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Pablo Picasso “Woman crying” 1937

(notes and ideas from old readings and older surfing the Internet)

Premise

In 1884, in Washington, 25 countries adopted Greenwich as the zero meridian and divided 
the Earth into 24 time zones; shortly afterwards all the countries of the world adopted this 
system and in this way public time was accepted as an indicator of duration and succession, 
an entity that flows uniformly and linearly and can be divided into equal parts. The 
introduction of official time, valid and coordinated for each nation, provokes in the late 
nineteenth century the discovery of the contrast between homogeneous time and 
heterogeneous time. Public time is not real: it can vary from individual to individual and in 
the same individual from moment to moment.



The conception of time and space: a journey through literature.

The first example of exploration of heterogeneous time appears with Laurence Sterne in 
the eighteenth century. In "The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy", events are not 
chronological and the limits of objective time are overcome by frequent flashbacks and 
various types of deviations. The work is still particularly interesting today for its 
nonconformist character. Punctuation consists largely of small lines and the text is dotted 
with asterisks, blank spaces and pages all black or all white. The work can be considered the
first example in literature of stylistic and structural chaos. The author rejects 
chronological order since personal time is not equal to clock time, one minute can be longer 
than an hour.

Oscar Wilde, in "The Portrait of Dorian Gray", expresses the difference between personal 
time and public time; Dorian, the protagonist of the novel, becomes immune to the action of
objective time whose effect is transferred to his portrait.

For Proust, reality is never absolute, fixed, but is labile, elusive, uncatchable; Only memory
can grasp the transformations brought about on men and things by time, considered, in the 
possibility of recreating it and reliving it interiorly, as the only and true dimension of reality.
The novel "In Search of Lost Time" takes place in a clearly identifiable public time (the city 
of Dublin at the beginning of the twentieth century), while the personal time of the narrator 
has an irregular trend, often out of phase with that of the other characters and not reducible 
to a reference system. The whole structure of the work depends on the dilation and 
shattering of personal time. According to Proust, "the body holds its own time", so the 
mechanical clocks in the novel are totally useless, while the author "listens" to the memories
imprinted in his body. The time of the story is totally identified with that of individual 
memory, so that environments and characters always represent inner projections. 
Reappropriating the past serves to regain possession of oneself, but what emerges is a 
fragmented, dispersed self, which is always waiting to be rebuilt. The voluntary search for 
the past is useless: it does not give us back the inner reality of the events we have 
experienced, but, on the contrary, presents us with our memories as flat figures that no 
longer belong to us. The past does not come back by work of intelligence, but thanks to 
everyday objects that resume past habits. There is an affinity between the Bergsonian 
universe and the work of Proust: the memories of voluntary memory, the memory of 
intelligence, are only able to return a dead image of lost time, until the memory of the past, 
unexpectedly, resurfaces involuntarily and revives the most intimate and profound aspects 
of consciousness. The unveiling of one's innermost identity is constituted by the time of 
consciousness.



James Joyce Crayon Covered Manuscript Pages for Ulysses

Public time, which Proust considers superficial and useless, is considered by James Joyce 
(1882-1941) to be arbitrary and unsuitable for regulating human life. The author interprets 
time in his work, "Ulysses", in a more ductile sense; in fact, Odysseus' journey, which in the
Homeric poem lasts twenty years, is "compressed" and reduced to the sixteen hours of Mr. 
Bloom's unique experience. Joyce strives to find narrative procedures that allow him to 
present a short interval of time and a limited space, as a small-scale reproduction of all 
human life. Furthermore, every human attitude becomes possible according to the observer's
point of view, like in a kaleidoscope: in his novels Joyce is influenced by the relativistic 
conception which, in the literary field, translates into the association of infinite identities to 
a single individual. In Ulysses, Joyce manages to represent the heterogeneity of time 
through a fragmented exposition, alternating comments on Bloom's temporal experience in 
relation to public time with the narration, just as the technique of direct interior monologue 
serves to reproduce the conception by Bergson for whom reality is a continuous flux, a 
perennial becoming. The "stream of consciousness", which entered literary use after 1890, is
used throughout the novel.

In the Italian literary panorama of the same period, subjective time also dominated "Zeno's 
Conscience", by Italo Svevo, an autobiographical confession that the protagonist, Zeno 
Cosini, wrote at the invitation of his psychoanalyst, Dr. S.. Despite the setting in the first 
person, the events do not follow a linear chronological succession, but favor a subjective 
time, in which the past mixes with the present. The structure of the story is broken into 
many distinct moments since the time of the narration is the inner one of consciousness, a 



time defined by Swabian himself as "mixed", since the events that take place in it are always
altered by the will of the narrator. The narration, therefore, proceeds continuously back and 
forth in the temporal sphere, following the memory of the protagonist who, by recalling the 
past, modifies it when he doesn't even create it from scratch. As time is subject to 
continuous mutations, so too the protagonist, in his neurotic imperfection, is open to 
transformations, is always ready to discover the originality of life, unlike "healthy" people 
who are rigid and immutable. In the face of reality, so open but also strange, points of 
reference are missing: thus the entire work, ambiguous and free, becomes interpretable in 
different ways. This change is the emblem of the cultural transition from the nineteenth to 
the twentieth century.

With regards to the conception of space, and the location of events within it, the various 
authors examined so far express different theories yet linked by a single common thread: the
awareness of the dynamism and relative complexity inherent in the spatial dimension, in 
which the human being moves, producing thoughts and actions, and the consequent critical 
position with respect to a previous static vision.

Proust transforms space from an originally homogeneous dimension into a multitude of 
qualitatively different entities, which vary with the changing dispositions and perspectives 
of human consciousness: just as there is no single absolute space, so there is no single 
reality. 

Joyce reconstructs the events from a multitude of points of view, in order to give them a 
more complete sense. Bloom imagines a multiplicity of universes in which different 
dimensions coexist: he reflects on the inconceivably large and equally inconceivably small 
dimensions of the invisible world and draws inspiration from them to make a parody of 
technical measurements, which should give the exact position of bodies in terrestrial space, 
but which do not clarify the position of the Earth in the universe and do not consider the 
plurality of spaces of consciousness, fickle and perennially mobile entities. The 
Mediterranean of Odysseus, the Dublin of Mr. Bloom, are not the essential scenarios, since 
the real action takes place in the plurality of spaces of the consciousness that roams the 
universe and perceives it differently at different times.



Stephene Mallarmé

Even the traditional vision of space as an inert void in which objects exist, which therefore 
assume a primary function with respect to space conceived as secondary, gives way to a new
vision: space is active, dynamic and full and has the power to “ participate in physical 
events" as Albert Einstein says. This conception of a positive space has repercussions, 
particularly in poetry, in the conception of the composition as a composition of words and of
the white spaces between them, consciously modeled on the page. This technique was fully 
developed by Stephene Mallarmé, who used the white overhangs between words as visual 
pauses, to establish a rhythmic movement between words and images, with an evocative and
suggestive function of what the poet left out of the poem, equally important as much as the 
elements that are expressed in it; certainly the white spaces also symbolize the gaps in 
thought in succession, the interruptions in human communication, the silences, which are 
also fundamental in music.

…… a foray into cinema

Cinema turns out to be the most suitable form of art to express the changes that have taken 
place in the imagination and perception of the twentieth-century world. In fact, it lends itself
particularly to making the new vision of time spread by Bergson's philosophy and by the 
new physical theories: montage allows a manipulation and an alteration of the space-time 
segments unknown in the other arts, as it replaces the static space of the arts the movement 
is figurative, while the conception of time opens up both to simultaneity and to subjectivity 



and relativity (for example through the flash back technique). In short, cinema proves to be 
the most suitable form of art to express a vision capable of simultaneously stimulating 
different senses (sight and hearing) and of expressing a more disintegrated perception of 
reality, made up of fragments and distinct moments assembled through montage.

Certain techniques, such as the use of flashbacks or the use of the zoom (which isolates and 
magnifies the single detail), pass to modern fiction (Joyce, Proust, Svevo) right from the 
cinema. Only thanks to cinema is it possible to truly represent the nature of time. The film is
compressed, stretched or reversed; time slots can literally be deleted from a sequence and 
the time order can be changed as desired. Some examples are provided by Griffith's "Grain 
Hoarding" in which it is possible to create the illusion of time stopping with the immobilism
of the actors, and again by Lumière's "Mechanical Charcuterie", which represents time 
"turned upside down ”, sliding the projector backwards.

The conception of time…

Painters have always had to contend with the difficulty of rendering the movement of an 
object over time. The Impressionists attempt to depict the passage of time with a succession 
of paintings of the same subject at different times of the day, seasons, climatic conditions.

Thus Monet paints Rouen Cathedral several times at different times and seasons of the year.

The Cubists, on the other hand, attempted to overcome the fixity of time by using different 
perspectives that correspond to the different positions assumed in succession by the artist 
towards the object. The overcoming of the conception of objective and homogeneous time 
at the end of the 19th century leads artists to reject the clock as the subject of their paintings,
as a symbol of atomized nature, divisible in time.

Only Cezanne (1870) represents it, but without hands, to signify the essence of time in his 
painting;

the cubist Gris (1912) makes it impossible for the observer to read the time, giving the idea 
of an ambiguous time.



Salvador Dali “Swans reflected in elephants” 1937 

Dalì in 1931, paints three clocks that melt away in "The persistence of memory". In this 
case the painter suggests a vision of time not blocked in the present, but which goes back to 
the past and reunites inner time with the original and primordial time of nature.

Dali's liquefied clocks represent the psychological aspect of time whose passing, uniquely 
scientifically calculable, takes on different connotations and speeds in human perception. 
The melting clock cannot measure the course of our time because it is relative. The rapid or 
slow passing of minutes, hours and days is determined by the "state of mind" with which we
face the situations we live. Time passes slowly, causing feelings of boredom, when reality is
evil or doesn't capture our attention, but it passes quickly if we are engaged in such pleasant 
activities that we wish they would never end.

And of the space……….

The Egyptians conceive of space as a long and narrow path along which the soul reaches the
afterlife, precisely for this conception, reliefs and paintings are aligned and lead the observer
to a defined vision.

For the Greeks, space is dominated by a sense of closeness and limit: the universe becomes 
a cosmos, an aggregate of ordered and clearly visible objects, covered by the bodily vault of
the sky.



The repercussion on classical art is precisely that of a sense of closeness and closure, 
characteristic of temples formed around a center and surrounded by colonnades and "closed"
figures, that is, with a delimited surface in space. These architectural works devoid of any 
hint of the unlimited produce a geometry of closed regular forms, the ideal forms of heaven 
and earth.

Still in the Renaissance, the perspective vision of space leads to an idea of it as 
homogeneous, unitary and rationally dominable. In the modern era the opposite occurs: the 
conception is that of an unlimited space and the best representations are those of modern art 
and music which free the soul in an infinite direction.

However Cézanne is the first to introduce a truly heterogeneous space with multiple and 
simultaneous perspectives of the same subject. In "Portrait of Gustave Geoffry", a frontal 
view of the seated subject is combined with an aerial view of the table in front of him. 
Cézanne, does not seek a reproduction of three-dimensional space, but accentuates the 
flatness of the pictorial surface by violating the traditional perspective.

The flat and two-dimensional nature of the painting must not be denied: the problem of the 
real space between the objects and the flatness of the canvas is overcome by the introduction
of the "flat depth".



Paul Cézanne “The card players” 1890-1895 

Furthermore, Cèzanne affirms the active function of space; in accordance with Einstein's 
vision of full and dynamic space, overcoming the distinction between the subject, as the 
main element of the painting, and the background, as a secondary element: everything is 
treated with equal attention and everything is the subject of the work.

Cèzanne's innovations, such as the reduction of pictorial depth, the elimination of negative 
space and the use of multiple perspective, were further developed by the Cubists, authors of
the most important revolution in the rendering of space in painting since the fifteenth 
century: they abandon the space homogeneous of linear perspective, painting objects in a 
multiplicity of spaces, from multiple perspectives, and recognize space as a constituent and 
active function. This movement wants to represent the simultaneity of different perspectives
from which it is possible to consider the object, breaking it down into elementary geometric 
shapes and dismembering it into joint views all present in the work at the same time. This is 
because the painter is interested in the new conception of space which aims at the 
simplification and volumetric harmony of the forms.



The main exponents of the movement are Picasso and Braque.

Picasso's first Cubist work, "Les Demoiselles d'Avignon" (1907), shows two women in 
frontal pose, but with their noses in profile; the figure that offers its back to the observer 
presents the head in frontal optics. Through this technique the painting "reigns even over 
time" (figure on the side) in the sense that the representation concentrates several aspects 
captured in temporal succession.

The Cubists also revisited the concept of depth, linked to three-dimensional space. For these
artists, in fact, pictorial art must "compose shapes on flat surfaces": a painting is "a flat 
surface covered with colors combined in a given order". This flattening is achieved by 
the Cubists with the use of perspectives and multiple light sources and with the destruction 
of distinct and coherent forms.

Giuseppe Monti “Caos 120d”

Generally, chaos is the disorder existing between the last known order and the future 
order yet to be realized. (Sun Tzu)


