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‘This wonderful multinational and multidisciplinary collection is greater than 
the sum of its fascinating parts. Crystalline aliens, a mysterious Siberian explo-
sion, silicon-based life forms, Tintin, Thunderbirds, Star Trek and Raëlians are 
just some of the many things which are examined in a brilliantly eclectic series 
of essays.’

—David Edgerton, Imperial College London

‘With generous references to the scholarship and original sources, as well as 
its own intelligent and well-integrated contributions, this book establishes a 
comprehensive new field of research – “astroculture.”’

—Michael G. Smith, Purdue University

‘Europe too has a history of imagining outer space, distinct from yet inextri-
cably linked with global cultures of perceiving and experiencing the universe. 
This splendid volume offers a fascinating panorama of visions of the future. 
Anyone interested in the complex relationship between technology, space and 
culture will garner much from this groundbreaking work.’

—Helmuth Trischler, Deutsches Museum

‘Intriguing. […] A book of essays filled with European perspectives on space 
and spaciness.’

—Alexis C. Madrigal, The Atlantic

‘Imagining Outer Space is a brilliantly organized compendium of current schol-
arship at the intersection between space history and the popular cultures of 
science/fiction. It also sheds new light on the often underplayed European 
contributions to imagining outer space as a richly inhabited human realm. It 



successfully establishes “astroculture” as an energetic and growing area of schol-
arly production and debate.’

—De Witt Douglas Kilgore, Science Fiction Studies

‘However peripheral Europe’s contributions to the Space Age may have been, 
nothing was spared in the imagination. The matter was of exemplary global 
interest, after all. It is the details that count here, and the contributions in this 
volume offer plenty: crystalline aliens and Mars scenarios, spaceflight in comic 
strips and ghost rockets (a European equivalent to flying saucers), UFOs in 
postwar France and well-intentioned offers of interstellar communication.’

—Helmut Mayer, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung

‘Imagining Outer Space offers an interdisciplinary and transnational approach 
to the cultural and social history of the space age in Europe. It is its redraw-
ing of the disciplinary boundaries of space history that should be most 
applauded. […] Highly recommended not only to readers interested in the 
history of outer space and the Space Age.’

—Anke Ortlepp, H-Soz-u-Kult

‘With its emphasis on multidisciplinarity, and its wide variety of contributions, 
topics, and themes, Imagining Outer Space demonstrates the rich potential 
that astrocultural studies holds for the field of the history of spaceflight, while 
at the same time, it truly contains something for everyone.’

—Janet Vertesi, Quest: History of Spaceflight Quarterly

‘This is clearly an important contribution to the literature and a stimulus to 
ongoing and future debates and endeavours in the intertwining realms of cul-
ture, space and technology.’

—Derek Hall, Space Policy

‘Imagining Outer Space offers rich potential in explaining the infatuation of 
spaceflight by Europeans of many different nationalities and cultures. […] 
Without question, astrocultural investigation is one of the more interesting 
and original efforts to restructure spaceflight history in the early twenty-first 
century.’

—Roger D. Launius, Technology and Culture

‘Together, the chapters survey an excellent variety of topics that fall under the 
“astroculture” umbrella. Further research into European astroculture would 
be a valuable contribution to other social and cultural histories of Europe and 
to wider understandings of human engagements with outer space. Imagining 
Outer Space is a giant leap in that direction.’

—Jason Beery, European Review of History/Revue européenne d’histoire



‘This is an eclectic, detailed and […] revelatory set of essays that delve into 
how (mostly Western) Europeans portrayed outer space, spaceflight and space 
exploration. It certainly fills a gap.’

—Jon Agar, British Journal for the History of Science

‘This volume’s fifteen diverse essays, substantive introduction, and valuable 
epilogue all examine various aspects of “astroculture” by considering and 
configuring the cultural and social significance of the Space Age both to and 
within the Atomic Age. […] Fascinating.’

—Pamela Gossin, Isis
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If one undertakes to discuss what man ought to do with the planets, one 
must first say what one thinks man ought to do with himself.

Olaf Stapledon, Journal of the British Interplanetary Society (1948)

Die Geschichtswissenschaft muß den Sprung in die planetarische Zukunft wagen.
Hermann Heimpel, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (25 March 1959)

Aujourd’hui, il s’agit de l’espace à l’échelle mondiale (et même au delà de la 
surface terrestre, de l’espace interplanétaire), ainsi que des espaces impliqués, 
à tous les échelons.

Henri Lefebvre, La Production de l’espace (1974)
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PrefaCe to the PaPerbaCk edition

The re-issuing of Imagining Outer Space: European Astroculture in the Twen-
tieth Century in paperback format six years after its original publication coin-
cides with the advent of two companion volumes. Limiting Outer Space: 
Astroculture After Apollo (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018) and Militarizing Outer 
Space: Astroculture, Dystopia and the Cold War (Palgrave Macmillan, forth-
coming) take up some of the problems raised and issues discussed in the pres-
ent book. The second volume of this trilogy, Limiting Outer Space, focuses 
on a single decade in the history of imagining, thinking and practicing outer 
space – the ‘long 1970s’ – and foregrounds a single problem, that is the 
reconfiguration of sociotechnical imaginaries and human expansion scenarios 
during the decade after the moon landings, the so-called post-Apollo period. 
The third and final book, Militarizing Outer Space, explores the militant and 
violent dimensions of outer space in science fiction and science fact, thus 
exposing the ‘dark’ side of global astroculture.

All three volumes are the product of work conducted, choreographed or 
coordinated by the Emmy Noether research group ‘The Future in the Stars: 
European Astroculture and Extraterrestrial Life in the Twentieth Century’ 
at Freie Universität Berlin which I had the pleasure of directing from 2010 
to 2016. As the publication of this European Astroculture trilogy was not 
planned from the outset but rather coalesced over the course of our collective 
expedition, there is no systematic rationale behind the thematic succession of 
these three volumes. What they have in common, however, is the endeavor to 
establish ‘astroculture’ as a new field of historical inquiry; the will to decenter 
space historiography by pushing its geographical focus beyond the borders of 
the two Cold War superpowers; and the quest to de-exoticize the history of 
outer space while allocating it the place it deserves within mainstream histori-
ography of the twentieth century.

For the paperback edition a few factual errors were corrected and some minor 
improvements made. Web links have been checked, authors’ biographies updated, 



xviii  PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

and a limited number of references added to keep an already comprehensive  
bibliography as current as possible. Otherwise, all 17 contributions remain as they 
were originally published in 2012, unaltered in form and format.

Finally, I would like to express sincere gratitude to our funding body, the 
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), and, above all, to everyone who 
contributed to this enterprise’s launch, lift-off and landing.

Shanghai  
November 2017 

Alexander C.T. Geppert
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Notes
1.  This is, of course, John Brewer’s term. See his The Pleasures of the Imagination: 

English Culture in the Eighteenth Century, London: HarperCollins, 1997. 
2.  Hermann Heimpel, ‘Der Versuch mit der Vergangenheit zu leben: Über Geschichte 

und Geschichtswissenschaft,’ Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (25 March 1959), 11. 
See http://www.geschkult.fu-berlin.de/e/fmi/astrofuturismus/C_IOS/Hauptseite.
html for the complete conference program; for further information on the Emmy 
Noether research group ‘The Future in the Stars: European Astroculture and Extra-
terrestrial Life in the Twentieth Century,’ consult http://www.geschkult.fu-berlin.
de/astrofuturism.  
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European Astrofuturism, Cosmic Provincialism: 
Historicizing the Space Age
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‘Outer Space’ is an expanding subject.
D.J. Gibson, British Foreign Office (26 October 1959)1

Ubiquitous, limitless and ever-expanding as it may be, outer space has a 
history too. Over the course of the twentieth century, the dark, infinite and 
unfamiliar vastness that surrounds us has stimulated the human imagination 
to an extent hitherto unknown. Numerous ventures to ‘explore,’ ‘conquer’ 
and ‘colonize’ the depths of the universe in both fact and fiction must be 
read as attempts to counter the prevailing horror vacui, the fear of empty 
spaces and voids of infinity felt and explicitly formulated since the sixteenth 
century. They all aim at overcoming what Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) 
termed in 1917 humankind’s ‘cosmological mortification,’ the humiliating 
decentering of the earth effected by Nicolaus Copernicus’s (1473–1543) 
heliocentric cosmology. Three decades and two world wars after Freud’s 
observation, influential British futurist and science-fiction writer Arthur C. 
Clarke (1917–2008) identified a related ‘desire to know, whatever the con-
sequences may be, whether or not man is alone in an empty universe’ as the 
one key motive underlying all human efforts to overcome gravity and reach 
out beyond humankind’s natural habitat on planet Earth.2

Imagining and re-imagining space and furnishing it time and again with one 
artifact after another, be they mental or material, has had a doubly paradoxical 
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