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JAKOB SCHILLINGER

Picture the universe as a gigantic computer—a literally universal Turing
machine.! Imagine life and technology were ultimately one and the same: com-
putation.? After ALife Ahead, Pierre Huyghe’s iconic contribution to the 2017
edition of Skulptur Projekte Miinster in Germany, helps us envision such a
scenario. The work articulates what Jennifer Gabrys has termed “the becoming
environmental of computation”: the permeation of our physical environment
with—and its administration by—embedded sensor and information technol-
ogy.® After ALife Ahead can be described as an ecosystem that comprises
organic as well as technological components.* But it goes far beyond staging
mutual interactions between machinic and organic agents. As this article will
show, After ALife Ahead operationally collapses world and computational
models into one another. It is this deeper sense in which the work undermines
traditional distinctions of nature and culture or nature and technology. To grasp
what is at stake in this collapse and in Huyghe’s ecological aesthetics at large,
this article examines the function of computation in After ALife Ahead.

After ALife Ahead was installed in a former ice-skating rink that was opened
up to its environment through substantial architectural interventions. Huyghe
had the concrete floor cut according to the shapes of an ancient puzzle, the
Stomachion. Between the remaining islands of concrete a crater landscape was
excavated, reaching as far as 10 feet below ground level. The ceiling was perfo-
rated and the openings equipped with pyramid-shaped motorized shutters. Air,
germs and insects, groundwater and rain thus entered into the hall. Within large
puddles grew algae. An archaic clay sculpture housed a bee colony. Initially,
two peacocks inhabited the hall.5 In the center, on an island of concrete, stood
an aquarium made of switchable glass, home to a sea snail and a fluorescent



fish. Nearby human cancer cells were growing in an incubator.

These different elements were operationally linked through media technology.
The pattern of the sea snail was scanned and converted into a score that pro-
duced a drone, switched the aquarium opaque or transparent, and controlled
the skylights. The opening of the latter, in turn, altered the room temperature
and CO, levels, which were captured by distributed sensors. Further sensors
tracked the movements of bees and visitors. An automated analysis of the aggre-
gated data regulated conditions within the incubator—temperature and CO,
levels—and thereby the frequency of cell division. If the amount of cells
exceeded certain thresholds, this triggered the emergence of virtual objects,
which visitors could see with the help of an augmented reality app. These pyra-
midal virtual objects drifted through the space, propagated upon collision, and
gradually faded away over time. A genetic algorithm regulated how their resis-
tance to such fading away increased or decreased from generation to generation
depending on environmental data. At the same time, fading pressure increased
with the opening of the skylights, which in turn was triggered by the emergence
of particularly resistant objects among other factors.

After ALife Ahead has been widely celebrated as paradigmatic of an impor-
tant strand of contemporary art, which has been variously referred to as an
“‘ecological’ current,” the “‘ecologization’ of artistic practice,” or most con-
cisely “ecosystems aesthetics.”® I propose to call this strand of contemporary
art ecological aesthetics to point to both its art-historical genealogy and to its
situatedness within a larger history of knowledge. Ecological aesthetics can be
understood as an updated version of relational aesthetics and its concern with
operatively putting to work relational forms, rather than representing alternative
worlds.” If relational aesthetics, of which Huyghe is generally seen as a protag-
onist, primarily conceived of these relations in terms of sociability, ecological
aesthetics now includes more-than-humans in its relational forms and conceives




them ecologically. The notion of ecological aesthetics, however, evokes not only
the relational aesthetics of the 1990s, but also the “systems esthetics” of the
1960s, both of which constitute important moments within the current work’s
art-historical lineage, about which more below. Luke Skrebowski’s apt designa-
tion of work like Huyghe’s as ecosystems aesthetics stresses this latter, crucial
connection.® I offer ecological aesthetics as an alternative to signal a broader
frame of reference both within art history and beyond. Echoing in particular
James Gibson’s ecological psychology, the notion of ecological aesthetics
emphasizes the work’s situatedness within a formation of knowledge that oper-
ationalizes relations between organisms (or other agents) and their environments.®
More generally, the term ecological aesthetics marks the work’s participation
in the present actualization of cybernetic principles of control under the ban-
ner of ecology, which, as I will argue, has to be situated within a longer history
of biopolitics.

After ALife Ahead has become a key point of reference for an “ecological
turn” in art history, which differentiates itself from the broader field of eco-
criticism by focusing on technology and the legacy of cybernetics.'® At the core
of this “ecologized” art-historical reception is an operational—rather than
allegorical or symbolic—understanding of the work in question.!* One central
concern underlying these discussions is therefore the relationship between
such ecologial aesthetics and contemporary forms of power. Eric de Bruyn,
André Rottmann, and Luke Skrebowski, among others have incisively pointed
out such work’s proximity to “ecological governmentality,” “algorithmic gov-
ernmentality,” or what Horl, drawing on the work of Michel Foucault, has
termed “Environmentality.”'? Building on these highly instructive discussions
of environmentality and its art-historical ramifications, this article shifts the
focus to environmentality’s functional interaction with complementary forms of
power—both within Huyghe’s work and within the becoming environmental
of computation at large. It examines how exactly After ALife Ahead opera-
tionally captures life, and how the sovereign power over life and death is impli-
cated in these operations, making it emblematic of our current form of biopolitics.
The thesis is that—despite all rhetoric of nonhierarchical self-organization—
After ALife Ahead is structured by asymmetries, both within and around the
work, and that these asymmetries articulate the sovereign “break between what
must live and what must die”: from the clandestine removal of algae and other
unwanted growth to the work’s implication in the legacy of racial segregation.?
This is both indicated and concealed by a recurring trope in discussions of
Huyghe’s work, one that enjoys great prominence in current discourses on tech-
nology more broadly, namely, the decentering—or even the disappearance—
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of the human in the course of a convergence of technology, intelligence, and
life. It is by way of this trope that the analysis will proceed, examining the
different ways in which viewers, the artist, and one particular human being dis-
appear in this work.

The Becoming Environmental of Computation
Huyghe frequently links the constitution of his works as ecosystems, in which
more-than-human agents interact, with a disappearance of human spectators.
“Things are in themselves, they don’t have a dependence on the person. They
are indifferent to the public,” says Huyghe in a 2015 interview, looking back at
his early ecosystems work Untilled (2013), which was installed at documenta 13
in Kassel, Germany.'® “Each thing, a bee, an ant, a plant, a rock, keeps growing
or changing.”'6 This idea is taken up in numerous discussions of Huyghe’s sub-
sequent work. Artist and writer Patricia Reed, for example, sees Huyghe’s works
as models of a “new condition [that] emphasizes the coexistence of diverse rela-
tions—across intelligences, across sub-systems, across entities, across scales—
to the point of not necessarily requiring a human gaze at all.”?” In the catalogue
accompanying Huyghe’s 2018-2019 exhibition UUmwelt at the Serpentine
Gallery in London art historian Dorothea von Hantelmann writes: “In contrast
to the idea of an artwork entirely addressed to the human gaze, Huyghe’s objects
incessantly form and transform themselves, independently of whether they are
being observed or not.”*® This is certainly correct. But, as any conservator can
attest, the same could just as well be said of any oil painting or other work of art.
The work’s viewer-independent existence and activity is not really the point, if
one wants to grasp the ways in which After ALife Ahead does indeed funda-
mentally decenter the viewer. In order to approach this question, the work has
to be situated both art-historically and within the history of knowledge.

After ALife Ahead—and ecological aesthetics more broadly—can be seen as
a continuation of the unbounding of Western art after modernism, that is, of the
work of art’s opening toward its context that was marked by minimalism."9 It is
worthwhile dwelling on this canonical history for a moment, because it is by
returning to minimalism and its phenomenological concern with the work’s
environment that one can begin to grasp the impact of that environment’s com-
puterization. In contrast to the modernist work, which recedes behind the com-
position of which it is the carrier, the minimalist object famously presents itself
as a unified gestalt—as an object in space. The composition is no longer inside
the work, but the work is inside the composition, or as Robert Morris famously
put it: “The better new work takes relationships out of the work and makes them
a function of space, light, and the viewers field of vision.”?° The minimalist



object thus draws attention to the exhibition space as a concrete architectural
container and to its own situatedness more generally.?! First understood primar-
ily in phenomenological terms, this “site specificity” of the work of art could
soon be conceptualized institutionally, socioeconomically, and discursively
within the context of institutional critique, geologically by land art, or cybernet-
ically by what Jack Burnham theorized as systems esthetics.?? By now the
importance of the latter in particular for artists working within an ecological
aesthetics framework, such as Huyghe, has been variously pointed out.?® As
Benjamin Buchloh has noted, After ALife Ahead itself recapitulates key moments
of this genealogy—from Hans Haacke’s systems sculptures to Daniel Buren’s
work of the 1960s to the Land Art of Robert Smithson.

But After ALife Ahead also points to scientific developments, and parsing
these as well is crucial for grasping the operational convergence of life and com-
putation, which the work stages, and which is characteristic of ecological aes-
thetics and of the becoming environmental of computation at large. The sea
snail Conus textile in the middle of the hall, for example, is a piece of living
history of science. As mentioned above, a scan of the sea snail’s pattern controls
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central mechanisms of After ALife Ahead’s ecosystem. But the sea snail is not
only scanned and thereby turned into an object of computational processes. In
1983 Stephen Wolfram, then a young physicist at the Institute for Advanced
Studies in Princeton, suggested that the sea snail’s pigmentation adheres to the
rules of a cellular automaton.?® Following Wolfram, this would mean that the
sea snail in After ALife Ahead is not just an object of computation, but that it
performs computations itself, or rather that it is computation.?¢

Cellular automata are discrete computer models that can be imagined as
computing cell tissue. They take the form of grids, whose cells can take on one
out of a finite number of states, for example, on and off—or, more to the point,
alive and dead. These grids develop incrementally, all cells in parallel, a math-
ematical function defining the next state of each cell depending on the current
states of itself and its neighboring cells. First theorized by John von Neumann
in the 1940s, from the 1970s onward cellular automata have played a central role
in the formation of the research field artificial life, or ALife for short, to which
the title of Huyghe’s installation refers. In passing over this central reference,
the vast existing literature on After ALife Ahead neglects a key component.?”




For ALife, and Wolfram as one of its most famous proponents, can be seen to
anticipate the convergence of the concepts of life, technology, and intelligence
currently observable within prominent theories of environmental or planetary
computation and articulated by Huyghe’s ecological aesthetics.?® Undertaking
systematic research into one-dimensional cellular automata in the 1980s,
Wolfram developed a taxonomy of their behaviors. He conjectured that at least
one out of the 256 elementary cellular automata that exists is Turing-complete,
which is to say that it can perform any computation of which today’s digital
computers are capable.?® Wolfram further found that even these simplest cellular
automata generate extremely complex patterns and discovered striking similar-
ities with patterns found in physical systems, such as the sea snail. Wolfram
henceforth developed the view that cellular automata do not merely represent
natural systems, but that they produce—or rather are—these natural systems.?°

In the form of the sea snail housed in an aquarium in the middle of the instal-
lation, this figure of life as computation and the universe as Turing machine
literally takes center stage in After ALife Ahead. In the installation, however,
this ontologically conceived convergence of life and technology, of world and
computational model, is juxtaposed with an operational one: the augmented
reality (AR) app. Like Pokémon GO, which was released when Huyghe was
developing the work, and which was immensely popular at the time the instal-
lation opened to the public, After ALife Ahead’s AR displayed virtual entities
that interacted with the physical environment.?' The virtual pyramids’ emer-
gence was triggered by the propagation of cells within the incubator; their lifes-
pan was affected by the opening of the skylights, which was in turn set off
by the appearance of especially resistant pyramids, themselves resulting from
the simulation of an evolutionary process that was also affected by various envi-
ronmental data.

This staged interaction between virtual objects and physical world, however,
obscures what is at stake in the becoming environmental of computation,
and what Huyghe’s ecological aesthetic itself does at an operational level.
Computational model and reality do not merely interact here—they opera-
tionally collapse into one another. To grasp the scope of this operational con-
vergence, it is instructive to return to ecological aesthetics’ roots in minimalism.
To quote Morris again, the minimalist object takes “relationships out of the
work and makes them a function of space, light, and the viewers field of
vision.”?? The field of vision is crucial here. One experiences the minimalist
object in question by moving around it, as one compares each new perspective
with the already perceived gestalt. As with a melody, one’s experience of the
object consists not simply in a single view or tone, but in each view’s or tone’s
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correlation with remembered and anticipated ones. This phenomenological
account of the experience of a minimalist object can also be applied to Huyghe’s
virtual pyramids—with a decisive difference, however, in how perception is
operationalized. For here the field of vision is doubled. The AR recapitulates—
in fact, it would be more accurate to say precapitulates—the viewer’s percep-
tion in real time. Bluetooth beacons capture the viewer’s position within the
installation.?® The accelerometer and gyroscope built into the smartphone that
runs the app register its orientation in space. So-called markerless tracking
examines the camera input for contrast points in short intervals and compares
it to preceding inputs. This way each viewer’s individual field of vision can be
calculated and the pyramids displayed accordingly.

The augmented reality thus technologically implements precisely the phenom-
enological understanding of human perception that was so central to minimalism.
Or rather, it supplements and interlaces human perception with computational
sensing. It not only models the evolution of virtual objects, but also, at the same
time—in order to even render them correctly—models the viewers themselves.
The infrastructure of perception is thereby partially externalized in the form
of sensors and information technology, and embedded into an environment,
which arranges itself in accordance with machinic memories and anticipations,
thereby feeding back into the viewers’ behavior.?* Huyghe’s is an ecological
aesthetics in precisely this sense as well: It acts on and through the relation
between viewer and environment, which it computationally mediates and con-
trols. While it stages interactions between virtual pyramids and their physical
environment, it thus operationally implements a convergence of computer
model and reality—namely, of the viewers’ behavior and its computational
model—that effectively undermines their distinction. In spite of Huyghe’s claims,
human viewers thus by no means disappear. Quite the contrary: They are dou-
bled as computational models. Crucially, the model hereby feeds back into that
which it models in such a way that their relationship can no longer be charac-
terized as representational, but only as recursive, effectively collapsing both
into one another.?®

After ALife Ahead thus effectively—if only locally and partially—imple-
ments by technological means Wolfram’s phantasm of sea snails and the phys-
ical universe at large as computers.*® After ALife Ahead thereby presents itself
as part of a becoming environmental of computation that defines our present.
However, the work and much of the accompanying discourse obscure what is
at stake in this process, namely, the formation of an environmental governmen-
tality and the ecological update of a biopolitical regime.



Environmentality

As shown above, After ALife Ahead constitutes a computerized environment
permeated with sensors and effectors. It measures variables such as temperature,
CO,-levels, precipitation, water quality, or oxygen levels within different zones,
tracks the movement of bees or the division of cells, and continually captures
the visitors’ activity. In this respect, it resembles the so-called smart environments
that increasingly make up the everyday surround of city dwellers in the global
North and beyond. The types of data utilized by Huyghe’s AR alone—smartphone
location as tracked via bluetooth beacons, the device’s orientation registered by
internal sensors, not to mention camera input—elsewhere reveal “dwell time”
spent in a particular aisle while shopping or one’s degree of intimacy with other
persons.’” Embedded information technology not only makes our environment
sensitive to our behavior, however. It also allows our environment to respond to
it, and to reconfigure itself around each individual so as to modulate behavior.3
In the case of After ALife Ahead, such personalization merely serves a perspec-
tively correct rendering of AR content and thus ensures that all viewers see
the same augmented reality.?® In the case of contemporaneous search engines,
social media, etc., however, personalization famously has the opposite effect:
Here it creates so-called filter bubbles, that is, no longer different perspectives
onto the same reality, but altogether different realities and the corresponding
behaviors. Such personalization is in no way limited to social media feeds, but
extends far beyond, permeating our physical environment. Networked devices,
which communicate among one another, collect data, and adapt their behavior
accordingly, make up the Internet of Things, estimated to comprise 21 billion
or even more than 75 billion devices.*

This becoming environmental of computation implements a form of power,
whose main features Michel Foucault, discovered already in the behaviorist
“environmental technology” of neoliberalism.4! This “environmental type of
intervention,” Foucault notes, replaces “the internal subjugation of individuals”
associated with discipline and normalization.*? Rather than operating directly
on subjects and their “mentality,” it constitutes a “governmentality which will
act on the environment and systematically modify its variables.”#? Accordingly
its correlate is no longer a legal subject or moral subject, but an actor exclusively
defined by the fact that their behavior “responds systematically to modifica-
tions in the variables of the environment” or whose behavior, in the words of
Gary Becker cited by Foucault, “accept[s] reality.”#* The name Foucault gives
to this form of power that acts on reality itself is “environmentalité.”*> This
conception of the environmental comes into its own with the becoming envi-
ronmental of computation as it is articulated in the Internet of Things—and in



the ecological aesthetics of After ALife Ahead.

When discussing his work, Huyghe glorifies this governmental function of
environmental computation as a nonhierarchical form of self-organization within
more-than-human relations. He speaks of “the perfection of self-organization”
and, in the catalogue accompanying his 2024 exhibition Liminal in Venice, pos-
tulates: “There’s no longer any hierarchy between those present.”¢ In the above-
cited interview with Kolja Reichert, Huyghe distances himself from the cybernetic
terminology of networks and instead aligns himself with a rhetoric of entangle-
ment or interweaving. “Others speak of networks, I prefer speaking of webs.
Things here are less networked than they are heterogeneous systems that are
entangled.”4” Ursula Strobele adopts this view: “[I]n contrast to a cybernetic
conception of systems—which nevertheless resonates here—these are hetero-
geneous, mutually entangled, partly invisible systems.”#8 Strobele furthermore
points out Huyghe’s interest in Donna Haraway’s writings on autopoiesis, which
famously oppose that very term and its cybernetic legacy, and instead propose
the counterconcept of sympoiesis to emphasize the primacy of relations over
relata, which “make each other through semiotic material involution, out of the
beings of previous such entanglements.”4? As opposed to such interpretations,
however, After ALife Ahead does not so much present an interplay of entangled
processes of becoming—Ilet alone a sympoietic web of relations, which produce
the terms they relate in the first place. On the contrary, Huyghe’s work consists
in the design of control mechanisms and communication channels between
entities defined in advance, as evidenced by documents of the production
process and of the work’s maintenance over the course of the show as well as
by Huyghe’s descriptions of the work. A drawing for After ALife Ahead pub-
lished in Huyghe’s 2019 Serpentine catalogue, for example, links distinct enti-
ties, such as bacteria and cancer cells, with lines labeled “INFLUENCE.”5° Even
more paradigmatic is a photograph of After ALife Ahead included in Pierre
Huyghe: Liminal 5" It shows an isolator board hosting four sensors to measure
oxidation-reduction potential, dissolved oxygen, temperature, and pH.%? The
board is connected to a microprocessor underneath, which is in turn connected
to a single-board computer labeled BACTERIA, presumably indicating the entity
to be represented by the four isolated data streams. The photo is emblematic of
what Erich Horl has called the “mathematics of power” at the core of environ-
mentality. Reducing “relations to calculable, rationalizable, exploitable ratios,”
to “extensive vectored relations between pre-given terms,” this mathematics of
power is fundamentally opposed to sympoietic “becoming-with” as envisioned
by Haraway.5® It presents a restricted form of ecology that reduces the plethora
of relations making up the real to a very few selected ones, which it deems



secondary.?* This restriction played out very concretely in After ALife Ahead.
For example, cracks emerged in the clay sculptures due to the material’s drying,
as Strobele notes.®® The bees housed within them preferred these cracks to the
designated entry holes, thus evading the motion sensors supposed to track their
activity.5¢ Rather than letting this process of continuous material transformation
happen and embracing its potential for the emergence of new relations and new
entities, Huyghe regularly had the sculptures repaired outside opening hours.%”

Huyghe’s claim that in his installations “there’s no longer any hierarchy
between those present,” thus belies the highly asymmetrical relations between
different bodies mediated by environmental computation both within and
beyond the installation, to which we will return in the third section.5® It also
systematically leaves out of the picture the asymmetry between “those present”
inside the installation and its architect and his team, whose agency on it
Huyghe’s claim implicitly denies. Huyghe has even proclaimed: “I am looking
for things that make it impossible for me to exert authority about what I'm mak-
ing. 'm creating my own tools of anti-control.”®® The work’s art-historical and
critical reception echoes such statements. Von Hantelmann, too, speaks of
“anti-control” and Reichert observes that Huyghe seemed to want “the material
and the technologies . . . to take over and [himself] as author to disappear.”®°

There is a long lineage of such relativizations of artistic agency. Think, for
example, of John Cage’s aesthetic of silence, whose paradigm, as Branden Joseph
has shown, is the exhibition of “nature, understood as an immeasurably com-
plex realm of unregulated differentiation.”®! Huyghe’s work, however, is by
no means a framing of found, nature-like emergence. After ALife Ahead was
constructed according to detailed plans, involving multiple highly specialized
contractors and requiring enormous resources. What is more, Huyghe kept
intervening—from outside, as it were—over the duration of the exhibition, as
shown above. These interventions consisted not only in modulating individual
behaviors by tweaking specific parameters, for example, adjusting the overall
temperature to increase the activity of the bees. As documented by internal
communication, they also included sovereign decisions to eliminate algae from
the aquarium or to “extract any . . . unwanted growth” from the hall, which
mostly occurred outside opening hours.5?

Given the extensive planning, elaborate construction, and continued inter-
ventions during the course of the exhibition, it might seem surprising at first
that Huyghe talks down his artistic agency in such a manner—and that much
of the reception follows suit.®® But this common trope of ecological aesthetics
is merely one art-specific articulation of a rhetoric of self-organization that
dominates much broader discourses, and whose function is to render mute



questions concerning the shapeability of social and ecological relations—and
to obscure their asymmetries.®* Ecological aesthetics makes precisely such
questions disappear from view when, as in the case of After ALife Ahead, system
design is played down in the name of autopoiesis, sympoiesis, or self-organization.
Again, this occurs not only in statements surrounding the work, but also on an
operational level within the work itself, with interventions taking place outside
opening hours. This obfuscation of the system designer’s impact on the system,
too, makes After ALife Ahead emblematic not only of ecological aesthetics, but
also of today’s planetary roll-out of environmental computation.

The Living Dead
Huyghe’s work participates in a discourse that not only disregards the govern-
mental character of environmental computation, but also its function within a
larger biopolitical regime. And this despite the fact that environmentality’s
functional interaction with complementary forms of power can be discovered
within the work itself: in another piece of living history of science included in
After ALife Ahead, namely, the cell culture. These so-called HeLa cells consti-
tute the first and most frequently used human cell line. Their origin is a tissue
sample taken from Henrietta Lacks, an African American patient at the Johns
Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore in 1951, a few months before her death from cer-
vical cancer. As was customary at the time, this extraction of tissue occurred
without consent.® The resilience and rapid proliferation of HeLa cells has since
enabled numerous medical breakthroughs, among them the polio vaccine and
in vitro fertilization.%® Over sixty thousand scientific articles and seventeen
thousand patents are based on research with HeLa cells.®” The cell line has been
commercialized and used not only in cancer and AIDS research, but also to test
the tolerance of cosmetics—and within an art installation.®®

Huyghe’s use of HeLa cells is mentioned in passing by von Hantelmann and
other authors writing about After ALife Ahead, but only very recently has it
been problematized. With a view to the cells’ function as a clock mechanism in
Huyghe’s After UUmwelt (2021) and Liminal (2024) exhibitions, where the
rhythm of cell division controlled the display of Al-generated imagery, Luke
Skrebowski pointedly argues that Huyghe’s utilization of HeLa cells “artisti-
cally analogizes . . . the way in which (racial) capitalism has always sought to
modulate production (‘clock time’), and thus value extraction, at the level of
control of the bios” in ways that “risk aestheticizing black nonbeing.”%9 It is
important to recognize that this is by no means accidental. After ALife Ahead’s
incubator, as it regulates the proliferation of HeLa cells, manifests an extreme,
but absolutely consistent form of environmental computation. First of all, cell



division constitutes an ideal object of environmental capture: It is a perfectly
quantifiable and calculable behavior, which can be fully regulated by managing
environmental parameters. Second, HeLa cells are bare biomass stripped of any
rights and are exemplary in that as well. For, as noted above, environmental
computation is not concerned with legal subjects but grasps life itself, whose
monetization, optimization, resilience, and security it pursues—whether in the
name of climate protection, counterterrorism, precision farming, or personal
fitness. After ALife Ahead’s integration of HeLa cells explicates this fundamental
biopolitical orientation of environmental computation. Third, the fact that the
cells growing in the incubator are HeLa cells points to the racism inherent in
biopolitics. At the time of racial segregation, Johns Hopkins’s so-called public
ward was Lacks’s only option for receiving any medical help at all.”® The clinic
today emphasizes that collection of tissue samples at the time occurred “regard-
less of race or socio-economic status.””! Science writer Rebecca Skloot, however,
notes that there existed a widespread unspoken consensus among medical staff
that destitute Black patients were to serve as research subjects in exchange for
treatment. Skloot cites Lacks’s doctor, Howard Jones: “Hopkins, with its large
indigent black population, had no dearth of clinical material.””?

HeLa cells are emblematic of the fact that the extreme, systemic discrimination
Lacks was subjected to continues to this day. While profits in the billions of dol-
lars have been—and continue to be—reaped from HelLa cells, Lacks’s children,
up until recently, were unable to afford medical treatment of chronic diseases.
Foucault refers to such forms of systematic neglect as “indirect murder” or
“killing” in the name of an optimization of life.”® Taking up this line of argu-
ment, Achille Mbembe speaks of “forms of social existence in which vast pop-
ulations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the status of
living dead.””* Lacks’s cells embody this undead form of existence: They are lit-
erally made to live, while Lacks was let die in the name of life. They are a
macabre emblem of Foucault’s scheme of modern, biopolitical racism as a
“break between what must live and what must die.””®

The discrepancy—or rather, the connection—between the immense profits
extracted from Lacks’s cells, on the one hand, and her own as well as her descen-
dants’ disadvantaged social position, on the other, has long been problematized
outside the art field. Skloot’s broadly received book The Immortal Life of
Henrietta Lacks was published in 2010 and filmed in 2016 with Oprah Winfrey
in the lead role. The television drama premiered on HBO in April 2017—just a
few weeks before the opening of After ALife Ahead. At the very moment when
the history of HeLa cells and the circumstances of their extraction and utiliza-
tion were being widely discussed, Huyghe simply listed the cells as “human



cancer cells.”’® Even when Huyghe discusses the cells as “echoes of human
presence or residual subjects” in an interview, he avoids any reference to the
specific human being Henrietta Lacks and to the conditions of their availability
for his work.””

Here, at the very latest, the function of the topos of an impending disappear-
ance of “the human,” which is repeatedly invoked not only in Huyghe’s work
and its reception, but also—euphorically or apocalyptically—in discussions
around technological developments more broadly, becomes apparent.”® The
collective singular conceals the very different relationships of really existing
people and collectives with more-than-humans, and their often asymmetrical
relationships with one another. The becoming environmental of computation,
however, cannot be separated from these concrete social relations. It is as much
structured by them as it serves their stabilization. Every smart city or high-tech
art installation has a flip side: the sacrifice zones, in which mineral deposits are
extracted or processed through highly toxic procedures—often with devastating
consequences for local more-than-human populations.” Furthermore, the
embedded information technology itself treats different target groups in vastly
different ways. While at one end of the spectrum smart watches optimize activ-
ity levels, mindfulness, sleep, and nutrition, at the other end, military decision
support systems compute targets for air strikes in asymmetrical wars.
Somewhere in between these extremes, predictive policing systems filter mem-
bers of ethnic minorities out of urban traffic.?° Environmental computation
operationalizes not only an environmental type of governmentality, but also the
sovereign “break between what must live and what must die.”8* With Foucault,
environmental computation can thus be seen as the most recent articulation of
a biopolitical paradigm, whose optimization of the processes of life has from
the very start been connected to racist logics of purification. The presence of
HeLa cells in After ALife Ahead points beyond the work and its fascination for
the becoming environmental of computation and calls on viewers to think
about precisely these functional interactions and historical continuities:
between environmental management of behaviors and direct or indirect killing,
between the optimization of life and racist discrimination, between a supposed
disappearance of “the human” and the persistence of social relations of domi-
nation, and between the very different ways in which viewers, artist, and
Henrietta Lacks “disappear” in this work.

As avital element of Huyghe’s work, the HeLa cells thus point to a set of ques-
tions that pertain to an analysis of ecological aesthetics in general. How does a
given work grasp life at an operational level? What mode(s) of power does it
thus operationalize? What status does it confer to the relations that make up its
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form? Are they primary and constitutive of the relata, which are thus mutually
constitutive? Or are they vectors between bounded entities defined in advance,
quantifiable and computable? And ultimately, how does the work relate to the
becoming environmental of computation as it currently unfolds? Does it pro-
pose alternative or divergent modes? Is it mainly symptomatic? And if so, what
does it tell us about its underlying condition? Asking such questions will be
crucial if we want to engage productively with an art that is no longer allegorical
or symbolic but fundamentally ecological and operational.

After ALife Ahead demonstrates that ecological aesthetics is bound to fall
short of the emancipatory claims implicit in its rhetorics of de-hierarchization,
self-organization, and an expansion of agency to more-than-human beings, if
the very operational mode it adopts is the mode of environmentality.?? The rela-
tional forms the work installs, and which characterize the discourse around it,
are part and parcel of a broader merging of biology and technology that threat-
ens to eclipse the social as a category and that is structurally blind to asymme-
tries of power. This merging itself being an articulation of the current
radicalization of biopolitics, we have to ask ourselves whether one can hope to
grasp this development solely on its own terms, as ecological aesthetics seek to
do. Rather than dismissing it as merely symptomatic, however, the challenge
posed by work like that of Huyghe, lies in thinking through it while keeping
one’s analytical method from following the artistic practice in merging into neo-
cybernetics. Only then can one grasp what the work discovers about the becoming
environmental of computation.
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Notes
I would like to thank Matthew Vollgraff as well as the reviewers for their insightful comments
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their attentive readings of early drafts of this article. Translations are my own unless otherwise
noted.
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