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DESIGNS FOR LIFE: 
Perspectives on the convergence of arts practice and bioscience.

9.30 – 9.50 Coffee and registration

9.50 – 10.00 Welcome and Introduction
Paul Liam Harrison, Research Fellow and Principal Investigator for the Designs 
for Life Project, Visual Research Centre, University of Dundee.

Session 1 
Chair: Professor Murdo Macdonald, Chair of History of Scottish Art, University of 
Dundee.

10.00 – 10.40
Suzanne Anker.
Suzanne Anker is an artist and theorist working at the intersection of Visual Art 
and the Life Sciences.  Her work has been exhibited at the Walker Art Center, the 
Smithsonian Institute, the Phillips Collection, P.S.1 Museum, the J.P.Getty 
Museum and the Museum of Modern Art in Japan.  Her writings have appeared in 
Art Journal, Tema Celeste, M/E/A/N/I/N/G, Leonardo, Art in America and Seed 
magazines.  She is co-author with the late Dorothy Nelkin of The Molecular Gaze: 
Art in the Genetic Age, published by Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press. She 
has been a visiting artist and speaker at Yale University, the Hamburger Bahnhof 
in Berlin, the Max Plank Institute in Dresden, EMBL in Rome and at Shanghai 
University in China among many other international venues. Her radio program 
“The Bio-Blurb Show” on www.ps1.org is hosted by P.S.1 and MoMA in NYC. She 
is the recipient of many Honors and Awards including a forthcoming fellowship 
supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft in Berlin, Germany. She 
currently teaches at the School of Visual Arts where she is also Chair of the Fine 
Arts department.

‘Pattern Recognition: Thought Forms and Templates’
Colossal advances in imaging technologies have brought to visualization 
unprecedented configurations concerning the material world.  Add to the mix 
the aspect of deciphering these images and we embark once again on the ways 
in which interpretation is grounded in aesthetics, image science, cognitive sci-
ence and the computer sciences. Neither divorced from. nor operating in certain 

clear-cut discourses, the questions concerning illusions, perceptions and 
sensations  are part  of the epistemological underpinnings of the ways images 
function.  This talk will cite examples of the manner in which picturing practices 
in both science and art have become part of a larger philosophical debate about 
the visual.

10.40 – 11.20
Dr. Miriam van Rijsingen. 
Miriam van Rijsingen is an art historian at the Art History Institute of the 
University of Amsterdam. Initiator, co-coordinator and senior researcher of the 
research program New Representational Spaces: Investigations of the 
interactions between and intersections of art and genomics (2004-2008), which 
is a joint program of the universities of Amsterdam and Leiden. Co-director of The 
Arts & Genomics Centre (Leiden University), she is currently working on a book, 
titled: What is the Matter in ArtScience? (2009). Recent conference contributions 
include: ‘Code, code on the wall...’ (SLSA Portland 2007) and ‘Prolific Encounters: 
towards a philosophy of mutability’ (Mutamorphosis Prague 2007). 
Keywords are: art-science encounters, art theory, representational theory, 
semiotics, phenomenology.

‘Caught in the Act of Framing’
When we think of framing most people think of putting a print or painting in a 
frame to hang it on the wall. Some will think about building a (theoretical or 
conceptual) framework within which a set of data can be fenced in and 
understood. The framing I want to talk about is related to both the actual 
displaying and the theoretical/conceptual interpretation and understanding of 
visual data, but surpasses it at the same time.
Both art and science are in the act of presenting visual data. I will focus upon and 
question the ways in which artists frame scientific data. Scientific data (mostly 
in their visual or graphic form) are not just appropriated by artists, but put on 
display in another fashion, which mobilizes and engages the viewer in an “act of 
interpretation”.
I will discuss various artworks/artists and forms of framing, from putting an 
actual mirroring frame around ‘the real (bio-genetic) stuff’ (Marc Quinn), and 
turning genetic and other bio data into embodied space (Andreas Horlitz), to 
tracing the morphology of (scientific) signs (Suzan Anker). From re-enacting the 
interpretation of difference (Amirthi Perera), to a visceral and psychological 
 



reading of prolific encounters in the lab (Kathleen Rogers).
Framing is an activity, a practice and a continuous process of displacement that 
makes you switch and twitch between art and science, surpassing the popular  
understanding of art as an ornament to the ‘proper’ object and knowledge of 
science.  I want to argue that caught in the act of framing, these (and other) 
artists built on a representational dynamic that make new interpretations and 
understanding available, and are therefore part of a visual practice that could be 
understood as epistemic.

11.20 – 11.40 Refreshments

Session 2
Chair: Professor Murdo Macdonald, Chair of History of Scottish Art, 
University of Dundee.

11.40 – 12.20 

Mark Lythgoe, PhD. 
Dr Mark Lythgoe is Director of the new Centre for Advanced Biomedical Imaging 
at University College London. Mark is a neurophysiologist and Senior Lecturer in 
Radiology and Physics at the Institute of Child Health and Great Ormond Street 
Hospital. He currently runs the RCS Unit of Biophysics experimental MRI 
facility, developing novel gene and stem cell therapies for the treatment of brain 
and cardiovascular disease. Dr Lythgoe has given invited talks at The Royal 
Society, The Royal Institution, Royal Geographical Society, The Tate, Royal 
Festival Hall, The Science Museum, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Jerwood 
Prize, National Science week (Sir Humphrey Davy Lecture), Cheltenham Science 
Festival, Cheltenham Literature Festival, Hay Literature Festival, Liverpool Bien-
nial Arts Festival, Bristol International Film Festival, ITEM,  and has regularly 
appeared on radio and television.

12.20 – 1.00 
Professor Maureen McNeil. 
Maureen McNeil is Professor of Women’s Studies and Cultural Studies 
at Lancaster University, based in the Centre for Gender and Women’s 
Studies and in the ESRC Centre for Economic and Social Aspects of 
Genomics(Cesagen) there.  She is also chair of the Centre for Science 

Studies.  Her recent publications include:  Feminist Cultural Studies of Science 
and Technology (London: Routledge, 2007); with Joan Haran, Jenny Kitzinger, 
and Kate O’Riordan, Human Cloning in the Media: from science fiction to science 
practice, (Routledge, 2007).  Her research interests revolve around cultural stud-
ies of technoscience; theories, popular narratives, and politics of reproduction; 
science, technology and gender relations. 

‘Bio-art and/as public engagement ‘
This talk will offer a brief set of reflections about recent developments in bio-art 
(particularly those linked to genomics) as a set of cultural practices. I will also 
situation these in relation to debates around public engagement with science.   
This will include a review of the conditions for the emergence of these complex 
responses to recent technoscientific developments in the Western world.  I will 
offer some assessment of the reasons for and significance of the recent 
interactions between fine art and the bio-sciences. This will enable me to gauge 
artistic activities and interventions that have been constituted as ‘public 
engagement’ with bio-science in the early twenty-first century.  I am inter-
ested in considering the significance of artistic interventions in opening up the 
bio-sciences to a larger public.  However, I want also to consider questions of 
cultural capital that are sometimes obscured but which may be crucial in and 
around some of these developments.  My presentation will also explore the 
impact and limitations of these movements in socially and politically 
reconfiguring and remaking the biosciences. 

1.00 – 2.00 Lunch 

Session 3 
Chair: Professor Gavin Renwick, Chair of Art and Policy, University of Dundee.

2.00 – 3.40 
Professor Tim Ingold.
Tim Ingold is Professor of Social Anthropology at the University of Aberdeen. 
He has carried out ethnographic fieldwork among Saami and Finnish people in 
Lapland, and has written extensively on comparative questions of environment, 
technology and social organisation in the circumpolar North, as well as on 
evolutionary theory in anthropology, biology and history, on the role of animals 
in human society, and on issues in human ecology. His recent research interests 
 



are in the anthropology of technology and in aspects of environmental 
perception. He is currently writing and teaching on the comparative 
anthropology of the line, and on issues on the interface between anthropology, 
archaeology, art and architecture. His latest book, Lines: A Brief History, was 
published by Routledge in 2007. 

‘Vision is life in the light’
Light is essential to organic growth; there would be no life without it. It is also 
essential to vision; we could not see without it. I argue that the experience of 
light should lie at the heart of the encounter between art practice and the 
biological study of living organisms. Yet the experience of light has been 
marginalised by parallel reductions on the side of both bioscience and visual 
studies. Indeed the genome has been devised to do the same work, in bioscience, 
that the image has been made to do in the study of the visual arts: as the image 
captures the process of vision and renders it back to the analyst, so the genome 
codifies the process of life so that it can be ‘played back’ to science. Where the 
visual analyst looks to recover vision from the image, the scientist looks to 
recover life from the genome. I suggest, to the contrary, that we should think 
of the relation between art practice and bioscience in terms not of genome and 
image but of light, life and growth. Art, as Paul Klee insisted, does not reproduce 
the visiblebut brings to light the forces that animate the living world. 

Siân Ede.
Siân Ede is Arts Director for the UK Branch of the Gulbenkian Foundation where 
she led the first arts funded Arts and Science programme to encourage artists 
and arts organisations from across the art forms to engage with new thinking and 
practice in science and technology. She frequently advises, writes, speaks and 
chairs debates on Art and Science in Britain and internationally. 
Siân Ede is editor and co-author of Strange and Charmed: science and the 
contemporary visual arts (Gulbenkian, 2000). Her most recent book is Art and 
Science (I B Tauris, 2005). She is to deliver the Royal Society’s annual 
Wilkins-Bernal-Medawar lecture on Science and Society in April 2008.

‘Foci for Modes of Thought’ - Neither Beauty nor Truth  
In this talk I will consider how far science images in themselves can be regarded 
as art, exploring - and mainly refuting - some of the latest scientifically based 
ideas about aesthetics. I will go on to discuss examples of contemporary artworks 
in which science imagery has served as inspiration for new modes of expression.

3.20 – 3.40 Refreshments

Session 4
Chair: Professor Gavin Renwick, Chair of Art and Policy, University of Dundee.

3.40 – 5.00 
Discussion and review.
This session is an opportunity for open discussion around the theme of the 
day, to reflect on the days presentations, review project activity over the past 
eighteen months and view work currently on public exhibit in Centrespace at the 
Visual Research Centre. 
Paul Harrison will give a brief introduction to the Designs for Life Project and 
the spectrum of project activity to date with a view on the potential for future 
development. Several of the project participants will also be in attendance to 
discuss the aspects of their  own experience and perspectives on the project.

The Project exhibition will be open until 5.45pm and it is hoped that Session 4 
will involve a move to Centrespace for a more informal discussion. 

Evening
8.00 – 10.00pm
Bonar Hall
‘Alex Smoke vs Scottish Ensemble, World Premiere.’

The Scottish Ensemble will perform a new piece of work composed by 
musician Alex Smoke in response to the themes and imagery of the Designs for 
Life project. This new work has been commissioned specifically for this event 
by Dundee City Council and supported by the Scottish Arts Council. Tickets are 
complementary for Symposium delegates.


