




This project is part of Emergence, an exhibition organized by Fathomers that 

ran from October 8 through December 15, 2024, at the Japanese American 

Cultural & Community Center in Los Angeles. 

Emergence assembles artists, scientists, and artist-scientists working at the forefront 

of synthetic biology and contemporary art. Documentation of their projects as well as 

relevant writings and interviews, planning sketches, and other contextualizing materials 

are collected in this catalog. Some contributors draw from their work in medical or 

transdisciplinary research laboratories, where they confront new categories of life that 

destabilize our understandings of sentience, hybridity, and artificiality. Others engage 

the tools of synthetic biology as materials for creative experimentation and studio­
based inquiry. Many contributors argue for decolonizing science and expanding access 

to biotechnologies through DIY and community science initiatives. Across Emergence, 

audiences and participants are invited to contemplate our human capacities for creation, 

destruction, recklessness, renewal, and hope. The exhibition prompts us to ask: Who has 
agency in this moment of making, learning, and living with? What forms of life are we 

choosing to cultivate? What will we nurture, and what might we leave behind? 

Projects in the Exhibition 

AfroRithm Futures Group 
Multi Planetary Garden 

Marie Bannier Helaouet and Albert Wu 
Crying Organoids 

Callie R. Chappell and Nasa Sinnott-Armstrong 
lndiGROW 

Michael Jones McKean 
of kin and bone 

Eduardo Padilha 
Apoptotic Bodies 

Pat Pataranutaporn 
CyberBiome and MicroPET 

Corinne Okada Takara 
Floating Future Gardens 

Henry Tan and Masato Takemura 
Pillars of Creation 

Tissue Culture & Art Project 
The Use of Life (in Relation to the Industry of Men) 

Fathomers is a creative research institute dedicated to producing sites and encounters that challenge us 

to live and act differently in the world. Fathomers cultivates the ideas of diehard dreamers, commissions 

projects that seem far-fetched, and collaborates with thinkers across disciplines to expand the limits of 

scale, scope, and support for artist-led projects. 

Emergence was presented as part of PST ART: Art & Science Collide. PST ART is presented by Getty. 

Tissue Culture & Art Project 

Introduction 

Natasha Boyd 

About Tissue Culture & Art Project 

Rethinking Our Relationship 
with Life 

Qron Catts and lonat Zurr in Conversation with 
Yewande Pearse 

The Usefulness of "Life" 
Joshua Evans 

Flesh and the Feminine: 
Technological De-Worlding in Tissue 
Culture & Art's The Use of Life 
(in Relation to the Industry of Men) 
Annie Sandrussi 

An Examination of Synthetic Biology, 
Art, and Living Spirit 

Frances Tran 

From Staying with the Trouble 
Donna Haraway 

1 

8 

9 

19 

23 

29 

33 

~-

~ 

~ 
~ 
C7 ... 

~ 

~ 
~ 
c-'• 

0 
~ 
~ 

0 
~ 

~ 

VJ 
~ 

~ 
~ 
~ 
V') 
~ 

~ 
~ 

0 

~ 
Ct> 

C l -



Milk without mammals. Honey without bees. Silk 

without silkworms. Wood without trees. Such 

promises, proffered by the intersecting and 

growing fields of cellular agriculture, biofabri­

cation, 1 and synthetic biology, are the subject of 

Oron Catts and Dr. lonat Zurr's The Use of Life 

(in Relation to the Industry of Men) (2024). The 

artists are concerned, here as elsewhere in their 

groundbreaking decades-long corpus, with the 

consequences, both potential and already real, 

of fabricating biological materials. In their works, 

including this one, the artists advance multiple 

related critiques: of the instrumentalization of 

life and the removal of sentience; of divorcing the 

product from the organism and the consequent 

abandonment of the more entangled, situated 

ecological relationships with whole organisms 

through which we have often coevolved; of the 

fallacies and inevitable failures of the will to total 

contro1;2 and of the placement of the boundary 

between the living and the nonliving. 

These critiques are not limited to synthetic 

biology but are general to the kind of modern-

ist abstraction and decoupling-the imperative 

to separate "humans" from "nature"-that are 

by now so pervasive in industrialized societies 

as to appear inevitable. For this reason alone, 

not to mention the decoupling impulse's widely 

evidenced destructiveness, these critiques are 

worth continuing to mount. The work's juxtapo­

sition of novel biofabricated products alongside 

their "original" organismal versions, preserved 

specimens the products come from, and parts 

of these organisms considered waste in biofabri­

cation circles seems to invite this kind of critique 

based on difference. 

I also see another, complementary, equally nec­

essary but perhaps not yet as common kind of 

critique-understanding these various specimens 

not only in terms of their suggested difference 

but also their deeper similarity. We can focus here 

on the life/nonlife distinction, a central animat­

ing feature of the work, whose ambiguities and 

gradations the artists vigorously explore. What 
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happens to the category of "life," they ask, when 

humans start to mold it into forms-often rational­

ized ones decoupled from organismal wholes 

-that have never existed before? The artists' 

response is to expand the binary into a continuum, 

through their development of the interstitial cate­

gory of "semi-living," to account for these prolifer­

ating in-between cases. 3 This approach aligns well 

with the received critiques above, as the "semi­

living" allows us to accommodate these creations 

as the forms of aliveness they undeniably are, 

while also distinguishing them from those that are 

"fully" or "truly" living. For any who feel a degree 

of caution about biofabrication's rapid develop­

ments-often driven by technological optimism 

and good intentions, to be sure, though also often 

by an implicit entitlement to human mastery and 

with a lack of sufficiently deep and prior ethical 

consideration-such an approach feels politically 

desirable, even necessary. 

By specifying gradations of the life/non life dis­

tinction, however descriptively useful, the "semi­

living" reifies it. There are reasons why Vye might 

also want to question the validity of drawing 

the distinction in the first place. The distinction 

between "living" and "nonliving," while a fixture of 

generally dualistic Western metaphysics, is nei­

ther universally practiced nor self-evident. 4 For 

example, many animisms around the world, which 

view all things-animals, plants, land formations, 

even human-made objects-as having a spirit or 

sentience, as well as Western philosophical "out­

liers" like Heraclitus, Parmenides, and Spinoza, are 

more monistic. They see everything as made of 

ultimately the same kind of stuff: not either mind 

or matter, living or nonliving, but as animate, vital 

materials that shimmer with agency and presence, 

each in differentways. 5 Even among scientists, 

there can be ambiguity and disagreement about 

what exactly constitutes "life." 6 Though on the 

surface it might appear intuitive-"! know it when 

I see it"-the category of life, upon scrutiny, is far 

from self-evident. It is heuristic at best; it shifts; it 

is a mystery. 
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None of this is particularly groundbreaking to say. 

The main objection to the life/nonlife distinction 

I want to raise here is not that it is not as univer­

sal or self-evident as it purports to be. It is that 

it also creates inequality, while pretending to 

merely describe. It does not just order the cos­

mos into two types of things; it enacts a hierarchy 

between them, making some kinds of entities­

namely, living ones-more valuable, more deserv­

ing of care, than others. This life/non life binary 

is then echoed structurally in others-sentient/ 

insentient, human/nonhuman, and man/woman, 

for example-that mutually reinforce each other. 7 

The implication-and consequence-of the life/ 

non life distinction is that some entities in the 

world are seen as more acceptable to control, 

or destroy, than others. When rapacious interven­

tions into earth systems, for example, through 

mining, damming, and other extractive geoform­

ing industries, face objections, it is less often for 

these systems' intrinsic worth and more often 

because of the harm that would come to living 

beings as a result. 

While the "semi-living" is useful for describing 

novel entities that seem to exist in between the 

living and the nonliving, simply adding gradation 

does not address the inequality the distinction 

itself enacts. Rather than only interrogating 

the politics of where the life/non life boundary is 

drawn-and there is a politics worth interrogating 

here, as the artists do-we might simultaneously 

zoom out to interrogate the politics of drawing 

such a boundary at all. This is not to say that all 

categorization is bad. It is to say that it matters 

how we categorize, because how we categorize 

both organizes the world in different ways and 

brings different worlds into being. And while any 

scientific inquiry-even any intellectual one­

certainly needs categories of some kind, it is not 

obvious to me that "life" and "non life" are best, 

or even necessary, for the job at hand. 

In the absence of a life/non life dis­

tinction, how might we then relate 

to and value the specimens the 

work presents and, by extension, everything 

else? Instead of creating elaborate systems to 

proportionally allocate our care, there are other 

ways we can relate to the world: for example, by 

caring for and about everything simply because 

it exists. This everything includes all the entities 

we create, wherever they might otherwise lie on 

an erstwhile Great Chain of Being. We must "love 

our monsters" as we do our children, our pets, our 

charismatic megafauna, our sublime vistas; as we 

(sometimes) do each other. 8 Care may feel like a 

limited resource, which would then justify the fact 

that most of us do already allocate it in selective 

ways, however consciously or not. It feels_ natural 

to do so. But what if care is the sort of thing that 

begets more of itself the more we practice it, the 

more we receive it, the more it circulates? Then 

things start to look quite different. 

I am not a synthetic biologist. And I am not 

always sure that synthetic-biological solutions 

are the ones we need most to address complex 

socio-technical problems. But in caring about 

the world, however partially, I find myself also 

wanting to care about and for synthetic biology's 

"monsters," its oddities, its new creatures, how­

ever living or not, that we are still figuring out how 

to make kin. 9 Which leads me to wonder: What 

might this more animistic, monistic orientation 

to the world, which obviates a life/non life distinc­

tion entirely and does not require it as a rubric 

for apportioning care, mean for how we practice 

and understand synthetic biology and its allied 

fields? How might we let the nonhuman actors 

in synthetic biology-the microbes, the model 

organisms, the "cell factories," the "chassis"­

speak back? How can we open up more space for 

their agencies to be expressed, for ourselves 

in turn to be surprised, and for both of us to come 

into new kinds of relation? This approach entails 

a kind of conversation, a call-and-response, 

that seems often to yield far more flourishing, 

interesting worlds. 10 It promises not only a more 

care-full world in general; 11 for synthetic biology 

specifically, it also promises discoveries that 

humans themselves, in a paradigm that aims 

for total control, might never be able to 

design, or even dream up. 

Catts and Zurr's work, as with much of 

their corpus, does not simply aim to cri-

tique synthetic biology, cellular agriculture, 

and biofabrication. That would be too easy. It 

also creates a site where practitioners in these 

fields are invited to engage with these critiques in 

ways that might open up new lines of inquiry and 

practice within them. By focusing on the poli­

tics of the life/nonlife binary that underlies their 

critiques, I hope to raise additional questions that 

contribute to these discussions. Most of all, I want 

to suggest that adjudicating whether synthetic 

biology and its brethren are good or bad, as is so 

often done, is probably less interesting, and less 

consequential, than asking how, if at all, such dis­

ciplines might reorient their practices and visions 

toward this kind of relational ethics. I wonder how 

this perspective might open up new dimensions of 

meaning in and conversation around many of this 

exhibition's already incisive, illuminating works. 

Beyond synthetic biology, beyond bioart, this 

perspective might offer an even more general 

suggestion. Because this same question-in short, 

What do you have to say?-can be asked of any 

configuration of shimmering matter, whether it 

takes forms conventionally understood as living, 

nonliving, or something in between, it is a question 

all of us can ask of anything we encounter in our 

own lives. I wonder, too, how more of this curi­

osity might help bring about more livable, more 

flourishing worlds. For all are equally entitled to 

be asked this question, and to answer; and all are 

equally able, if we make the space and learn to 

notice, to surprise. 
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