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Scientifi c Visualisations and Mixed Realities 
at the Art/Science Nexus

Art/Science 
What is it, one might ask, that motivates an artist to 
position their practice at the art/science nexus — a 
random moment of eccentricity perhaps; or a more 
considered alignment with a discipline reputed to 
involve a systematically organised body of knowledge? 
Conceivably it could be argued that, if science is defi ned 
as knowledge gained by the study of the physical world, 
aware and interested individuals fall within the category 
of “scientist” in the manner of the erstwhile “natural 
philosopher”.2 

Today however, the disciplines of art and science are 
habitually regarded as divergent. Realistically speaking, 
neither artists nor individuals customarily possess the 
acumen or have access to the high-end technologies 
with which the contemporary scientifi c researcher is, 
by defi nition, equipped. I entered the rarifi ed laboratory 
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environment with the aim of exploring scientifi c 
constructs and research data from the perspective of a 
visual artist. My methodologies synthesised ground-
breaking models and evolving outcomes; and I developed 
innovative collaborations which fore-grounded the 
artist/researcher as an active participant at the core of 
the experimental processes. 

It is pertinent that one of my scientifi c collaborators 
described this pioneering construct as ‘something quite 
other’;3 a hybrid entity navigating the spaces of what 
might be regarded as a mixed reality that represents 
more than the sum of its parts. The three part ‘vital 
force’ series of artworks: Temporal Intervals,4,7 Wave 
Writer 5,7 and Machina Carnis 6,7 share an open-ended 
approach, empowered by the discrete use of technology. 
This enables the viewer to engage with the artworks 
from the position of a participant who brings them to life 
and completes them through his/her interaction. 

Digital videomicrograph stills of the artist’s adult stem cells in culture. On Day 3 the 
chemical growth mix was added. Day 5 shows clusters of pulsing stem cells forming & 
Day 7 shows the large beating clusters of cardiac cells. (Digital videomicrograph stills 
courtesy Trish Adams)
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Corporeality 
I have explored contemporary constructs of “humanness” 
by shifting the activity of viewing from a transparent 
relationship of meaning and expression to an immersive 
encounter with the “self”. My art/science research 
projects have examined expressions of corporeality 
and moments of perception which exceed habitual 
boundaries. Both ‘Temporal Intervals’ and ‘Wave Writer’ 
probe the ambiguity of data fl ow and bodily “presence” 
through the interplay between the real-time installation 
and remote Internet access. Via the feedback loops 
of the informational mode — through the space-time 
separation enabled by computer and communications 
networked forms of dispersal and interaction — the 
artwork experience becomes more participatory and 
widely accessible. The divergent characteristics of digital 
technologies lead to a deliberation on contemporary 
notions of virtual realities that are redolent with the 
so called ‘worlds within worlds’8 that revolutionised 
perceptions at the advent of the microscope. 

Refl ecting upon relativistic constructs of the observer 
that contravened accepted norms of “objective” 
scientifi c protocols I adopted the role of “human guinea 
pig”. In ‘Machina Carnis’ I experimented on my own 
adult stem cells in the laboratory and through this 
pioneering strategy I became both subject and object. In 

the artwork: ‘Machina Carnis’ I probed the discourses 
surrounding genetic manipulation, the orthodoxies of 
“being”, and the intricacies of emerging technologies — 
both visual and procedural. Contemporary discoveries 
in stem cell research and the fi eld of biomedical science 
led me to investigate the status of living systems and the 
characteristics of corporeality. The controversial and 
wide ranging implications of adult stem cell research 
have impacted upon perceived understandings of the 
structure of the human body and the ambiguous concept 
of “humanness” itself. 

I questioned how we can differentiate between the 
machine and the human being if some attributes 
are shared by both. The computer, for instance, is a 
language system that is separated from the human but it 
also has characteristics that are identifi ed with humans. 
In this case, developmentally and ontologically, we 
are ‘addressing the space in which the human comes 
into being… (that is) not only calling into question 
what language might be but also what it might be to 
be human’.9 Speculations such as these lead one to 
consider and interrogate notions of the posthuman, 
which instantiate the material body to such an extent that 
it is seen as informational patterns in which biological 
embodiment becomes accidental rather than 
inevitable.10 

Whilst locating his heart-beats a participant looks up at the digital videomicrograph image of the 
beating cardiac cells above him and sees his facial image superimposed there. (Documentary digital 
video stills Ben Wickes)
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Visualisation
My associations with the advanced digital imaging 
technologies incorporated into scientifi c research 
and documentation led to my interrogation of the 
epistemological status of scientifi c imaging, computer-
mediated representations and the effects of digital 
simulations. I became aware that ‘digitality provides a 
set of lived circumstances in which our senses encroach 
upon us in a different way’.11 From an artistic perspective 
the scientifi c data resonated with photographic moments 
of perception in that it moved the activity of viewing 
from a transparent relationship of meaning and 
expression to a level in which signifi cance seems to be 
there without the presence of subjectivity. 

In this context the time-lapse videomicrograph cellular 
image data incorporated into Machina Carnis exceeded 
normal boundaries, creating an encounter with the “self” 
and other intensely individual associations. Consequently 
this interactive artwork was ‘characterised by complex 
interrelations of real and virtual entities’ with which 
the viewer/participant could ‘engage in a dialogue…
of different expressions of mind and matter’.12 Points 
of confl uence occur when each participant combines 
their knowledge that the cardiac cells — represented in 
the image date — were cultured from adult stem cells, 
similar to their own. This awareness evokes intangible 
emotional and interpretative personal responses for each 
installation participant.
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