VISUALIZING THE ORIGINS OF LIFE
Scientific and popular visual cultures

ESO/Digitized Sky Survey 2/L. Calçada

(19th.-21st centuries)

International Conference
Paris Observatory / La Fémis
Paris, June 2nd-3rd 2020

CALL FOR PAPERS
An international conference organised by Charlotte Bigg (CNRS, CAK), Elsa De Smet (IRIS-OCAV PSL, CAK)
and Barbara Turquier (La Fémis).

Focus
The origins of life and of the human species in particular have long been, and remain, moral, philosophical,
religious issues and the matter of lively debate in past and present societies. Since the appearance
of modern science, life and its origins have also become a focus of empirical research in a range of
disciplines, from chemistry and geology to biology and astrophysics. These investigations now stretch
to a search for traces of life in all its forms in the universe, leading to a new field of investigation,
exobiology. The visual cultures generated by thinking about this research have yet to be identified,
described, and analysed.
Within the framework of PSL research university’s interdisciplinary project on the origins and conditions
of appearance of life (PSL IRIS OCAV), th is international conference will explore the place of images
in this broad field and the different identities and functions images have taken across scientific and
vernacular cultures since the 19th century.
What is the place of visuality and its associated technologies in scientific research on the origins and
conditions of appearance of life? What tools are employed to visualize phenomena often at the limit of
visibility, such as the transition from inorganic to organic matter, or exoplanets? In what ways do these
investigations draw upon familiar (macroscopic, terrestrial) conceptions and visual cultures? How are
analogies, scenarii, models visualized in a range of disciplines to grasp processes related to life and its
appearance? The underlying role of fiction and imagination will be questioned, as will be the multifarious
circulations and exchanges between scholarly and vernacular cultures, including in artistic practices

and the use of visual capture techniques, such as photography or cinema.
Starting from a range of visuals, from technical representations produced and used by scientists to
artist renderings and visual expressions in publications, art, theatre or cinema, we seek to explore the
multiple and sometimes contested interfaces between observation and imagination, interpretation and
visualization. What is the epistomological, communicative and conceptual value of visualizing the origins
of life in different fields of practice and experience? How do particular visual cultures develop or interact
within and across the sciences and the wider culture how do popular visuals fit into scientific work, from
the choice of research objects to the conditions of their communication? How have visuals shaped
historical and on-going debates about the appearance and nature of life? Certain visual arts bear a
special relationship to scientific culture – a connection which is facilitated by the possible combination of
photographic or filmic techniques with tools of scientific observation (e.g. telescopes, microscopes…).
What could be a history of image-making techniques within the realm of scientific investigations on
the origins of life? How can scientific research on the origins of life, more specifically, be a way to
reinvent filmic forms and build new forms of knowledge? We propose to consider knowledge-making
and -sharing and visual representations as intertwined activities. The conference aims to assess and
analyse the cultural dimension of a field of study that is becoming established in contemporary science,
that offers a number of boundary objects for studying the power, function and modes of existence
of images in contemporary cultures.

Submission guidelines
The call for papers is open to historians of science and art historians, visual studies and STS scholars,
artists and professionals, as well as scientists interested in the conceptual and cultural dimensions of
the topic. Proposals dealing with the scientific and vernacular means of visualizing the origins of life will
be welcome, whether they are analysed from the perspective of cultural history/anthropology, image
theory, the history and contemporary study of science communication, etc.
The conference will be held on June 2nd and 3rd, 2020 at La Fémis and Paris Observatory.
Proposals for papers (200 words) with short biographical notes (200 words) are expected before
February 28th, 2020 and can be sent to b.turquier@femis.fr, elsa.desmet@ehess.fr and charlotte.bigg@cnrs.fr.

