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Preface

Popular science is a complex phenomenon with various sociopolitical, economic,
and aesthetic dimensions. Because of this multilayered reality, research into
popular science cannot be entirely contained within any single scholarly discipline. In interdisciplinary research fields such as Science Studies, the Sociology
of Science, or Science and Technology Studies (STS), the approach to the phenomenon of popular science seems to be filtered through issues of the present
day. Here, historical approaches are missing. The History of Science, on the other hand, lacks aesthetic criteria to explain the poly-medial dimension of popular
science. And philological and iconographic disciplines, such as Classical Philology or Art History, seldom bring into focus the dissemination of scientific and
technological knowledge as a cultural practice.
This book aims to initiate an interdisciplinary, genealogically reflected debate about popular science as a recurrent cultural technique. In this volume, the
authors elucidate the polyvalent category of popular science in a multidisciplinary and diachronic way. The focus lies on both its cultural construction and the
formal and functional techniques which characterize the dissemination of cultural and scientific knowledge in its contexts of production and reception.
Understanding the production of popular science is crucial because experts
rely on much more than just scientific facts. Indeed, science often builds on societal values, rhetorical means, or popular traditions. Understanding the reception
contexts of popular science is likewise relevant since previous knowledge, moral
peculiarities, and concerns of a specific target group constitute the agency that
indirectly coins what kind of (scientific) knowledge becomes popular. Furthermore, the modern awareness of a societal dimension of science doesn’t imply the
nonexistence of similar practices in previous periods. Even non-programmatic,
random, or unconscious actions that popularize knowledge are part of the same
family tree.
The genealogical approach proposed in this volume requires a loosening up of
very specific contemporary terms such as ‘science communication’ or ‘public understanding of science’ in favor of more general ones. The terms ‘science popular-
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izer’ and ‘popular science’ already appear in specialized literature for phenomena
related to the period from the 19th century onwards (cf. e.g., Marsak 1959; Daum
2002, 2009).1 Oliver Hochadel uses the similar German term “öffentliche Wissenschaft” (i.e., “public [therefore also popular] science”) for the German Enlightenment (2003). Robertson-von Trotha (2007, 2012) coined that term (“Öffentliche
Wissenschaft”) in the 1990s, and used it to denote the contemporary practice of dialog- and process-based science communication in a broader sense with significant
societal implications. In the present essay, we build on these experiences and theoretical approaches, opting for the versatile term ‘popular science,’ which unifies
the notions of ‘science communication’ and ‘public science’ in a more general, diachronic sense. Thanks to its lack of terminological specificity, the term ‘popular
science’ can indeed mark both new and past phenomena of science popularization
as forms of agency and as cultural products at the same time.
As in the case of changing cultural techniques, there is no linear history of the
phenomenon of ‘popular science’ that would begin at a certain point, e.g., with the
ancient, moralizing didactic poem, and end at another point, e.g., with the use of Virtual Reality (VR) apps representing the ultimate embodiment of science and society
in a unique immersive experience. This idea of continuity belongs to the realm of
metaphysics and teleological thinking. But there is a way to understand contextual
and historical similarities in popular science not as an unbroken continuity but as a
series of accidents, each with their own unique manifestations. On the one hand, the
historical contingency of the applicable terms for public science events leads to a dissociation of likely related phenomena. But, on the other hand, if we can get to the
bottom of each action, then we can unveil specific relationships of forces inherent to
popular science experiences. For example, the question about the intention behind the
popularization of science is as legitimate today as it was in previous eras.
At the beginning of his well-known article entitled “Nietzsche, Genealogy,
History” Foucault (1977: 139) puts it in a nutshell: “Genealogy is gray,” i.e., it has
no easily definable contours; it is “meticulous,” because one needs a lot of clues
and erudition to contruct its “cyclopean monuments”; it is “patiently documentary,” since patience is the only way to obtain the evidence you are striving for; it
deals with documents that can be reused several times—namely, with “parchments” in a figurative sense: that precious paper made from processed animal skin
heavily used for copying manuscripts during the middle ages. Indeed, parchment
was suitable for writing and overwriting several times by repeatedly scratching the

1

All bibliographical references quoted in the preface are listed at the end of the first introductory chapter by Jesús Muñoz Morcillo.
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surface. And we can also add that genealogy has ramifications or offshoots of different lengths.
This volume follows the genealogical idea in both general and mimetic terms,
offering a great variety of research topics from different periods, diverse methodological approaches, and even different degrees of ‘growth’ and ‘blossoming’if the
reader allows us the comparison with a living (genealogical) tree and its crown.
Despite all imagery, this definition applies to the fact that forgotten or even unconscious action models often precede those cultural techniques and programmatic
agencies that we, otherwise, would only identify with modern contexts. We would
like to put forward the claim that this cultural and historical amnesia probably concerns the phenomenon of popular science as well.
A genealogical approach requires interdisciplinary methods, humility, and
also the patience needed to develop those methods. In the present volume, we are
taking the first step in juxtaposing and bringing together the relevant disciplines
in language that is comprehensible and accessible. Philological and aesthetic
analyses unfold alongside specific disciplines such as the Sociology or History
of Science. We offer a multilayered examination of the cultural technique of popular science; this should throw some light on a research field that has hardly been
investigated so far, even if it does not cover every important aspect related to it.
Indeed, this book does not pretend to be a perfect handbook that conveys all possible manifestations of popular science. It does not even come close to Alfred Korzybski’s idea of the map of a territory as the model of reality necessary for understanding what would otherwise remain inaccessible (Korzybski 1933). Our attempt
only represents some minimal geographical details on the surface of Korzybski’s ideal abstraction. It has a valuable self-reflexiveness, indeed, but in an almost living
way, like the branches of a tree that still has to flourish. Therefore, even if this is a
useful approach to the history and aesthetics of popular science and a starting point
for more accurate contextualizing and conceptualizing attempts, we cannot specify
any clear boundaries yet—perhaps because there are no real boundaries between nature, science, and culture. Indeed, we might even ask ourselves if those defining
boundaries exist at all, those limits that ‘kill’ the object, releasing the magic force that
transforms the map into the territory itself. The reader will judge if our abstraction of
the map as a growing tree which might never render all variables of this phenomenon
is a useful one.
One of the most important contributions of this book is to consider the popularization of the humanities as an essential part of these processes, as important as the
natural sciences—or as even more relevant than them—since the key of communication also relies on cultural techniques related to the humanities. In times of ecocritical
positions, there is no point in perpetuating any artificial divide between culture, na-
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ture, and science. In this sense, and even if not all authors in this book directly quote
him, the genealogy of popular science also relies on Bruno Latour’s ideas on modernity as the production of hybrids (Latour 1993). Science, nature, art, language, and
mathematical models belong together. In this very sense, we attach importance to art,
as a dissemination technique for science and culture, and to art history, as the subject
of popular science, at the same time. Together with classical studies, art history is the
best-represented discipline in this volume, and for good reason: Rhetoric and visuality are the pillars of popular science, even if today’s discourses on science communication tend to disregard both the contributions and the misleading dangers of rhetorical means. Coded in words and images, the intention behind popular science,
therefore, becomes a key for understanding societies and their moral values.
The book opens with an introductory chapter on the origins of popular science
(Muñoz Morcillo). This text informs new and ancient notions and practices of science communication, re-contextualizing ancient and pre-modern rhetorical and societal practices that lead to the question of the adequacy of speaking about a genealogy of science popularization. Oliver Hochadel’s chapter offers a longue durée
approach with a contribution on the continuities in the history of science popularization from the Enlightenment to our days. These two texts are crucial for a proper
orientation and a fruitful reading of the book, which comprises twenty-one different case studies connected, above all, by societal implications and the persistence
of verbal and visual rhetoric. Each contribution resembles a bough, or a section of a
bough, capable of growing further and bearing many more fruits.
Case studies are essential since this book makes an evidence-based claim about
the intrinsic connections between popular science and society, regardless of historical time and geographical region. Still, this thesis is formulated as an invitation to
look for further ramifications and entanglements in the vast research field of what
we could call ‘popular science studies.’ We rely, therefore, on the curiosity of the
readers, who may be very varied in their interests: from philologists, archaeologists, and art historians to sociologists, philosophers, and historians of science.
Each one of these readers should be able to find something valuable here, from
the relevance of rhetorical devices and material culture to the specific logic structure of doxographical texts;2 from the societal uses of general knowledge in antiquity to the creation of knowledge-spreading proto-encyclopedias and epitomes in
pre-modern times; from the popular interactions of art and science during the Enlightenment to modern media coverage on topics ranging from atomic energy to

2

Doxography is a term coined by the German classicist Hermann A. Diels and refers to
the works of ancient historians collecting popular opinions (dóxai) attributed to past
philosophers and scientists.
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neuroscience, not to mention the sociological analysis of science communication in
popular new media such as the web video or the science slam.
The reader will find a huge selection of case studies that prove the diachronic,
polyhedral, and multilayered nature of popular science: worthy reflexions about the
use of amphorae for disseminating central elements of Greek culture in the Mediterranean area (Streicher); the relevance of preliminary exercises in ancient Greek
schools for the popularization of Greek mythology and literature as a living practice (Fernández Delgado); new insights into the role of Aristotelian rhetoric for
doxographers—the ancient knowledge popularizers (Martín-Velasco)—or into the
importance of description (ékphrasis) as a knowledge device for a broad audience
in Greek dramas (Matías Pérez); the analysis of argument schemes including simplified scientific explanations and shortened quotations in authors from the Second
Sophistic (Parussel); reflections on ancient zoological descriptions and representations that shed light on specific societal practices in Rome (Engster); rhetorical
means for making invisible natural phenomena understandable (Rossetti); Hero of
Alexandria’s rhetorical techniques for bringing the mechanics of his artefacts alive
for a broader audience and their impact in the Renaissance (Roby); the order of
knowledge in pre-modern encyclopedias, their popularity, and similarities to contemporary internet-based practices (Herweg); a revealing case study about premodern ephemeral literature on comets and related public scientific discussions
(Gindhart); the relevance of short versions (epitomes) of larger texts in late antiquity and pre-modern times for condensing and popularizing knowledge (especially
history books) among a broad readership (Sehlmeyer); the revaluation of visual
perception as part of modern reasoning in Enlightenment art (Jehle); the popularity
(despite anti-popularizations attempts) of optical devices thanks to their use by artists in the first half of the 19th century (Fiorentini); the emergence of popular writings on art history (Axtmann); the agency of ornamental prints and pattern sheets
in the popularization of aesthetic ideas in the second half of the 19th century
(Manker); the relationship between popular science and esoteric literature in the
avant-garde (Immelmann); the visual metaphors of cybernetics that disseminated a
new understanding of nature as an ecosystem (Trüper); the controversial public
discussion on nuclear power in US popular journals of the Cold War era (Kloppen); the use of everyday images and stereotypes for directing public attention to
neuroscience in the German magazine Gerhirn & Geist, which planted the seeds
for new visual preferences (Hommrich); the role of fiction in popular media such
as movies and graphic novels or comics for translating and visualizing scientific
agency (Klohs); or the perpetuation of gender issues in innovative formats of science communication such as the science slam (Hill).
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Considering such a variety of approaches from different disciplines, the editors
have tried to foster accessible language across the book, which has chiefly entailed
the use of translations for all quotations from classical texts and the use of punctual
explanations for specialized terminology. However, interdisciplinarity also means
finding compromise solutions, and as such the reader will at times be compelled to
make some efforts, which will hopefully be compensated with fruitful insights and
new inspiration.
This volume is the result of the conference “Genealogy of Popular Science.
From Ancient Ecphrasis to Virtual Reality”3 held on June 15-16, 2018 at the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT), Germany.4 The event was organized by the
ZAK | Centre for Cultural and General Studies in cooperation with the Institut für
Kunst- und Baugeschichte/Fachgebiet Kunstgeschichte. The ZAK’s research addresses, among many things, topics within the fields of globalization, identity, cultural and technological change, intercultural communication, and the mediation of
interdisciplinary competencies and their relevance in an international context.
Thus, the ZAK contributes to the scientific reflection and shaping of social and
cultural practice. One of the main research areas of the ZAK concerns Public Science and New Media, which not only includes studies on current practices of science communication, such as the production of online videos or the use of VR
technologies in museums, but also research about the origins of popular science
and its development through the ages.
The conference and the publication of this book were made possible thanks
to a generous grant by the Schleicher Foundation in cooperation with the KIT
Foundation to promote Dr. Muñoz Morcillo’s postdoctoral research. The editors
of this volume want to again thank the Schleicher Foundation, the Commerzbank, and the KIT Foundation for their great support, which made this project possible. Since its foundation in 2013, the KIT Foundation has been promoting research, teaching, innovation, and academic life at KIT. We thank the team
of the KIT Foundation, especially foundation manager director Kathrin Krause
and manager Dagmar Seelig, for their supportive, kind, and close cooperation. A
special thank goes to Prof. Dr. Thomas Hirth, Vice-President for Innovation and
International Affairs at KIT for taking the time to introduce the KIT to our international guests with a welcome speech. We highly appreciate this recognition of
how advance studies in the humanities shape the KIT research landscape.

3

To differentiate the ancient mode of ecphrasis from the modern one, we use the trans-

4

literation of the Greek term ἔκφρασις (that is, ékphrasis) throughout the book.
The conference took place at the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT), FritzHaller-Hörsaal, Building 20.40, Englerstr. 7, KIT Campus South Karlsruhe.
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We also owe our thanks to our project partners Prof. Dr. Oliver Jehle, Dr. Alexandra Axtmann, and Prof. Dr. Mathias Herweg, who contributed suggestions,
ideas, and their own scholarly writings that enrich this volume in significant ways.
For the selection of the papers and the peer review process, we want to thank all
members of the Selection Committee, who spent their precious time reading and
evaluating all submitted abstracts. These are, by name: Dr. Joachim Allgaier, Prof.
Dr. José Antonio Fernández Delgado, PhD candidate Andrea Geipel, Prof. Dr. Mathias Herweg, Dr. Oliver Hochadel, Prof. Dr. Oliver Jehle, Dr. Christine Mielke,
Dr. Laura Miguélez Cavero, Dr. Eva Noller, Prof. Dr. Courtney Ann Roby, and Dr.
Ralf Schneider. We also thank all contributing authors for their insightful texts.
And last but not least, we also want to thank the ZAK team and all helpers that
made the conference and this book possible, especially Stephanie Rothe and
Klemens Czurda for assuming great responsibility during the conference, Jens Görisch for all financial aspects and many helpful tips, and Dr. Kareem James AbuZeid for his meticulous proofreading of the entire volume.
Jesús Muñoz Morcillo
Caroline Y. Robertson-von Trotha

