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We live in a world of images. Yet, we are poorly trained
to deal with them. The study of the visual has traditionally been confined to art education. However, the world
of images is much wider than what the artistic canon
considers as its own. Decades ago, historian and art critic
James Elkins made a call for a new history of art which
would expand its iconographic repertoire, since – he
stressed – the art canon addresses in fact a very small
selection of all images. Elkins emphasized the interest in
focusing on those images whose major aim is considered
to be conveying information, in particular, those in the
domain of science, technology and medicine.1
The study of visual representation in science had
remarkable contributions long ago, especially in connection with the European Renaissance. It seemed particularly relevant for this cultural context, in which the
sciences and the arts were hardly demarcated or different. The study of early modern science and art has
produced works that are classics, such as those by Martin Kemp on ‘the science of art’ and Samuel Edgerton on
the place of linear perspective in the rise of modern
science.2 There were also early attempts to bring the
study of visual representation to the centre in history of
science, such as Martin Rudwick’s groundbreaking paper
on the role of visual language in the making of geology as
a discipline.3 If the study of the visual has not become
mainstream in history of science, it has attained nevertheless a certain level of popularity in the works of
scholars such as Ludmilla Jordanova and Patricia Fara
(with their focus on portraits) and in wide-ranging epistemological histories such as Lorraine Daston and Peter
Galison’s Objectivity.4
However, in the last three decades a large amount of
literature has been produced which deals with visual
representations as major tools in scientific practice itself.
This body of scholarship is characterized by its diversity,
stemming from sociological, philosophical and historical
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roots and running across different sciences and time
periods.5
While indicating the urge of more comprehensive historiographical and methodological proposals based on synthesis and comparison, this scholarly production shows the
importance of the visual in the daily work of scientists past
and present, and indicates the major role that the study of
visual representations shall play in future history of science, technology and medicine.
The papers presented in this special issue arise from the
6th European Spring School on History of Science and
Popularization whose aim was to offer a wide range overview on current research on visual representations in science, technology and medicine and key avenues for its future
development. The School counted with three keynote speakers Nick Hopwood, Daniela Bleichmar and Klaus Hentschel,
whose work represents major contributions to the field,6 and
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was structured in a series of workshops in which the three
papers in this special issue were first presented.7 The European Spring School, is an initiative of the Catalan Society for
the History of Science and Technology, which, like Endeavour, presents cutting-edge research in an accessible manner
that combines research and educational aims, and targets a
wide range of audiences, including historians, scientists,
teachers and the general public.
Exhibition displays, machine drawings, illustrated souvenir albums, engravings and photomechanical views of
industrial sites, experimental graphs and tables, spacetime diagrams, optical illusions and visual perception
puzzles, geostatistical maps, computerized simulations,
satellite photographs and physico-chemical landscape
scans are presented in this special issue as objects whose
production, circulation and use is fundamental to understand the making of modern science, yet complex to resolve
into historical, philosophical and sociological explanations.
Frances Robertson investigates the role of objectivity in
the making of visual languages, in the context of nineteenth-century British engineering. Engineers developed
various styles of visual representation, not just those
determined by the need of creating a standard visual
knowledge for the production of machines. Robertson
demonstrates that artistic skill, accuracy, precision, detail,
abstraction and realism were qualities displayed alternatively by engineers, depending on their publics and professional targets and closely connected to professional and
social prestige.
Aaron Wright moves us from the field and the workshop
to the intersection between research and teaching practices. His study of the space-time diagrams of Roger Penrose illuminates the powerful connections between
twentieth-century physics, art and psychology. Wright
shows that the ‘renaissance’ of General Relativity taking
place from the late 1950s owed a great deal to the development of new visual tools with heuristic power, which were
shaped by forces connected both to research and pedagogy.
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These tools allowed new ways of seeing the relations
between space and time, which transformed theoretical
physics.
Tom Schilling deals with the making of economic and
political knowledge through the production of visual representations based on field work in remote areas exploited by
long-distance corporations. His analysis of the black-boxing of geostatistical data into digital images shows the role
of visual tools in the making of expertise, the development
of large-scale collaborative projects in contemporary science, and the impact of economic imperialism on local
populations. Schilling demonstrates how new visual forms
of representing scientific knowledge affect not only scientific practice, but also politics, economy and the people who,
in order to deal with the economical, environmental and
cultural impact of mining in their homeland, have inevitably to engage with the power and authority encapsulated in
complex and foreign forms of (visual) knowledge.
Robertson’s deconstruction of objectivity in the messy
world of nineteenth-century engineering sets a rich comparative background for the exploration of the visual
worlds characterizing contemporary science, as displayed
in Wright’s and Schilling’s papers. Schilling’s study deals
with a classic endeavour in human affairs – cartographic
representations of the world – which nowadays involves
the entanglement of engineering and geographical knowledge with twenty-first-century computer imaging. Instead,
Wright’s account of twentieth-century physics takes us
back to the past by suggesting relevant connections with
visualization in the history of Renaissance science, as
presented by scholars such as Kemp and Edgerton.
Through their interdisciplinarity and breadth of analysis
the three papers in this special issue show the major role
played by visual representations in the making of scientific
knowledge. The study of science read as a history of
production, circulation and use of visual representations
past and present.

