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Although the book covers all 
areas of scientific activity, the main 
focus is on biology. “The optimism 
and resources being devoted to 
biological research today promise to 
have a profound impact on everyday 
life as well as philosophical notions 
about life itself,” writes Wilson. 
“Whenver artists notice so much 
concentration of cultural energy 
and focus, they feel summoned to 
investigate and respond.”

But, on the environmental 
front, some of the artistic efforts 
are disturbing. This image is the 
creation of Brandon Ballengee, an 
environmental artist, and shows 
a frog malformed by suspected 
water pollution. Over the past six 
years he has been studying global 
species decline and has become a 
field observer for the US Geological 
Survey’s North American Reporting 
Centre for Amphibian Malformation.

Ballengee developed a chemical 
process that makes skin and 
other tissues transparent while 
leaving bones and cartilage stained 
with dye. His techniques were 
considered unorthodox but are now 
being adopted by researchers.

“For much of its history, biology 
focused on organisms we could see 
with the naked eye or with the aid 
of simple instruments. Scientists 
studied life in their back gardens 
or set sail to exotic lands,” writes 
Wilson.

Some of the most dynamic 
works of art are being 
 produced not in the studio 
but in the laboratory.

But “aided by new tools and 
technologies, biologists have in 
recent years been intensifying their 
study of microorganisms and other 
small forms of life such as bacteria, 
protozoa, moulds, sponges, corals 
and worms,” he writes.

“All of these artists and others 
who work with living systems... 
aim to develop new ways to bring 
knowledge of other species and 
their life processes into artistic 
discourse. In addition, they are 
commenting on the ways in which 
scientists pursue their studies of 
animals as well as searching for 
appropriate ways to respond to 
global ecological challenges.”

But the book extends across 
biology and beyond: it presents a 
broad range of projects from body 
art to bioengineering of plants 
and insects, to music, dance 
and computer-controlled video 
performances and large-scale visual 
and sound installations.

“Artists may seek to add a 
critical dimension with which to 
view research or introduce totally 
new agendas,” writes Wilson. As 
a professor of conceptual and 
informational art at San Francisco 
State University, this is a focus of 
Wilson’s own work. 
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Seeing through
The image below is taken from a 
new book, Art and Science Now*, 
which features the work of more 
than 250 artists from around the 
world and claims to be the first 
illustrated survey of its kind. The 
editor, Stephen Wilson, has identified 
artists working with biological 
and ecological material, but some 
practitioners see themselves as 
outside the world of both art and 
science, and ‘are attempting to 
carve out a new niche of cultural 
experimentation and invention’.

The book says that some of the 
most dynamic works of art are being 
produced not in the studio but in 
the laboratory, where artists probe 
cultural, philosophical and social 
questions connected with cutting-
edge scientific and technological 
research.

Vision: A new technique reveals limb deformities in a frog, thought to result from pollution, 
in a book of science images. (Photo: Art and Science Now/Thames and Hudson.) 




