The Cultural life of objects presents a College Commons Event:
From Clay Tablets to Cameras: Objects that transform
3.00 -6.00 pm, Thursday November 19th 2009. 
Intellectual Commons, Doheny Library

Program
Anne Porter, Near Eastern archaeologist (USC): 
Introduction

Michael Arbib, Neuroscientist (USC Brain Project): 
The Subject as Object: 

While we are bound by the data of the senses, and the sense (in another sense!) that the brain can make thereof as we prepare for action, we nonetheless live in a reality we construct through our own experience and the social environment that shapes it. Anne Porter has used the history of writing to clarify how external memory came to supplement the brain's mnemonic abilities; other talks focus on how new instruments expand our senses while science develops new ways to construe the resultant data in a continuing cycle of observation and explanation. Here we turn these devices inwards, looking at how each of us as subjects can learn more about our world and our selves as objects when neuroscience deploys new theories and new tools from molecular biology to functional magnetic resonance imaging to  measure the brain as a complex , dynamic and adaptive object.

Mike Parker Pearson, Old World Archaeologist (University of Sheffield): 
Megaliths and Henges: records before writing
Prehistoric monuments like Stonehenge have tantalised researchers for centuries.  Were they astronomical observatories?  Designs provided by superior civilizations erected by Stone Age indigenes?  Or temples to ancient and forgotten gods?  Recent research on megalithic monuments has focused on their materiality – the use of permanent materials to provide long-term markers in the land which had profound impacts on enhancing social memory and commemoration into the future. Their development occurred during a particularly significant phase of human cultural evolution, within the present inter-glacial from 12,000 to 4,000 years ago when mobile hunting and gathering lifeways were replaced by more sedentary farming routines throughout most of Europe and western Asia.  They required large-scale labour mobilization, and the organizational complexities needed for such events.  They also had major impacts on conceptions of time and memory, enabling long-term conceptions of past and future as well as ordering calendrical time.

Coffee Break

Anne Porter, Near Eastern archaeologist (USC): 
Cuneiform, Cosmology and Control.
This talks explores some of the consequences of the invention of writing. The classification of objects, materials, and beings that was one of the first tasks of cuneiform led to the construction of ontological frameworks in which people became controllable subjects at the same time as it allowed the individual to transcend the limitations of time and space in untold ways, enabling and limiting human potentiality. 

Van Dixon, Astronomer (Johns Hopkins University and the Space Telescope Science Institute):  
Infinity in the Palm of Your Hand

From its vantage point above earth's obscuring atmosphere, the Hubble Space Telescope views the universe with unmatched clarity. To scientists, HST provides unique tools for observing the universe on the smallest angular scales.  To the public, HST opens a window onto a larger world.  By making accessible ideas and discoveries at the forefront of modern astronomy, HST alters and expands the inner reality of billions.

Reception: 5.30

