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INCUBATED WORLDS
 BY KOEN VANMECHELEN

Incubated Worlds presents the story of an evolution, 
an enquiry into how societies co-exist and evolve. It is 
also a much needed scientific research project to help 
build a pathway out of poverty, empower women and 
enhance social cohesion through poultry.

Koen Vanmechelen’s installation at ILRI’s latest 
research center is a tribute to, and a live example 
of, cross disciplinary collaboration in solving some 
of the world’s toughest challenges. Art and Science 
find each other in their quest to understand evolution, 
imagine the future and advance society. Both are 
inspired by the power of imagination and fueled by 
the ever-inquiring mind. Art, as science, is a way 
to discover new things. Art is expected to ‘tear up 
the rule books’. In this way, it has the ability and the 
responsibility to trigger innovation – also in science. 

Located at the ILRI center in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 
Incubated Worlds is also home to the laboratory 
and field research facility of the African Chicken 
Genetics Gains (ACGG) Project. At the facility, the 
Cosmopolitan Chickens, Vanmechelen’s ongoing 
artistic project that encompasses the genetic diversity 
of over 20 different strains of purebred chickens from 
all over the world, are being crossbred with chicken 
strains selected according to productivity and farmer 
preference in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

The resulting crossbred chicks will be known as 
Ethiopian African Planetary Community Chickens 
(EAPCC). They represent the uniting of the global with 
the local. And they are part of a quest to optimise the 
balance between diversity and productivity. 

The EAPCC combines the greater resilience of the 
genetically diverse Cosmopolitan Chicken with the 
productivity and familiarity of the ACGG-selected local 
strain. A reminder that diversity and productivity must 
work together for greater biological sustainability and 
social cohesion.

 

The ultimate aim is to identify sustainable, high 
productivity poultry stock able to help communities 
in developing countries and low-resource settings, 
where the chicken remains an important source of 
nutrition and income. In many of these countries, 
women are primarily responsible for keeping 
chickens. So the findings also become a tool for the 
empowerment of women, and a means to greater 
social cohesion.

It is significant that Ethiopia is at the heart of 
Incubated Worlds. Ethiopia is the cradle of civilization. 
Through Incubated Worlds, it becomes the laboratory 
for a new balance. An exploration into the diversity of 
species is returning to the source of life, from where 
man stepped out into the world and began to interact 
with the other.



INCUBATED WORLDS
LOGO

 

Incubated Worlds, the project name and logo, were designed by Belgian artist Koen 
Vanmechelen to underscore the cross-functional collaboration between the International 
Livestock Research Institute, the Ethiopian Institute for Agricultural Research, the artist Koen 
Vanmechelen and the MOUTH Foundation.

The initiative’s logo incorporates an egg, a source of energy and symbol of the potential of 
the future, cracking open to reveal a new trajectory. The equation represents this initiative’s 
crossing of an Ethiopian chicken strain selected by the collaborative and ILRI-led African 
Chicken Genetic Gains project being conducted in Ethiopia, Tanzania and Nigeria with a 
chicken crossbred by Vanmechelen over many years as part of his artistic Cosmopolitan 
Chicken Project. The offspring of this new poultry crossbreeding, known as the Ethiopian 
African Planetary Community Chicken, will be developed for use by communities in the 
region.

ACGG = African Chicken Genetic Gains project
CCP = Cosmopolitan Chicken Project
EAPCC = Ethiopian African Planetary Community Chicken

KOEN = Artist Koen Vanmechelen
MOUTH = MOUTH Foundation
ILRI = International Livestock Research Institute
EIAR = Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural Research
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INSTALLATION -  OUTSIDE 

Cosmopolitan Chicken Project, photo print on banner, part of the col-
lection of ZKM | Center for Art and Media, Karlsruhe, Germany 
Planetary Community Chicken Project, photo print on banner 
Statement ‘Global exists only by the generosity of the local’, print on 
banner. All artwork © Koen Vanmechelen, 2018
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Above: Tadelle Dessie, Koen Vanmechelen and Olivier Hanotte
Below: Launch Incubated Worlds, April 26, 2018
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COSMOPOLITAN CHICKEN

Above: Cosmopolitan Chickens at Vanmechelen’s breeding farm in  
 Belgium
Below: Chickens at Incubated Worlds, ACGG research center, ILRI  
 in Ethiopia



BOOK OF GENOME
DE-CODE

The two ‘Book of Genome’ artworks, developed 
using state-of-the-art DNA mapping technologies, 
present the diversity of the Mechelse Wyandotte and 
the indigenous Ethiopian chicken. The letters in the 
books indicate every place where the genetic makeup 
differs from that of a reference chicken considered as 
standard, while the numerals indicate the number of 
DNA bases that are identical to those of the standard 
reference genome.

For instance, the following segment from a DNA 
sequence, ‘125AC86GG237’, indicates that there are 
125 base letters identical to those of the standard 
chicken. This is followed by a point in which the chick 
inherited an ‘A’ and a ‘C’ from its parents. Then there 
are again 86 base positions identical to that of the 
standard chicken, followed by a position where both 
father and mother passed a ‘G’ to its progeny.

In the accompanying videos, entitled ‘DECODE’, 
people read a segment of Vanmechelen’s Book of 
Genome. In the video presenting the genetic diversity 
of the Mechelse Wyandotte, people from throughout 
the world, reflecting global nature of the Cosmopolitan 
Chicken Project, read from the Book of Genome, each 
in their own language. In the video presenting the 
genetic diversity of the indigenous Ethiopian chicken, 
people representing the diversity of Ethiopia read 
from the book in Amharic. A mantra for an ongoing 
process.

 

Book of Genome — Planetary Community Chicken, 
leather-bound books, comparative DNA sequence 
analysis of the indigenous Ethiopian chicken, 8 x 35 
x 31 cm, limited edition. 
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INSTALLATION -  INSIDE

Book of Genome — Planetary Community Chicken, leather-bound 
books, comparative DNA sequence analysis of the indigenous 
Ethiopian chicken, 8 x 35 x 31 cm, limited edition. 
DECODE — PCC, Video, colour, sound, 1h26min 
© Koen Vanmechelen
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INSTALLATION -  INSIDE

Book of Genome—Planetary Community Chicken, leather-bound 
books, comparative DNA sequence analysis of the Mechelse 
Wyandotte, 8 x 35 x 31 cm, limited edition.
DECODE—PCC, video, colour, sound, 1h40min  
© Koen Vanmechelen



INCUBATED WORLDS
DE-CODE

In the De-Code video, people from throughout the wolrd and from 
the different Ethiopian communities read a segment of the Book of 
Genome.
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INAUGURATION CEREMONY

Above: Elsa Murano (ILRI board), Didier Nagant de Deuxchaisnes  
 (Belgium Ambassador to Ethiopia), Koen Vanmechelen 
 (artist), Gebregziabher Gebreyohannes (State minister at
 the Ethiopian Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock) 
Below: Siboniso Moyo (ILRI director general’s representative in 
 Ethiopia ) and Shirley Tarawali (assistant director general at  
 ILRI ) at the opening ceremony
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INAUGURATION CEREMONY

Above: Simon Lillico, The Roslin Institue reveils the corner stone
Below:  Inauguration Incubated Worlds, April 26, 2018
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NATIONAL MUSEUM

Above: Incubated Worlds at the National Museum, Ethiopia © Koen  
 Vanmechelen
Below:  Hand over Book of Genomes, National Museum, Ethiopia
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ADDIS ABABA  -  Belgian artist Koen Vanmechelen and 
the International Livestock Research Institute presented 
’The Book of Genome’, to the National Museum of Ethiopia. 
Vanmechelen’s artwork is part of the larger art-science 
installation “Incubated Worlds” that was inaugurated at 
the Addis Ababa campus of the International Livestock 
Research Institute on the 26th of April.

‘Incubated Worlds’ is an ongoing inquiry into co-existence of 
societies and species and a scientific research project that 
explores the genetic diversity of poultry in the service of Ethiopian 
farmers. Through Incubated Worlds, Ethiopia becomes a 
laboratory for a new balance. An exploration into the diversity of 
species is returning to the source of human life, from where we 
left our nest and began to interact with the other. 

Vanmechelen: ‘We are honored to present these artworks to the 
National Museum of Ethiopia. The Books of Genome celebrate 
the beauty of diversity, that originated here, in this part of the 
world. It honors the generosity of the local as a prerequisite for the 
existence of global diversity. It is also a tribute to cross-disciplinary 
and cross-cultural collaboration in solving some of the world’s 
toughest challenges.’

The two ‘Book of Genome’ artworks, developed using state of 
the art DNA-mapping technologies, present the diversity of artist 
Koen Vanmechelen’s Cosmopolitan Chicken, carrying genetic 
diversity from more than 20 regions worldwide on one hand and 
the Indigenous Ethiopian Chicken on the other. They include the 
genetic code, transcribed into Ethiopia’s Amharic language, 
of the first Ethiopian chicken to have its genome sequenced 
and the DNA code of the 20th generation of the Cosmopolitan 
Chicken. The letters in the book indicate every place where the

Honoring the beauty and value of diversity. 
Artist Koen Vanmechelen’s Book of Genome added 
to the collection of the National Museum of Ethiopia.

genetic makeup differs from the reference chicken considered 
as standard, while the numeral indicate the number of DNA 
basis that are identical to those of the standard reference 
genome. The two artworks are always presented together, 
indicating the importance and interrelation of global and local.

ILRI Scientific advisor Prof. Olivier Hanotte explains: “These 
books are not simply a succession of letters, they are an 
encyclopedia of stories, they link Ethiopia, the cradle of 
civilization, visually and scientifically with the diversity that 
has developed throughout the world, they connect past and 
present and hold the potential for the future.”

Dr. Siboniso Moyo, ILRI’s director general’s representative in 
Ethiopia, highlights the importance of art and science coming 
together in this development: “We hope that with this work, that 
is both art and science, we can contribute to understanding 
the history of diversity in Ethiopia. Art will help our people 
understand the true importance of indigenous diversity in 
Ethiopia. We believe that it is through art that the importance 
and potential of diversity can be brought to a larger audience. 
We hope that this work of art is an important contribution to 
raising awareness that we have to do what we can to maintain 
our diversity as we build the future”. 

It is significant that these books find a home in the National 
Museum of Ethiopia, being the cradle of civilization and 
the home of Lucy; the world’s most well-known fossil from 
the early hominids. Similar ‘Book of Genomes’ of the artist 
are currently on show at ZKM; center for Art and Media in 
Karlsruhe, Germany as part of the group exhibition ‘Open 
Codes’.

PRESS RELEASE

Detail, Book of Genome, 2018 © Koen Vanmechelen



INCUBATED WORLDS
PRESS CLIPPINGS

Source: af.reuters.com
Date: 04/26/2018 03:09:00 pm
Author: Thin Lei Win

Source: Hyperallergic
Date: 05/08/2018
Author: Sarah Rose Sharp

Source: The Daily Monitor 
Date: 04/27/2018

Source: Hyperallergic
Date: 05/08/2018
Author: Sarah Rose Sharp
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Source: www.businessdailyafrica.com
Date: 04/27/2018 08:05:00 pm

Source: www.wattagnet.com
Date: 04/30/2018 09:39:00 am
Author: Mark ClementsSource: www.feedstuffs.com

Date: 05/01/2018 06:48:00 pm

Source: www.poultryworld.net
Date: 04/30/2018 12:40:00 pm
Author: Tony McDougal



KOEN VANMECHELEN
BIOGRAPHY

The Belgian artist Koen Vanmechelen (1965) is 
an internationally acclaimed conceptual artist. 
His work explores the importance of bio-cultural 
diversity, identity and community. 

As a young boy, Vanmechelen had two unusual 
passions. Inspired by the local pastry chef, he 
took up cooking, and quickly came to see it as a 
form of alchemy and art. His other fascination was 
chickens. From the age of five, he continually kept 
a flock in his backyard. Vanmechelen later trained 
and qualified as a pastry chef himself, working in 
numerous Michelin star restaurants. But he never 
stopped working on his art. During this period, 
his early exhibitions comprised mainly figurative 
expressionist paintings and constructivist wooden 
sculptures of birds created in the basement of the 
restaurant where he worked. 

Vanmechelen’s art first gained worldwide 
recognition in the late nineties, with the launch of 
his Cosmopolitan Chicken Project (CCP) in which 
he cross-breeds domesticated chickens from 
different countries as an allegorical and aesthetic 
statement about the way in which diversity can 
shape the global cultural and genetic mix.

Twenty years on, Vanmechelen has presented his 
work on almost every continent and is a regular 
contributor to the Venice Biennale. He was a 
guest speaker at the World Economic Forum, 
the WHO and the World Expo in Shanghai. The 
artist’s scientific collaborations have earned him 
numerous awards including the Golden Nica 
Hybrid Art award in 2013. His focus on social 
engagement has led to the establishment of 
several community-focused foundations. These 
foundations and projects are based in the artist’s 
studio in Belgium, LABIOMISTA, meaning literally 
‘mix of life’. The 24-ha site, which includes 
an animal park, urban farming lots and an 
educational and research center alongside the 
studio, is a living laboratory exploring how culture, 
nature and humanity might achieve a more 
sustainable balance.

Vanmechelen’s latest Planetary Community 
Chicken project, supported by the MOUTH 
Foundation, promotes art, story-telling, 
entrepreneurship and ’beyond the lab’ research 
into the impact of bio-cultural diversity on food, 
health, society, livelihoods, and the environment. 

The project centers around the introduction of 
the CCP chicken to local flocks. The coupling 
of the genetic diversity of the CCP with the 
productivity and familiarity of the local commercial 
chicken seeks to create a resilient, adaptable 
and productive chicken better able to support the 
communities of our planet. The aim is to question 
one of the main outcomes of modern poultry 
farming whereby flocks have become genetically 
impoverished and susceptible to disease due to 
industrialization and inbreeding.

With his projects, Koen Vanmechelen brings 
together art, science and communities in 
the search for a more sustainable balance.
In Zimbabwe and Detroit, a series of urban 
art exhibitions by Vanmechelen preceded the 
introduction of the Planetary Community Chicken 
to farms in rural and peri-urban communities.  
During the exhibitions, communities, village 
leaders, city dwellers, artists and academics alike 
were all encouraged to work together to explore 
the themes of diversity and sustainability in both 
food systems and society.

In Ethiopia, Vanmechelen’s work is supporting the 
African Chicken Genetics Gains Project (ACGG), 
a three year collaboration with the International 
Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), backed by 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. As part of 
its research into identifying a sustainable, high 
productivity, low-input chicken strain for Sub-
Saharan Africa, an ACGG selected strain is being 
cross-bred with the CCP. Over 2500 household 
farms are included in ILRI’s research, where 
families benefit from being able to eat and sell the 
resulting eggs and meat.  

For more information
www.koenvanmechelen.com



Open Global Farm, PCC, Harare (ZW)

PCC eggs from the Open Global Farm, 
Detroit (USA)

CCPPCC

Belgian artist Koen Vanmechelen (b. 1965) 
believes that art is a vital aspect of society 
and core to creating vibrant and healthy 
communities. His wide-ranging creative practice 
marries exceptional artistry, technological 
experimentation, and scientific research. 
Internationally renowned, Vanmechelen is best 
known for his ongoing Cosmopolitan Chicken 
Project (CCP), which he first launched in 1999 
to explore cultural and biological diversity. A 
crossbreeding program – through which the artist 
breeds chickens from around the world – CCP 
fosters a dialogue on national identity and the 
interdependence of different cultures, species, and 
the environment.

WHY THE CHICKEN?
It is little known that the world’s many chicken 
species are descended from the Red Junglefowl, a 
bird that lives at the foot of the Himalayas.
Humans took this bird and bred it around the 
world, creating different indigenous breeds that 
reflect the cultural characteristics of their regions 
and communities. Over time, though, these breeds 
risk becoming too isolated, and their gene pools 
too narrow to remain sustainable. This may lead 
to some birds becoming entirely infertile. CCP 
asked a simple question: What would happen if 
these regional birds were crossbred? Today, the 
Cosmopolitan Chicken carries aspects of DNA 
from 23 different international breeds. With each 
successive generation, the Cosmopolitan Chicken 
has become more resilient. It lives longer; is more 
fertile; is less susceptible to disease; and exhibits 
less aggressive behavior.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
In 2016, Vanmechelen launched the Planetary 
Community Chicken (PCC) as a response to the 
positive outcomes of the CCP and as a means of 
activating his art in the community. The project 
focuses on bringing new, healthier chickens to 
the world’s communities, and emphasizes the 
importance of local, small-scale community 
farming for long-term sustainability.

Modern poultry flocks have become genetically 
impoverished due to industrial farming practices. 
PCC couples the genetic information of local 
chickens with the newest Cosmopolitan Chicken. 
The introduction of a new ‘global gene’ to the 
local flocks breaks the cycle of genetic erosion 
that can result from local inbreeding and 
industrial monocultural production. The desired 
outcome is to breed a stronger chicken that lives 
longer, and that, as a result, could offer longer-
term economic and social stability to farmers. 
Through this process, Vanmechelen connects 
the global aspects of CCP with local heritage and 
experience, underscoring that to achieve success 
– both in terms of biologic sustainability and social 
understanding – the local and the global must 
work together. Partnerships are active in Genk 
(Belgium), Harare (Zimbabwe), Detroit (USA) and 
Addis Ababa (Ethiopia).

THE BIG PICTURE
CCP is a lens into human culture. It offers 
new perspectives on ideas of individuality and 
globalization. Vanmechelen explores these 
broader philosophical concepts through his 
photography, painting, sculpture, and mixed-
media installations, questioning the future of 
our communities and ourrelationships to the 
world around us. By bringing together art and 
science, and considering both past and present, 
Vanmechelen introduces a remedy against a 
future cultural and biological bottleneck.

The incredible results from CCP have also sparked 
new explorations into biocultural diversity. In 
2019, Vanmechelen opens LABIOMISTA, a 24ha 
evolving artwork, in the citu of Genk, which will 
support the continued study of the relationships 
between animal, human, and environment. 
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Article in the New York Times on the Cosmopolitan Chicken 
Project, OCT 30, 2016 p. 26. Read online; https://www.nytimes.
com/2016/10/30/arts/design/playing-chicken-with-the-art-world.html
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