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The Bank of Abject Objects, 2016
DIY stool bank prototype with honey as preservative
Glassware: Bill Jones
Stool samples: Jillian Hirsch
Photo: Jaime Alvarez
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Still from Fecal Matters, 2017 
Video about fecal microbial transplants
Director/Camera: Kathy High
Interviewer/Researcher: Guy Schaffer
Editor: Allison Berkoy
Illustrations: Caitlin Foley
Sound Design: Senem Pirler
Music: Luke duBois
Bacteria animation: Zach Appio





History of Shit, 2017
Kathy High, Guy Schaffer and Oliver Kelhammer
An homage to Dominique Laporte’s History of Shit (1978)
Glassware: Bill Jones
Photographer: Shannon Johnson
photo: Jaime Alvarez

Thanks to the Mütter Museum and the F.C. Wood Institute and to 
the College of Physicians of Philadelphia for their support of this 
project.



Gut Love: You Are My Future by Kathy High is an ongoing
investigation exploring our human condition through the lens of our
gut micro biome. We are made up of more than just our human cells,
as we have millions of bacteria and fungi in and on our systems. How
do these ecologies of the body coexist? How are we evolving
together? What do we share with others – even if it is taboo? Looking
at research in fecal microbial transplants and gut biomes to better
understand the important function of bacteria in our bodies, this
project embraces metaphors of interspecies love, immunology and
bacteria as players. Is our gut a “hackable space?” As a patient with
Crohn’s disease, High’s interest in gut microbiota starts with her own
body.

“The transformation of waste is perhaps the oldest pre-occupation of man.”
 - Patti Smith 



The Landscape of Lost Microbes, 2017
Kathy High and William DePaolo, DePaolo Lab, UW
Photo: Jaime Alvarez

Kathy High and William DePaolo plated their own fecal samples side by 
side on agar petri dishes. In plate after plate, DePaolo’s bacteria was 
productive and diverse. But High’s side of the petri dish repeatedly came 
up empty, evidence of a condition of “dybiosis” – or missing microbes.

Is this our 21st century human condition?



CURATOR’S NOTE

The human microbiome is a hot new area of research that has garnered 
much attention in the past decade. Its popularity continues to grow in 
biomedical research and the biotechnology industry, reaching almost 
every field of medicine.  This ecosystem of organisms that live in and on 
our body, including bacteria, viruses, and fungi, outnumber our own 
human cells by 10 to 1, and play a very important role in the health of our 
bodies and prevention of disease.

Kathy High’s work relating to gut microbiota and the immune system is 
extremely relevant and right on the pulse of scientific medical research.  
She has a very unique interdisciplinary approach to her work, taking 
complex scientific facts and performing a throrough artistic investiga-
tion using multiple mediums.  Gut Love: You Are My Future takes on a 
cutting-edge, controversial subject matter and makes it more digestible 
to the public through humor, pop-culture references, performance art, 
fictionalized scientific history, and even it’s own dating app. 

As the curator, I admit that I was nervous during the planning phase of 
this exhibition because I wasn’t sure how it was going to be recieved by 
the public due to the sensitive subject matter.  After the show opened, 
numerous viewers remarked that it was the best show they had seen at 
the Esther Klein Gallery.  The audience was very receptive to Gut Love 
and excited to learn more about thier own bodies.  New innovations in 
medicine have a history of being controversial.  Kathy High has done an 
exceptional job at presenting this new medical frontier in innovative and 
creative ways.  It was a pleasure to work with Kathy, and it affirmed the 
importance of continuing to showcase artists who take risks and address 
the myriad issues facing this new age of biotechnology. 

Angela McQuillan
Curator, Esther Klein Gallery



Gut Love: You Are My Future
installation view 
Esther Klein Gallery
2017
Photo: Jaime Alvarez





Kathy as Bowie, 2017
Exchange project with David Bowie
Photo: Eleanor Goldsmith
Make-up artist: Jeanna DiPaolo





Challis Underdue, 
from History of Shit, 2017

Glassware: Bill Jones
Photo: Shannon Johnson

“What emerged from these colons was a 
fully-fleshed out account of feces as a 
living thing–not an end result, or 
degenerate substance, but as something 
capable of producing life.”



.
3: Fermentation experiments and the excremental vitality theory

Historians have debated the scientific origins of Underdue’s excremental vitality theory, 
which many see as a precursor to what we now understand as the gut microbiome. 
For many years, the dominant theory held that Underdue was cleverly appropriating 
animacular theory (a discredited 17th-century concept of disease caused by of micro-
scopic animals) for use as a correction to humoral theory, which framed all illness as 
an imbalance between the body’s humours. This theory is somewhat consistent with 
her writings, in which balance between the inhabitants of the intestine is the cause of 
either health or illness. Feminist historians of science have suggested that her interest 
in a living, animate intestine was inherited from her placement within the cultures 
of midwifery, which challenged the mechanical metaphors of medieval and modern 
medicine through its depiction of an irreducibly complex body that is to be lived with, 
rather than controlled.

Wherever the concept of excremental vitality emerged, it was a central theoretical entity 
in her fermentation experiments from 1843 to 1849. In these experiments, she aimed to 
create a balanced fecal system from first principles.

Her ideas built on the work of David MacBride, who had likewise sought to mimic the 
colon in order to understand the dynamics of feces. In a series of experiments in Exper-
imental essays on medical and philosophical subjects (1767), MacBride sought to model the 
process of digestion by watching macerated food that was kept at body temperature for 
an extended period of time. MacBride was attempting to demonstrate that the
process of digestion was not merely putrefaction as was commonly thought, but fermen-
tation.

Where Underdue dissented was in her respect for the complexity and uniqueness of 
feces:

	 MacBride,	in	his	effort	to	create	an	artificial	digestion,	is	blind	to	the	specialness	of
	 any	person’s	feces.	I	imagine	that,	despite	his	pretension	to	scatology,	he	would	have
	 been	hard	pressed	to	distinguish	his	feces	from	that	of	his	wife	or	even	that	of	a
	 hound.	Surely	an	experiment	on	the	fermentative	process	in	the	large	intestyne	must
	 be	attempted	that	recognizes	that	any	instestyne	is	unique.	How	best	to	capture	this
	 uniqueness,	then?

Seeking an account of a truth that she had held onto since childhood—that feces could 
identify its maker, like fingerprints or the bumps on a skull, Underdue embarked on 
six years of rigorous experimentation, trying to mimic the fermentative process of the 
intestine.

This involved several innovations in fecal culturing, some of which have been repro-
duced in a contemporary context, others that have yet to see wide methodological 
acceptance. The glass colons that she used were designed to mimic the shape of the 
intestinal environment, while still allowing her to see the movement of a bolus through 
the canal. In order to maintain an even temperature, she would spend whole days with 
the colons pressed against her skin under her dress. Remarkably, without any under-



standing of “aerobic” or “anaerobic” fermentation, she had the insight to burn a piece 
of charcoal in the glass tube in order to minimize the oxygen.

The breakthrough of Underdue’s work, though, was when she first recognized that true 
feces could not be created without the addition of feces.

	 After	too	long	producing	sludge	that	was	alternately	putrid	or	sweet,	but	never
	 fecal,	it	occurred	to	me	that	it	might	prove	impossible	to	reproduce	the	splendor
	 of	excrement	from	pure	ingredients.	While	the	alchemists	might	describe
 excrement as a “base material” — substance with all value removed—I am led
	 to	wonder	if	excrement	might	have	some	spark,	or	liveliness,	that	is	altogether
	 irreplaceable	when	attempting	to	start	from	raw	ingredients.
	 This	is	now	the	third	week	with	the	“transplant,”	and	it	pleases	me	endlessly	to
	 recognize	that	the	substance	produced	by	the	apparatus	continues	to	be
	 distinctly	fecal,	and	distinctly	mine.	The	colon	has	been	regularly	producing
 masses of what appears to be excrement—once or twice a day. Given that my
	 original	contribution	to	the	system	weighed	just	over	an	ounce,	the	two	pounds
 of—my own feces—that it produces daily seems to be the product of the system
	 itself.	I	know	better	than	to	stretch	my	ideas	beyond	the	evidence	at	hand,	but
	 this	suggests	two	related	concepts	that	bear	further	scrutiny:
 – The vitality of excrement is necessary for the production of true excrement.
	 –	The	uniqueness	of	one	person’s	feces	is	tied	not	to	their	body	or	their	soul,	but	to	the		 	
 vitality of their excrement.

What Jacques de Vaucanson had claimed to do 110 years earlier with his Canard	Digera-
teur–mimic digestion mechanically with his digesting duck automaton in 1739–CHALLIS 
UNDERDUE had finally accomplished in reality. What finally emerged from these colons 
was a fully-fleshed out account of feces as a living thing–not an end result, or degener-
ate substance, but as something capable of producing life.

Challis continued to maintain the glass colons until the end of her life in 1854, keeping 
detailed notes on her studies, but never publishing her findings. While a study of her 
journal from 1849-1854 would be edifying for any student of the microbiome, a series 
of experiments in 1851 might prove particularly enlightening: using feces that she had 
sampled from willing patients, she was able to demonstrate the excremental transforma-
tiveness that can unfold when two vitalities inhabit the same colon. This led her to de-
velop a question that would not find an answer within her lifetime: if one’s excrement 
can be transformed, can the person be transformed as well?

–From The	Forgotten	Scatomancer:	Challis	Underdue’s	Excremental	Vitality and the Medical 
Cultures of Modern Great Britain, by Guy Schaffer

_________________________________________________________________________________________

[1] It is one of the great joys of Underdue scholarship that it is nearly impossible to distinguish her science 
from her light yet puerile humor. There was a time when Chalis’ writings (or even Challis herself ) were wide-
ly considered to have been a joke, simply 19th century humor that had been misread as medical research.



Family Bio-Crests, 2017

Kathy High and William DePaolo, 
Center for Microbiome Sciences and Therapeutics (CMiST), School of 
Medicine, University of Washington, Seattle
Designer: Diane Bertolo

Ongoing research on shared micro-ecologies among family members

Family Bio-Crests is an art project researching the micro-organisms that inhabit 
our gut. This project asks whether family members share similar gut microbes 
because they share a living space – thus possibly giving families a particular gut 
microbe profile.

Fecal samples were taken from families, including partners/spouses, children, 
parents, pets, and cultured and analyzed at a science laboratory. Similarities be-
tween each individual’s bacterial/fungal profiles determined the signature crest of 
each family. How much do we really share?

Thanks CMiST, the Coalesce Center for Biological Art/University 
of Buffalo (Paul Vanouse and Solon Morse), and the Kenneth Rainin 
Foundation for their support of this project.

SIXTY-NINE
Household of two: 
2 human adult females

COMMON, SHARED BACTERIA
Enterococcus faecalis: 2 human adult females
Bacillus subtilis: 2 human adult females 
Escherichia coli: 2 human adult females 

OTHER UNSHARED SOURCES INCLUDE: 

Bacillus cereus (A); Candida krusei (B); Pediococcus acidilactici (B)

FAMILY BIOCREST 2



Kathy as Bowie, 2017
Exchange project with David Bowie
Photo: Eleanor Goldsmith
Make-up artist: Jeanna DiPaolo



BIOGRAPHY
Kathy High (USA) is an interdisciplinary artist, educator working with 
technology, art and biology. She collaborates with scientists and other 
artists, and considers living systems, empathy, animal sentience, and the 
social, political and ethical dilemmas of biotechnology and surrounding 
industries. She has received awards including Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation, and National Endowment for the 
Arts. 

Her art works have been shown at documenta 13 (Germany), Guggenheim 
Museum, Museum of Modern Art, Lincoln Center and Exit Art (NYC), 
UCLA (Los Angeles), Science Gallery, (Dublin), NGBK, (Berlin), Fesit-
val Transitio_MX (Mexico), MASS MoCA (North Adams), and Para-site 
(Hong Kong). 

High is Professor in the Arts, and has a lab in the Center for Biotechnology 
and Interdisciplinary Studies at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Troy, NY. 
She hosts bio/ecology+art workshops and is creating an urban diy bio lab 
in North Troy (NATURE Lab) with community media organization, The 
Sanctuary for Independent Media. She is an ongoing artist in resident with 
the Center for Microbiome Sciences & Therapeutic, DePaolo Lab, School 
of Medicine, University of Washington, Seattle.



OkPoopid: Speed Dating, 2017 
Video featuring a new fecal donor app
Directors: Kathy High and Guy Schaffer
Camera: Eleanor Goldsmith
Editor: Kathy High
App Design: Kat McDermott
Sound Design: Senem Pirler
Make-up: Jeanna DiPaolo






