
 
Cosmoscope  
A Public Art and Science Project by Simeon Nelson and Artichoke 
 
 
“The universe is not only stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can imagine” 
J. B. S. Haldane 
 
As above so below. 
Hermes Trismegistus  
 
"A universe simple enough to be understood is too simple to produce a mind capable of 
understanding it."  
John Barrow 

“Each portion of matter may be conceived as a garden full of plants or a pond full of fish. But every 
branch of every plant, every member of each animal and every drop of their liquid parts is in itself 
likewise a similar garden or pond.” 
Leibniz, The Monadology 

“The further we walk toward the horizon, the further the horizon retreats.” 
Lou Andrea Salome 

 
“Scientists animated by the purpose of proving that they are purposeless constitute an interesting 
subject for study” 
A. N. Whitehead, The Function of Reason 
 

 
Conceptual Background the Project 
This project links biology earth science and astrophysics. It looks at the human 
psyche and body in our terrestrial and cosmic environment, seeing psyche and 
body as a whole made of parts that is, in turn, part of a larger whole, seeing each 
level as part of a higher level and consisting of lower levels. It is premised on the 
idea that is not possible to fully explain phenomena at particular levels without 
recourse to the whole.  
 
All orderings and conceptions of matter and psyche are parts of the whole. 
Whether biochemical, psychological or cosmological, none can exist without the 
other, all are interdependent and cannot make sense without the other. Part and 
whole, centre and periphery have existence only in each other. 
 
Cosmoscope will be a multi disciplinary artwork that aims to engage with a broad 
public in an exploration of different scales and descriptions of reality and their 
relationship to us; the atomic, the cellular, the human the terrestrial and the 
cosmological. This project extends previous public multidisciplinary and multimedia 
art projects that look at disease, order and disorder in the body, society and the 
cosmos. 
 



It tries of apprehend the paradox of the simultaneous unity and diversity of all 
things and the situated fact of our existence and comprehension of the whole. It 
looks at the precarious nature of existing on this planet using the most rigorous and 
advanced scientific knowledge from psychology, biomedical science, earth science 
and astrophysics.  
 
I am interested in the evolution of science and our picture of the cosmos as much as 
of the cosmos itself, the fact of our ability to construct representations of the 
cosmos is a deep mystery, why would the cosmos give rise to a part of itself that 
would do such a strange thing?  
 
Ultimately this project seeks to ask question of origins. How did we get here, and 
what is the nature of life and consciousness (experience)?  
 
Working with a biomedical scientist - imaging physicist Simon Walker Samuel, solid 
state chemist Andrew Goodwin, psychologist Monia Brizzi and cosmologist Richard 
Bower to create a series of events that brings human situatedness to the public 
through encountering sculptural sound and light 'machines' 
 
 
Preliminary Artwork Concept 
 
This sound and light machine will be based on:  
-Vitruvian diagrams which situate the human form in relation to the cosmos.  
-The Platonic solids associated with the four elements and also Kepler’s heliocentric 
cosmology. 
-Non-linear geometries based on those found in nature  
-They will both emit light and receive the light of video projections. 
 
A geometric audio-visual constructed sculpture consisting of an internal frame 
carrying three two meter diameter discs that act as circular video projection screens 
arranged facing out from the centre. There will also be integrated weather-proof 
audio speakers arranged between the screens to create an integrated audio visual 
experience. 
Imagery at different scales from the atomic, 10-12  to the interstellar - 1015 will be 
displayed on the screens and will cycle through these scales. It will animated by 
custom designed software that smoothly transposes between scales. It will be 
refined into a consistent visual language by the use of Voronoi geometry, which is 
used as a scientific analytic tool. It divides regions based on the median point 
between particular entities, quantities or densities. 
 
 
The imagery could be projected from internal or external video projectors or the 
two-meter circles could be assembled from led screen components depending on 
cost and technical feasibility. 
 



Scales 
>Very smallest, vacuum sea of fundmental particles popping in and out of existence 
 
>Atom showing indeterminate locations of nucleus and mesons  
 
>Cell showing cytoskeleton and nucleus and organelles  
 
>Eye showing optical systems.  
 
>Body showing circulation systems.  
 
>Planet showing tectonics and heat exchange systems. 
 
>Cosmic boundary - Oort Cloud showing gravitational perturbation from 
neighboring stars and interaction with inner solar system.  
 
>Big Bang, screen showing the creation of the cosmos from an infinitely small 
point. 
 
The objects will be networked to by explanatory website and smartphone apps. 
Interacting with public eliciting questions about the relationships of the different 
scales in the cosmos  
For Example: 
-How does the molecular physics of the cytoplasm affect the biological system of 
the cell? 
-How does plate tectonics affect biology? 
-How do the gravitational interactions of the sun with nearby stars affect the earth, 
e.g. solar flares; Asteroids from the Kuiper Belt perturbed by the gravitational tug 
of nearby stars; radiation from supernovae etc.  
 
Cosmoscope is intended to be an artistic apparatus for public education and 
speculation on the cosmos and our place in it through the most rigorous and latest 
scientific understanding. It will be designed in collaboration with leading experts in 
physics, chemistry, biology, the earth sciences and astrophysics.  
 
It is an attempt at a syncretic vision of our situation, our ‘embeddedness’ in the 
world. The organising principle of nested scales comes from amongst other things 
Arthur Koestler's notion of "holarchy", as well as Charles and Ray Eames's famous 
1977 movie 'Powers of Ten" 
 
I am also trying to break open the barriers between so called separate disciplines, 
which in my opinion bedevil real knowledge and render it too specialised and 
incomprehensible to lay people. These objects explicitly try to democratise science. 
Cosmoscope is a Res Publica Scientia. Also I am trying to fit aspects of science into 
a narrative that has aspects of the poetic, the mythic, that has the power to move 
people to comprehension of the beauty and wonder of the cosmos through the 



explicit aesthetic frame of this artwork  
 
Further Cosmoscope Concepts 
(In no particular order of significance or coherence) 
 
•Body as midpoint in holarchical cosmos.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holarchy 
We are at the scale of meters, midway between what I have construed for this 
project as the smallest  (10-24 ) and the biggest (10+24 ) 
The nature of fundamental particles, their spatiotemporal existence and what 
potential they contain for unseen and unfelt dimensions imbricated into their 
evanescence.  
 
•Plane of Immanence  
The ontology of Gilles Deleuze in which all space time and process and intention; all 
matter and pattern, all body and soul, all phenomena, all becoming and perishing 
exist in a smooth and swirling planar system with nothing noumenal or 
transcendent. No universal frame of reference, no recourse to a higher system, no 

grid, no striations.   
 
Plexus: Evolution as a Complex Adaptive System  
Complex adaptive systems are constituted in relationality and process. It makes no 
sense to speak of an entity or element in isolation as the characteristics of an entity 
are all responses to all other entities that it comes into contact with. There is no 
entity that can be construed as self sufficient. Recently there has been work on 
combining this adaptive intelligence with the theory of natural selection by Richard 
Watson at Southampton and others. 
 
•Counterfactual Cosmos 
Running versions of the cosmos with slightly tweaked constants so that life takes 
different paths and we gain insight into how finely balanced life is.  
Cosmoscope as a machine for generating alternative cosmoses, running time 
forward and back, projecting alternative realities into this one, making us notice the 
alternative realities and world lines splitting off in every instant: an infinite 
branching from every instant and instance of the preceding infinite branching - 
worlds budding from worlds in a frantic and fractal parthenogenesis.  
 
•Alatheia  
An interdisciplinary notion of truth 
Martin Heidegger’s questioning of truth as correspondence – he sees truth as a 
constantly evolving and ongoing quest for wisdom with no finality. This notion is 



concerned with expansion and unsettling of meaning rather than constricting  and 
closing down. It is about not knowing as much as knowing. It is about complexity 
rather than simplification, it is in a way anti-fact.  In his essay The Origin of the Work 
of Art, Heidegger positions a work of art as a way of opening a "clearing" for things 
in the world, or to disclose their many meanings. 
 
•Voronoi View 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voronoi_diagram 
Voronoi Geometry demarcates the space between points or objects rather than the 
object itself. It suggests the space of encounter between things and that each thing 
is a function of its context and implies a given thing by explicitly defining the 
boundary of its interface with the world. This seems to be an anti-essentialist, 
phenomenological form of representation. It is processual, relational and is a 
powerful visual device in the attempt to capture ideas about the unfolding of the 
cosmos, the paradox of time and of the very small and the very large.  
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