’s The Eighth Day, and The Cardoso Flea Circus. Zaretsky and Reodica enacted 
a series of parodic personae during the seven days Zaretsky lived in the Workhorse Zoo 

                                                           
139 “The 7th Duchess of Bedford has been credited as the first to adopt afternoon tea, which became a fashionable 
form of entertaining by 1865. Lady Fredericks mentions in her diaries in 1866, that ladies met and discussed 'tea 
business', the female equivalent of men discussing politics, thereby giving women a social outlet to discuss topics 
such as politics etc which were deemed unsuitable for women to discuss in mixed company.” (High Tea Society, 
"History,"  http://www.highteasociety.com.au/?page_id=34.) 
140 “…the event and the pleasure of company is important to an individual's wellbeing, hence, the phrase "tea and 
sympathy…Among the higher classes, tea was the only item customarily made in the dining room or drawing room 
by the mistress of the house. The tea caddy was locked and the key was in the possession of the lady of the house. 
Tea was a distinct trapping of wealth and with that, came all the accoutrements and accessories" (ibid.). 
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laboratory, including professional and amateur scientists, bioterrorists, and 
caveman/anthropologist.141 These spectacular parodies involved costumes and activities 
designed to confront cultural assumptions (Figure 39). The dramatic staging and presence of a 
dead pig in O’Reilly’s series of performances of in the wrongplaceness served to disorient 
viewers, confusing expectations of bodies within museum, gallery and laboratory spaces 
(Figure 40). Jennifer Willet describes the spectacle of O’Reilly’s vignette:   

In a grand Victorian house in London, England, O’Rielly installed herself nude with a 
freshly slaughtered pig and a taxidermied swan, seven-legged lamb, and three-legged 
piglet. She caressed and held the pig, eventually thrusting her head into its chest cavity. 
With deep religious and sexual undertones, she performs for us in a most honest and 
shocking way the “bodyness” implicit in all parties involved.142  

 

 
Figure 39 Zaretsky as Caveman Workhorse Zoo 2002 Adam Zaretsky and Julia Reodica143 
 

 

                                                           
141 Zaretsky, "The Workhorse Zoo Bioethics Quiz," 88. 
142 Willet, "Bodies in Biotechnology." 
143 http://www.emutagen.com/whzoogl.html 
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Figure 40 inthewrongplaceness 2005 Kira O'Reilly. Photo credit Manuel Vason 
 
In TC&A’s works moments of confrontation occur during advertised staged Rituals designed to 
“emphasise the responsibilities, as well as the intellectual and emotional impact, which results 
[sic] from manipulating and creating living systems as part of an artistic process.”144 The 
Feeding Ritual is practical and conceptual, performed in front of an audience and attempts to 
“raise questions about the caring and nurturing needed for all life forms, including Semi-Living 
sculptures.”145 The Killing Ritual removes the sculpture from its sterile life-support and 
contaminates it by letting viewers touch it. For Zurr and Catts “the Killing Ritual enhances the 
idea of the temporality of life and living art, and our responsibility as manipulators to the new 
forms of life.”146 The rituals of care highlighted in TC&A works usually go unnoticed in domestic 
spaces, considered mundane and unimportant, but which are central to relational and 
phenomenological alterity.  
 
These domestic rituals of care occurred during the performance of in vitero: I regularly fed and 
cleaned the organisms and occasionally removed creatures, which had died through my 
neglect or ineptitude, or because of their short life-spans. Unlike the TC&A Rituals, I 
consciously decided not to publicize these activities: it was never ‘feeding time at the zoo.’ 
Although I may have given up an opportunity to raise questions and challenge assumptions I 
wanted to reflect the banal nature of domesticity. The feeding and/or killing of these 
organisms is not celebrated or mourned during scientific research; we do not lament the death 
of a fly in our fruit bowl, mould in our bathroom, or a Candida infection; we do not debate the 
watering of our plants or the implications of habitat destruction for Daphnia or hydra; most of 
us do not commemorate human meals and the organisms consumed during them. These 
activities happened during in vitero, I was conscious of them, but did not draw attention to 
them. 
 
The irony of caring for an organism we usually try to kill was a significant attribute of my 
relationship with the Candida in particular (also relevant for the fruit flies and bread mould). 
What does it mean to cohabit with non-human organisms that are potentially threatening to 
human health? What does it mean to assist non-human organisms that threaten human 
health/life? Our first response to creatures that hurt or kill us is usually to kill them. The 
intimacy of caring for the Candida certainly shifted my awareness of my actions towards 
dangerous organisms: not necessarily so that I wouldn’t kill mosquitos, spiders or even 
Candida, but I am much more aware of the ambiguities of those decisions. Candida is a 
symbiotic organism with humans, that is, it is one of many species of microorganisms that 
make up the intestinal and urogenital flora of humans; without it we would have difficulty 
digesting.147  
 

INTIMATE ESTRANGEMENT: CANDIDA ALBICANS  

 

                                                           
144 Zurr and Catts, "The Ethical Claims of Bio Art," 12. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Cynthia L. Sears, "A Dynamic Partnership: Celebrating Our Gut Flora," Anaerobe 11, no. 5  (2005). 
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Candida albicans embodies both estrangement and intimacy as strategies for negotiating 
alterity: it is simultaneously domestic and strange. This single celled yeast is an opportunistic 
human pathogen and therefore not a model organism, however it is used and cared for by 
scientific researchers in order to test treatments for infections (candidiasis). I included it as one 
of the creatures initially because the vessels represented uteruses and I thought it was funny 
to have candida in one of my ‘uteri.’ This organism has a very unique and intimate relationship 
with the bodies of human women. As an organism which is an opportunistic pathogen of 
vaginal tracts in particular, Candida is culturally gendered without itself having a gender or 
even a sex. Many human women have intimate, embodied and emotional relationships with 
this microscopic creature which usually involves trying to kill it. I became fascinated by this 
critter as a site of the gendered quality of our relationships with non-human organisms and 
what might become apparent through caring for it instead of trying to kill it – to domesticate 
it. I was also unable to find any other artist who had worked with it, which surprised me given 
its fascinating cultural positioning and aesthetic qualities.  
 
The Candida albicans cared for during in vitero was donated by Dr Kate Hammer of the Tea 
Tree Oil Research Group at UWA who sourced it from ATCC, a US based global live biological 
specimen supplier.148 The specimen provided by Dr Hammer had been sourced from a woman 
in the USA, where it was isolated and purified to make it a “Reference strain for Clinical and 
Laboratory Standards.”149 Special consideration was required to care for and exhibit Candida 
albicans due to its status as a Class 2 human pathogen.150 Consequently I was required to 
complete a Health, Safety and Environment Assessment and Control of Work form to ensure 
that no humans were contaminated during laboratory handling and exhibition (Appendix C). 
This form included a detailed risk assessment and design of a double containment transport 
and exhibition system in compliance with the Office of Gene Technology Regulations and 
AS/NZS 2243.3:2010 (Figure 41).151 As part of this assessment I had myself tested for 
candidiasis before and after the project (the results of which were negative).  
 

                                                           
148 Tea Tree Oil Research Group: http://www.tto.bcs.uwa.edu.au/TTO_home; ATCC: http://www.atcc.org/ 
149 Candida albicans (Robin) Berkhout, anamorph, ATCC Number 90028 Product Description 
http://www.atcc.org/ATCCAdvancedCatalogSearch/ProductDetails/tabid/452/Default.aspx?ATCCNum=90028&Tem
plate=fungiYeast (Appendix B) 
150 Standards Australia, "As/Nzs 2243.3:2010 Safety in Laboratories. Part 3: Microbiological Safety and 
Containment," 2243.3 (Standards Australia, 2010). 
151 Australian Standard AS2243.3, Safety in Laboratories, Part 3: Microbiological safety and containment 
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Figure 41 Tarsh transporting Candida albicans, 11 October 2011. Photo credit Megan Schlipalius 
 
I also compiled a Risk Minimisation Plan which included emergency contact information, a 
description of project locations and associated risk activities, risk minimisation measures, a list 
of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), an inventory of the Candida Spill Hazard Kit (SHK), an 
Incident Report Form, and a description of the in vitero Risk Minimisation Induction (Appendix 
I): 

This risk minimisation plan has been written to address the possible risks associated with 
handling one of the project species Candida albicans, as it is classified as a Risk Group 2 
human infectious organism under the Australian/New Zealand Standard S2243.3:10. It 
must be noted that Candida albicans is present as one of many harmless organisms that 
live in the mouth and gut of humans. Under normal circumstances, Candida lives in 80% 
of the human population with no harmful effects. It is not airborne and can only be 
contracted by touch. Humans with a healthy immune system are unlikely to be infected, 
but those with compromised immune systems may be susceptible to infection. 
Consequently special handling is required if exposure occurs.152  

 This plan was provided to all emergency contacts associated with the project and gallery 
management, and was included in the SHK. An induction was conducted with emergency 
contacts and with gallery staff to ensure that they were aware of what to do to minimise 
human contamination. 
 
Care of the Candida in the laboratory was a very intimate undertaking. Following care 
instructions, I subcultured it every 3 to 4 days in a biosafety cabinet in a PC2 laboratory to 
ensure a ready supply of nutrients. I was very conscious of my embodied relationship with this 
seemingly benign organism and grew fond of the smooth, shiny, creaminess of the colonies. In 
the ritualised environment of the PC2 laboratory, with my lab coat, gloves and sterilising 

                                                           
152 in vitero Risk Minimsation Plan, 2. 
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ethanol I became highly aware of my actions when caring for this critter: flaming the 
inoculation loop to sterilise it; stroking the agar plate to remove a colony; streaking the colony 
onto a new plate in the accepted four quadrant streak method (Figure 42); brushing my hair 
out of my eyes with the back of my gloved hand; pushing my glasses back up my nose; 
wrapping the streaked plate with parafilm to prevent contamination; jumping off my chair; 
opening the incubator; turning the plate upside down to prevent condensation; placing the 
plates on the incubator shelf; coming in every day to check growth and contamination. I 
experimented with different media and one fascinating care activity involved the preparation 
of blood agar plates, which required sheep’s blood sampled from the sheep of a local farmer, 
provided in a 100mL bottle with anti-coagulant. The blood was added to the liquid agar at 70°C 
for ‘chocolate’ agar plates and 55°C for blood agar plates.153 Handling the blood and observing 
its temperature dependant behaviour made me much more aware of the sheep who had 
‘donated’ than when I had used pre-prepared purchased plates. 
 

 
Figure 42 A drawing representing the four quadrant streak pattern.154 
 
My relationship with the Candida transformed after it was installed in the gallery (Figure 43). 
Although I could not subculture it in the gallery (refer to the in vitero Risk Minimisation Plan) I 
was able to watch it growing. I had also become habituated to its cultural valency and 
audience reactions renewed my awareness of our ambivalent relationship with it. My care 
actions were also different in the gallery. I had to remove it from its double containment 
display incubator, place it in a double contained transport unit, carry it through the gallery, 
strap it into my car and drive it to the lab for subculturing. Subculturing into the vessel was 
also challenging as I had to customise an inoculation loop to extend through the necks down 
onto the agar surface (Figure 44). Streaking was also very different: I did not bother with the 
streak pattern as I was not trying to isolate colonies, but was attempting to cover the agar. I 
then sterilised the transport unit (refer to the in vitero Risk Minimisation Plan), packed the 
newly subcultured vessel into the unit, strapped it into my car, drove it back to the gallery, 
walked it through to my studio, sterilised the display incubator, and installed the vessel back in 
the exhibition unit. Following each subculturing the Candida had to be destroyed (as per the in 
vitero Risk Minimisation Plan). This was achieved by rinsing the vessel with bleach for 10 
minutes and then autoclaving. I did not regret its destruction, partly because it continued in 
the new vessel. 
 

                                                           
153 Named for the chocolate colour of the agar: the blood turns brown when added at 70°C but stays red at 55°C. 
154 Pelczar and Reid cited in D Sue Katz, "The Streak Plate Protocol," Microbe Library (2008), 
http://www.microbelibrary.org/component/resource/laboratory-test/3160-the-streak-plate-protocol. 
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Figure 43 Tarsh installing Candida albicans (thrush) (in vitero performance still)  September 2011. 
Photo credit Megan Schlipalius 
 

 
Figure 44 inoculating Candida vessel, in vitero performance still, 11 October 2011. Photo credit Megan 
Schlipalius 
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INTIMATE NEGOTIATIONS WITH ALTERITY 

EVERYDAY ENCOUNTERS 

Every day for four and a half months I entered the laboratory (Figure 4).155 The space is 
cramped and intimate– approximately 1 metre wide by 2 metres long. Each organism occupied 
a particular space on the workbench according to light, food and handling requirements – 
those that required handling and feeding daily such as hydra and Daphnia were nearer the 
front. The slime mould was housed in the cupboard under the bench as it prefers darkness. 
The lab was maintained at 20-22°C, optimum for all the creatures. Each day I would figure out 
how to care for these organisms, how to help them thrive (Figure 45). I consulted various care 
instructions for each, initially expecting to assemble my care behaviours like one of the IKEA 
tables. I thought that since they have been used as model organisms for so many years, all 
their needs are known. After all they are so small and contained. However, the combination of 
my ignorance and their vitality thwarted these expectations and was only overcome through 
repeated, intimate, embodied attentiveness. I became aware of the inherent nature of non-
human organisms to “…slip out of the grasp of classificatory structures and our delineations of 
their attributes and abilities.”156  
 

                                                           
155 Located at SymbioticA, School of Anatomy and Human Biology, University of Western Australia 
156 Lori Brown, "Becoming-Animal in the Flesh: Expanding the Ethical Reach of Deleuze and Guattari’s Tenth 
Plateau," PhaenEx 2, no. 2  (2007): 267. 
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Figure 45 Care activities during laboratory phase 
 
Over time, after several deaths, subsequent replacements, calls for help, food experiments, 
and resentment at their demands, I started to slip into their spaces. I figured out how to catch 
each Daphnia with the glass rod without hurting them (Figure 46); how to detach each hydra 
from the vessel during transfer without damaging its foot; that the Daphnia died very quickly if 
I fed them yeast, but thrived on green algae; how to stop the slime mould from escaping and 
crawling all over everything else. However, I was never able to get the Arabidopsis to grow 
more than a couple of centimetres (Figure 47), let alone flower, and the C. elegans never 
thrived.  
 

Put on lab coat Enter lab 

Daphnia Daily: Feed with algae 

Weekly: prepare water for new vessel 

Weekly: transfer individual Daphnia to clean vessel 

Arabidopsis Daily for first three weeks: sub-irrigate Then weekly: sub-irrigate 

Drosophila Weekly: feed with yeast 

Fortnightly: subculture into new vessel 

Neurospora Fortnightly: subculture into new plate 

Slime mould Daily: Wash to remove contaminants 

Feed with oats 

Weekly: subculture onto new plate 

Remove lab coat Leave lab 

Prepare media 

Wash equipment 

Replace dead creatures 

Figure out why creatures died 

Figure out why Arabidopsis wont grow 

Feed the human 

hydra 

Prepare new brine shrimp hatchery 

Daily: Prepare new Hydra 
 

Feed with brine shrimp nauplii 

Transfer individual hydra to new vessel 
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Figure 46 Daphnia being transferred, in vitero installation still, 15 October 2011. Photo credit Megan 
Schlipalius 
 

 
Figure 47 Arabidopsis thaliana 30 August 2011 
 
I grew fond of the hydra and Daphnia although I didn’t manage to care much about the 
Drosophila, Neurospora or Arabidopsis. I enjoyed watching the hermaphroditic hydra 
reproduce, small buds extending from the sides of their bodies (Figure 48), although figuring 
out how to care for their food caused numerous watery accidents and deaths. Somehow I had 
not considered their need for food and panicked when I received them from Southern 
Biological and become conscious that I had no food for them. I felt like a new mother who had 
just arrived home from the hospital to realise I had no nappies. I rushed off to the toy store 
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and bought brine shrimp eggs in the form of Sea Monkeys (Figure 49).157 I managed to keep 
the hydra alive with defrosted store-bought adult brine shrimp which were much bigger than 
they were until I was able to hatch the eggs.  
 

 
Figure 48 Hydra vulgaris, 7 August 2011 
 

 
Figure 49 Store-bought brine shrimp eggs (sea monkeys), 8 June 2011 
                                                           
157 I was very happy that hydra ate “sea monkeys” as they were a nostalgic reminder of childhood desires for the 
exotic families advertised in comics since the sixties (Sharon M. Scott, "Sea-Monkeys," in Toys and American 
Culture: an Encyclopedia (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2010).). Sea Monkeys are still sold as novelty products at toy 
stores. This aspect of life as toy is, unfortunately, not within the scope of this discussion. 
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After several complicated attempts at building a shrimp hatchery (care of Youtube), I finally 
found that the simplest set up worked well (an air stone in a beaker of saltwater) and I was 
producing brine shrimp nauplii within a week (Figure 50).158 The shrimp added another level of 
care to the project: care for the food of the organisms. I also had to feed the brine shrimp with 
algae and was always conscious that I was producing them as food. I spent many hours 
watching the hydra consume the live nauplii, simultaneously fascinated and repulsed, although 
this activity was not as repugnant as ripping apart the frozen carcases of the adult shrimp and 
waving the pieces near the tentacles of the hydra to encourage them to eat (Figure 51).   
 

 
Figure 50 Hydra care station with brine shrimp hatcheries in background 8 August 2011 
 

 
Figure 51 Hydra eating brine shrimp, 25 July 2011 

                                                           
158 Nauplii are newly hatched (day old) crustacean larvae 
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The Daphnia’s ability to reproduce by cloning caught my fancy and I became hypnotised by 
their gentle bobbing and the ghosts left in the bottom of the vessel when they shed their 
exoskeletons to grow bigger (Figure 52). I think that the Drosophila were too familiar, from 
years of genetic experiments during university biology, and my fruit bowl. Trapped in their 
small experiment tubes they couldn’t fly, only reproduce, although I never caught them at it 
(Figure 53). I only had to feed them once a week (a few grains of dried baker’s yeast) and they 
did their own thing. The Arabidopsis seedlings never thrived: absurdly, despite knowing that I 
have a notoriously brown thumb, I became resentful and frustrated with the plants. I never 
quite managed to get over this frustration, particularly when they became waterlogged after a 
promising start in the gallery. 
 

 
Figure 52 Daphnia pulex in laboratory, 14 July 2011 
 

 
Figure 53 Drosophila melanogaster 8 June 2011 
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The spectacular apricot colour and ‘hairiness’ of the Neurospora was fascinating for a short 
time, but like the Drosophila it was not very insistent: I did not have to feed it (all nutrients 
were in the agar) and it never threatened to escape its container (Figure 54). Unlike the slime 
mould which seemed to take every opportunity to leak and overflow its container (Figure 55). 
It was very insistent – I had to feed it every day (rolled oats – it didn’t eat quick oats, ground 
oats or wheat germ), and subculture it onto new plates every 3 to 4 days to stop it from 
escaping to forage for food. It was spectacular though: it moved towards food within hours 
and formed bright yellow lace networks. It withdrew to other food, leaving traces of itself. I 
was repeatedly shocked after touching it and finding it cold – unaccountably I expected it to be 
warm (Figure 56). As a single, visible, multi-nucleated cell it seemed very alien indeed. My 
frustration and occasional resentment of its unrelenting demands was tempered by its sublime 
alien-ness. 
 

 
Figure 54 Neurospora crassa (red bread mould) culture plate 5 September 2011 
 

 
Figure 55 Slime mould threatening to escape containment, 14 July 2011 
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Figure 56 slime mould on finger, 14 July 2011 
 
Through this experience I became integral to the lives of these organisms, and they to me. The 
diversity and particular presence of these creatures forced me to acknowledge their different 
needs and my different relationships with each. I learnt how to better care for most of them 
through our prolonged embodied encounters, relying less and less on the standardised care 
instructions, although I never quite figured out the needs of the C. elegans, hydra, or 
Arabidopsis. Through the ordinary, repetitive and often boring actions of care, through 
accepting responsibility, both human and non-human organisms were “articulated in the 
relationship,” I experienced “what it is to be “with” the other.”159 We lived “the consequences 
of non-stop curiosity inside mortal, situated, relentlessly relational worlding.”160  
 
Moments of intimacy occurred when we were living in the art gallery as I still fed the 
organisms and cleaned their vessels, but these happened much less often. This disruption of 
intimacy occurred for several reasons (in no particular order): 

1. The space was much larger which meant that we were not all on top of each other. 
2. As I had already (mostly) figured out how to help them thrive our physical interactions 

were not as insistent: I knew what light conditions each preferred, how often and what 
they preferred to be feed, how often each vessel needed to be cleaned, and how to 
handle the creatures when I cleaned them. 

3. They were installed in the customised glass vessels which restricted my access to their 
bodies. Because the vessels were significantly larger than the laboratory containers, I 
did not have to subculture as often. This was particularly true for the slime mould and 
Drosophila which I did not subculture for the duration of the public installation. 

                                                           
159 Vinciane Despret, "The Body We Care For: Figures of Anthropo-Zoo-Genesis," Body & Society 10, no. 2-3  (2004): 
128. 
160 Haraway cited in Gane, "Interview with Donna Haraway," 143. 
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4. The height of the tables forced me to bend in order to watch or feed the organisms. 
Because this position was uncomfortable to sustain I did not do it for very long. The 
bench in the laboratory was higher which meant I did not have to bend and I could use 
a chair. I spent many hours sitting watching the organisms (particularly the hydra and 
Daphnia).  

5. I spent most of my time in the gallery interacting with the other humans entering the 
space rather than with the creatures. Other humans entering the space were insistent, 
demanding tours, explanations, conversation, and on occasion ‘therapy.’ My 
engagement with the organisms in the gallery was often mediated through the human 
audience’s encounters. We all became performers, exposed to the viewer’s gaze. 

 
As a result of the embodied care experiences during in vitero I have identified a number of 
significant features of intimate negotiations with alterity, specifically: 1) duration; 2) death; 3) 
proximity; and 4) specificity. A brief discussion of these features follows.161 
 

DURATION 

in vitero occurred over a period of seven months, 4.5 in the laboratory and 2.5 in the public 
gallery. This time period was a result of the project being located within a university study 
program and took place over two semesters. The durational aspect was necessary to become 
competent in caring for all eight species, most of which I had not encountered before, except 
for the Drosophila and Candida. It is also an inherent feature of care relationships, 
encompassing the mundane and everyday aspects of those relations. In fact Donna Haraway 
suggests that temporality is fundamental to “comprehending all the possibilities activated” by 
companion species.162 Seven months also incorporated several generations of each non-
human species as the average life-span of each species was four to six weeks (Appendix A). 
Consequently, I became familiar with the different stages of each life and navigated the 
complexities of inevitable deaths.  
 
The duration of this project contrasts markedly with that of artworks such as Coyote…, 
Workhorse Zoo, and Falling Asleep with a Pig, none of which lasted more than a week. All 
these works rely on the wondrous nature of brief confrontations with the Other. No time is 
allowed to encounter mediocrity. These works do not explore living-with the unspectacular 
and/or the boring Other. In contrast, and like in vitero, Embracing Animal, May the Mice Bite 
Me If It Is Not True, The Cardoso Flea Circus and George Gessert’s plant breeding projects 
immerse their participants in banal day-to-day-ness. High’s rats and Kaminiarz’s mice were 
cared for until their deaths and observed daily for months; Kaminiarz merely recording their 
activity, High also providing homeopathic treatments (Figure 57). Similarly, Cardoso spent 
hours observing each flea and its response to stimuli in order to teach them suitable tricks.163 
George Gessert reflects that  

                                                           
161 These features of negotiating alterity will be explored further in a PhD research project on the performativity of 
care commencing in March 2012. 
162 Haraway, "Encounters with Companion Species," 110. 
163 "Zoomorphia: Maria Cordosa Fernandez 9 April - 6 July 2003". 
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plant breeding is the slowest art…[it] involves repetition, variations on themes, and 
incremental change. The slow arts survey the scheme of things, and celebrate how little 
we understand or control. The slowest art opens into vistas of evolutionary time.164 

in vitero attempted to, if not access evolutionary time, at least “celebrate how little we 
understand or control” through exposure to mundane encounters and commonplace-ness: 
none of the organisms was particularly spectacular or entertaining; I did not train them to 
perform tricks; some did not move; and others could not be seen at all. I spent much of the 
project performing repetitive activities and watching changes (where I could see them at all), 
so incremental they took hours if not days to occur.  
 

 
Figure 57 Embracing Animal, 2004, Kathy High165  
 

DEATH: INEVITABILITY & EXPENDABILITY 

The short life spans of these organisms and my incompetence made death an inevitable 
experience during in vitero. As previously discussed I did not ritualistically mourn these deaths, 
but did experience regret for those killed through my clumsy attempts at care. As model 
organisms they are expendable: standardisation is important to ensure repeatable 
experiments and they are bred to be killed during experiments. In a broader context they are 
the invisible and the undesirable: pests and weeds; so small we don’t notice their presence let 
alone death (unless they get out of control, in which case we try to kill them). I found that my 

                                                           
164 George Gessert, "Why I Breed Plants," in Signs of Life: Bio Art and Beyond, ed. Eduardo Kac, (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 2007), 196. 
165 High, "Rat Care Manual". 
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regret about their deaths became less extreme towards the end of the project. The reasons for 
this are complex, but most obviously for two reasons: firstly, I was so exhausted by the end of 
the 70 days of relentless exposure in the gallery that I was relieved I no longer had to take care 
of them; in fact, I unremorsefully killed most of them.166 I had also become habituated to their 
deaths, complicit in perceiving them as dispensable.  
 
Negotiating non-human death is not unusual in art and these experiences are usually 
highlighted and explored or obscured and avoided. Workhorse Zoo spectacularised the deaths 
of the expendable in a bacchanalian public killing, cooking and eating; O’Reilly mourned and 
paid respect to the sacrifice of animals in the human pursuit of knowledge during 
inthewrongplaceness, confusing boundaries between live human and dead animal bodies; High 
and Kaminiarz extended the lives of experimental rats and mice, complicating understandings 
of expendable animals. These animals are usually killed at the end of an experiment, or, as in 
the case of High’s rats, at the end of their breeding lives. Kaminiarz states that May the Mice 
Bite Me If It Is Not True attempted to  

expand the understanding of disease model mice, beyond their use as mechanisms 
through which to study diseases…an artistic research project that would make direct use 
of these mice as living portraits of people who had certain diseases, rather than merely 
as tools for the study of those diseases.167 

in vitero did not spectacularise or specifically draw attention to the inevitable deaths of its 
expendable organisms, but it (and I) was respectful of their sacrifice. Is respect enough? 
 
For George Gessert and Amy Youngs culling is a necessary and complex aspect of breeding 
plants or animals. Both are frank about their complicity in and ambivalences towards this 
activity. Youngs describes culling as a difficult and irreconcilable part of her experiences of 
breeding rabbits:  

Culling is the unsavory, unspoken secret of selective breeding because it often involves 
killing… Limited time, energy and resources prevent the support of the failed 
experiments. In a breeding project, culling is a way to ensure that the population of 
living things under one’s care does not exceed the available resources, as these will be 
needed to continue to care for the living things that have “made the cut”.168 

Youngs subsequently works with worms and plants, organisms that do not appear to cause her 
the same ethical quandaries. In contrast, Gessert accepts the ambiguities of culling in plant 
breeding, declaring that “death is in the wings of every aesthetic decision” he makes.169 At first 
trying to save every plant, Gessert eventually suspected that he was playing god by “by 
ignoring the obvious, that irises are adapted to produce far more progeny than can survive. 
Plants accumulated until I ran out of space.”170 Eventually embracing the ethical complexities 
of culling and their traces of eugenics, his 1995 artwork Art Life implicated visitors in these 
complexities, encouraging them to “express preferences for or against particular plants 
[coleus’] (Figure 58).”171 These preferences determined the fates of the plants: the least liked 
ended up as compost.  

                                                           
166 Except the Daphnia which were adopted by the curator Megan 
167 Kaminiarz, "May the Mice Bite Me If It Is Not True," 5. 
168 Amy Youngs, "Creating, Culling and Caring," in Biofeel: The Aesthetics of Care?, ed. Oron Catts (Perth: SymbioticA 
Press, 2002), 70. 
169 Gessert, "Why I Breed Plants," 191. 
170 Ibid. 
171 http://www.exploratorium.edu/genepool/art.html 
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Figure 58 Art Life 1995 George Gessert172 
 
Unlike Gessert and Youngs, in vitero did not cull organisms, but is complicit in the culling of 
model organisms. Although this complicity was not explicitly promoted as with Art Life it often 
came up in conversation. In this in vitero differed radically from Eduardo Kac’s transgenic 
works Alba and The Eighth Day. Kac declares that no animals were harmed during the making 
of his works, a statement Adam Zaretsky, among others, takes particular issue with: “No art 
that uses the knife (even a knife for hire) should claim that it is harmless. That is a grotesque 
affront.”173 The Eighth Day in particular presents as a utopic Garden of Eden where death, sex 
and feeding are avoided. 
 
The fate of the organisms was another aspect of death and alterity which was not disguised 
during in vitero. I encouraged interest in adoption (usually treated as a joke) and was candid 
about the requirement to kill the Candida and the likely death of the others. In contrast, the 
fates of the coyote, horses, and the transgenic creatures of The Eighth Day are not discussed. It 
is unclear what happens to Deliah between exhibitions and, although Zaretsky and Reodica 
discuss releasing most of the mice “under an abandoned bridge in a streambed,” (which they 
were aware may have exposed them to death) the fates of the other organisms in the Zoo are 
not revealed.174 
 

PROXIMITY 

Proximal and embodied encounters, like duration, are inherent to the relational and 
phenomenological nature of alterity. During the performance of in vitero I handled the bodies 
of each of the organisms, learning their needs, keeping them alive. I sat at their level in the 
cramped laboratory and I was in the gallery every day. Viewers were able to stand right next to 

                                                           
172 http://www.shanatinglipton.com/bio-art-1.html 
173 cited in Steve Baker, "Kac and Derrida: Philosophy in the Wild?" (paper presented at Biofeel: The Aesthetics of 
Care?, Perth, 2002). 77. 
174 Zaretsky, "The Workhorse Zoo Bioethics Quiz," 89. 
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the vessels in the gallery and visitors to the lab handled and fed them. Physical nearness 
reinforced awareness of bodies, of difference and similarity, of fragility, and of being-in-the-
world-ness. I grew to understand how each organism used space and how that use changed 
with the containers I provided. This was particularly noticeable with the Drosophila and the 
Neurospora. In the standard experimental tubes the fruit flies ate and bred; larvae crawled out 
of the media and up the glass; adults crawled around the glass unable to fly. Once in the 5L in 
vitero vessel however, the adults had room to fly, and the larvae swarmed up the glass, 
congregating in the necks (Figure 59). I became much more interested in their behaviours and 
bodies in the gallery, fascinated by the dramatic adjustment to the different space.  
 

 
Figure 59 Drosophila in gallery, in vitero installation detail, 29 September 2011. Photo credit Megan 
Schlipalius     
 
Similarly, the Neurospora’s use of the vessel in the gallery enhanced both my interest and 
understanding of this organism. Subtle daily growth rings became apparent as it crept up the 
vessel and its apricot hairiness was quietly unsettling. O’Reilly explorations of proximity evoke 
comparable musings on difference and similarities generated by proximity: describing the 
experience of living in the gallery pen:  

Living in straw for 36 hours...I pondered about how we are many and the intrusions of 
others and about the self/non self binary metaphors found in immunology. Somewhere 
Haraway talks about this being challenged and I think she talks about continuity as 
another metaphor. Continuums and partial overlaps and porosity or being defined by 
proximities to others and adapting and adopting others is more compelling to me. So I 
thought about the work as circulations of living systems on and off her and I as perhaps 
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hosts. And the gallery host environment, producing in that moment and time new 
ecologies.175 

 

 
Figure 60 Neurospora in gallery, 24 September 2011 

 
Kathy High also engages in proximal encounters with the three laboratory rats by adopting 
them into her home in order to care. In the Rat Care Manual she explains how to “care well” 
for these delicate and fragile animals: how to observe them in order to enrich their lives with 
play or to notice when they are sick and need care.176 High also engages the rats in her own 
health research, thereby bringing both internal bodies closer. Furthermore, she describes the 
individual personalities of each rat, knowledge of which is only possible through extended and 
intimate encounters.177 
 

                                                           
175 O'Reilly, "Falling Asleep with Pig Notes (Iii)". 
176 High, "Rat Care Manual". 
177 Kathy High, "Embracing Animal: Status Report,"  http://embracinganimal.com/status.html. 
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SPECIFICITY 

Gail Davies argues that negotiations with alterity are best served through encounters with 
specific and individual animals, suggesting that  

given biography, animal lives are revealed as constituted by and constitutive of their 
own complex histories, through relations that include the cultural practices of their own 
kinds, material interventions with the landscape and interactions with varied care-
takers.178 

Derrida engaged with a particular cat and Haraway’s companion species evolve through 
individual, embodied encounters. Similarly, Beuys’ meeting with an individual coyote revealed 
the life of that coyote and, by association, all other coyotes.179 Artworks by O’Reilly, High, and 
Kaminiarz also explore encounters with individual organisms in order to negotiate alterity, 
even giving human names to the organisms. O’Reilly describes meeting Deliah prior to their 
exhibition encounter and that during the visit  

it became very clear that the work I am making is not and cannot be just about any 
generic notion of “animal” and “species”, it will also very much be the (in)precise 
encounter of two biocultural contingent entities being constructed by the specifics of 
their/our contexts, those that have made them and those that currently shape us.180 

TC&A extend the notion of the organism to “give biography” to semi-living life: enabling 
encounters with life grown in laboratories, bodies formed through sculptural aggregation. 
 
in vitero complicates this notion of specificity by “giving biography” to groups of organisms: 
the Drosophila, Daphnia, hydra and Candida were cared for not as isolated or individual 
organisms, but as ‘packs’ or colonies. Like O’Reilly, High and Kaminiarz the project attempted 
to negotiate alterity through encounters with specific organisms, however the focus was not 
the life of individual organisms, but how as a human I cared for and navigated their difference 
from me. Is it in fact possible to treat organisms that clone themselves (Daphnia, Candida, C. 
elegans, hydra) or whose single body can span kilometres (Neurospora, slime mould) as 
individuals?  Given this uncertainty, in vitero attempted negotiate alterity independent of 
individuality. 
 
The relational language I used was central to negotiating alterity during in vitero: I did not want 
to infantilise or objectify the organisms but respect them as adults (and young) of another 
species. I called them by their binomial assignations or common names, and when referring to 
them as a group: organisms or creatures. I did not give them human names and steadfastly 
refused to call them my children or my babies, despite insistence from others that I do so. This 
language changed somewhat depending on who I was talking to: I usually used binomial names 
and ‘organisms’ with scientists and common names and ‘creatures’ with most other people. 
Learning the language of care for each species was another negotiation of specific alterity 
which acted as a bridge between myself and the organisms, but also between the organisms 
and other humans. As model organisms instructions communicate their care needs between 

                                                           
178 Gail Davies, "Thinking, Reasoning and Writing with Animals in the Biosciences," BioSocieties 3, no. 4  (2008): 450. 
179 Beuys’ use of the coyote as a symbol of “Native Americans” also exposed complex conflations of race and 
species, discussion of which is unfortunately not within the scope of this exegesis. This is also well explored by Neel 
Ahuja and Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gomez-Peña, among others. 
180 O'Reilly, "Falling Asleep with Pig Notes (Iii)". 
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other humans (scientists in particular). I learnt this language and found it facilitated visitors 
understanding of the creatures. 
 

REFLECTIONS/CONCLUSION 
 
Conceptualising in vitero through the critical lens of alterity coalesced as I became increasingly 
aware of its unique relevance to the relational and phenomenological nature of engagements 
with the organisms. Alterity accurately contextualised my inexpert attempts to live in the 
liminal spaces between anthropomorphisation and zoomorphisation, and enabled me to 
theorise my clumsy gestures towards respecting the organisms of in vitero, human and non-, 
as beings-in-the-world. Similarly, although estrangement was not initially a strategy with which 
I consciously engaged during the performance of in vitero, it has since enabled me to 
conceptualise many of my nebulous aesthetic considerations, particularly those employed 
within the public gallery installation.  
 
Intimacy was a fundamental aspect of negotiating alterity during the care of the organisms. As 
an inherent characteristic of care, this was inevitable and expected. However, the intricacies of 
being-in-the-world, responsible for and beholden to these small creatures, surprised me. I 
certainly gained a new respect for them-as-themselves, their differences to a degree which I 
would not have experienced without the intimate, day-to-day living-with enabled by this 
project. Nevertheless, this respect did not prevent me from being bored on occasion or from 
killing them at the project’s completion. 
 
I have been deeply humbled by the experience of in vitero and am very grateful for the, albeit 
unknowing, contributions of the many non-humans during this project. I offer this work as an 
aesthetic and ethical gesture towards taking the non-human Other seriously: I believe this 
“new category work” to be the most important facing humans as the ethical considerations 
presented by rapid changes in bioscience and biomedicine become increasingly complex and 
contradictory. 
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