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  When asked to write an introduction to The New American Library edition of The  Origin of Species, the eminent biologist Sir Julian Huxley made a startling discovery.  Consulting his personal papers he found a long-forgotten bundle of historical documents, among them a number original page proofs corrected in Charles Darwin’s own hand and dated April 2nd, 1859.  One of these was the title page of the great book of nature itself.  Everything seemed in order, until on closer inspection, Huxley noted a decisive variant in the last phrase of the celebrated sub-title: “The Struggle for ALife”.  

  This was in 1958.  The peculiar irony of this permutation of 19th century numbers within his own date-line was not lost on the vigilant Huxley.  The link between variation and variety in Darwin’s book is one of the cornerstones of his theory of life.  But what was the significance of this misplaced, scratched out indefinite article?  Perhaps, like the date, it invoked something of the mystery of life as variation on a theme.  Or perhaps it was, for Huxley, an intimation of a life yet to come, an unknowable conception of life beyond the boundaries of what was feasible, or even imaginable, in 1859, or even 1958.  It is of little consequence that this amazing literary anecdote is considered apocryphal in certain quarters.  What matters is its recognition of the inscrutable grammar of life: variant, variation, variety.  And also the remarkable genesis of life, its ability to proliferate difference from such basic, constituent elements. For a culture preoccupied with the meanings of life, this recognition, in 2002, revives that wonderful line from The Origin of Species: “from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved”.

  As an essayist writing on Iconica; trans’forms, I feel a bit like Julian Huxley confronting the perplexing indeterminacy of ALife, with its curiously anachronistic gesture to our own 21st century conception of Artificial Life.  There is something satisfying in writing about another work that also explores evolution, with its strict economy of the digital code, the infinite permutations of 1 and 0 that give rise to the lifeforms and ecologies of the virtual. Just as Huxley pondered the indefinite inflections of ALife, I am fascinated by questions of what it means, now, to be alive.  Though, as tempted as I am to find one, I regret the absence of any occult permutation of 1859 or 1958 that would place me in this mysterious narrative of life.  

  Perhaps in years to come, some enterprising historian of the early days of new media arts criticism will find the corrected transcript of this very text.  Word-processed within an inch of its life, the text is mapped with the illegible script of a hand that has forgotten it was once used for writing.  Perhaps something of what this time and place might be like is gestured to in Iconica; trans’forms, in its elision, or fusion of different worlds of being, different conceptions of life.  Here is a liminal space, a space in between.  A space of mixed realties, in which digital artefacts inhabit the same space as ourselves and in which we, in turn, alt tab between the here and now of the gallery to the “no there, there” world of the virtual.  In this liminal space of intervening worlds, which reality is more alive?

  This was perhaps the element of the undecidable in ALife that so troubled Huxley, the indeterminacy that, in 1859, dare not speak its name.  We have historically thought of evolution as a path or trajectory to somewhere, the refinement of species, the survival of the fittest.  Perhaps the stages in between are more important, states of co-existence in which hybrid forms are not defined as either/or, but as neither.  Troy Innocent’s life-forms are not organic, or biological, nor are they simply digital.  They are, rather, indefinite articles.  Life, for Innocent, is a peculiar vitality that falls between the crevice that defines one thing in terms of another, such as organic/digital.  There are substantial metaphysics at stake in that forward slash.  Those same metaphysics might detain the attention of our new media historian.  Amused by all the fuss over the meaning of life, they may well note the ineptitude and short-sightedness of that indefinite article, deciding that “The Struggle for Life” is, indeed, a more accurate title. 

