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1. Intro 

 
In this presentation I will focus on an ambiguous representational practice, one that 

takes informational technologies and transforms it into a spatial (and embodied) 

experience. This is about a German artist who uses not only sequenced genetic 

codes, but also other forms of scientific (measurement) graphics and scripts, such as 

seismograms, actimetry, fingerprinting and chrono-biological graphics and turns them 

into performative installations. You could argue that that is what art does. But my 

interest is in how this is done and what it signifies. Especially what it means or how it 

relates to scientific knowledge attached to these codes and scripts.  

In Andreas Horlitz’s work codes and scripts always appear in the form of mirrors 

or/and light. So, in a way, this presentation is also about the confrontation between 

text and mirror in representational theory (specifically how they relate to materiality).  

First I will introduce some of the works of Horlitz – specifically those that involve 

genetics (and other code-scripts), and then sketch the representational dynamic of 

the molecular laboratory as outlined by scientist Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, in relation to 

what I would call the ‘technology of the mirror’. After which I will come to a conclusion 

quickly and say something about (re)framing. 

  

 

2. Code and mirror in the work of Andreas Horlitz 

 

Autoportrait is an etching – though not in the proper sense, it is actually a 

sandblasting technique – on partly mirrored glass, mounted to the wall in a way that 

leaves some space between glass and wall. To most of us it is easily recognized for 

what it represents: these are fragments of genetic sequences. More precisely – the 

work contains three extracts from DNA sequences, which are presented in a 

horizontal montage. The sequence, from left to right, are taken from myosin 

(responsible for the activity of the heart muscles), keratin (present in hair and skin), 

and the analgesic beta-endorfin hormone (formed within the brain).  

Not many people are able to read the work scientifically, but every viewer will see 

her- or himself reflected in the little mirrors that represent the code. Reviews of the 
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work however stress a scientific reading, as they propose that this works gives us the 

essentials of Andreas Horlitz. Taking the clue from the title no doubt. The work 

seems to fit into the mould of a very persistent metaphor in genetics: This genetic 

code or script is ‘a set of instructions’, commonly referred to as the ‘Book of Life’. 

Identity is formed and can be expressed in one direction only – from the genes 

(which contain the program) to the individual embodiment (DNA makes RNA makes 

protein makes person: Watson/Crick central dogma). Sequencing is a 

representational technique that allows us to read genetic information as the material 

text that informs the growth of the organism.   

But this is (first of all) reading the work as a proper sequence, which it is not 

(although it is based on real sequences). The extracts are such small parts of the 

sequences, that they are more or less identical to everyone’s data (according to 

Netta, 2005). It is reading the little mirrors as a proper code, instead of looking into 

them and understanding them as visual representations. And taking the work as a 

scientific text, although it is a spatial work. How important is it to be able to 

scientifically read these fragments of code-script? I would argue that the work is not a 

scientific text, and it does something different.     

When we take a better look at the work, we may find that it is not the genetic code-

script that is etched on the glass (which would underscore the idea of ‘inscription’). It 

is actually the metallic mirroring surface of the glass that was sandblasted away 

between the strips of code-script, until the glass became opaque. The code-script 

itself is presented in the form of the (remaining) mirror: little strips or blobs of mirrors, 

in which we see ourselves reflected in a fragmented way, forcing us not only to 

understand this code-script as a form of our own self-portraits – linking self and other, 

pointing at the shared genetic make-up of all humans – but challenging us also on a 

more profound level of understanding the representational modes of science and 

culture. Reflecting on the idea of embodiment through scientific script and/as cultural 

image. And above all, representing this as a productive space.  

Code-script is presented and experienced in this work as reflected images of the 

body/space in front of the work – in other words: it takes the environment in, and in 

that capacity, the work evokes as strong embodied experience through the space it 

occupies and reflects. The influence of light and movement is crucial to the 

understanding of the work. When the light changes, the glass screen figuring as 

object/body changes with it: the shadows of the mirroring text move across the wall. 
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Also, when you move your body in front of the glass, the spatial effects change. This 

autoportrait reflects a semi-transparent or opaque moving and changing body, never 

ultimately pinned down by the script. Moreover, the code-script itself gives space to 

that moving or changing body. This genetic code-script can only be understood in the 

perspective of a continuous ‘becoming’ through its exchanges with the (embodied) 

environment.   

 

Other works by the same artist show a similar approach to scientific scripts. Text 

DNA (1997, Uniplan International, Kerpen) show four DNA sequences from different 

(but not visually distinguishable) sources (brewers yeast, pine needles, wasp enzyme 

and human blood), with no apparent beginning or end, flowing through the building of 

this business in “life communication” (a developer of creative solutions for the 

encounter between people and brands). The code-mirrors reflect the moving bodies 

through the hallways, cut through by door openings. The people that work here can 

be interpreted as synapses – life (or living) devises that allow for communication 

across gaps, connecting.  

The work Panorama (2001, WWK Life insurance organisation, München) consists of 

14 stations (vertical lightboxes) of chrono-biological sequences (with the help of 

actimetry), documenting the daily cylcle of human rest and activity in the lives of 

people of different ages, professions and living habits, 30 days, two days in a single 

row. The phases of activity are represented by light strips, those of rest or darkness 

by mirrors. The emphasis is not on reading singular actimetries. The installation is 

again about moving bodies (representational as well as performative). Every station 

contains two lightboxes opposite one another, they partially reflect the other ánd the 

actual moving bodies that pass between them. The actual bodies also throw shadows 

across the mirrors, thus changing the activity/rest script, allowing to understand the 

work as an argument for the interconnectedness of life/living dynamics.  

Other works include Cyclus (2000, chrono-biology graphics, light and mirrors, like a 

backbone of the building), Genesis (2003, project design for installation with DNA 

sequence, heart beat, seismograms, actimetry), Polygram (2004, private house 

project wit different kinds of scripts from DNA to fingerprinting, NO IMAGES) and 

Palimpsest (1995-2005) a series of layered sign systems on glass plates, partly 

mirrored.  
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In every one of these works Horlitz turns scientific script into an image (mimetic only 

in a productive sense) and into an embodied environment. Before anything else, 

these works create and delineate spaces and need, as it were, moving bodies.  They 

are pressing for spatial and temporal transformation and continuity in which two 

representational modes converge: an informational mode and an analogical mode 

(not quite unlike what biosemiotics have to say about the dual coding system of the 

organism – but that is not my point here and I did that elsewhere).  So, it is not just a 

case of translation, but also one of (re)framing and transformation.  

 

3. representational models: text and mirror. 

 

Looking at the work from a scientific point of view – for example that of the molecular 

laboratory – the mirrors are obsolete or perhaps creating a distractive noise. From a 

cultural, or artistic point of view, the code-script is or could be a sign system with 

visual and spatial potential. What I would like to do is to focus on the representational 

systems of these two different discourses and ask myself what these artworks do. 

 

One of the most interesting theorists of the representational dynamic in the molecular 

laboratory is Hans-Jörg Rheinberger (director of the Max Planck Institute, Berlin, 

molecular biologist and philosopher of science, theoretician of Experimental 

Systems). According to him representation is a phenomenon of transport, or more 

precisely, it is “the building of specific synapses that allow for transport and 

circulation of information”, it is a continuous process of realizations of traces, a 

“taking and making, in order to make available (that is epistemic objects)” 

(Rheinberger quoting Nelson Goodman). In sequencing something is made visible – 

and I paraphrase Rheinberger: “it produces a piece of DNA in the form of a text, 

realizes it as a sequence of letters, but not on the well known level of the alphabet or 

the printed page or a language, but as genetic script, of which the primary traces are 

being made visible. It is itself a trace, but with no stable referent.” 

“The biologist-researcher does not work with genes as such (in sequencing), but with 

produced ‘graphemen’ in a representational space. If he wants to know what they 

mean, he has no other possibility than to interpret the articulation of these 

graphemen with others”. In other words, according to Rheinberger, “the 

processing/production (Erzeugung) of traces in the material representational space of 
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science is a writing-play (Schreibspiel). Sequencing is therefore writing. And we 

should read the textual sequence as the organism itself reads the genetic text. There 

is no essentialism or determinism in this. Reading is (in the organism as well as in its 

laboratorial representations) always a process of translation and transcription instead 

of inscription. It is a continuous process of reading/interpreting/writing, in which the 

idea of essence is constantly frustrated or suspended. It is, instead, a continuous 

process of constructing en deconstructing. “Living is writing”, and “there is no script 

without transcription” as the organism is involved in a “play of possibilities”. What 

Rheinberger wants to stress (against the persistent claims of a deterministic cliché in 

genetics) is the productivity of the organism itself and its power to differentiate 

continuously.  

 

I could argue that the artistic practice is definitely a practice of interpretation, and of 

translation, as well as one of constructing and deconstructing. However, it is also a 

visual practice that has a profound history in mimetic theory. I will not go into that 

history, but will instead focus on the actual and material use of mirrors (as in Horlitz’s 

case). The actual use of mirrors alludes to mimetic theory, but does something 

completely different, for example adding time. With the use of mirrors something is 

activated, suggested, anticipated. Mirrors allude to the space before them and to 

everything that appears in that space. It takes in the environment and changes with 

it. It is as changeable as Life itself, and gives – as it were – the truth of the moment. 

This technology of the mirror is well understood by English artist, Marc Quinn who 

made this Self Portrait (Mirror). According to Quinn the mirror is as selfish as the 

gene. He says “it celebrates you while you are there, and forgets you when you are 

gone”. So gone is also the stability of the referent. Quinn also argues this with the 

selection of materials and their ‘natural’ characteristics. For example steel that is 

polished to mirror, of which he stresses that it is a sea of electrons, ready to fluidity 

(like the human body). Or blown mirroring glass, to argue for the plasticity, fluidity, but 

also the fragility of life and the living body, as he shows in his The Etymology of 

Morphology.     
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4. The framing and reframing dynamic of Art. 

 

Before everything else, the representational strategy of these works is focussed on 

embodiment, agency, performativity (through visual framing).  

It is not so much a translation of scientific code-script into a metaphorical image. It is  

a (re)framing of the initial aim/claim of the scientific code-script to read essential 

information of the (individual) organism. The works show the productivity of the 

organism in (feedback)loop with the environment (and other organisms). They show 

that the organism (the human body) is informational as well as analogical, self-

referential as well as non-selfreferential. This is art arguing the looping of organism 

and environment quite in step with what developmental genetics has to say, but in a 

different (experiential) way.      

Artworks as these do not copy (simply depict) or translate scientific facts into visual 

images, they (re)frame concepts and models that are used in scientific discourse (i.e. 

constructing tracing devices to read and rewrite the code-script) to create a 

performative instance in which we become aware of the concepts en models of life in 

science. It is not the production of epistemic things (as Rheinberger argues for the 

lab), but creating an embodied understanding of epistemic practice as 

representational practice. Or perhaps one could say in this case: giving the code-

script its bodies back, but only obliquely. 

Think for example about what I said about the synapses (to come to an end of my 

presentation). For Rheinberger, these are representational devices to allow for the 

dynamics of shifting and circulating information in the form of traces. In Horlitz’s work 

building synapses is building an environment for bodies to move in or through. These 

are the bodies of the viewers, the workers, the passers by, the visitors or flaneurs – 

the bodies that are “on edge”, ready to shift their gazes, (re)framers themselves.    
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PS.  In one of his texts, Rheinberger opposes this material-textual mode of interpretation and 

translation to the metaphorical-mimetic act of mirroring. Implicitly opposing a scientific representational 

strategy to a cultural representational strategy. 
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Andreas Horlitz: Autoportrait 1997









Sandblasted mirroring glass. 

Andreas Horlitz: Text DNA





Andreas Horlitz: Text DNA 1998



Andreas Horlitz: Panorama 2001



Andreas Horlitz: Cyclus 2000



Andreas Horlitz: Genesis 2003



Andreas Horlitz: Palimpsest 
1997-2003



Hans-Jörg Rheinberger:
Representation: 

Is a phenomenon of transport.

The building of specific synapses that allow for 
transport and circulation of information. 

Taking and making, in order to make available.

Sequencing:

It produces a piece of DNA in the form of a text, 
realizes it as a sequence of letters, but not on the 
well known level of the alphabet or the printed 
page or a language, but as genetic script, of which 
the primary traces are being made visible. It is 
itself a trace, but with no stable referent.



Marc Quin: Selfportrait (mirror)
2002



Marc Quinn: The Etymology of 
Morphology 1996
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