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Eugène Sevaistre, “Naples pris du chateau St. Elme,” albumen silver stereograph, in Souvenirs 

stéréoscopiques d’Italie (ca. 1859). Courtesy of Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal. 
 
 
As the tale goes, a few limestone blocks from Vesuvian ejecta delivered the fatal blow to what was 
once hailed as Earth’s oldest creature. Unearthed in 1858 within the ancient limestones of eastern 
Canada, the so-called Eozoön canadense, or “dawn-animal of Canada,” ignited a storm of attention 
as the presumed “firstling of creation.” In 1893, Henry James Johnston-Lavis, a Naples-based 
English medical doctor and self-taught geologist, “incidentally” revealed its inorganic nature. He 
observed that the volcanic specimens from Monte Somma at Vesuvius’s ridge bore petrographic 
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features that matched —and even surpassed—the Canadian specimens’ “freshness,” conclusively 
proving that magmatic heat and pressure alone could form the “Eozoönal” structure. What had 
bolstered Ernst Haeckel’s Urschleim (or “primordial slime”) hypothesis was thus debunked as an 
unusual rock. 
This intertwining of observation and knowledge production reveals a larger paradigm in which 
human observation—most often exercised through the field observatory—serves not merely to 
record but to create knowledge. In examining a set of bourgeoning observational sciences at the 
Bay of Naples in the mid-19th century, volcanology and marine biology in particular, this talk 
posits that field observatories, poised at the intersection of natural phenomena and scientific 
interpretation, shape our understanding of life and matter alike, often producing truths as much as 
they reveal them. It is through these “observatory effects” that the boundary between facts and 
artifacts becomes porous: observation generates its own constructs, yielding insights that can 
illuminate or mislead. The observatory, then, is not a passive site but a crucible where nature is 
interpreted, transmuted, and sometimes misunderstood, underscoring the powerful, if ambivalent, 
role of observation in framing the origins and boundaries of knowledge itself. 
 
The event is coordinated by Aurora Riviezzo (postdoctoral fellow in History of Architecture, 
Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino).  
For info: aurora.riviezzo@polito.it 
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The event is part of Vibrant Natures. On Telluric Cosmologies developed by Almanac, Castello 
di Rivoli  Museo d’Arte Contemporanea, and Orti Generali, organized with the Department of 
Architecture and Design at the Politecnico di Torino.  
 
For info: info@almanacprojects.com 
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