
Marta de Menezes  
 
NATURE 
 
The artist created live butterflies where their wing patterns were modified for artistic purposes. Such changes 
were achieved by interfering with the normal development of the wing, inducing the development of a new 
pattern never seen before in nature. The butterfly wings remain exclusively made of normal cells, without 
artificial pigments or scars, but designed by an artist. These wings are an example of something simultaneously 
natural, but resulting from human intervention. The artistic intervention leaves the butterfly genes unchanged. 
Thus, the new patterns are not transmitted to the offspring of the modified butterflies. The new patterns are 
something that never existed before in nature, and that rapidly disappear from nature not to be seen again. 
These artworks literally live and die. They are an example of art with a lifespan—the lifespan of a butterfly. They 
are an example of something that is simultaneously art and life. 
This project was developed at the laboratory of Professor Paul Brakefield, University of Leiden, Holland, with the 
scientists: A. Monteiro, M. Bax, K. Koops, R. Kooi and P. Brakefield. Since it was first developed in 1998 it has 
been exhibited in places like Ars Electronica in Austria, Kapelica Gallery in Slovenia, Touch me Festival in 
Croatia, two different venues in the Uk, The Centraal Museum Utrecht in Holland, Arco Madrid Arts Fair, and the 
MEIAC museum in Spain where it is now part of the collection. 
 
DECON: deconstruction, decontamination, decompositi on. 
 
The Project Decon aims to explore biotechnology methods and materials as artmedia, in order to create 
paintings that are literally alive and the deconstruct themselves while exhibited. Reproductions of Piet 
Mondrian’s geometric paintings were created on bacterial support medium. The colors from those paintings are 
then progressively degraded by bacteria from the Laboratory of Dr. Lígia Martins, in Oeiras, Portugal, where the 
project was developed. This laboratory conducts research on the use of harmless bacteria for the degradation of 
highly polluting textile dyes. During the development phase of the Project the artist worked alongside the 
scientists researching the conditions to adapt bacterial action to exhibition conditions at Art Galleries. The 
artwork is something alive, and as such something that dies and decomposes. 
In this project paintings with approximately 60 x 70 cm are reproduced by filling rectangular perspex boxes with 
bacterial growth medium (agar). The boxes can be thought of as giant versions of the Petri dishes routinely used 
in laboratories to grow microorganisms. The reproductions of Mondrian paintings are created by incorporating 
pigments within the agar, and the bacteria (Pseudomonas putida) by being placed in contact with the image, 
progressively degrades the pigments as they multiply. As a consequence, with time, the whole image 
disappears. 
Therefore an artwork is made which is literally alive, changing and also dieing. It will be an artwork with the 
capacity to deconstruct, or to decompose, itself. These paintings are artworks that exist only while they are being 
degraded. Thus, one can interpret those paintings as a process of death and decomposition of the artwork – a 
concept familiar to the artist in her previous work “Nature?” 
 
Proteic Portrait  
 
Proteic Portrait is an art Project were the artist Marta de Menezes portraits herself through different media. Her 
artistic self portrait uses technological means and scientific knowledge from biology in its way to materialization. 
It is a research process that, like many of her other projects, crosses not only the art historical conventions and 
artistic creation, but also the technical process, the jargon and graphic conventions of science and technology. 
MARTAISAVELSWVRALRIVEIRDEMENESESDASILVAGRACA is the translation of her long name to a 
sequence of amino-acids that form the mArta protein. Her name includes her Christian names and family names 
(mother and father), and is added with her married name, this is already to some extent her own portrait, her 
own history from when she was born and options she made during her own life. In her other projects “extended 
family” and “nuclear family” she was aiming already towards the idea of a history and identity situated in biology 
and human and affective relations that occurred in her life. Here it is the family name, a cultural convention, 
which establishes the interface with the biological microscopic scale. The description of a new protein with her 
name, based on scientific convention, is the membrane that folds the structure of mArta protein and sets the 
various frames that make this portrait. 
This Project was made in Oxford University, the Structural Biology Department with the help of Dr. Radu 
Aricescu and Dr. Yvonne Jones. It has been developed with the help of Geneart, the biotechnology company 
responsible for the creation of the mArta gene in Germany, and the Museu Extrameno Iberoamericano de Arte 
Contemporaneo in Spain which produced and acquired the work. Project Curator: Ines Moreira. 



 
Marta de Menezes , 1975, Portuguese artist with a degree in Fine Arts by the University in Lisbon, and a MSt in 
History of Art and Visual Culture by the University of Oxford. She has been exploring the intersection between 
Art and Biology, working in research laboratories demonstrating that new biological technologies can be used as 
new art medium. In 1999 de Menezes created her first biological artwork (Nature?) by modifying the wing 
patterns of live butterflies. Since then, she has used diverse biological techniques including functional MRI of the 
brain to create portraits where the mind can be visualised (Functional Portraits, 2002); fluorescent DNA probes 
to create micro-sculptures in human cell nuclei (nucleArt, 2001); sculptures made of proteins (Proteic Portrait, 
2002), DNA (Innercloud, 2003) or incorporating live neurons (Tree of Knowledge, 2005). Her work has been 
presented internationally in exhibitions, articles and lectures. She is currently the artistic director of Ectopia an 
experimental art laboratory within a biological research institute. 
www.martademenezes.com 
 



 
 

 
  







 
 
 



 


