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Abstract

On May 24, 2023, a simulated extraterrestrial message was transmitted towards Earth by the Trace
Gas Orbiter, a spacecraft of the European Space Agency orbiting Mars. The radio signal was received
by the Green Bank Telescope and the Allen Telescope Array in the USA and by the Medicina Radio
Antenna in Italy. The event was part of the interdisciplinary project A Sign in Space, conceived and
directed by media artist Daniela de Paulis. After one week following the reception of the signal by the
various observatories, citizen scientists on Discord managed to extract the message from the raw data.
The message was then visualised by the Discord community as an enigmatic image called “Star Map”,
composed by a black background and clusters of white pixels. For longer than one year, the community
has continued decoding the message, experimenting with thousands of possible translations, however until
now there has been no conclusive interpretation of its content.

On 18 May 2024, the “Star Map” was transmitted as light pulses from the dovecote of Villa Galileo to
the National Institute of Optics (CNR-INO), two buildings standing a few metres apart in Arcetri, Italy.
The experiment was part of “Inner Worlds, Outer Spaces”, a solo exhibition with works by Daniela de
Paulis, curated by Valeria D’Ambrosio, with the support of physicist Pietro Centorrino. The exhibition
was part of “Grasping the Cosmos”, a programme organised by the University of Florence, in collaboration
with CNR-INO and other research institutions.

To achieve the laser transmission of the “Star Map”, an aerial communication link (free space), without
a fiber optic connection, was created between Villa Galileo and CNR-INO. Villa Galileo was used as the
transmitter site, while CNR-INO was the receiver. The experiment was live streamed from the dovecote
at Villa Galileo, with the preparation of the quantum states taking place before the eyes of the audience.
The experiment suggested a possible extension of “A Sign in Space” from the radio to the optical realm.
Optical SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) is in fact a pioneering field, studying the possibility
that an extraterrestrial intelligence might be communicating through laser instead of radio technologies.
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