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Artists first began to exhibit live works in the 1930s, although by then the idea that
organisms could be art was already several centuries old. By the 1970s plants and
animals were appearing in the works of many artists, including some who were well
known, like Hans Haacke, Joseph Beuys, and Agnes Denes. Today artists work not anly
o with plants and animals but also with bacteria, fungi, slime molds, and cell lines that
live only in vitro. Art made of or by living organisms has come ta be known as bio art,

Specializations have emerged, including bio-ecological art and biotech art, which is
bio art that has been technologically manipulated. Manipulation may be as simple as
hybridization by traditional means or as complex as genetic engineering. Bio art has
played a significant role in introducing the public to issues associated with biotechnal-
ogy and the commodification of life,

Bio art registers a cultural shift away from dualistic views of the world, in which art
and nature are separate, toward nondualistic, ecological constructs that merge the two.
This is a momentous cultural experiment. Throughout much of Western history dual-
ism has prevailed in which matter and spirit, and human and nonhuman life have
been understood as belonging to separate realms. This dualism, which goes back to
ancient times fosters anthropocentric assumptions and beliefs that inform most art
today. Almost all contemporary figurative work, for example, tends to favor anthro-
pocentrism, However, contemporary art also presents important alternatives. Bio art is
unique in that its very materials suggest nondualistic possibilities. |

Maost writing on bio art, and on biotech art in particular, addresses social and politi- |
cal problems. We have come to expect books on biotech art to deal with such issues
as eugenics, the commodification of life, cloning, race, gender, genetically modified
foods, and surrogate motherhood. Some commentaries engage the ethical concerns
that arise when animals are used in bio art or in laboratory research. But relatively little
attention has been given to aesthetics. Green Light focuses on aesthetic issues associated
with biotech art and other interventions in evolution.
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The primary reason why many more plants than animals have been domesticated
is that on the whole, plants are lower maintenance than animals. There are plenty of
exceptions, of course. Where [ live in western Oregon, cattleya orchids must be grown
in greenhouses, but domesticated pigs have become feral. Dogs are more typical, how-
ever. In Oregon they need daily care to flourish. As for plants, the most important crop
plants in my immediate vicinity are quinces and wine grapes. They are highly domes-
ticated but require little more attention than planting, staking, once-a-year pruning,
and, with quinces, summer watering once every few weeks. .

Another reason for favoring plants is that plant breeding is more open-ended than
animal breeding. Vertebrates are sentient, which limits or should limit breeding objec-
tives. The prerequisite for conscious experience is a nervous system, which plants lack.
This makes them, along with fungi, microorganisms, and cells in vitro, invaluable
materials for artists. Not that there are no ethical considerations in plant breeding—far
from it. However, when we breed sweet peas, we do not have to worry about them suf-
fering. The same is not true when breeding greyhounds.

Green Light: Toward an Art of Evolution is a collection of notes. The note form, which
is commonly used in philosophy and occasionally in cultural commentary, such as
in Susan Sontag's Notes on Camp, is suited to subjects that compel considere;tiun even
though too little evidence is available to reach firm conclusions. This is our situation
today with respect to the role of aesthetic experiences in evolution.

The notes in Green Light consist of brief reflections, riffs, vignettes, quotations, accu-
mulated facts, and an occasional list. Now and then I venture a hypothesis. Some of the
notes are brief—a sentence or two. Others are longer—groups of paragraphs running to
several pages. Each fragment is separated from its neighbors by a break.

The thread that connects these notes will, I hope, be clear. If we are to develop a sus-
tainable way of living, which must include how we use cur powers to affect evolution,
life in all life’s variousness must move toward the center of the conversation that is our
culture. By all its variousness, I mean all, not just periwinkles that might produce cures
for cancer, or charismatic organisms like wolves and old-growth trees. But whether or
not we create a sustainable culture, the aesthetic experiences available to us through
plants, animals, and other forms of life are among the richest that life affords.

The notes in Green Light move back and forth in time, proceeding overall from past
to present to possible futures. The first chapter, “Divine Plants and Magical Animals,”
surveys the history of bio art and the issues it raises. Among these, as | have mentioned,
is the role that aesthetic perception has played in the evolution of plants and animals,
especially those most closely associated with us: domesticates.

Over many centuries, an enormous variety of domesticated organisms have been
shaped by human aesthetic preferences. Chapter 2 takes a look at some of these organ-



Gessert, Intro, Green Light: Toward an Art of Evolution. Cambridge: MIT, 2010

xxil Introduction

isms. Many are familiar, such as racehorses, sharpeis, and goldfish. Others are less well

known, like Onagadori chickens, which have tail feathers twenty or more feet long.
Chapters 3 and 4, “The Rainforests of Domestication” and “The Rise of Ornamer-

tal Plants,” focus on the most diverse category of aesthetic domesticates, ornamental
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time. However, another three centuries would pass before a few plant breeders claimed
4 their work as fine art. This happened only after publication of The Origin of Species. In
i Chapter .5, “Darwin’s Sublime,” 1 examine Darwin’s relationship to the arts, and the
implications of his ideas for bio art.
Chapter 6, “Playing God,” traces the gradual emergence of bio art in the cultural
space -opened by Da_rwinian consciousness. But that space also became a breeding
ground for race- and class-based eugenics, which helped prepare the way for the Holo-
caust. The second Waorld War producecl massive, culture-wide trauma, one result of
which was an abrupt severance of art from genetics. For almost forty years after the
var's end, they remained almost completely disconnected.
- Meanwhile, plant and ani mal breeding continued to develop, benefiting from sci-
“entific devel prientsand postwar prosperity. Chapter 7, sgtandards of Excellence,”
shows how Slant breeders; in the absence of the consciousness that we associate with
" art, codified aesthetic worth. Chapters 8 and 9, “Doubles” and “Kitsch Plants,” explore
he consequences of apsthetic decision making alienated from art consciousness: an
1 on of genetic kitsch. ;
- Aba __‘l_;l:ash was inevitable, and indeed, one had been building since long before the
_ Second World War. Chapter 10, “Bastard Flowers, Genetic Goofies, and Freud's Bow

- Wows," explores the history of contempt for domesticated creatures. This contempt
found expression in ethology, ecology, and literary and philosophical works. One of
Gkg.lles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s A Thowsand Plateaus, has had & significant
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