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Biology's ascent to the status of the leading natural science has led to a massive use of biological metaphors in the Humanities and a wide range of biotech procedures that provide artists with themes for their work and, even more, with new expressive media. Art that involves biotechnological methods as new media of expression in its actual practice can be caracterized by the factors re-materialization, "de-image-ing" and performativity. This first and foremost ephemeral and process-based art of transformation in vivo or in vitro that manipulates biological systems at discrete levels  (be it cells, proteins, genes or nucleotides) and creates displays which allow audiences to partake of them emotionally and cognitively produces a state of oscillation between the effects of meaning and the effects of presence. Bio Art has subcutanous links to performative and performance art practices, and shares with Live Art the dialectical relationship between real presence and metaphorical representation. As these works are neither primarily image-based nor they centrally transmit information, their inter-mediality has to be analysed upon the interplay of attached paratexes that mediate the physical biomedia. Epistemic references and non-hermeneutic factors both encourage the viewer to make metonymic connections between his body and the organic "bio artefacts" at display. But even beyond the realm of this specific case of art involving biotechnology these caracteristics can be understood as a broader shift in contemporary art in the wake of a still unclear post-digital paradigm, and that are relevant to various artistic fields including Media Art, the more traditional visual arts, performance, dance or theatre. By reframing the aesthetics of the universal code with its inherent consequences of the permanent problem of the translation of data, the shift towards a wider range of specific codes which re-materialization implies consequently leeds to art in which information informs matter differently then through binary codes.

Re-materialization

Within just a few years time, parallel to techno-scientific developments, a panorama of  biotechnological methods have been re-appropriated in the name of art:  transgenesis, cell and tissue cultures, hybridization and selection of animals and plants, homotransplatation, neuro-physiology, physiological self-experimentation as well as the synthesis of artificially produced DNA sequences are no longer just the themes of artworks but have become tools for artists consciously striving to leave behind the paradigms of representation, simulation and metaphor. Bio Art can be referred back to tendencies in art history of the late 20th century: While the “blurring of art and life“
 first leads through fluxus and conceptual art to a dematerialization
 combined with a critic of prevalent institutions and the acceptance of non-object-bound processes, this same development at first continued in the digital era
, affecting the reception of biological concepts and their media-artistic transposition into visualized “genetic algorithms“, Artificial Life installations and autopoetic systems. These were however primarily based on technological assumptions of information transmission and expressed strong genetic determinism. Art at the interface of the organic and the mechanical, which reflects the fascination of bio-informatics and bio-computing, usually remains stuck in an cybernetic ideal – and yet this finds itself now once again confronted with concrete carbon-based matter. In spite of the development of new areas of research such as biocybernetics and synthetic biology, which strive to design new functions for living organisms, there has been a shift within Bio Art. What has taken the place of a suggested programmability of life mechanisms is not only a verification of those self-same theories with the help of organic material and organisms, but rather the literal mingling of “art and the living “ and with it a general trend towards physicality and bodily perception. It generates presence.

De-image-ing

In an age in which the techno-sciences themselves have become potent producers of aesthetic images the use of biotechnological processes as means of expression in bio art has no prime (de)pictive function, even if it does occasionally bring forth an effective publicity icon. By acting performatively or diegetically, art involving biotechnology also questions the visio-centric tradition of Western art. When analyzing these living images, we must ask whether the artists involved are actively contributing to the process of knowledge or whether they see their role instead in the subversive questioning of dominant concepts and dogmas and thereby also their modes of representation. An approach, which defines aesthetic dispositives as text and metaphorical signs that – usually visually – refer to phenomena in the world, may at first sight favor a cognitivistic approach to such artwork
, as its players are operating or subversively playing with processes derived from the natural sciences. But the ironic approach that wet-work-centered artists have towards scientific visualization technologies.points to this tendency of "de-image-ing", often replacing the epistemic signifier directly by the ontologically signified. Bio Art is often based on the staging of authenticity. This takes place simultaneously both through imparted knowledge of the underlying processes, as well as through organic presence, which the viewer comes into contact with. The specific aesthetic experience is based on the production of presence.
Performativity

Rematerialization does not conceptually entail a relapse into object-centered art. It is mostly about the production of transformatorial processes of a temporary nature, not about the conservable final products. Many artists choose performative, partly diegetic forms of presentation that display biotechnologies in relation to their philosophical, political and economic parameters. The underlying dialectical relationship between actual presence and metaphorical representation is comparable to that of performance: while the theatrical actor metaphorically em-bodies a role, the performer contributes his/her own body, identity and biography – on the side of the recipient this creates a singular emotional field of tension between the possible modalities of perceiving the action. Similarly the observer of Bio Art must shift between the symbolic artistic space and the “real life” of the presented processes suggested by the organic presence. These processes draw their significance not only as semiotic cultural signs, but also through their own performativity, which suggest to the recipient the existence of a bodily co-presence through the materiality of the presentation.

After a phase of dematerialization and digital simulation in Media Art, Bio Art is contributing to an artistic tendency that increasingly reconsiders physicality as a battleground for bio-political debate. In doing so it is drawing the interest of a growing number of artists active in the field of body art. The structural affinities between the two fields are not to be overlooked. there are a range of similarities between body and bio art: they either survive as film, photo or video documents, as traces such as poster or flyers, or in the form of material remains or physical remnants, which then synecdotically refer back to the process. Here relies one of its major paradoxes: On the one hand this art defies reproducibility, on the other hand it postulates the importance of direct presence.
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