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Jonathon Keats at the Epigenetic Cloning Agency (Modernism Gallery, San Francisco,
CA, 2012). Photo courtesy of the artist and Modernism Gallery, San Francisco.

APT: How did you get started as an artist?
When you studied philosophy at Amherst
College, were you planning to try a career in
art?
JK: The truth is that I began making art
without even realizing it. At the age of 6,
I started selling rocks. I’d set up a table in
the driveway of my parents’ house and set
some generic rocks on it. The prices were all
different, and all around the table were other
rocks on the ground, essentially identical,
that anybody could have for free if they
wished. Needless to say, I didn’t attract a lot
of customers, but there were a few, and oddly
nobody ever took a rock from underfoot.
Looking back—and probably giving myself far
too much credit—it seems to me that at the
age of 6 I’d figured out the basic form of what
I still do today. My streetside enterprise was
absurd, but the absurdity of it let me explore
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the meaning of something society cares about
a lot with very little understanding: money. I
was naïvely experimenting with economics. I’d
instinctually stripped financial transactions of
purpose so that I could see how they worked in
the abstract.
When I studied philosophy in college, I
recognized that my reductio ad absurdum instinct
was actually a powerful philosophical tool with
a long history, but at the same time I saw that
historically thought experiments were limited
because they were a form of argumentation.
In other words, there was inevitably a point
to be made. That didn’t really fit my thinking.
I’ve never been interested in answers except as
foundations for new questions, so I figured out
pretty quickly that I was not going to stay in
academia. Instead I studied philosophy to learn
how to frame thought experiments rigorously,
and then I took that methodology out into the
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world with me, where thought experiments
could potentially encompass everything and
engage everyone in ways that were genuinely
experimental.
Today all of my art projects are really thought
experiments, designed to be experienced. My
art is the creation of hypotheticals: Recently
I’ve opened a human cloning agency using
epigenetics, started a photosynthetic restaurant
for plants, and given cyanobacteria access to
the Hubble Space Telescope. These projects
are completely open-ended. There’s nothing
I’m trying to prove or demonstrate. Ideally
each experiment leads to further experiments
undertaken by others. It’s a positive feedback
loop. The thought experiment becomes a
methodology for bootstrapping curiosity.
APT: How do you come up with your ideas?
Can you describe any of the moments in which
you got an idea that became a work of art?
JK: I don’t think I could have survived in
academia even if I’d wanted to. Fundamentally
I’m a dilettante, and that’s the means by which
I come upon new ideas. Since everything
interests me, I read very widely—from
antiquarian books to the latest magazines,
newspapers, and blogs. I read about science
and technology of course, but also politics,
economics, history, religion, mythology. I’m
especially obsessed with obscure details.
Recently I was researching the invention of the
megaphone, alloys from which world coinage is
made, the nervous system of sea urchins. Mostly
I’m not searching for anything in particular,
but I’m always attuned to serendipity. A new
project evolves out of chance relationships
between topics I’m studying. I’m attentive to
how disparate bodies of knowledge or belief
resonate in unintended ways.
For example, my photosynthetic restaurant
emerged out of research on the development
of French cuisine and my curiosity about
greenhouse design. There was no connection
between these realms, at least not until I
made one, tentatively, by asking myself an odd
question: What if greenhouses weren’t designed
to optimize plant growth, but rather to provide
plants with the enjoyment of gourmet sunlight?
That led to some focused research on the
physiology of plants—in terms of how different
wavelengths affect photosynthesis—and also
an attempt to distill some abstract rules of
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gourmet cooking. Translating those rules into
a culinary language appropriate for plants,
I opened a restaurant in the gardens of the
Crocker Art Museum.
Technically, the restaurant was very simple:
Natural sunlight passed through a succession
of colored filters positioned over a tangle of
rose bushes. The coloration of sunlight changed
over the course of the day as the sun traversed
the sky. Color combinations were selected to
provide experiences equivalent to those induced
in humans by a gourmet meal. For plants
elsewhere around the world, I published a
recipe book, and also broadcast a TV dinner for
plants on a public access station in Manhattan.
(Plants in front of the television were saturated
in a succession of different colors.) In all of
these endeavors, the thought experiment went
both ways, exploring how plants experience
the world, while also examining one of the
behaviors that most makes us human.
A lot of my projects involve the sciences
in one way or another not because I think
the sciences are inherently more interesting
than other topics, but rather because science
pervades everything in the world today. Along
with religion (and often in conflict with it),
science is our operating system, our underlying
way of thinking. That makes it nearly invisible,
all too infrequently examined. In part my
projects are efforts to expose how we think
about ourselves and the universe.
APT: Your art puts forward many ideas, such
as “art should be bland” or “there should be a
law that A=A.” Is there some distance between
the ideas presented in your art and your own
ideas? Do you adopt fictional personae with
some of these artworks? Why or why not?
JK: The sort of work I do generally doesn’t
have a big budget. As a result, I have to hire the
cheapest available labor, and inevitably the least
expensive laborer is me. So I have a sort of dual
identity: There’s the experimental philosopher
who’s interested in exploring ideas by setting
up thought experiments; And there’s the person
within the thought experiment tasked with
creating and maintaining the experimental
conditions as fully as possible.
Since every thought experiment is different,
each job is unlike any I’ve had before. When I
decided to pass a perfect law—legislating the
logical proposition that every entity is identical
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to itself—I had to stand out on the street in
Berkeley with a petition. When I decided
to open a porn theater for rhododendrons,
I had to make the movie myself. (Projected
onto the leaves of 100 indoor plants, the film
showed bees pollinating flowers in the wild.)
I’ve also composed music and made paintings,
both aspects of my Copernican revolution in
art. The Copernican revolution made science
possible by revealing that our place in the
cosmos wasn’t anything special, and therefore
that observations made locally could be
foundations for universal theories. In spite of
this intellectual breakthrough, art has remained
stubbornly Ptolemaic, fixated on special cases,
obsessed with the production of masterpieces.
For art to be universal according to Copernican

So I don’t really think of these as fictional
personae. That said, each experiment is
implemented by creating an alternative
universe, akin to the one we live in except in
terms of the proposition being explored. I have
to fully believe in that universe from within, yet
not at all from outside. The challenge is to share
both perspectives simultaneously.
APT: When you speak to the media about your
work, you take it very seriously—not just the
idea of making artwork but also the ideas put
forth by the artwork. I would describe you as
deadpan. Why do you take that stance?
JK: With each new project, I issue a press
release and undertake a full media campaign.
The content of the press release is completely
in the vernacular of the project, and so are my
responses to questions from reporters. Most
people will never encounter the Photosynthetic
Restaurant or the First Copernican Art Exposition
in person, and most won’t have a chance to help
pass a law of logic. The media sets the thought
experiment out in the world more pervasively
and persuasively than I ever could—it’s one
thing for me to apply general relativity to time
management by manufacturing time ingots
in lead alloy, gravitationally slowing your day
ever so slightly; it’s another for the Wall Street
Journal to write about it under the headline
“Productivity Tips Via Einstein”... or for my
Copernican revolution in art to be covered by
Science, Wired, and New Scientist.
I try to make each of my thought experiments
as accessible as possible to as many people as
Time Ingots (Modernism Gallery, San Francisco, CA, 2013). Photo
possible, because the experiment is enriched
courtesy of the artist and Modernism Gallery, San Francisco.
for everybody as the number and diversity of
participants increase. The media is an essential
thinking, it should be anything but special. It
part of that formula, and so is the deadpan
ought to be perfectly average. Following this
presentation. Humor can stimulate interest, and
reasoning, I made monochrome paintings that
also put people off-guard. In the realm of the
were the average color of the universe and also
absurd, ideas can be freely explored.
randomized music to have the entropy of the
APT: You did an experiment to taxonomically
cosmos.
classify God; how did you design it?
Over the past decade, I’ve had dozens of
JK: Back in 2004, I was determined to find
these jobs. I try to fulfill each of these roles as
completely as possible, according to the internal a way to reconcile science and religion by
logic of the thought experiment. I’m genuinely simultaneously conferring scientific legitimacy
trying to make the best possible porn for plants, on religious belief and giving science the
tools to grapple with the one being eluding
and I’m sincerely attempting to foment a
Copernican revolution in art—even though the taxonomists’ grasp. Since I was unable to
person rallying for the Copernican revolution is obtain God’s DNA, I realized that I’d have
to genetically engineer God in a laboratory.
not a plant pornographer, or vice versa.
The technique I chose was continuous in
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vitro evolution, in which one species is made
to evolve into another by raising it under
conditions carefully calibrated to favor specific
adaptations. This methodology can also be
used to probe genetic relationships between
organisms: You can measure how much effort it
takes to make one species become another.
After examining a broad range of species, I
hypothesized that God was genetically most
closely related to cyanobacteria. Numerous
considerations led to this hypothesis, not least
of which was the fact that cyanobacteria are
the oldest extant organisms in the fossil record.
If God came first, I reasoned, then God would
be most closely related to whichever species
came second. So I acquired a clonal strain of
the cyanobacterium Fremyella diplosiphon from
the University of San Francisco. Then it was
a simple matter of mutating it appropriately.
Since people often pray to God, I reasoned
that God must somehow metabolize worship.
I prepared four Petri dishes, three of which
I exposed to pre-recorded prayer (Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim) while the fourth
served as a control (my control group was
raised exclusively on talk radio). As a marker
of godliness, I opted for omnipresence, since
it’s scientifically quantifiable: You can see if
a species is evolving to become more godlike
simply by looking for abnormal population
growth. With my clonal strain of cyanobacteria,
that’s precisely what I observed. Specifically, the
cyanobacteria exposed to the Christian prayer
known as the Kyrie significantly outgrew the
talk-radio control group as well as the two other
test groups.

The First Copernican Art Exposition (Modernism Gallery, San
Francisco, CA, 2011). Photo courtesy of the artist and Modernism
Gallery, San Francisco.
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Film Still from Cinema Botanica: Pornography for Plants
(1078 Gallery, Chico, CA, 2007). Photo courtesy of the artist and
Modernism Gallery, San Francisco.

Of course this experiment was almost
meaningless in its own right. I needed to make
comparisons with other species: to triangulate
God’s position on the phylogenetic tree.
Many people pointed out that, according to
the Bible, God created man in His image, so
I decided to do the same experiment on a
species that’s taxonomically very similar to
humans—on the same branch of the tree of
life—but a lot quicker and easier to breed: fruit
flies. In collaboration with U.C. Berkeley, I
subjected four groups of laboratory-raised fruit
flies to continuous in vitro evolution. There
was population growth once again in the test
groups, but it was not as great in comparison to
the control as it had been for the cyanobacteria.
Of course these two pilot studies are only
the beginning of what would need to be
a much larger research effort. I founded
an International Association for Divine
Taxonomy to help facilitate future studies, and
enlisted researchers at institutions including
U.C. Berkeley and the Smithsonian for the
advisory board. So far nobody has submitted
experimental results confirming or refuting
my initial findings. I hope that people will.
Like science, all of my projects are completely
open source. Others can take these thought
experiments much further than I can alone.
APT: Your work often involves nontraditional
moneymaking schemes, such as selling blocks
of lead to slow time, air rights to a theoretical
dimension, or water fortified with particles of
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The Photosynthetic
Restaurant (The
Crocker Art Museum,
Sacramento, CA,
2011).Photo courtesy
of the artist and Modernism Gallery, San
Francisco.

Martian meteorites. How often do people buy
into these schemes?
JK: When my works are monetized,
monetizing them is part of the work. To give
you an example: At the height of the 2006
California real estate boom, I applied string
theory to real estate development by adapting
the contractual framework for air rights to the
latest physics. I paid Bay Area homeowners
for legal rights to the half-dozen or so extra
dimensions of space they weren’t actually living
in, and then I sold subdivisions of those extradimensional properties through my own real
estate agency set up at Modernism Gallery
in San Francisco. Because string theory is
unproven, and might not even be provable
scientifically, I priced my parcels competitively
at 1/100,000 of the Zillow estimate on the
base property. The prices were trivial—
generally under $10—but the transactions
were essential. They were the means by which
people participated in the thought experiment
(nearly 100 purchasers on the first evening).
The transactions gave the thought experiment
meaning.
The same is true of my more recent projects,
such as the Local Air & Space Administration.
The research branch of LASA was based on the
Chico campus of California State University,
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but I also launched an exotourism bureau,
since a lot of people are interested in space
exploration yet few can afford it. LASA was
able to offer far cheaper space travel than
companies like Virgin Galactic because we
reversed the travel equation, letting the moon
and Mars come to us as meteorites rather than
strapping humans to rockets. To let people
internalize these alien realms, I dissolved the
meteorites—producing lunar and Martian
mineral waters—and I sold bottles of those
waters at the San Francisco and Berlin offices of
the LASA exotourism bureau. As in the case of
my extra-dimensional real estate, the price was
nominal—under $50—but the transaction was
crucial because it cast LASA in the vernacular
of commercial space travel. The cost excluded
no one, but made people give more thought to
participation (as did the waiver I made people
sign before releasing the water).
Which I suppose brings me back to selling
rocks as a six-year-old child. Because our society
runs on money, I find that money makes people
take my projects seriously. And people have to
take them seriously in order to fully experience
their absurdity.
Read more about Keats' work here.
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