The Ghost in the Machine

Science, Mysticism and Italian Futurist Literature

Piers Kelly

Centre for European Languages and Cultures

Monash University, Clayton

Date of submission: 20/7/01

Il teatro poliespressivo futurista sarà una centrale ultrapotente di forze astratte in gioco. Ogni spettacolo, sarà un rito meccanico dell’eterna trascendenza della materia, una rivelazione magica di mistero spirituale e scientifico. Una sintesi panoramica dell’azione, intesa come rito mistico del dinamismo spirituale. Un centro di astrazione spirituale per la nuova religione dell’avvenire. 

—Enrico Prampolini 

[trns: Futurist polyexpressive theatre will be a superpowerful centre of abstract forces in play. Each spectacle will be a mechanical rite of the eternal transcendence of matter, a magical revelation of spiritual and scientific mystery. A panoramic synthesis of action, understood as a mystical rite of spiritual dynamism. A centre of spiritual abstraction for the new religion of the future.]
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years the study of futurism has expanded into analyses of some of its more unusual and problematic aspects. Reflections on the artistic and literary contribution of women to the movement, as well as detailed investigations into futurism’s influence and influences are challenging earlier reductive readings.
 Perhaps as a direct result of the sloganeering habits of its adherents it is tempting to reduce futurism to a homogeneous organization, to pin it down to a single manifesto or political declaration. In doing just this, many critics have ignored the heterogeneous and contradictory aspects of futurism in order to magnify some of its more extremist positions. A long-standing tendency in Italian criticism has been to interpret texts according to a form of Marxist historicism so that misogynistic and fascist declarations have been focused on to the exclusion of others.
 A further problem is that the futurists themselves were deliberately vague about their influences. Marinetti’s manifestos, for example, aggressively denounce Nietzsche and Schopenhaur at the moment that the impact of their thought is most evident.
 Just as the Marinettian hero Mafarka gives birth to his son by force of his will alone, thus ensuring that he is “puro di tutti i difetti che provengono dalla vulva malefica” (Marinetti, Mafarka 303) [trns: pure of all the defects that proceed from the maleficent vulva], so too the futurists attempted to make a clean break with history, disowning their predecessors and attempting to erase the traces of their own genesis. 

Ghost in the machine

Marinetti’s desire to “far tabula rasa d’un passato troppo venerato e troppo imitato” (MF 204) [trns: make a tabula rasa of an over-worshipped and over-imitated past], meant that science was invested with all kinds of revolutionary hopes and demands. In their enthusiasm for the future possibilities of scientific innovations that would render tradition obsolete, many futurists rehearsed the intellectual issues associated with contemporary scientific discoveries long before science caught up. However, the futurist relationship with science, and particularly physics, is highly complex. Adopting a scientific and technological lexicon the futurists posited an ideal of a dehumanized and metallized subject, unhindered by human failings. Marinetti’s “uomo meccanico dalle parti cambiabili” (MF 85) stood to replace animal man, prey to both psychological and biological weaknesses. Science was the privileged vehicle of this dehumanization in its capacity as a discoverer of new laws that would liberate man, while the futurist manifestos appear to violently dispense with any metaphysical notions of spirituality.

And yet, just as Marinetti proclaims “il Regno della Macchina” [trns: the Reign of the Machine] there appear insidious undertones of mysticism, persistent allusions to ungraspable forces and intimations of the beyond. Almost in the same breath as Marinetti predicted the arrival of the “tipo non umano e meccanico” (MF 40) [trns: the non-human and mechanical type] he alludes to “il giorno in cui sarà possible all’uomo di esetriorizzare la sua volontà in modo che essa si prolunghi fuori di lui come un immense braccio invisibile” (MF 40), [trns: the day in which it will be possible for man to exteriorise his will so that it extends outside of him like an immense invisible arm] likening the process to “i fenomeni di volontà esteriorizzata che si manifestano continuamente nelle sedute spiritiche” (MF 41) [trns: the phenomena of exteriorised will that continually manifest themselves in spiritualist séances]. With existential fervour Marinetti calls for the “Distruzione del senso dell’al di là e aumentato valore dell’individuo che vuol vivre sa vie” (MF 101) [trns: Destruction of the sense of the beyond and heightened value of the individual who wants to live his life] while urging in the same manifesto that “Si deve esprimere […] l’impercettibile, l’invisibile” [trns: one must express […] the imperceptible, the invisible] (MF 106). Similarly, Boccioni declared in his manifesto “Contro il paesaggio e la vecchia estetica” that “L’uomo si evolve verso la macchina” (MF 214) while glorifying the unique gift of the futurist painter, “una forza psichica divinatrice che dà ai nostri sensi la potenza di percepire ciò che finora non fu mai percepito” (MF 216) [trns: that gives our senses the power to perceive that which has never been perceived up until now].

I will show that a strong mystical current runs through much of futurist literature, not only, but especially, in those texts that appear to be most emphatic in their premising of the “scientific”. My intention is to ascertain how the intuitive is reconciled with the robotic, and to situate the quixotic ghost in the futurist machine of modernity. Although I examine some of the historical subtext of futurist literature my principal aim is to unravel some of the philosophical issues at the core of futurism’s science/mysticism paradox. Notwithstanding the relevance of the futurist historical narrative as an important line of enquiry, an over-determination of historical context runs the risk of bringing a “scientific” approach to the subject itself and thus attempting to demonstrate a “cause and effect” of the various futurist positions. For this reason my referral to futurism’s historical background is intended as a means of contextualising the movement within a history of ideas, and not as an authoritative explanation of futurist motifs and tendencies. Certain aspects of futurist literature will not be considered in this thesis. I will not be presenting comprehensive assessment of futurism and the occult as this has already been adequately performed by Simona Cigliana. The thorny issue of futurism’s relationship with fascism and fascist mystique is undoubtedly relevant to a discussion of futurist mysticism. Nonetheless, the fascist question raises a series of associated issues that extend beyond the scope of my argument. This fertile topic has been touched upon by Walter Adamson, Matthew Affron and Mark Antiff, and offers an excellent opportunity for future research.
 I am not qualified to evaluate the aspects of science and mysticism in futurist visual art, although this would certainly make a worthwhile study.

In the interests of  reaching an understanding as to how futurist ideas inform upon other modernist concerns my reading will be comparative and, to some extent, experimental. While Luciano de Maria’s oft-cited position that “L’esame del futurismo è l’esame delle sue contraddizioni” (TIF XXLVII) [trns: the study of futurism is the study of its contradictions] is a useful premise for a critique of futurist literature, it is unproductive to merely locate and describe these contradictions. I have therefore opted to apply a variety of analytical models that comprehend futurist literature by means of broader strategies, as opposed to a single categorical structure that becomes ensnared by literal inconsistencies. The models that I invoke as comparative aids are, by and large, linguistic theories. This is because futurism’s ostensibly contradictory undercurrents can, in my opinion, be understood in terms of a problem of language and representation. As I will argue in the first three chapters, many futurists concerned themselves with the project of seeking a new and universal representational system that could express the entirety of modern experience. In Chapter One I discuss the ways in which futurists applied elements of nineteenth-century scientific discoveries as metaphors for the reification of the unknown. The scientific representation of the “imponderable” forces of light, heat, magnetism and electricity became a template onto which the futurist avantgarde overlaid its own project of representing the unrepresentable. Scientific discourse was invoked as a “universal” language and invested with the potential of representing occult phenomena in strictly physical terms.  The project of delineating the locus of logical representation is also discussed in Chapter Two in the light of Marinetti’s linguistic manifestos: “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” (1912), “Distruzione della sintassi  Immaginazione senza fili  Parole in libertà” (1913) and “Lo splendore geometrico e meccanico e la sensibilità numerica” (1914). These texts show remarkable similarities to the thought of Ludwig Wittgenstein whose Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus provides insights into the mystical elements of futurist literature. Using Wittgenstein, I will show how Marinetti’s linguistic atomism can be seen as part of a process of designating the limits of representational space in order to reveal the locus of the unrepresentable. In Chapter Three I investigate questions of subjectivity through the futurist motif of the cybernetic organism. The conflation of the biological and mechanical that is witnessed in futurist cyborg entities will be analysed through Lacan’s psychoanalytic writings on the development of subjectivity. The ideal of a common language discussed in the previous chapters is here reformulated as a “problem of coding”. Translated into a mechanical language, the cyborg becomes a work-in-progress, a site of construction for a technically improved futurist subjectivity. In Chapter Three I will approach the radical revision of science detailed in the manifesto “La scienza futurista” and other texts. The notion of science as a system of representation is here rejected, and reconstructed as a vehicle of discovery. For the futurist scientist, intuition and randomness are preferred over the stagnating effects of consistent method. This manifesto informs Benedetta’s text Viaggio di Gararà, which is not only a fictional manifestation of “scienza futurista” but a model for avantgarde writing itself. Kristeva’s “La Révolution du Langage Poetique” will be summoned as an interpretive schema for Benedetta’s text.
 Finally I will assess the notion of narrative and teleology in futurist literature.  The persistent motifs of alchemy, social evolutionism and science fiction that surface in a wide variety of futurist texts suggest that scientific discourse was exploited as a powerful metanarrative with which futurism could align itself. I aim to demonstrate, however, that these narratives are invoked for aesthetic purposes, and that the futurist appropriation of these motifs is in fact consistent with the avantgarde poetics detailed in “La scienza futurista”.

Precedents

The investigation into the mystic and esoteric aspects of futurism officially begins in 1970 with the publication of Germano Celant’s brief article “Futurismo esoterico”. In it, Celant draws attention to the complex turn-of-the-century cultural milieu in which futurism was inceived, documenting the profound interest that individuals such as Marinetti, Bragaglia, Ginna, Corra and Boccioni showed for the activities and experiments of spiritual revivalists. Celant also draws attention to the “risks” of carrying out an esoteric reading of futurism, due in part to the futurists’ habit of disguising their sources of inspiration and rendered further problematic by the confounding of “scienza e spiritualismo, scienza e parascienza, scienza e parapsicologia” (113) [trns: science and spiritualism, science and parascience, science and parapsychology] on the part of both futurists and esotericists alike. 

Celant’s challenge was not to be taken up until 1988 when Simona Cigliana published an article entitled “Occultismo futurista”, later to be expanded into a monograph, Futurismo esoterico, published in 1997. Cigliana’s research examines the literary and philosophical development of futurism’s nineteenth-century antecedents, and associates the mystical thrust of futurist literature with a new sense of idealism shared by the European intelligentsia, coupled with an intellectual backlash against positivism in the early stages of the twentieth century. Cigliana assesses the literary output of a wide range of futurist writers, from Marinetti to those who contributed to L’Italia futurista. Citing precursors such as Luigi Capuana and contemporaries such as Benedetto Croce, she demonstrates that the esoteric elements of futurism are symptoms of a wider zeitgeist in which science was considered complementary rather than antagonistic to the occult. Cigliana’s well-documented research has greatly informed my own project.. Others who have touched on this issue include Antonino Musumeci, whose brief article “Marinetti: A Mystical Experience on the Way to Futurism” discerns a religious and mythological rhetoric in Marinetti’s pre-futurist poem “À l’Automobile” published in 1905.
 Richard Taylor’s article “Canto XLIX, Futurism, and the Fourth Dimension” analyses Ezra Pound’s forty-ninth canto in the light of the popular occult theory of a transcendental dimension existing beyond ordinary perceptive capabilities. Taylor makes a cursory acknowledgement of Pound’s futurist influences but makes no connection between futurism and the Fourth Dimension itself. 

The question of futurism’s relationship with science has not been approached in a comprehensive manner. Cigliana’s Futurismo esoterico discusses the relevance of science and scientific methodology to occultisms of the period such as Theosophy. In Cigliana’s account, the vocabulary of energy, forces and power that characterised both science and esotericism promoted an integrated conception of the two discourses in the popular imagination. For the futurists too, the blurring of these discursive boundaries encouraged an idealistic and mystical conceptualisation of science. Gianni Grana’s Frane e spirali del sapere: Scienze, pseudoscienze e arte di avanguardia (1987) speaks of the “due culture” [trns: two cultures] of art and technology in the modernist period, drawing comparisons between the experimental project of the historical avantgarde and the perceived project of scientific enquiry. Grana, however, does not go into great detail regarding the futurist relationship with science beyond acknowledging the significance of science in futurist literary practice. Likewise, an article of his published in 1989, “Scienza e letteratura di avanguardia: Il futurismo”, does little more than list the references to scientific theories and discoveries in a selection of Marinetti’s manifestos. The futurist interest in Einsteinian relativity has been documented briefly by others such as Giuseppe La Monica in his article “«Il tempo e lo spazio morirono ieri»”, Clara Orban in her monograph The Culture of Fragments: Words and Images in Futurism and Surrealism, and Simona Cigliana (FE 153). In an attempt to redress the deficiency of study in this area my thesis focuses primarily on the futurist relationship with science. Nevertheless, the esoteric aspects of futurism are of indisputable relevance insofar as the “scientific” and the “mystical” are inextricably linked in futurist literature. 

Definitions
A highly discursive examination such as this necessarily requires some definition of the discourses under discussion. The denotation of “science”, “mysticism”, and “futurism” is not altogether unproblematic. Any attempt to define “science” in historical studies of the subject is complicated because the parameters of the discourse are always being redefined.  Some scholars, such as Allen G. Debus, approach this problem by associating science with a mechanical perspective and define it in opposition to the mystical. In his introduction to Chemistry, alchemy and the New Philosophy, 1550 ​–1700, Debus struggles to distinguish between scientific and non-scientific approaches, writing that “Although I realize that no single set of terms would be entirely satisfactory to everyone, I will refer to these viewpoints rather loosely as “scientific” and “pseudo-scientific” or “mechanistic” and “mystical””(2). Debus’s opposition is perhaps a useful model for historical examinations of scientific ideas, however such a binary over-simplifies the complex interaction between the discursive fields in the context of futurist literature. The futurist understanding of science, for instance, alters drastically according to context. On the one hand, science is viewed as glorious, revolutionary and modern, and on the other, as dogmatic, intransigent and passatista. Because this thesis does not presume to enter into a debate on scientific philosophy, my use of the terms “science” and “scientific” will vary according to the texts or ideas under discussion. Thus, in the manifestos analysed in the first chapter, scientific language is characterised as an immutable and untranslatable representational system permitting the depiction of invisible phenomena. This conceptualisation also informs Marinetti’s linguistic manifestos where metaphors drawn from physics are applied by way of describing the limits of logical space. Science has a slightly different meaning again in relation to the futurist cybernetic organisms analysed in Chapter Three. Here, scientific language becomes a part of a strategy of coding whereby science is interchanged with technology, and logic with mechanics.  However, in texts such as “La scienza futurista”, science is equated with a cumbersome positivist methodology and rejected outright. The “traditional” understanding of the discourse is replaced by an anarchic reformulation of scientific practice as a subversive and creative activity. Despite the wide variety of applications, there are some common elements that unite these diverse formulations. Science is always exploited for its aesthetic potential and employed as an idealised system of representation. In addition, science is invariably conceptualised in relation to the unknowable or unrepresentable. 

Dissociating the “mystical” from the “scientific” in futurist literature is a complex task, as scientific discourse is not always considered in strict opposition to occult matters. Occasionally, Marinetti’s specific use of the terms “mistico” and “misticismo” is perjorative. In the “Fondazione e Manifesto del Futurismo” (1909) for instance he declares “Finalmente, la mitologia e l’ideale mistico sono superati”(MF 4) [trns: Finally, mythology and the mystical ideal have been overcome] thereby associating the mystical with an outmoded and impractical tradition superseded by futurism.  This declaration can also be conceived as a dismissal of Romanticism that privileged mythological or transcendental motifs— a position reinforced in a tribute to the futurist poet Aldo Palazzeschi where Marinetti wrote that “L’ingegno di Palazzeschi ha per fondo una feroce ironia demolitrice che abbatte tutti i motivi sacri del romanticismo: Amore, Morte, Culto della donna ideale, Misticismo, ecc.” (TIF 64) [Palazzeschi’s genius has at its base a ferocious demolitional irony that beats down all the sacred motifs of romanticism: Love, Death, Cult of the ideal woman, Mysticism, etc]. In other texts, mysticism has religious and spiritual connotations.  In his “Discorso futurista agli Inglesi”, Marinetti praises the English for their apparent refusal to cultivate a “vita interna” [trns: internal live], writing that “nella vostra razza non c’è un vero sentimento mistico. Di questo, mi congratulo con voi!” (TIF 284) [trns: there are no truly mystical sentiments in your race].  Likewise, in Marinetti e il Futurismo, he recalls an episode from his childhood where his love for a young girl coincided with a “violenta crisi di misticismo” (TIF 579) [trns: violent crisis of mysticism]. According to Marinetti’s account, this crisis was brutally foreshortened because his Jesuit educators, “invece di favorire, stroncò lo slancio del mio misticismo” (580) [trns: instead of being favourable, cut short the onslaught of my mysticism]. It is impossible to establish whether there is any bitterness associated with this recollection, however mysticism as such is not always presented in a negative light. For instance, in the “Manifesto dell’arte sacra futurista”, Marinetti disparages traditional painters as “inelutabilmente terrestri e quindi incapaci d’innalzarsi fino ad un’astrazione mistica” (TIF 202) [trns: ineluctably terrestrial and therefore incapable of raising themselves towards a mystical abstraction], and elsewhere Marinetti is fond of reproducing the (probably apocryphal) definition of futurism attributed to the Theosophists, that “I futuristi sono i mistici dell’azione” (TIF 491, 583) [trns: the futurists are the mystics of action].

Rather than attempting to designate Marinetti’s ambiguous “misticismo”, my definition is deliberately broad. I equate the mystical with the “unrepresentable”, encompassing all those experiences that are situated beyond the boundaries of traditional scientific knowledge. While this formula incorporates the various influential occult discourses described in detail by Cigliana, it essentially corresponds to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s explanation of “Das Mystische” (discussed in Chapter Two), a term which denotes a revelational experience of the world beyond the scope of logic and representation. Wittgenstein’s understanding of the mystical also approximates an early attempt at defining futurist mysticism in an article by August Joly entitled “Il Futurismo e la filosofia” (1912): 

Tanto più che l’idea  possedette tutto un lungo periodo del pensiero umano, la tendenza opposta, ciò che si potrebbe chiamare il «senso diretto» non ebbe molto minor fortuna. Si possono considerare come appartenenti a quest’ultima tendenza i primi orgiastici e i primi mistici, gli orfici, Pitagora, molti alessandrini, i due Bacone, Pascal, la maggior parte dei mistici, cristiani o no.


Poiché coloro che detengono il senso diretto delle cose e della vita e del pensiero hanno per vero nome quello di mistici. Soltanto, questa parola è talmente sviata dal suo senso, e ognuno si trova talmente abituato a prenderla in un senso religioso, che sembra difficile capire quando si dichiari che il futurismo è una forma nuova dell’antico misticismo. (MF 268)
[trns: Inasfaras the idea inhabited a long period of human thought, the opposing tendency, that which one could call the “direct sense” was no less influential. One can consider as belonging to this latter tendency the first orgiastics and the first mystics, the Orphics, Pythagoras, many Alexandrians, the two Bacons, Pascal, and the majority of mystics, Christian or otherwise.


As such, those who maintain a direct sense of things, of life and of thought have as their true name that of mystics. Only that this word has strayed so far from its meaning, and everyone is so used to taking it in a religious sense, that it seems difficult to understand when one declares that futurism is a new form of ancient mysticism.]
Joly’s contentious claim that “il futurismo è una forma nuova dell’antico misticismo” is by no means a far-fetched assertion.  Futurism, for Joly, is categorised as mystical because it maintains an unmitigated perception of the world. In fact the trope of “il senso diretto” can be traced throughout futurist literature, and is explicitly theorised in Marinetti’s linguistic manifestos as well as in texts such as “La scienza futurista”(1916) and Benedetta’s Le forze umane (1924). Arguably, Joly’s binary of “l’idea” and  “il senso diretto” can be clarified in contemporary terminology as an opposition between representation and revelation. While representational practices describe or depict phenomena, that which eludes description can only be “revealed” by casting away the intermediary signifying system. This fundamental opposition structures my analysis of science and mysticism in futurist literature, and will be elucidated in greater detail in the first and second chapters. 

Introduction to texts

One of the great stumbling blocks in futurist literary criticism is that the incredible quantity and diversity of the literature makes it impossible to speak of futurism as a unified movement. Polemics within the movement as well as the sheer contrast of literary styles make such a homogenizing project virtually impossible. Even during the futurist period, the many differing styles of those who identified as futurists were acknowledged and defended. In an article entitled “Il significato del futurismo” (1913), Giovanni Papini wrote:

Marinetti ha dato prova di rispetto per la personalità e l’indipendenza artistica, accogliendo fra i futuristi dei poeti come Govoni e Palazzeschi, così diversi da lui per temperamento e per arte. Quando un gruppo non ha quasi altro principe che la libertà (libertà verso il nuovo, cioè verso il differente, verso l’arte che non è ripetizione) è difficile che si muti in mafia letteraria. L’unità del futurismo è data da una specie di slancio sentimentale piuttosto che da un insieme di teorie fisse. Perciò ognuno là dentro fa a modo suo e vi stanno accanto spiriti opposti. (265)

[trns: Marinetti has given proof of respect for personality and artistic independence, welcoming amongst the futurists poets such as Govoni and Palazzeschi, so different from himself in temperament and art. When a group has almost no other principle but freedom (freedom towards the new, that is to say towards the different, towards an art that is not repetition) it is difficult to develop into a literary mafia. The unity of futurism is provided by a kind of sentimental onslaught rather than by a collection of fixed theories. For this reason, each person within it does their own thing and stand side by side as opposite spirits.]
Two years later, Papini wrote another article in the same publication entitled “Futurismo e Marinettismo” where he denounced Marinetti’s particular brand of futurism as a “Culto dell’Ignoranza”, entrenched in its own narrow agenda. To this he opposed a legitimate futurism founded on originality and new ideas. Despite his falling out with Marinetti, Papini’s essential view of futurism as a heterogeneous movement remained, if anything, firmer than ever.  The exhibition Futurismo e Futurismi in Venice in 1986, set a precedent by acknowledging the pluralism inhering in futurist visual art within and beyond Italy’s borders. The inclusive term “futurismi” is equally pertinent to futurist literary practice, but for the purpose of clarity and consistency I will only refer to the movement in the singular. This is because I am not intending to present a consistent diachronic reading of the literature but hope to bring to light certain patterns and tendencies for closer scrutiny. Such an ambition has therefore informed on my choice of texts. Of unquestionable importance to any reading of futurism are the manifestos, not only Marinetti’s but also those written by Arnaldo Ginna, Bruno Corra and Umberto Boccioni. The manifestos set out to define the parameters of the futurist project, and their unique declarative style and revolutionary programme has led Luciano de Maria to refer to the period in which they were published as the “periodo eroico del futurismo (TIF XXXI). De Maria’s anthology Teoria e invenzione futurista (1990) categorises the manifestos as “Teoria” as opposed to the “Invenzione” of the novels and poems, and in a subsequent anthology, Marinetti e i futuristi (1994), he revises this distinction as “Manifesti” and “Testi creativi”. Inevitably, a large compendium of futurist literature will require some reductiveness in its system of classification, however de Maria’s categories tend to occlude the artistic dimension of the futurist manifestos and encourage criticism based on shallow comparisons between the “canonical” manifestos and other futurist texts. My use of the term “literature” in relation to futurism includes all written texts without discrimination. Nevertheless, I have opted to limit my choice of texts in other ways. While the manifestos are relevant to the entire thesis, in some chapters I will also discuss other texts that explore issues related to science and mysticism. Questions pertaining to futurist pseudo-scientific narratives, and constructions of subjectivity will be explored through Marinetti’s Mafarka il futurista (1910), Bruno Corra’s Sam Dunn è morto (1915) and Rosa Rosà’s Una donna con tre anime (1918). I will also examine Benedetta’s three novels Le forze umane (1924), Viaggio di Gararà and Astra e il sottomarino for their interesting interpretations of scientific method and avantgarde representation. Ruggiero Micheloni’s unusual “scientific” document, Dimostrazione scientifica del futurismo: Contro Darwin, contro Spencer, contro Malthus, contro Freud, contro Tolstoi, contro Nietzsche (1937) will be read in the context of futurist approaches to evolutionary theory.  There have been very few critical interpretations of the aforementioned texts that investigate further than the historical, biographical or political context in which they were written. Notable exceptions include Cinzia Sartini Blum’s The Other Modernism: Marinetti’s futurist fiction of power, and Marjorie Perloff’s The Futurist Moment: Avant-Garde, Avant Guerre, and the Language of Rupture. Sartini Blum takes Marinetti’s heavily gendered rhetoric as a point of departure for her analysis, adopting a broad feminist approach with the object of elucidating some of his persistent preoccupations. According to Sartini Blum, Marinetti’s representations of women, his violent eroticism, and gendered metaphors reveal profound anxieties associated with twentieth-century industrial society such as technology, capitalism, and war. While taking the historical context of Marinetti’s work into consideration, Sartini Blum also refers to the thought of theorists such as Alice Kaplan, Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva and Felix Guattari. As such The Other Modernism is a truly post-structural analysis, and is unprecedented in futurist scholarship. Sartini Blum has presented a critique of some of the texts that I analyse, such as Marinetti’s manifestos and Mafarka il futurista. While her gendered model is largely inapplicable to my own argument, her post-structural methodology has greatly influenced my approach. To date there has almost no critical debate on Benedetta’s novels, partly because they have only recently been republished. Franca Zoccoli’s Benedetta Cappa Marinetti: L’incantesimo della luce, and Claudia Salaris’ Le futuriste: Donne e letteratura d’avanguardia in Italia (1909–1944) include some excellent introductory overviews of her literary work. Simona Cigliana’s essay  “Il seme e la rosa” which appears as an introduction to the recent compendium of Benedetta’s writing. To the best of my knowledge there have been no theoretical interpretations of Bruno Corra’s Sam Dunn è morto nor Rosa Rosà’s Una donna con tre anime, and Micheloni’s Dimostrazione scientifica del futurismo has never been discussed before.  

I have opted to use the original Italian translations of the texts that Marinetti wrote in French, such as Mafarka le futuriste and the early manifestos, and I use Luciano de Maria’s Marinetti e i futuristi because it is the most current and accessible anthology of futurist writing.  For those manifestos and short works that are not included in this volume, I will refer to his previous anthology Teoria e invenzione futurista. Where necessary I refer to futurist writers by their chosen nom de plume. Hence Benedetta denotes Benedetta Cappa Marinetti and Rosa Rosà is Edith von Haynau. Arnaldo Ginna and Bruno Corra have signed their work in various combinations of Arnaldo and Bruno Ginanni Corraddini, and even A. B. C.  These variations have been maintained. I use the MLA style of parenthetical documentation with the additional convention of including the date after primary texts to make it easier for the reader to contextualise the work. Volumes that I make frequent reference to have been abbreviated in an initialised form (see Key to Title Initials). 

ONE
The Futurist Poetics of the Invisible

When in 1909 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti founded futurism, declaring that “La poesia deve essere concepita come un violento assalto contro le forze ignote, per ridurle a prostrarsi davanti all’uomo” (MF 6) [trns: Poetry must be conceived as a violent assault against unknown forces, to reduce them to prostrate themselves before man], he not only introduced a revolutionary purpose for poetry, but his aggressive rhetorical style was directly at odds with that of his “decadent” and Symbolist predecessors. However, while critics have focused on the implicit aggressivity of futurist texts, there has been limited discussion on the declared addressee of this violent poetics. These “forze ignote” alluded to in the first futurist manifesto were to resurface throughout the manifestos that followed, and although they assumed a number of guises, they were invariably encoded as metaphors for the unrepresentable. The desire to challenge the limits of representation and attempt to represent the unrepresentable was a feature common to all modernist movements. But what differentiated the futurists from their contemporaries was not this fundamental project, but the metaphorical strategies they employed to achieve it. Between the lines of their programme of violence, reconstruction, and industrial progress, the futurist manifestos also drew inspiration from nineteenth-century science, and specifically from those fields of enquiry that engaged in what were previously conceived of as “invisible” or “imponderable” phenomena. What will be discussed under the broad term of “the futurist poetics of the invisible”, is an attempt to extrapolate Simona Cigliana’s premise that “Marinetti traeva anche la fiducia nella possibilità di creare un’arte del futuro avviata alla rappresentazione dell’invisibile” (FE 192) [trns: Marinetti also placed faith in the possibility of creating an art of the future geared towards the representation of the invisible]. By delineating this poetics, the complex intersection of science, literature and occult mysticism in the futurist manifestos will be held to scrutiny. Through an examination of the ways in which nineteenth-century science is employed in the early futurist manifestos I have attempted to chart the development of the futurist poetics of the invisible, and the eventual abandonment of “traditional” scientific practice as an effective metaphorical strategy.

Imponderable physics
The nineteenth century was a time of great scientific break-throughs. It was during this period that electrons, electromagnetism, radio waves and X-rays were discovered. In physics, theories of the conservation of energy, quantum mechanics and the nature of atoms were developed, while in biology, the concept of germs as well as Darwin’s theory of evolution were being introduced. Theories that related to the nature of light, heat, magnetism, electricity and atoms were expounded, tested and revised, leading to inventions such as the battery, the electric motor and the wireless telegraph.  Many of these theories took some time to be formalised, as there was little consensus on correct scientific method until towards the end of the century. The representation of these phenomena was also problematic as drawings and mathematical signs often proved inadequate in conveying an accurate and quantifiable sense of the very abstract subject matter.

For instance, investigations into electricity and magnetism by Galvani, Volta, Oersted, Ampère and others led to the presumption that invisible forces must be conveyed by some medium challenging previous theories of “action at a distance”.
  The mysterious nature of electric and magnetic forces led to various theories of what became known as electrical ether, a term used to designate the invisible yet necessarily existent space in which electrical and magnetic forces acted upon one another. These forces were frequently conceived of as fluids whose movements were subject to the physical laws imposed by the structure of the ether. Although it could not be detected, the ether also provided an abstract frame of reference for the relative movement of objects. However, in the 1840s the British physicist Michael Faraday redefined the ether as a “magnetic field” and introduced the term “lines of force” as part of an attempt to establish the laws that governed the direction of magnetic forces. In this same period in Austria, Karl von Reichenbach posited the existence of an “imponderable fluid” that conveyed magnetic forces known as “odyls”. Reichenbach even claimed that there were some sensitive people who were able to perceive these forces in the form of an aura. Ether theory and associated notions persisted into the twentieth century, despite the conclusive experiments on the part of the American physicists Albert Michelson and Edward Morley in 1887 that failed to detect its existence.

One of the fundamental problems in early-nineteenth-century science was that the laws governing the movement and interaction of forces could be presumed but never satisfactorily quantified, which to some extent accounts for the wide discrepancy of opinion regarding the specific nature of imponderables. The mid-nineteenth century saw the introduction of Herman von Helmholtz’s theory of the conservation of energy which concerned the “indestructibility and transformability” of forces. Helmholtz maintained that forces could be transformed from one state to another but could never actually be annihilated. Although his theory appears straight-forward, it had dramatic implications for science and scientific method. It suggested that energy could be transformed into work and vice versa and allowed for a mathematically precise calculation of quantities of energy (Harman 41). Accordingly, all those forces whose specific nature was in dispute (such as heat, light and electricity) could be conceptualised in terms of an energy quotient.

By 1864, the British physicist and mathematician James Clerk Maxwell, devised four equations that proved that the speed of light and the speed of electromagnetic waves are equivalent. From these equations Maxwell deduced that “Light itself is an electromagnetic disturbance propagated [...] according to the laws of electromagnetism” (Ashall 20). The significance of Maxwell’s equations was not recognised for some time, yet their implications were dramatic. Although, at the time, the only forms of known radiation were visible light, ultraviolet light and infra-red rays, Maxwell’s equations implied that new frequencies of radiation could be artificially generated by oscillating electrical currents. With the aid of Maxwell’s research, Heinrich Hertz managed to produce radio waves in his laboratory in 1888, and later, the Italian scientist Guglielmo Marconi developed Hertz’s apparatus in his experiments with wireless communication. Marconi succeeded in making the first radio transmission across the English Channel in 1898, and three years later, he performed the first successful transatlantic radio transmission. Marconi’s achievement radically altered European society, simply because it increased the efficiency of communication over long distances. The effect of radio communication on journalism, the stock-market and war were drastic and irreversible. While institutions previously had to rely on telegraphy or post, political decisions could now be made on the basis of readily transmitted information and military orders could be conveyed instantaneously. 

The German scientist Wilhelm Konrad Röntgen discovered another artificially generated form of radiation that exceeded the visible spectrum of light waves in 1895. While investigating the fluorescence produced in cathode ray tubes, Röntgen discovered rays that could penetrate objects. Due to their unaccountable nature Röntgen called them X-rays, and used them to develop the first X-ray photography. Unlike Maxwell’s equations, Röntgen’s rays were rapidly absorbed into the popular imagination instigating numerous hopes and fears. While the potential benefits to surgery were instantly recognised, some believed that the rays could be applied to photograph ghosts, while others were concerned that they might be used invade privacy. The year following the dissemination of Röntgen’s discovery, Marie Curie discovered radium, a radioactive element that would contribute to progress in medicine, industry and nuclear technology. Advances in imponderable science extended into the early twentieth century when Albert Einstein had begun publishing his theories that would revolutionise the nineteenth-century scientific world view. Not only did his Special Theory of Relativity dispense altogether with the idea of the ether, but directly undermined the existing Newtonian view of the laws of motion. For some, Einstein’s relativity was conceived as a physical correlative to cultural relativism and encouraged theories of paranormal perception associated with the so-called Fourth Dimension.  Einstein was also to revise Helmholtz’s theory of the conservation of energy when he made the discovery that mass could be converted into energy. This meant that matter could no longer be perceived as a lifeless building block of physical objects because its structure contained the potential for generating almost inexhaustible power.

Although in the nineteenth century scientists were becoming increasingly specialised in their chosen fields there was a contrary tendency towards a more integrated conceptualisation of scientific enquiry. In his 1929 essay, “The Context of Nineteenth Century Science”, Everett Mendelsohn notes that “by the mid-[nineteenth] century, strong generalisations which explained  and linked broad classes of previously unconnected phenomena, were becoming the order of the day in science” (xiv). By the 1880s it was physics that would take on this role as a unifying explanatory discourse for all scientific phenomena. In The concepts and theories of modern physics published in 1881, Johan Bernhard Stallo defined physics in the following way:

The science of physics, in addition to the general laws of dynamics and their application to the interaction of solid, liquid and gaseous bodies, embraces the theory of those agents which were formerly designated as imponderables – light, heat, electricity and magnetism, etc.; and all these are now treated as forms of motion, as different manifestations of the same fundamental energy. (Harman 1)

There was a general tendency to attempt to translate what was once considered “imponderable” into pure physical terms and the potential of physics as a unifying explanatory system was viewed by some as limitless. The expansion of science to the investigation of all fields of human experience encouraged a form of scientific idealism that might more accurately be labelled pseudo-science. The significant number of eminent scientists who were members of the Society for Psychical Research (founded in the year following the publication of Stallo’s definition of physics) is testimony to the widely held belief that all esoteric and mystical phenomena could be explained by science, a view also shared by many occultists in the same period.
 In his paper “On the Psychology and Pathology of So-called Occult Phenomena, C. G. Jung records the case of a subject he names S.W., a fifteen-year-old medium who led séances during the years 1899–1900. Jung attended many of these séances and took detailed notes. Under the sub-heading “Mystic Science”, Jung writes that in March 1900,  S. W. declared that she had received a full account of science from other-worldly spirits. She explained the forces of the world through a diagram composed of seven concentric circles. One of these forces was named Persus. Jung’s notes record that in the words of his subject, “Persus is the basic force that manifests itself in the forces of motion. Its recognizable forms are Heat, Light, Electricity, Magnetism, and two unknown forces, one of which is to be found only in comets” (41). Although unusual, this episode is illustrative of general intellectual feeling at the turn-of-the-century that psychic and imponderable forces were not only physically analogous, but intimately related.

Linguistic contamination
This broadening of scientific discourse to encompass mystical as well as aesthetic elements gave rise to what Simona Cigliana has named “contaminazione linguistica”, a term she uses to designate the blurring of discursive boundaries:

La contaminazione linguistica, divenuta a cavallo tra i due secoli prassi consolidata (basti pensare ad espressioni come “campo magnetico”, “vibrazione”, “energia”, “forza”, che spesso entrarono a far parte del lessico delle avanguardie in questa accezione anfibologica), poté in certi casi far addirittura pensare che scienza e occultismo parlassero il medesimo linguaggio e perseguissero, pur se entro orizzonti diversi, gli stessi obiettivi conoscitivi. (FE  93)
[trns: The linguistic contamination, which became a consolidated practise at the turn of the century (it is enough to consider expressions such as “magnetic field”, “vibration”, “energy”, “force”, that frequently entered into the lexicon of the avantgardes in this amphibolous usage)  could in some cases lead one to believe that science and occultism spoke the same language and pursued, despite their different parameters, the same cognitive objectives.]
In the futurist movement, one of the most active celebrants of the broadening of scientific discourse was Arnaldo Ginna. His manifesto “Pittura dell’avvenire”, promoted a totalised perspective of the world through a scientific meta-narrative, and employed convoluted portmanteau terms to embrace the imminent fusion of all research into the unknown:


Oggi più che mai si allargano gli orizzonti. La scienza stessa che dovrebbe essere la più sagomata e rigida nelle sue linee intransigenti si apre in mille scoperte interessanti.


Il fenomeno fisico si fonde con quello chimico e quello chimico con quello psichico. I minerali vivono dolorano si ammalano e muoiono come le piante e gli uomini. Ogni scoperta per quanto apparentemente estranea alle altre, forma con esse la linea di congiunzione fra i punti-legge-essenziali; linea-legge-universale già sognata dagli alchimisti del medio evo e dai poeti di tutte le epoche.” (MST 187)
[trns: Today more than ever the horizons are broadening. Even science that ought to be 

most defined and rigid in its intransigent positions is opening up in a thousand interesting discoveries.


The physical phenomenon is fusing with the chemical one and the chemical with the psychical. Minerals are alive, feel pain, sicken and die like plants and men. Every discovery, however extraneous it may appear to other discoveries, forms with them the intersecting point between the essential-point-laws; universal-line-laws already dreamed of by alchemists since medieval times and by poets of all epochs.]

Here it would appear that through an animistic occult process the object (such as minerals and the physical phenomenon) is being subjectified. But at the same time, science is given the ability to objectify subjective phenomena. In this way the celebrated fusion of diverse discourses recalls the integration of imponderable science into the realm of physics. The seemingly transcendent qualities of thought and human emotion are compared to electromagnetic waves and explained by Ginna in terms of vibrations within the ether: 


Il pensiero e il sentimento umano sono vibrazioni che non sono certamente delimitate dal nostro corpo fisico, ma è evidente e sperimentale che sono una forza simile all’elettricità od all’onda hertziana che si propaga indefinitamente per l’etere.


Le forme viventi create da questa forza-vibratoria sono l’essenza dei nostri fremiti di odio, d’amore, di lussuria, di misticismo, di paura, di coraggio, di abnegazione, di sacrificio, ecc. (MST 202)
[trns: Thought and human emotion are vibrations that are certainly not delimited by our physical body, but it is evident and experimentally provable that they are a force similar to electricity or to the hertzian wave that propagates itself indefinitely through the ether. 


The living forms created by this vibratory force are the essence of our shudders of hatred, love, lust, mysticism, fear, courage, abnegation, sacrifice etc.] 
All phenomena could thus be located within a scientific world-view, but for Ginna, the psychical and the physical are always involved in a subjective/objective play. All that remained for science to do in order to complete its project was to investigate occult phenomena and integrate these researches into the domain of science:

È evidente—wrote Ginna—che questa [l’occultismo] sarà la scienza del domani. Non è ancora giunto il momento in cui le migliori energie dell’umanità siano incanalate e sospinte verso questi studi. Però non credo di sbagliarmi nel pronosticare assai vicina l’epoca in cui nuove scoperte in un campo inaspettato dai più porteranno la scienza e l’arte in un nuovo e più largo ordine di idee. I fenomeni chiamati occulti (spiritismo, medianismo, telepatia, alchimia, rabdomanzia, astrologia, magia, divinazione ecc.) sono studiati scientificamente dall’École de psychologie di Parigi che ne pubblica periodicamente i risultati. (MST 195)
[trns: It is evident that [occultism] will be the science of tomorrow. The moment has not yet arrived when the best energies of humanity will be channelled and driven towards these studies. However, I believe that I am not wrong in prognosticating the near arrival of the epoch in which new discoveries in a field, unexpected by most, will carry science and art into a new and broader system of ideas. Phenomena called occult (spiritism, mediumism, telepathy, alchemy, rhabdomancy, astrology, magic, divination etc) are studied scientifically by the École de psychologie in Paris, which periodically publishes the results.] 
The perceived duty of science to totalise all of its areas of inquiry is emphasized by  Rosa Rosà in her novella Una donna con tre anime. Gripped by a prophetic transformation, the protagonist stands on a box in the market place to lecture on future discoveries:

« Ho scoperto forze ignorate finora, mediante una semplicissima formula che indubbiamente condurrà ad altre scoperte non meno importanti, il giorno in cui l’umanità avrà imparato a servirsene.

La mia formula è semplice:

Cercare la soluzione di qualsiasi problema nella materia diametralmente opposta.

Volete, per esempio, perfezionare la tracheotomia? Andate a Parigi a studiare le combinazioni di tinte più strane nei laboratori di Drecoll, Worth e Poiret. Volete risolvere il problema sociale? Osservate una farfalla rinchiusa durante l’estate in una ghiacciaia e notate che essa si irrigidisce e cade in  letargo come se fosse realmente inverno.

Per essere brevi: Il minuto esame delle pulsazioni e delle diramazioni capillari della clorofilla nell’organismo di un albero mi ha condotto con procedimento matematico ad un’ipotesi ampiamente confermata dagli studi più scrupolosi. [...] ». (58)
[trns: I have discovered forces that have hitherto been ignored, by using a very simple formula that will doubtlessly lead to other no less important discoveries, the day in which humanity will have learnt how to make use of it. 

My formula is simple:

Seek the solution to any problem in its diametrically opposed subject matter.

Do you want, for example, to perfect tracheotomy? Go to Paris and study the strangest combinations of dye in the laboratories of Drecoll, Worth and Poiret. Do you want to resolve the social problem? Observe a butterfly shut up during summer in an icehouse and note that it stiffens up and falls into lethargy as though it were really winter.

In brief: the minute study of the pulsations and capillary branchings of chlorophyll in the organism of a tree has led me, with mathematical procedure, to a hypothesis which has been widely confirmed by the most scrupulous of studies.]
As science was appearing to totalise all fields of enquiry into a single explanatory framework, the futurists, who in the meantime were concerned with the total renovation and re-evaluation of discourses, saw in science a possible vehicle for their project. Scientific discoveries, whose industrial applications were becoming increasingly evident at the turn of the century, were glorified by the futurists who viewed them as evidence of the limitless potential of science to transform all aspects of modern society. Such a sentiment became a mantra in the early futurist manifestos. The futurist painters wrote in their manifesto of 1910 “noi vogliamo: [...] Rendere e magnificare la vita odierna, incessantemente e tumultuosamente trasformata dalla scienza vittoriosa.” (MF 23)[trns: we want to [...] represent and exalt daily life, incessantly and tumultuously transformed by victorious science”. In a manifesto of 1911 Marinetti wrote  “Bisogna introdurre nel teatro [...] le grandi scoperte della scienza, che hanno completamente trasformato la nostra sensibilità” (MF 32-3) [trns: One must introduce into theatre [...] the great discoveries of science, that have completely transformed our sensibility], echoed by Balilla Pratella’s “La musica futurista: Manifesto tecnico” in the same year in which he writes, “Portare nella musica tutti i nuovi atteggiamenti della natura, sempre diversamente domata dall’uomo per virtù delle incessanti scoperte scientifiche” (MF 59) [trns: Bring to music all the new attitudes of nature, always variously tamed by man, by virute of his incessant scientific discoveries]. In 1914 Boccioni maintained that,  “I mezzi di espressione artistica tramandatici dalla cultura sono logori e inadatti a ricevere e ridare le emozioni che ci vengono da un mondo completamente trasformato dalla Scienza” (MF 282) [trns: The means of artistic expression handed down to us by culture are worn out and inadequate for receiving and giving back the emotions that come to us from a world completely transformed by Science] which Marinetti qualified in the following year by concluding that,  “Il Futurismo [...] è [...] un’entusiastica glorificazione delle scoperte scientifiche e del meccanismo moderno” (MF 154) [trns: Futurism (...) is (...) an enthusiastic glorification of scientific discoveries and of the modern mechanism]. All these declarations indicate a tendency to consider aesthetics scientifically and to aestheticise science. In fact, in the very early stages of the movement, the futurists identify themselves as scientists at the vanguard of future discoveries. Boccioni, Carrà, Russolo, Balla and Severini wrote in the 1910 “Manifesto dei pittori futuristi”:

Compagni! Noi vi dichiariamo che il trionfante progresso delle scienze ha determinato nell’umanità mutumenti tanto profondi, da scavare un abisso fra i docili schiavi del passato e noi liberi, noi sicuri della radiosa magnificenza del futuro. (MF 21)
[trns: Comrades! We declare to you that the triumphant progress of the sciences has determined such profound changes within humanity as to carve an abyss between the docile slaves of the past and we the free ones, we the secure ones in the radiant magnificence of the future. ]

Several months later, the same group further identify their project with that of science by stating that “La scienza d’oggi, negando il suo passato, risponde ai bisogni materiali del nostro tempo; ugualmente, l’arte, negando il suo passato, deve rispondere ai bisogni intellettuali del nostro tempo” (MF 25) [trns: The science of today, by disowning its past, responds to the material needs of our time; equally, art, in disowning its past, must respond to the intellectual needs of our time]. This statement appears contradictory as it was indeed the discoveries of the preceding century that are appealed to throughout the manifestos. But while futurism as a movement claimed science as one of its chief allies, it was in their new capacity as self-appointed “scientists” that the authors of the manifestos themselves effortlessly applied the scientific discoveries of the nineteenth century to questions of a purely aesthetic nature. As Emilio Settimelli would later claim, “L’arte e la scienza sono una sola cosa nella loro vera essenza: esplorazione” (“Urgono queste scoperte”, 1). 

In 1909 Marinetti published the novel Revolverate, by Gian Pietro Lucini, Italy’s chief exponent of “free verse”. Despite Marinetti’s efforts Lucini never entirely adhered to the movement and, like Papini, he was eventually to denounce it publicly.
 Nonetheless, in his “Preface” to Revolverate, Marinetti provides an excerpt from his writing (partially cited here) as evidence that Lucini was, if not nominally, at least spiritually a futurist:


Oggi, quando le dinamo sono gonfie di energia elettrica, trasformazione della forza di una cascata, e danno luce, fondono metalli, e vi è un’entelekeya tangibile nell’atomo del radium che è la condensazione degli elettroni irradianti, oggi, al fumo delle officine e delle vaporiere, alle idealità libertarie, allo sforzo generoso delle ricchezze della mente e dei forzieri, alla grande inquietudine egoistica ed imperialista dei popoli ed alla cosciente generosità, al sacrificio divino del singolo per una conquista di scienza e di libertà: oggi, risuona consuona e dà il metro: il verso libero. (MF 208)

[trns: Today, when the dynamos are swollen with electric energy, transformation of the force of a waterfall, and give off light, fuse metals, and there is a tangible entelechy in the atom of radium which is the condensation of irradiating electrons, today, to the smoke of the workshops and steamships, to the anarchic ideals, to the generous effort of the riches of the mind and of the strong-boxes, to the great selfish and imperialist restlessness of the people, and to the conscious generosity, to the divine sacrifice of the single for a conquest of science and freedom: today, resounding, consounding and determining the poetic meter: free verse.]

For Lucini, free verse is the privileged medium for expressing the interconnectedness of science with political and artistic endeavours, while for Marinetti and others, science itself was the metalanguage of choice. What the various strategies had in common, however, was the tendency to conceptualise all the diverse aspects of the modern experience in a single discursive field. 

Representing the invisible
In order to examine why science maintained such a privileged position in the futurist imagination, it is less productive to assess the extent to which the futurist conception of science was actually a form of pseudo-scientific idealism, than it is to investigate to what end scientific elements were employed as metaphors. It is through this process of decoding that one can witness certain patterns emerging. The forms of science that consistently surface in the futurist manifestos are not randomly selected from a history of scientific discoveries. Instead, the manifestos concerned themselves almost exclusively with those elements of science that related to what were previously considered invisible or imponderable phenomena. The ability of science to represent these phenomena became a precedent for futurism’s own project of representing the unrepresentable. This provides some explanation as to why the authors of the manifestos appeared to see no contradiction between the science of imponderables and that of occult mysticism which also dealt with the invisible world. As the activities of groups such as the Society for Psychical Research suggest, broad inter-discursive frameworks for conceptualising invisible phenomena were not uncommon in the early stages of the twentieth century.  Simona Cigliana suggests that occultists were not necessarily hostile to science. On the contrary, scientific studies were frequently appealed to in order to support the existence of invisible forces:

[...] le questioni che dominarono all’epoca la letteratura occultisitica e scientifica, vertevano infatti tutte sull’esistenza di un mondo invisisibile, dal quale le cose traevano energia e sul quale i fenomeni del reale si riflettevano in forme-forza sovrasensibili. Libri come l’Iside svelata della Blavatski (cit.) e come tutta la letteratura che ne derivò, erano in realtà compendi in cui le scoperte delle scienze moderne erano chiamate a confermare i dati di un sapere antichissimo, che “dimostrava” l’esistenza di un universo invisibile [...].  (FE  243).

[...] the issues that dominated the occultist and scientific literature at the time all in fact dealt with the existence of an invisible world, from which things drew energy and upon which phenomena of the real reflected themselves in supersensible force-shapes. Books like Blavatski’s Isis Unveiled and all of the literature that derived from it, were in reality compendiums in which all of the discoveries of modern science were invoked to confirm the data of an ancient knowledge, that “demonstrated” the existence of an invisible universe [...].(FE  243)
The task of representing this invisible universe is chartered most explicitly in those futurist theoretical writings that pertain to the visual arts. In their “Prefazione” to the catalogue of the futurist exhibitions in 1912, Boccioni, Carrà, Russolo, Balla and Severini, wrote that “Bisogna rendere l’invisibile che si agita e che vive al di là degli spessori, ciò che abbiamo a destra, a sinistra e dietro di noi, e non il piccolo quadrato di vita artificialmente chiuso come fra gli scenari di un teatro” (MF 62) [trns: One must render the invisible that agitates and lives beyond the consistencies, that which we have to the right, to the left and behind us, and not the little square of life artificially enclosed as though between the set of a theatre]. Futurist painters did not only seek to represent the invisible but to integrate the invisible with the visible, to reveal the onstage together with the backstage activity. A sub-heading of Arnaldo Ginna’s esoteric manifesto “La pittura dell’avvenire” reads simply: «Un nuovo mondo più grande esiste dietro a quello che vediamo comunemente tutti i giorni»  (MST 194) [trns: a new and greater world exists behind that one that we commonly see every day]. Balla and Depero’s later manifesto “Ricostruzione futurista dell’universo” reinforces the importance of representing the invisible together with the manifest. They write, “Noi futuristi, Balla e Depero, vogliamo realizzare questa fusione totale per ricostruire l’universo rallegrandolo, cioè ricreandolo integralmente. Daremo scheletro e carne all’invisibile, all’impalpabile, all’imponderabile, all’impercettibile” (MF 172) [trns: We futurists, Balla and Depero, want to realise this total fusion by reconstructing the universe and brightening it up, that is by recreating it integrally. We will give flesh and bone to the invisible, to the impalpable, to the imponderable, to the imperceptible]. The term “imponderable” here is highly evocative of the nineteenth century scientific notion of the imponderable fluids of light, heat, magnetism and electricity, while the quest for “total fusion” of the universe through an inclusion of the invisible calls to mind the idealistic broadening of scientific discourse celebrated by futurism.

Quantification
While the discoveries of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries found equivalents in futurist art and literature, scientific method would also have its aesthetic applications. Helmholtz’s theory of the conservation of energy is alluded to in Arnaldo and Bruno Corradini’s manifesto “Arte dell’avvenire. Paradosso”: “Le leggi che reggono l’universo imperano ancora nel campo dell’arte; un dramma, un quadro, una statua non sono altro che giochi di forze tra elementi d’arte: caratteri, colori, masse.” (MF 129) [trns: The laws that govern the universe still hold in the field of art; a play, a painting, a statue are nothing other than plays of forces between elements of art: characters, colours, masses]. As Helmholtz’s theory would allow scientists such as Ohm and Fourier to develop painstaking methods of accurately quantifying the imponderable phenomena of heat, magnetism and electricity, Bruno Corradini and Emilio Settimelli subsequently discussed a system of aesthetic quantification in their manifesto “Pesi, misure e prezzi del genio artistico. Manifesto futurista” in which the ramifications of the transformability of artistic forces were borne out. Replacing the inaccuracy of traditional artistic and literary criticism the new principle of “misurazione futurista” based itself on formulas such as this one:

La combinazione di elementi (tratti dall’esperienza) più o meno dissimili è la materia prima, necessaria e sufficiente, di ogni creazione intelletuale. La quantità di energia che è riuscita a scoprire dei rapporti, a istituire delle relazioni, tra un certo numero di elementi, dev’essere stata tanto più grande quanto più gli elementi combinati erano distanti, estranei gli uni dagli altri e quanto più sono complessi e numerosi i rapporti scoperti. Cioè: la quantità di energia cerebrale necessaria a produrre un’opera è direttamente proporzionale alla resistenza che separa gli elementi prima della sua azione ed alla coesione che li unisce dopo. (MST 168-9)
[trns: The combination of more or less dissimilar elements (derived from the experiment) is the necessary and sufficient prime material of every intellectual creation. The quantity of energy that managed to discover the connections and institute relations between a certain number of elements, must be so much greater in the case where the combined elements are more distant and extraneous from one another, according to how much more complex and numerous are the discovered connections. That is to say: the quantity of cerebral energy necessary to produce a work is directly proportional to the resistance that separates the elements prior to its action and to the cohesion that unites them afterwards.]

Settimelli and Corradini’s formula also resonates with the researches of the chemist John Dalton who revalorized the concept of atoms by studying the transformation of water through the three states of liquid, gas and solid. Dalton maintained in 1808 that this property of a substance to transform itself from one state to another was due to the changing levels of atomic cohesion within the substance before and after the action of heat. Similarly, in their methods for quantifying electricity and heat, Ohm and Fourier both employed formulas involving proportional relations between an energy constant and its resistance. But Settimelli and Corradini’s formula found another metaphorical equivalent in the futurist programme itself which sought to connect and unify all aspects human experience, however disparate and incohesive, under the banner of science.

It is perhaps more than a coincidence that Boccioni uses the terms “linee di forza” and “linee-forza” to describe his depiction of movement in a painting as Michael Faraday used the same term in English, “lines of force”, to designate the movement of currents in a magnetic field. Faraday was able to situate these lines with a high degree of accuracy by placing magnets under sheets of paper and sifting iron fillings over them. Rather than using an abstract mathematical formula, Faraday was able to perceive the existence of lines of force using an empirical method. Boccioni’s paintings frequently display these “linee-forze” as ethereal lines emanating from objects in motion. But Faraday’s system of representing magnetic forces can be more favourably compared to the illustrations that accompany a novel by the futurist painter and writer Benedetta. Her aptly named text Le forze umane describes the complex relationships between individuals using metaphors drawn from biology, atomism and magnetism. To illustrate the psychological development of her protagonist, Benedetta provides “sintesi grafiche”, quasi-scientific diagrams described as “l’espressione diretta delle forze dell’universo senza nessuna preoccupazione plastica” (119). These line drawings in ink represent “forces” such as “Dolore”, “Fede”, “Ironia” and “Gioia”. Like Faraday, Bendetta prefers the “immediate” and “physical” representation of abstract forces, over clumsier formulaic translations. 

Throughout their manifestos, the futurists assume the privilege of perceiving the workings of an invisible world. As the existence of invisible forces was only demonstrable with the aid of laboratory equipment, this equipment also became part of their metaphorical lexicon.  Cigliana has discussed the significance of laboratory instruments in mediating the tension between the positivist empiricism of the late-nineteenth century and the concomitant desire to explain and denote psychical phenomena:  

Lo studio scientifico dei poteri della mente e dei fenomeni connessi aveva presentato, nel secondo Ottocento, agli occhi di uomini al tempo stesso entusiasti della scienza e delle sue “infinite” possibilità e poco inclini a rassegnarsi a un completo materialismo, un doppio interesse: era una sfida all’inconoscibile condotta sul piano degli strumenti empirici e, contemporaneamente, un modo per soddisfare malcelate esigenze di trascendenza. (FE 89)
[trns: In the late nineteenth century, the scientific study of the powers of the mind and associated phenomena presented — in the eyes of men who were enthusiasts of science and it’s “infinite” possibilities, and at the same time barely inclined to resign themselves to a complete materialism — a double interest: it was a challenge to the unknowable conducted on the level of empirical instruments and, contemporarily, a way of satisfying ill-concealed demands for transcendence.]
Cigliana also discusses the influence of theosophists such as Leadbeater on futurism in some detail. Leadbeater claimed that while the atom and the molecule were merely hypothetical for science, their vibrations and fluctuations were perceptible to students of the occult.
 Marinetti invoked the perception of atoms and other imperceptible phenomena as a metaphor for the artistic process in his manifesto “Distruzione della sintasi: Immaginazione senza fili: Parole in libertà”:

Si deve esprimere invece, l’infinitamente piccolo che ci circonda, l’impercettibile, l’invisibile, l’agitazione degli atomi, il movimento Browniano, tutte le ipotesi appassionate e tutti i dominii esplorati dell’ultra-microscopia. Mi spiego: non già come documento scientifico, ma come elemento inutitivo, io voglio introdurre nella poesia l’infinita vita molecolare che deve mescolarsi, nell’opera d’arte, cogli spettacoli e i drammi dell’infinitamente grande, poiché questa fusione cositutuisce la sintesi integrale della vita. (MF 106)
[trns: One must express instead, the infinitely small that surrounds us, the imperceptible, the invisible, the agitation of atoms, Brownian motion, all the impassioned hypotheses and all the explored domains of ultra-microscopy. Let me explain: not only as a scientific document, but as an intuitive element, I want to introduce into poetry the infinite molecular life that must mix itself with the work of art, with spectacles, with dramas of the infinitely great, since this fusion constitutes the integral synthesis of life.] 

Marinetti’s manifesto reduced words to atoms as pure signifiers operating on pure difference, allowing for infinite reconstructions without the imposition of syntax. The concept of Brownian motion theorised by Einstein refers to the jerky and unpredictable movements of particles suspended in liquid or air that can only be perceived in certain conditions under a microscope. For Marinetti, this invisible and unpredictable agitation finds its correlative in spectacles such as war represented in his dada-like novel Zang Tumb Tumb. Atoms, electrons and molecules are confused and used interchangeably in Marinetti’s manifestos, emphasising the purely metaphorical function he ascribes to them. But his confounding of Brownian particles and atoms is significant because, like Saussure, he suggests that signifiers in their irreducible form are fundamentally random.
 In the above passage Marinetti institutes a relationship of equivalence between the imperceptibly small and the infinitely large just as Planck’s Quantum Theory of 1901 regarding the tiny units of radiation would later be expanded by Einstein and applied to theories of the cosmos.
 This idea also corresponds with Ginna and Corra’s definition of a work of art in their manifesto “Arte dell’avvenire”: “Ecco definita l’opera d’arte: passioni in tali reciproci rapporti da formare un sistema —; un sistema identico a quelli che si ruotano in cielo o a quelli tra le molecole nella materia: né più né meno” (MST 106) [trns: The work of art is here defined: passions in such reciprocal relationships as to form a system –; a system identical with those that rotate in the heavens or to those amongst the molecules in matter: no more no less]. For Ginna and Corra, desire and its artistic expression operate through a system reflected in the external world but it is a system that is ultimately grounded in indeterminacy. If, for Marinetti, the world perceived through a microscopic is random, so too is the world perceived through a macroscope. As will be discussed later, this recognition of the randomness of the universe would eventually lead the futurists to reappraise the value of traditional science as a representational tool. 

Like the theosophists, the futurists did not set out to contradict science but to position science’s objective “certainties” in the subjective realm. For futurists and theosophists alike, an individual’s unique perceptive faculty alone could sometimes fulfil the “scientific” role of a laboratory instrument. Boccioni writes in his manifesto of 1914, “Noi pittori futuristi abbiamo per questa estasi e per questo delirio una forza psichica divinatrice che dà ai nostri sensi la potenza di percepire ciò che finora non fu mai percepita” (MF 216)  [trns: We futurist painters have by means of this ecstasy and by means of this delirium, a psychic divinatory force that gives our senses the power to perceive that which was never perceived until now]. Elsewhere, he compares artistic representation of “stati d’animo” to the spiritualist phenomenon of transubstantiation, claiming that, “Per noi il mistero biologico della materializzazione medianica è una certezza, una chiarezza nell’intuizione del trascendentalismo fisico e degli stati d’animo plastici”.
 [trns: For us the biological mystery of mediumsitic materialization is a certainty, a clarity in the intuition of physical transcendentalism of plastic states of mind] Ginna also ascribes primacy to the visual, calling on other painters to continue advancing the project of rendering the invisible world of the occult. In “Pittura dell’avvenire” he writes, “Mi auguro che i pittori di sensibilità più profonda della normale si sforzino di penetrare questo immenso mondo occulto, e mi auguro sinceramente che essi possano vedere ben più precisamente ed al di là di ciò che io ho potuto fare fino ad ora” (MST 202) [trns: I hope that painters of a more profound sensibility than usual will push themselves to penetrate this immense occult world, and I sincerely hope that they can see with greater clarity and beyond that which I have been able to do up until now]. A similar perceptive power (comparable to some contemporary interpretations of the “gaze”) is also mentioned in “La pittura futurista: manifesto tecnico” (1910): 

Chi può credere ancora all’opacità dei corpi, mentre la nostra acuìta e moltiplicata sensibilità ci fa intuire le oscure manifestazioni dei fenomeni medianici? Perché si deve continuare a creare senza tener conto della nostra potenza visiva che può dare risultati analoghi a quelli dei raggi X?”(MF 24)
[trns: Who can still believe in the opacity of bodies, when our acute and multiplied sensibility allows us to intuit the obscure manifestations of mediumistic phenomena? Why should one continue to create without taking into account our visual power which can give results analogous to those of X-rays?]

Röntgen’s X-rays are invoked as a scientific means for perceiving, or rather intuiting, that which is hidden from ordinary sight such as mediumistic phenomena apparent in the communication with spirits during séances. But Boccioni did not merely appropriate X-rays as a purely metaphorical device. For when Röntgen published his X-ray photographs, many believed that they would indeed be able to render “le oscure manifestazioni dei fenomeni medianici”. Otto Glasser wrote in 1933 that, “The newly discovered rays were soon associated with many mysterious hopes [...] such as the discovery of the magic stone, [...] spiritualism, soul photography, soothsaying, fortune telling, telepathy, etc.”
 Although Boccioni was reportedly hostile to photography as an artistic practise he nonetheless celebrates X-ray vision as a perceptive power in its capacity to represent the unseen world. 

Relativity and the Fourth Dimension
In a paper on cubism, Tom Gibbons noted that “For Annie Besant, C. W. Leadbeater and other occultists, science itself, in the person of Röntgen, had at last provided the long-awaited proof of the immateriality of matter and the validity of occult notions of ‘astral sight’ or ‘four-dimensional vision’ ”. The term ‘“Fourth Dimension” denoted “a supernatural, spiritual or transcendental order of existence outside our own three-dimensional, material existence: the domain of the infinite and eternal as opposed to that of our everyday, finite and circumscribed lives” (Gibbons 134). Prior to Röntgen’s discovery, mediums consistently claimed that during trances they could perceive their surroundings in a four dimensional perspective whereby all facets of an object, inside and outside, could be apprehended simultaneously. In this state, walls became transparent and metaphysical phenomena were made manifest. The discussion of these ideas was to have a significant influence on cubism, and provided an ideational context for the emergence of phenomenological theories of perception that would be developed by thinkers such as Merleau-Ponty. 

The Fourth Dimension was also to find a place in futurist literature. A manifesto by Marinetti and Tato entitled “La fotografia futurista” invested photography with the possibility of representing “la composizione di paesaggi assolutamente extraterrestri, astrali o medianici mediante spessori, elasticità, profondità torbide, limpide trasparenze, valori algebraici o geometrici senza nulla di umano né di vegetale né di geologico” (TIF 196-197) [trns: the composition of absolutely extraterrestrial, astral or mediumistic landscapes through thicknesses, elasticity, muddy depths, limpid transparencies, algebraic or geometric values without anything human, vegetable or geological]. Albert Einstein would later provide another “confirmation” of the existence of the Fourth Dimension for some futurist writers, through his theory of relativity. If the speed of light was absolute, as Einstein argued in his Special Theory, then time and space must be relative to the speed of light. This position inverted the classical Newtonian view that space and time were constants against which motion could be calculated. According to Einsteinian relativity, the dimensions of length, width and volume could only be meaningful when considered in relation to a fourth dimension designated as “time-space”. In a pamphlet entitled, Quarta dimensione: dinamismo ​– plastico, the futurist painter Enzo Benedetto grappled with the implications that Einstein’s theory had for representation 

La fisica—per quanto ciò possa avere un riferimento molto relativo con l’arte—ritiene che il mondo in cui agiamo viva in uno spazio quadridimensiale, lo spazio-tempo. In questo spazio-tempo i fenomeni della natura si inquadrano non solo entro le tre dimensioni delle quali i nostri sensi elementari si rendono conto, ma anche nella quarta dimensione «tempo», in correlazione ed interdipendenza ognuna delle altre tre. (8)
[trns: Physics—in as far as it can provide a very relative point of reference for art—maintains that the world in which we act exists in a quadridimensional space: space-time. In this space-time phenomena of nature are not only framed between the three dimensions noticed by our elementary senses, but also in the fourth dimension “time”, in correlation and interdependence of each of the other three]
Benedetto’s abstract depictions of landscapes viewed from a moving train wedded relativity with the futurist aesthetic of speed. Consistent with other popular futurist interpretations, Benedetto invoked a scientific discovery to corroborate an already existing philosophy, as well as to justify a particular aesthetic.  Other allusions to the Fourth Dimension can be found in Rosa Rosà’s novel Una donna con tre anime, and Benedetta’s Le forze umane.  But while Rosà appeals to this dimension to explain time-travel (67), Benedetta’s interpretation conflates relativity with relativism. The first-person narrator of Le forze umane  attempts to resolve her spiritual angst by situating herself in the realm of the absolute:

Le cose come realtà erano una doppia sofferenza : in sè e nella mia conoscenza. Ma al di là della realtà delle cose sentivo, emanate da loro stesse, delle zone di puri ritmi, di tensioni continue, che avevano vita senza contrasti e stridori. Stupivo. Se entravo in quelle zone non potevo più valutare con relativismi, ma in assoluto. Allora tutto mi penetrava con precisione ed io divenivo cosciente di ogni attimo ed atomo. (86)

[trns: Things like reality were a double sufferance: in themselves and in my consciousness. But beyond the reality of things I felt zones of pure rhythms of continuous tensions that had a life without contrasts nor screechings emanating from themselves. I was dumbfounded. If I entered into those zones I could no longer evaluate with relativisms, but in absolute. So everything penetrated me with precision and I became conscious of every moment and atom.]
In Einstein’s terms, the only meaningful “absolute” is the speed of light while everything else is relative. From this perspective the narrator inhabits an astral consciousness whereby she can perceive every atom (space) and moment (time) without having to declare her own position as relative. 

Futurism’s interest in the metaphorical potential of relativity can be traced to “Fondazione e Manifesto del Futurismo” of 1909. Mario Verdone, Clara Orban and Giuseppe La Monica have all recognised that Marinetti’s declaration that “Il Tempo e lo Spazio morirono ieri” [trns: Time and Space died yesterday] is not a reference to Bergson (as is commonly maintained) but to Einstein
, a claim which is reinforced by the succeeding sentence of the manifesto, “Noi viviamo già nell’assoluto, poiché abbiamo già creata l’eterna velocità onnipresente” (6) [trns: We already live in the absolute, since we have already created eternal omnipresent speed”]. It was a mere four years before the appearance of this manifesto that Einstein postulated that the speed of light is always constant and not subject to relative motion. Thus “l’eterna velocità onnipresente” was a very real notion that provided the possibility of an “absolute”, a fixed point on which futurism could lay its metaphysical foundations. Cigliana also recognises Marinetti’s debt to relativity in a passage taken from L’aeroplano del Papa (1912), where he wrote that “tutti i chilometri/ non sono lunghi ugualmente.../Alcuni sono di trecento, ed altri d’ottocento metri.../ E vi sono delle ore che si slanciano/ mentre altre s’addormentano” (FE 153) [trns : all kilometres/ are not equal in length…/ Some are three hundred, and others eight hundred metres…/ And there are hours that  hurtle forwards/ While others fall asleep]. According to Franca Zoccoli’s research, Marinetti even penned a letter to Einstein in 1916 in which he maintained that he had anticipated the theory of relativity by unhinging the barriers of time-space (84). 

The religious connotations of Einstein’s “fixed-point” were to be exploited in Marinetti’s 1916 manifesto, “La nuova religione-morale della velocità”. In an embellishment of the Special Theory, Marinetti equated speed with divinity against which all other values are relative. In Marinetti’s interpretation, “La velocità distrugge la legge di gravità, rende soggettivi, e perciò schiavi, i valori di tempo e di spazio. I chilometri non sono eguali, ma variano, per l’uomo veloce, di lunghezza e di durata.” (MF 187) [trns: Speed destroys the law of gravity, rendering subjective, and thus enslaving, the values of time and space. Kilometres are not equal, but vary, for the fast man, in length and duration]. Describing an iconography of celestial speeds Marinetti compares the motion of the star 1830 Groombridge with that of Arturo, praising their “Invisibli artiglieri matematici” [trns: Invisible mathematical artillery]. As all stars are in constant motion, the only fixed point of reference becomes the speed of light, and according to Marinetti’s “nuova religione-morale” the bodies which travel at the speed of light form a hagiarchy that determines transcendant values: “Nostri santi sono gli innumerevoli corpuscoli che penetrano nella nostra atmosfera a una velocità media di 42.000 metri al secondo. Nostre sante sono la luce e le onde elettromagnetiche  
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 metri al secondo” (MF 185) [trns: Our saints [santi] are the innumerable corpuscles that penetrate our atmosphere at an average speed of 42,000 metres per second. Our saints [sante] are light and electromagnetic waves 
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 metres per second]. The latter notation (
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) refers to the speed of light, yet Marinetti draws attention to the important fact that light waves and electromagnetic waves travel at the same speed. 

Radio waves
Significantly, this fact, discovered by Maxwell through his mathematical equations, would lead to Marconi’s invention of the wireless radio at the turn of the century, an invention which was also to be exploited by the futurists for its metaphoric potential. In an open letter published in a 1917 edition of L’Italia Futurista, Emilio Settimelli expressed the profound respect that the futurists held for Marconi, writing that “noi stiamo più volentieri con voi che con un grande poeta” (1) [trns: we would more gladly support you than a great poet]. Marconi’s influence is detectable in some of Marinetti’s early manifestos through the motif of “L’immaginazione senza fili” involving chains of analogies that connect things that are “lontane e apparentamente opposte” [trns: distant and apparently opposed] (MF 106). Here, the revolutionary potential of the radio to communicate over vast distances is likened to a metonymic stream of consciousness that permits the association of otherwise “opposed” or disparate elements. Much later, a manifesto signed by Marinetti and Pino Masnata entitled “La radia”, included a radical development of this theme. The manifesto defined “la radia” as a futurist term for the “grandi manifestazioni della radio”, and was published (appropriately) during the fascist era.  For Masnata and Marinetti, la radia was a means of totalisation by overcoming time and space. The electromagnetic radio waves of la radia are described as permeating all of space and time, and are indistinguishable from other invisible forces:

La radia sarà
[...]

3. Immensificazione dello spazio  Non più visibile né incorniciabile la scena diventa universale e cosmica

4. Captazione amplificazione e trasfigurazione di vibrazioni emesse da esseri viventi da spiriti viventi o morti drammi di stati d’animo rumoristi senza parole

5. Captazione amplificazione e trasfigurazione di vibrazioni emesse dalla materia  Come oggi ascoltiamo il canto del bosco e del mare domani saremo sedotti dalle vibrazioni di un diamante o di un fiore

6. Puro organismo di sensazioni radiofoniche

7. Un’arte senza tempo né spazio senza ieri e senza domani  La possibilità di captare stazioni trasmittenti poste in diversi fusi orari e la mancanza della luce distruggono le ore il giorno e la notte  La captazione e l’amplificazione con le valvole termojoniche della luce e delle voci del passato distruggeranno il tempo

8. Sintesi di infinite azioni simultanee
9. Arte umana universale e cosmica come voce con una vera psicologia-spiritualità dei rumori delle voci e del silenzio” (TIF 208-9)
[trns:

La radia will be
[...] 

3. Immensification of space  No longer visible nor frame-able the stage set becomes universal and cosmic

4. Radio interception amplification and transfiguration of vibrations emitted by living beings by spirits of the living or the dead wordless plays of states of mind using sound-effects

5. Radio interception amplification and transfiguration of vibrations emitted from matter. Just as today we listen to the song of the woodland and the sea tomorrow we will be seduced by the vibrations of a diamond or a flower

6. Pure organism of radiophonic sensations

7. An art with neither time nor space without yesterdays and without tomorrows  The possibility of picking up stations that transmit messages in different time zones and the lack of light destroy hours the day and night  The radio interception and amplification of light and of the voices of the past using thermionic valves will destroy time

8. Synthesis of infinite simultaneous actions

9. Universal and cosmic human art as the voice of a true psychology-spirituality of the noises of voices and of silence]
La radia is not only a means intercepting electromagnetic waves, but a vehicle for detecting all invisible vibrations. Here, for example, the practice of the spiritualist séance is conveyed in physical scientific terms, and the vibrations emitted by spirits of the living or the dead are viewed in the same light as the vibrations emitted from matter. The dynamic nature of matter had already been established through the analysis of the structure of atoms, the discovery of radium and Einstein’s theory that matter could be transformed into energy. Yet the futurist radia subsumes all vibrations into a universal interpretive schema in which time and space are no longer a means measurement but are themselves an object of measurement. If relativity destroyed the values of time and space as factors that determine reality, la radia is permitted to occupy and interpret all time and space.
 The interception of the voices of the past is yet another form of communication with the beyond no more or less improbable than other radiophonic communication.

Although futurism celebrated nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century advances in physics it did not embrace science as a discourse without some serious reservations. The sceptical empiricism of traditional positivist methodology was at odds with futurist idealism. In this sense, the apparent confounding of science with mystical popularizations of science was not an altogether random tendency. Debates published in L’Italia Futurista and elsewhere reveal the profound scorn that many futurists held for rationalist thinkers such as Benedetto Croce. In 1916, the opposition between science as an idealistic and revolutionary activity, and science as a discourse of pedantic verification, was clarified with the publication of “La scienza futurista”. This manifesto constituted a radical reappraisal of science in all its aspects, marking a distinct shift in the futurist narrative of representing the invisible. The futurist reconfiguration of science in terms of “scienza futurista” will be discussed in chapter four in relation to Benedetta’s text Viaggio di Gararà. In chapters Two and Three I will discuss two persistent scientific motifs adopted by futurist writers and view how they compare with some contemporary linguistic and psychoanalytic theories. In so doing I hope to shed light on the complex rapport between science and mysticism in the futurist corpus as a whole. 

TWO

The Atomic Signifier

Marinetti, Wittgenstein and the Mystical

Prior to the appearance of “La scienza futurista”, science was neither truly the object nor the muse of futurist literature but a privileged meta-language whose totalising perspective promised to represent that which formerly eluded positive designation. For the futurists, the discourse of science became a logical grid that would inevitably allow artists to chart all psychical experience on the same map on which scientists were tracing the imperceptible workings of the physical world. From this perspective, scientific discourse was an all-embracing metaphorical tool, a modern substitute for traditional representational practices which had proved inadequate as a mode of representing the invisible. But it was not only in Marinetti’s early manifestos that such a substitution was enacted. A salient example of this strategy can be also seen through the motif of the ether, which futurists such as Corra, Ginna and Settimelli appealed to as an underlying mechanism that structured the activity of the invisible world. This idea is, in fact, traceable to the physical sciences of the nineteenth century, when the ether was considered an a priori logical necessity for conceptualising the movement and interaction of objects and forces. It is not difficult to imagine why the ether was fundamental to nineteenth-century physics as it provided a logical springboard for the otherwise unaccountable behaviour of forces. If, for example, it had been proven that light was made up of waves, these waves must be propagated in some medium, just as water waves were carried by water, and sound waves by airborne molecules (Ashall 63). Ether theory not only persisted in the futurist imagination long after it had been discounted by science, but was embellished to incorporate the propagation of psychical phenomena. Rosa Rosà’s Giorgina describes her “viaggio attraverso L’Etere” as an astral journey that allows her to create “nuovi intervalli, combinazioni liquide, astratte, entità coloriche abbaglianti, descrivendo curve e parabole astrali che si profilano con un sibilare fulvo sul fondo dell’Infinito” (64) [new intervals, liquid and abstract combinations, dazzling colourized entities, describing curves and astral parabolas that stand out with a tawny hissing against the backdrop of the Infinite]. 

A configuration of logical space comparable to that of the ether can also be seen through the futurist interpretation of vibrations. In manifestos such as “La radia”, the vibrations inhering in matter together with those of electromagnetic waves are conflated with the “vibrations” of thought and emotion. Like the ether, vibrations and their frequencies were conceived of as a pre-existent structure that provided a logical context for intangible activity. Arnaldo and Bruno Ginna Corradini write in their essay  “Metodo” of 1910:

[...] la Natura ha delle leggi inflessibili, leggi a cui noi non possiamo trasgredire in nessun modo. [...] Non potremo noi piegare le forze naturali; potremo resistere un certo tempo, ma presto o tardi ci daremo per vinti. In Natura è sparsi una forza che è in tutto. Questa forza è in vibrazione perenne, questa vibrazione od ondulazione degli atomi che costituiscono la materia si manifesta a noi sotto diverse forme come ad esempio: luce, calore, elettricità, attrazione, ripulsione, armonia, stonatura, magnetismo, pensiero ecc. ecc. (MST 68)

[trns: [...] Nature has inflexible laws, laws that we cannot transgress in any way. [...] We ourselves cannot bend natural forces; we can resist for a certain amount of time, but sooner or later we will lose out. In Nature there is a pervading force that is in everything. This force is in perpetual vibration, this vibration or undulation of the atoms that constitute matter manifests itself to us through various forms for example: light, heat, electricity, attraction, repulsion, harmony, disharmony, magnetism, thought etc. etc.] 

That “pensiero ecc. ecc.” could be viewed as a vibration of the same fundamental nature as forces such as light and magnetism is symptomatic of the futurist desire to assess the world by means of a single and universal language strategy. Significantly, the Corradini brothers also position atoms as determining the irreducible limits of the world in the manner that Marinetti associated atoms with signifiers in his manifesto “Distruzione della sintassi”. The ether, vibrations, atomism and even scientific discourse itself function as logical super-structures that serve to delineate a privileged locus of representational possibility. In this sense the futurist manifestos take part in a quest for the perfect language, a universal semiotic system that would transcend discursive boundaries and remain unhindered by the restricting forces of history, dogma and tradition. Boris Gasparov’s article “Futurism and Phonology: Futurist Roots of Jakobson’s Approach to Language” traces some of Roman Jakobson’s linguistic research to the experimental poetry of the Russian futurists. According to Gasparov, Jakobson’s last book on phonology The Sound Shape of Language attempted to situate a “unified field of language signs” through a “universal theory of language” (124), and took much of its inspiration from the trans-sense “universalizing” poetry of Russian futurists such as Khlebnikov with whom Jakobson was familiar early in his career. Despite the many salient differences between the two futurisms, the appeal to a notion of universality in language was certainly a common concern.  
But the futurist ideal of a universal language for rendering the invisible comes face to face with a paradox, namely that the unknown and unrepresentable necessarily lie beyond the limits of logical and representational space.
 From this premise, Marinetti and others applied an alternative strategy that involved locating and charting the sphere of representational activity in order to deduce the locus of non-space and non-visibility. As cited previously, the metaphor of the proscenium stage adopted by the early futurist painters describes the structuring of this process: “Bisogna rendere l’invisibile che si agita e che vive al di là degli spessori,” proclaimed Boccioni, Carrà, Russolo, Balla, and Severini, “ciò che abbiamo a destra, a sinistra e dietro di noi, e non il piccolo quadrato di vita artificialmente chiuso come fra gli scenari d’un teatro” (MF 62). As we have seen, the deficiencies of science in its application to aesthetics were initially redressed, to some extent by incorporating the occult into the discourse of science. But even the addition of an occult perspective was not sufficient to make the scientific discourse an effective metaphorical vehicle for futurism’s aims. For scientific language can only describe; it cannot make ethical or aesthetic judgements about the world. The futurist manifestos wanted science to discover values, to deliver aesthetic certainties. In other words, to represent the unrepresentable. Shortly before the publication of “La scienza futurista”, Severini published an article entitled “Les Arts Plastiques et la Science Moderne” in the Mercure de France, in which he argued that:


Les Inventions de la Science reconduisent la sensibilité humaine au niveau de la période préhistorique; notre art, comme celui de l’homme du pléistocêne, doit être une représentation directe de la vie.


La contemplation, le mysticisme, l’allégorie héroïque et littéraire, les religions, voilà autant de vielleries dont la Science nous a débarassés.

Reconduisons l’émotion esthétique à son origine physique qui est la vie, et donnons aux phénomènes intellectuels leurs noms véritables, indiscutables.” (200-202)

[trns: The Inventions of Science channel human sensitivity to the level of the prehistoric period; our art, like that of prehistoric man, must be a direct representation of life.


Contemplation, mysticism, heroic and literary allegory, religion — these are the old-fashioned notions that Science has rid us of.


Let us channel aesthetic emotion towards its physical origin which is life, and let us give intellectual phenomena their true, indisputable names.]
Severini likens the process of scientific inquiry to the prehistoric function of naming. Like Adam of Genesis, science assigns indisputable names to objects and in doing so, provides them with an untransposable “meaning”. Having rid the world of its transcendent baggage, science could then ground the abstractions of “phénomènes intellectuels”. But it was this purely descriptive mechanism of scientific discourse that hindered its power to express the transcendental, and futurists turned their attention to determining the limits of scientific discourse so as to designate what was not representable, by inference. If art was to be a “représentation directe de la vie”, the futurists had to suppress the intermediary of language in order to show the transcendent values that lay beyond it.

An effort to situate the boundary lines of representation takes place on the level of linguistic practice in three of Marinetti’s early manifestos, the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” (1912), “Distruzione della sintassi  Immaginazione senza fili  Parole in libertà” (1913) and “Lo splendore geometrico e meccanico e la sensibilità numerica” (1914). Through these three manifestos (for convenience I collectively refer to them as the “linguistic manifestos”) Marinetti declared what was and was not permitted in the new futurist literature. The common aim of the manifestos was to demonstrate that language offered infinite representational possibilities, once it was freed from the constraints of traditional usage. By invoking a rhetoric of mathematics, geometry and atomic science, Marinetti proposed a reduced language that did away with ambiguities, and instituted an implied distinction between the abstract and substantiative. The persistent allusions to matter and atoms in these manifestos hint at a supposedly immutable reference point in language that would be immune to subjective interpretation. In other words, Marinetti was appealing to a non-subjective Symbolic Order legitimated through the adoption of scientific terminology.
 Within the futurist programme such terms and metaphors ultimately mask a phenomenological discourse in which the concerns of avantgarde writing are played out. 

The dichotomy of constructive and non-constructive space in Marinetti’s first manifestos, and the shift from representation towards revelation in “La scienza futurista” resonate with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s early work Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which he maintained that the project of philosophy was to distinguish between that which can be “said” and that which cannot be said but may only be “shown”.
 When Wittgenstein published the Tractatus in 1921, he made a radical departure from a Rationalist philosophy whose primary concern was metaphysics: debating the nature of assumed absolutes. Wittgenstein’s contempt for metaphysics arose out of a conviction that philosophy was a means of clarifying and not proving or hypothesising. For philosophy to function as a means of elucidation, language itself needed to be purified, which, in the Tractatus does not only lead to revelations about language but also that which resists representation in language. The Tractatus is a useful comparative model for analysing futurist literature, not only as a philosophical zeitgest of European modernism, but also as a theoretical framework for approaching the modernist problem of representation. Wittgenstein’s notion of the Mystical [das Mystische]  is of particular interest in assessing Marinetti’s own peculiar mysticism which has its basis in the esoteric process of writing and representation. As Gian Pietro Lucini has remarked, “[Marinetti] è uno delli (sic) ultimi asceti; che del mondo si è fatta una concezione trascendente, metafisica; che crede alla potenza taumaturga del suo verbo” (MF 277) [trns: Marinetti is one of the last ascetics, who has made himself a transcendantal, metaphysical conception of the world, who believes in the thaumaturgical power of his word]. As we will see, despite the apparent reductiveness of the linguistic manifestos, the Marinettian word is indeed invested with powerful and mystical effects.

The relevance of Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language to modernist movements has been widely discussed, but as yet there has been no consistent undertaking to read futurist literature in light of the propositions of the Tractatus. Marjorie Perloff’s article ““Grammar in Use”: Wittgenstein/ Gertrude Stein/ Marinetti” includes a fascinating reading of Gertrude Stein’s poem Marry Nettie, Alright Make It a Series and Call It Marry Nettie which she interprets as a veiled satire of the personality of Marinetti. Perloff analyses Stein’s use of language (or “language games”) from a Wittgensteinian perspective, but overlooks the concomitant and equally pertinent similarities between the Tractatus and Marinetti’s linguistic programme. Similarly in his Wittgenstein and the Modern Arts, Jorn K. Bramann uses one of Marinetti’s poems to illustrate to his reading of modernism through Wittgenstein but he does not assess the very Tractarian aspects of Marinetti’s linguistic manifestos.
 These oversights may perhaps be attributed to the fact that the linguistic manifestos still have only a limited critical audience outside Italy.

Language-space and the Mystical
Wittgenstein commented in his Preface to the Tractatus that “The whole sense of the book might be summed up in the following words: what can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence” (Wittgenstein 3). This apparently self-evident argument is developed in seven long paragraphs that comprise a sequence of propositions concerning logic and language. In the process of trying to determine the conditions under which it is possible to articulate a meaningful proposition, Wittgenstein touches on a broad spectrum of issues ranging from representation, science, ethics and the mystical to the very nature of philosophy itself. It is difficult to undertake a summary of the Tractatus as the document itself is characteristically laconic and compact. My account will be broadly thematic but will enter into particularities where necessary. Wittgenstein’s thesis in the Tractatus can be traced through three principal argumentative phases. The first part is a discussion of the world and its parameters, the second analyses the representation of the world in language, and the last category deals with what lies outside the world and defies representation.
 The initial propositions of the Tractatus introduce a series of terms that constitute the architecture of Wittgenstein’s thesis and demarcate the parameters of sense: the world, fact (Tatsache), thing, state of affairs (Sachverhalte), and logical space. The world is defined as the totality of facts, not of things. A fact is the existence of states of affairs that are defined as a combination of objects (or things). While facts are independent of one another, they must nonetheless exist in a space of possibility which Wittgenstein calls “logical space”. This space is considered a conceptual necessity, comparable to the notion of the ether discussed earlier: 

2.0121
[...] Just as we are quite unable to imagine spatial objects outside space or temporal objects outside time, so too there is no object that we can imagine excluded from the possibility of combining with others.

[...]

2.013
Each thing is, as it were, in a space of possible states of affairs. This space I can imagine empty but I cannot imagine the thing without the space.

2.0131
[...] A speck in the visual field, though it need not be red, must have some colour: it is, so to speak, surrounded by colour-space. Notes must have some pitch, objects of the sense of touch some degree of hardness, and so on.
The world exists within this space as the conglomerate of states of affairs, which are combinations of objects.  By its very definition an object must be a possible constituent of a state of affairs. Wittgenstein explains that the possibility of an object to combine itself in a state of affairs is “written into the thing itself” (2.012). The actual arrangement of objects (within this space of possibility) is what constitutes a state of affairs. Wittgenstein writes:

2.03
In a state of affairs objects fit into one another like the links of a chain.

There is no pre-existing syntax that determines the arrangement of objects. In a letter to C.K. Ogden (the first translator of the Tractatus) Wittgenstein explained this remark by saying that the objects are not connected by anything, but that it is the objects themselves that make the connection.
 A state of affairs is therefore a metonymic chain of objects that derive cohesion from their relationship to one another. 

The conditions of “possibility” and “combination” that determine a state of affairs (and thereby a fact) bear significant similarities to the researches of the linguist Roman Jakobson who studied the linguistic disorder known as aphasia. Jakobson argued that language is structured by an axis of “selection” (or metaphor) and an axis of “contiguity” (or metonymy). This concept is a central tenet of all structuralist thought, from semiotics to psychoanalysis. The similarity of Wittgenstein’s analysis to Jakobson’s structuralism is pertinent, as the conditions of a state of affairs (possibility and combination) are the same conditions that Wittgenstein premises for the representation of these states of affairs. In fact, if the arrangement of objects that constitutes a state of affairs was not subject to these contingencies, it could not be represented at all. 

2.0121
[...] If I can imagine objects combined [my emphasis] in states of affairs, I cannot imagine them excluded from the possibility [Wittgenstein’s emphasis] of such combinations. 
Without the conditions of possibility and combination, or selection and contiguity, the existence of a state of affairs is literally unimaginable. This demonstrates that the imagination, or the ability of the mind to produce pictures, is also limited by logical necessity. The second phase of the Tractatus concerns the representation of facts through a process of picturing:

2.12
 A picture is a model of reality

[...]

2.151
Pictorial form is the possibility that things are related to one another in the same way as the elements of the picture.

[...]

2.17
What a picture must have in common with reality, in order to depict it​—correctly or incorrectly—in the way it does, is its pictorial form. 

[...]

2.172
A picture cannot, however, depict its pictorial form: it displays it.
A picture need not be “realistic” in order to depict reality but it must have something in common with reality. For a picture to have sense, the arrangement of the things within it must be subject to the same conditions of logical possibility as that which it depicts. A picture says something that coincides with reality but this overlapping (or “pictorial form”) cannot itself be pictured but is made manifest.  For the first time in the Tractatus, Wittgenstein introduces the notion of showing that which cannot be said. His discussion of pictures and pictorial form suggests paradoxically that the act of representing is always necessarily involved in a process of non-representing, or showing. There is no guarantee that the picture will depict reality correctly, but unless it contains the possibility of being correct or incorrect it will not be a picture at all. Wittgenstein maintains that even an incorrect picture is a logical picture. 

The third paragraph of the Tractatus opens with the proposition:

3
A logical picture of facts is a thought.
In order to perceive reality, one must build a picture or model of the facts, which constitutes a thought. The proposition “I am taller than you and you are taller than me” cannot be represented as a picture and is therefore not a thought – it is literally unthinkable because it contravenes logical necessity. On the other hand, Boccioni’s 1911 painting “La strada entra nella casa” is a logical picture, even though it depicts a seemingly random collection of street images seen from a window. People, horses and houses under construction all become combined with one another in a bizarre mélange where there is little sense of perspective. However the painting still constitutes a logical picture of the street because none of its elements are at odds with logical necessity. It may not necessarily be a true picture, but it nonetheless fulfils the requirements of logic. A true picture, (and thereby a true thought) is one which  corresponds to the facts and does not contradict them. Any thought, whether it be true or false, can be expressed as a proposition.

4
A thought is a proposition with sense.
By the fourth paragraph, Wittgenstein’s argument enters into the domain of language. So far, he has argued that the existence of a state of affairs is a fact, that a fact can be pictured, and that a picture of facts is a thought. From here he claims that a thought can be translated into a proposition. A proposition, which is the representation of a fact in language, can be analysed into constituent parts that correspond to the elements within a fact. Wittgenstein introduces a new terminology for the constituents of a proposition: as propositions depict facts, elementary propositions represent states of affairs, and names correspond to objects. The implication of his argument is that language in the form of propositions (“The totality of propositions is language”) can picture the world. The limits of language are also the limits of the world. What, then, are the limits of language? Wittgenstein identifies these limits as contradiction and tautology. A contradiction is a proposition whose falsity is assured in any context. A tautology, on the other hand, is true in any context. The proposition “Dante is in hell and Dante is not in hell” is contradictory, as long as we agree that the meanings of the words “Dante” and “hell” are consistent. “Dante is in hell or Dante is not in hell”, is a tautology: it cannot be proven false. While both of these statements are propositions, they tell us nothing about the world. Wittgenstein says that tautologies and contradictions lack sense but that they are not nonsensical (4.4611) Even though they are not pictures of reality, “[t]hey are part of the symbolism, much as ‘0’ is part of the symbolism of arithmetic” (4.4611) . As tautologies permit “all possible situations, and [contradictions] none” (4.462) they mark the limits of language. 

If language can represent anything in the world then the limits of language must also be the limits of the world (5.6). The third phase of the Tractatus discusses that which cannot be said and therefore lies outside the world. In Wittgenstein’s argument, the human subject does not exist in the world:

5.631
There is no such thing as the subject that thinks or entertains ideas.


If I wrote a book called The World as I found it, I should have to include a report on my body, and should have to say which parts were subordinate to my will, and which were not, etc., this being a method of isolating the subject, or rather of showing that in an important sense there is no subject; for it alone could not be mentioned in that book –

5.632
The subject does not belong to the world: rather it is a limit of the world.
A proposition of language can only describe facts, and not ethics or values, as Wittgenstein would later write in his “Lecture on Ethics”: “Ethics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our words will only express facts; as a teacup will only hold a teacup of water if you pour a gallon over it” (7). This insight led Wittgenstein to the conclusion that “value” must lie outside the world. Value, in Wittgenstein’s lexicon refers to anything that transcends the world of facts: ethics, aesthetics, religion and so on. It is important to recognise that Wittgenstein does not discount the mystical but merely expels it from representative space. The mystical is defined as precisely that which is unrepresentable: 

6.522
There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.
If we are possessed of language, as the totality of meaningful propositions expressing nothing that is transcendental, then the mystical may be “shown” by inference. What cannot be said, the mystical, is demarcated through a process of saying what can be said. Wittgenstein’s contemporary, Paul Englemann, explained “When [Wittgenstein] nevertheless takes immense pains to delimit the unimportant, it is not the coastline of the island which he is bent on surveying with such meticulous accuracy, but the boundary of the ocean” (qtd. in Peterson 160). The mystical can only be represented through silence, as Wittgenstein wrote famously in the last, and sole injunctive proposition of the Tractatus: 

7
What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.

Marinetti’s linguistic manifestos and the Tractatus
The manifestation of the mystical that emerges from Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language can be compared to the peculiar mysticism that accompanies Marinetti’s programme of linguistic reductionism. Through a sequence of injunctions Marinetti also advocates a purification of language by divesting it of its aesthetic and ethical baggage. Like Wittgenstein’s propositions, these injunctions are arranged in a numerical sequence although there is no obvious conceptual progression from one to the next. The “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” begins as a first person account of an aeroplane journey taken by Marinetti over the city of Milan. Seated in the aeroplane, Marinetti realises the ridiculousness of the “vecchia sintassi ereditata da Omero” (MF 72) [trns: the old syntax inherited from Homer], and as this revelation dawns on him, the aeroplane’s propeller announces the terms of the new literature. The manifesto then commences with a series of radical dictates for futurist literature, including the abolition of syntax, the adjective, the adverb and punctuation. After language has been liberated from these constraints and cleansed of its impurities, it is possible to rearrange signifiers in interesting and unlikely configurations. Marinetti introduces the terms “catene di analogie” [trns: chains of analogies] and “reti d’immagini” [trns: image webs] as illustrations of how writing may reconstruct itself without syntax.  The manifesto calls for the destruction of the “I” in literature and insists that psychology should be replaced with “l’ossessione lirica della materia” [trns: the lyrical obsession with matter]. Marinetti then prophesies the invention of “l’immaginazione senza fili” [trns: the wireless imagination], in which words and images will be freed not only from syntax but also from lines of association. With the advent of the wireless imagination he predicts the day in which it will be possible to reach the end of the interminable signifying chain and “sopprimere tutti i primi termini delle nostre analogie per non dare altro che il seguito ininterrotto dei secondi termini” (MF 84) [trns: to suppress all of the first terms of our analogies so as to give nothing but the uninterrupted sequence of second terms]. Later Marinetti speaks of suppressing the intermediary of syntax to allow literature to be embodied in the universe (MF 84). Although Marinetti’s account of language is far more expressive and less structured than Wittgenstein’s, the manifesto nonetheless commences with the particularities of language and concludes, like the Tractatus, with intimations of the realm beyond the expressible. Published a year later “La Distruzione della sintassi” can be read as an amendment to and revision of the technical manifesto. Despite commencing with a lively discussion of the usual futurist leitmotifs of politics, patriotism, and war, the text is primarily concerned with language and literature (these terms are used interchangeably). The manifesto endorses an even more radical reduction of language, calling for the destruction of the “senso dell’al di là ”[trns: the sense of the beyond], and encouraging the use of abbreviations, summaries and a “telegraphic” style of communication. Adjectives are cautiously reintroduced onto the futurist literary agenda but in a reduced form. Redefined as “aggettivi semaforici” [trns: semaphoric adjectives], their purpose is to function as railway signals, regulating the flow of analogies. The banishment of the “I” from literature is reinforced, and substituted with the expression of invisible atomic agitations. The following year Marinetti published “Lo splendore geometrico e meccanico e la sensibilità numerica” [trns: Geometric and mechanical splendour and numeric sensibility], which is an expansion of the previous two manifestos.  In the first paragraph, Marinetti renounces all the romantic, symbolist and decadent sources of inspiration (including “il sapore della putrefazione, il pessimismo, la tisi, il suicidio, le civetterie dell’agonia, l’estetica dell’insuccesso, l’adorazione della morte” [MF 141] [trns: the taste of putrefaction, pessimism, consumption, suicide, the chivalry of agony, the aesthetic of failure, the adoration of death]) and identifies the muse of futurist poetry as “Splendore geometrico e meccanico”. Among the new linguistic imperatives of this manifesto are the abolition of any sense of proportion in narratives, the use of onomatopoeia (of which Marinetti identifies four different varieties), and the creative application of alternative typographies and spellings. “Lo splendore geometrico e meccanico e la sensibilità numerica” celebrates the geometry and mechanics of language as it is laid bare, praising “la precisione felice degl’ingranaggi e dei pensieri bene oliati” [trns: the happy precision of gears and of well-oiled thoughts] (MF 141).

As these manifestos are written in an almost stream-of-consciousness style, there is not always a clear conceptual progression from one idea to the next. For this reason my reading will not assess the texts as narratives or cohesive arguments but instead I will identify and discuss a series of motifs that coincide with Wittgenstein’s own vision of language. In so doing I hope to unravel Marinetti’s mysticism from a linguistic perspective and shed light on the paradoxical equation of science and mysticism in the futurist movement as a whole. 

Wittgenstein’s laconic summary of the thesis of the Tractatus cited earlier is in keeping with the quotation from Kürnberger that he selected as an epigraph to the document:

Motto: . . . and whatever a man knows, whatever is not mere rumbling and roaring that he has heard, can be said in three words. (1)

Kürnberger’s motto, and the ensuing argument of the Tractatus, suggests that there is an excess of nonsense and distortion expressed in speech, and that in order to arrive at the quintessence of things, it is necessary to expel from language that which can neither be represented clearly nor logically. Marinetti’s “Distruzione della sintassi” contains a surprisingly similar proposal to that of Kürnberger:

Amore della velocità, dell’abbreviazione e del riassunto. «Raccontami tutto, presto, in due parole!» (MF 103)

[trns: Love of speed, abbreviation, and summary. “Quick, tell me everything, in two words!”] 

Both the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” and “Distruzione della sintassi” advocate a reduction (or abbreviation) of language to its minimal units of expression so as to represent the world as it is, without restrictions or ambiguities. Various strategies are employed towards this end. Firstly, the technical manifesto calls for the abolition of clichés and overfamiliar usages:

Bisogna dunque abolire nella lingua tutto ciò che contiene in fatto d’immagini stereotipate, di metafore scolorite, e cioè quasi tutto. (MF 80)

[trns: One must therefore abolish all that language contains in the way of stereotypical images, of colourless metaphors, that is to say – almost everything.]

For Marinetti, almost all of language is composed of meaningless images and ethereal metaphors that are unable to express concrete facts. That which is transcendental must therefore be banished from language:

4. Distruzione del senso dell’al di là e aumentato valore dell’individuo che vuol vivre sa vie secondo la frase di Bonnot. (MF 101)

[trns: 4. Destruction of the sense of the beyond and increased value of the individual who wants to vivre sa vie in Bonnot’s words. ]

As we will see later, Marinetti does not wish to eliminate the metaphysical in order to revalorize the human subject, as it might appear in the above passage, but rather to reaffirm an existential perspective of the world (in fact, the “psychological” self as a conscious subject would later be banished from representation). The contention of this injunction is that the “beyond” has no relevance to the individual who lives for the moment. Likewise, the first proposition in the Tractatus states that “The world is all that is the case” thus limiting the world to the facts. There are therefore no values that inhere in things and transcend the world of facts, calling to mind the existentialist slogan, “Existence precedes essence”. 

Several practical recommendations towards the purification and abbreviation of language are interspersed in the two manifestos. The opening paragraph of the technical manifesto contains the following exhortation: 


3. Si deve abolire l’aggettivo, perché il sostantivo nudo conservi il suo colore essenziale. L’aggettivo avendo in sè un carattere di sfumatura, è inconcepibile con la nostra visione dinamica, poiché suppone una sosta, una meditazione. (MF 78)


[trns: 3. One must abolish the adjective, so that the naked noun conserves its essential colour. As it bears the characteristic of a nuance, the adjective is inconceivable with our dynamic vision, since it implies a pause, a meditation.]
Although he would later endorse a radically revised usage of adjectives, it is likely that in this passage Marinetti had in mind the abstract adjectives favoured by the Symbolists (such as “beautiful” and “evil”), which qualify nouns by means of ethical or aesthetic judgements. For Wittgenstein too, these kinds of adjectives belong to metaphysics and could not meaningfully qualify anything that exists within the world. Marinetti’s reference to the “naked noun” resonates with a metaphor that Wittgenstein uses to describe the way in which language interferes with thought. In proposition 4.002, he writes, “Language disguises thought. So much so, that from the outward form of the clothing it is impossible to infer the form of the thought beneath it, because the outward form of the clothing is not designed to reveal the form of the body, but for entirely different purposes”. Similarly the adjective disguises the noun by clothing it in a “nuance” (“sfumatura”), which performs a qualitative judgement upon the object. As the nuance clothes the noun, the act of removing nuance from language is a revelational process in which the essence of the object is not represented but displayed. What is revealed is the coincidence between the signifier and the signified (pictorial form), which cannot itself be represented.
However, a mere reduction of language by removing its adjectival clothing was no guarantee of clear expression. The rules that governed their arrangement needed to be abolished. As Marinetti wrote in the first injunction of the technical manifesto: 

1. Bisogna distruggere la sintassi disponendo i sostantivi a caso, come nascono. (MF 78) 
[trns: 1. One must destroy syntax by arranging nouns at random, as they are born.]
The random arrangement of nouns is preferred over the distorting effects of syntax that interfere with stream-of-consciousness expression. This is actually put into practice in Marinetti’s concrete poems or tavole parolibere in which nouns are arranged on the page in such a way as to permit random associations with each another. Jakobson’s axis of selection (or “possibility” in the Tractatus) finds a counterpart in Marinetti’s notion of the unlimited possibilities that language offers through random configurations of nouns. The axis of combination that intersects the selective axis to produce meaning is figured in the technical manifesto as a metonymic chain which Marinetti terms a catena di analogie  [trns: chain of analogies](MF 80). The interaction of these two poles of language, as reinterpreted by Marinetti in his linguistic manifestos, is appropriately described by the poet Giuseppe Lipparini as a process of representation by means of co-ordinates. In his work Resto del Carlino, Lipparini summarised Marinetti’s linguistic reductionism in the following way:

Bisognava sciogliersi da tutte le regole, liberare la parola dalla schiavitù in cui la tenevano oppressa i vincoli della sintassi, uccidere il periodo, decomporre la proposizione. Bisognava sopprimere ogni idea di subordinazione, ed esprimersi solamente per coordinate. E queste coordinate dovevano essere ridotte ai lor minimi termini, in modo da ridurle alla parola isolata e all’espressione pura. (TIF 190)
[trns: It was necessary to unfetter oneself from all the rules, liberate the word from the the bonds of syntax which held it in slavery, to kill the full stop, to decompose the proposition. It was necessary to suppress any idea of subordination, and to express oneself solely by means of co-ordinates. And these co-ordinates had to be reduced to their minimal terms, so as to reduce them to the isolated word and to pure expression.]

Lipparini’s account of expression by means of co-ordinates suggests that the “parola isolata” is in fact composite in as far as it is composed of a relation between the combinatory and associative poles. To decompose the proposition to its fundamental elements is therefore a problematic process, akin to isolating atoms from their physical context. Marinetti would compare irreducible signifiers to atoms and molecules (the distinction is confounded) in “Distruzione della sintassi” and “Lo splendore geometrico e meccanico” through his discussion of Brownian motion and his desire for a poetry that expressed atomic activity. The metaphor of the atomic signifier was to some degree adopted by Wittgenstein as well. C.K. Ogden, who provided the first English rendering of the Tractatus, translated Wittgenstein’s term Sachverhalte (“state of affairs”) as “atomic fact”. Although this is not a literal translation, it has been argued that a Sachverhalte is atomic in as far as it cannot be further divided into other states of affairs (Parkinson 13). Nonetheless it is mistaken to apprehend a Sachverhalte as a unit, because a state of affairs is comprised of a relation between things (albeit an irreducible one). As the world is the totality of facts, not things (1.1), the things themselves cannot be analysed outside of their (factual) relationship with one another in a state of affairs. When Wittgenstein applies this notion to language, he uses the term “elementary proposition” to stand for a Sachverhalte, while a “thing” (or object) is represented by a name. Because no object can be conceived outside of a state of affairs, Wittgenstein is unable to give any examples of names. While a mark on a page only has meaning in so far as it stands in a certain relation to the page, a name cannot be conceived of in isolation (compare Derrida’s “trace”). Another way of understanding this is to imagine a Cartesian graph in which a name is the precise point of intersection between the axis of selection (metaphor, possibility) and the axis of contiguity (metonymy, combination). Just as in geometry, a point on a graph is technically insubstantial, so too a name is hypothetical: it has no discernable substance and can only be presumed. Elementary propositions are composed of names, and are analogous to a line drawn between two points on a graph.  “Names are like points; propositions like arrows – they have sense”, writes Wittgenstein. If in geometry a line is an uninterrupted sequence of insubstantial points, in Wittgenstein’s lexicon a proposition (elementary or otherwise) is formed by an arrangement of non-designateable names.   

An elementary proposition (an irreducible relation of names) is therefore the purest “meaningful” signifier, which, like a state of affairs, cannot be definitively reduced or analysed. Likewise atoms were physically indivisible for the science of the day but were nevertheless known to be composed of neutrons and electrons.

Thus by its atomic associations, Marinetti’s naked noun bears similarities to Wittgenstein’s names and elementary propositions. In “Splendore geometrico”, Marinetti describes the naked noun in very Wittgensteinian terms:

2. Ho più volte dimostrato come il sostantivo, sciupato dai molteplici contatti o dal peso degli aggettivi parnassiani e decadenti, riacquisti il suo assoluto valore e la sua forza espressiva quando vien denudato e isolato. Fra i sostantivi nudi, io distinguo il sostantivo elementare e il sostantivo sintesi-moto (o nodo di sostantivi). Questa distinzione non assoluta, risulta da intuizioni quasi inafferabili. (MF 143)

[trns: 2. I have demonstrated several times how the noun, disfigured by the multiple contacts with – or by the heaviness of – decadent and Parnassian adjectives, reacquires its absolute value and its expressive force when it has been denuded and isolated. Amongst the naked nouns, I distinguish the elementary noun and the motion-synthesis noun (or intersection of nouns). This distinction which is not absolute, is a product of almost ungraspable intuitions.] 
Marinetti provides no examples of these two forms of the naked noun but by interpreting Marinetti’s omission through the Tractatus, the elementary noun can be read as an elementary proposition while the motion-synthesis noun, which appears to indicate a relation between terms, can be compared to a Wittgensteinian name. The fact that the distinction between the elementary noun and the motion-synthesis noun is “non assoluta” suggests that the naked noun is perhaps logically speaking unanalysable, containing characteristics that are both “elementary” and “relational”. If a true motion-synthesis noun is something akin to a Wittgensteinian name, then it would not be possible to represent it in isolation, but nonetheless its existence could be presumed, and possibly even distinguished by means of “intuizioni quasi inafferabili”. Further, Marinetti’s description of  the motion-synthesis noun as a “nodo di sostantivi” recalls the insubstantial point of geometrical intersection referred to earlier.  

In the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” the syntactical cohesion between nouns is reduced to a categorical series of consistent mathematical relations:

6. Abolire anche la punteggiatura. Essendo soppressi gli aggettivi, gli avverbi e le congiunzioni, la punteggiatura è naturalmente annulata, nella continuità varia di uno stile vivo che si crea da sé, senza le soste assurde delle virgole e dei punti. Per accentuare certi movimenti e indicare le loro direzioni, s’impiegheranno segni della matematica: + – 
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 : = > <, e i segni musicali. (MF 79)

[trns: 6. Abolish punctuation as well. As adjectives, adverbs and conjunctions are suppressed, punctuation is naturally cancelled, in the varied continuity of a living self-creating style, without the absurd pauses of commas and full-stops. In order to accentuate certain movements and indicate their directions, the mathematical signs: + – 
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: = > <, will be employed as well as musical signs.] 
The suppression of all those elements of language that do not signify objects (adjectives, adverbs etc), is followed by an application of mathematical signs, which has the effect of highlighting the fundamentally relational nature of signifiers in combination. However these signs have no meaning by themselves, just as the logical conjunctions of propositional calculus, which are used to indicate a relation between elementary propositions (such as (, (, (, ~ and =), are ungraspable in isolation. Wittgenstein writes that, “[...] it is important that the signs ‘p’ and ‘~p’ can say the same thing. For it shows that nothing in reality corresponds to the sign ‘~’” (4.0621).  This demonstrates that a relation cannot be pictured but is manifest in the arrangement of elements within a picture.

A proposition, as described in the Tractatus, represents the world through a two-tiered structure. On a fundamental level, elementary propositions are structured by a relation of names—a relation which can be inferred but not represented as a proposition, while on the surface, elementary propositions (eg. p, q) may then be linked by logical conjunctions to form propositions proper (eg. p ( ~q). The structural foundations of the elementary proposition, are present in Marinetti’s denuded motion-synthesis noun (nom, name), whose very term implies an internal relation.  Elements of motion (interaction between terms) and synthesis (integration of terms) engender the substantive (sostantivo) nature of the elementary noun. Like Wittgenstein, Marinetti proposes that these naked “sostantivi elementari”, which I compare to elementary propositions, be linked by standard immutable relations in the form of mathematical signs.

The strategy of expression by co-ordinates or relations (possibility/combination governing a state of affairs) permits the direct association and combination of nouns to function as an effective substitute for the adjective:

5. Ogni sostantivo deve avere il suo doppio, cioè il sostantivo deve essere seguito, senza congiunzione, dal sostantivo a cui è legato per analogia. Esempio: uomo-torpediniera, donna-golfo, folla-risacca, piazza-imbuto, porta-rubinetto. (MF 79)

[trns: 5. Every noun must have its double, that is to say, the noun must be followed, without conjunction, by the noun with which it is linked by analogy. Example: man-torpedo boat, woman-gulf, crowd-backwash, town square-funnel, door-tap.]
Every second noun in the above passage has some association with water (torpedo, gulf, backwash, funnel, tap), which is evocative of the eternal metonymic flowing of signification, or glissement in Derrida’s terminology. In this way, a relationship of equivalence (whether metonymic or metaphoric) is established between the noun and its double, replacing the discredited adjective as a means of qualification.

Logical pictures of facts
After language has been reduced to its atomic constituent elements and expressed through co-ordinates it is possible to construct all manner of logical pictures, as the destruction of syntax permits a re-arrangement of elements that would formally have appeared impossible. Bruno Corra describes such a process in futurist painting:
La pittura di domani vorrà offrirci appunto delle  ricostruzioni irreali della realtà. In altre parole: mentre sino a ieri l’oggetto reale (albero, fiore, figura ... ecc.) era considerato come il più semplice elemento costitutivo del quadro, come l’atomo inscindibile e irriducibile della materia artistica, da oggi in poi, invece, il pittore vede la possibilità e sente il bisogno di frantumarlo in parti meno individuate, più semplici, più amorfe le quali sono da lui sentite e considerate come i veri elementi primordiali con cui costruire la nuova realtà artistica. (MST 184)

[trns: In fact, the painting of tomorrow will offer us unrealistic reconstructions of reality. In other words: while until yesterday, the real object (tree, flower, figure...etc.) was considered the simplest constitutive element of the painting, like the indissoluble and irreducible atom of artistic matter, from today onwards, the painter sees possibility instead and feels the need to break up the object into less divisible parts, that are simpler and more amorphous and that are felt and considered to be the true primordial elements with which to construct a new artistic reality.]
According to Wittgenstein a reconstruction of reality is a picture (or model: “Bild”) of facts. But such a picture need not be “realistic” in order to constitute a picture. The only necessity, writes Wittgenstein, is logical necessity. Marinetti provides some examples of logical pictures that defy the imposition of traditional “syntax” in the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista”:

Nulla è più interessante, per un poeta futurista, che l’agitarsi della tastiera di un pianoforte meccanico. Il cinematografo ci offre la danza di un oggetto che si divide e si ricompone senza intervento umano. Ci offre anche lo slancio a ritroso di un nuotatore i cui piedi escono dal mare e rimbalzano violentemente sul trampolino. Ci offre infine la corsa d’un uomo a 200 chilometri all’ora. Sono altrettanti movimenti della materia, fuori dalle leggi dell’intelligenza e quindi di una essenza piu significativa. (MF 82)

[trns: Nothing is more interesting, for a futurist poet, than the agitation of the keyboard of a mechanical piano. The cinema offers us the dance of an object that divides and recomposes itself without human intervention. It also offers us the backwards dive of a swimmer whose feet come out of the ocean and bounce back violently on the diving board. Lastly, it offers us a man sprinting at 200 kilometres an hour. These are so many movements of matter that are outside the laws of intelligence and therefore of a more meaningful essence.]

Although these pictures are “fuori dalle leggi dell’intelligenza” they can all be “pictured” and thus do not contradict logical necessity. The backwards dive of a swimmer may not be physically possible, however the action does not contradict the laws of representation. As Wittgenstein comments, “Though a state of affairs that would contravene the laws of physics can be represented by us spatially, one that would contravene the laws of geometry cannot” (3.0321).These “ricostruzioni irreali della realtà” have, for Marinetti, “una essenza più significativa” as they deconstruct the artificial modes through which we construct and perceive states of affairs.  The re-arrangement of elements within a picture also has the effect of decontextualising the object thus drawing attention to the characteristics that it does not have in common with other objects—a process which the Russian formalist Viktor Schklovsky terms “defamiliarisation” or making strange. “The results of philosophy,” Wittgenstein would later explain in his Philosophical Investigations,  “are the uncovering of one or another piece of plain nonsense and of bumps that the understanding has got by running its head up against the limits of language” (119). 

A succession of logical pictures is enacted through a re-arrangement of domestic objects in Marinetti’s short play Vengono: Dramma d’oggetti
 [trns: They’re Coming: Play of objects.]. The scene is of a dining room lit by a chandelier. To stage left there is a large rectangular table and tablecloth, while a large high-backed armchair with four chairs lined up on either side of it, stand on stage right. A butler and two servants enter the scene. The butler gives the order, “Vengono. Preparate” [trns: They’re coming. Make ready] before leaving the scene. The servants re-arrange the eight chairs around the armchair in the shape of a horse-shoe then turn to the window. The butler returns panting, with the counter-command that “they” are very tired and calls for cushions and stools. The servants leave the scene and re-enter with the cushions and stools. They place the armchair in the centre of the stage and arrange four chairs on either side with the backs of the chairs turned towards the armchair. On each chair, including the armchair, they place a cushion and in front of each chair they position a stool. The butler enters again, this time with the counter command that they are hungry and tells the servants to lay the table. The servants shift the table to centre stage, arranging the chairs around it and the armchair at the head. They subsequently place a vase of flowers, bread and eight bottles of wine on the table. After a long wait, the butler runs into the room with the single command, “Briccatirakamèkamè”. The servants immediately return the table to its original position. They push the armchair up against the door on an angle and organise the eight chairs in single file diagonally across the stage, then turn out the chandelier. The scene remains faintly illuminated by the moonlight coming in from the window. A hidden reflector projects the shadows of the furniture onto the ground. As the shadows gradually lengthen towards the door, the servants, “accoccolati in un angolo, aspettano tremanti, con angoscia evidente, che le sedie escano dalla sala”(MF 507). [trns: huddled, trembling in a corner in a corner, wait with evident distress, for the chairs to exit the room]. 

Throughout Marinetti’s Vengono: Dramma d’oggetti the butler’s role is that of a messenger for “them”, who like Beckett’s Godot, are eternally expected but remain absent for the entire play.  The butler thus engages in a presence/absence game, by “presenting” himself on the scene with an injunction that cuts the silence and initiates signification. In a reversal of Wittgenstein’s model in which states of affairs are reflected in propositions, the butler’s propositions are only subsequently enacted in states of affairs by the servants who attempt to mirror his ambiguous orders through the spatial arrangement of objects. The effect of these arrangements and re-arrangements is to draw attention to the object itself by exhausting the logical possibilities inscribed in it. In an annotation to the script, Marinetti commented that “Le otto sedie e la grande poltrona, nei diversi mutamenti delle loro posizioni succesivamente preparate per ricevere gli attesi, acquistano a poco a poco una strana vita fantastica” [trns: Little by little, the eight chairs and the large armchair through the various alterations of their positions that are successively prepared to receive the awaited guests, acquire a strange fantastical life]. In similar terms, Wittgenstein discusses the nature of the sign in a proposition:

3.1431
The essence of a propositional sign is very clearly seen if we imagine one composed of spatial objects (such as tables, chairs, and books) instead of written signs.


Then the spatial arrangement of these things will express the sense of the proposition.
The “essence” or “strana vita” of a propositional sign is thereby only extracted through its possible relations with other signs. After the servants have explored the “possible” or logical combinations of objects, the butler can only return with a nonsense proposition: “Briccatirakamèkamè” resulting in a peculiar state of affairs in which the objects appear to be preparing to leave the room. As we have seen, in Wittgenstein’s analysis, the limits of representation are commensurate with the limits of logic and the world, thus the objects prepare to leave the room as the “meaning” of the nonsense proposition can only be found off-stage, outside of the world. The “they” to whom the butler refers, never arrive, just as a conclusive proposition is eternally promised but never eventuates. Jacques Derrida’s argument that the eternal deferral of meaning is an underlying principal of signification is figured in the narrative of Marinetti’s play. But despite the fact that signification is forever sliding, meaning is nonetheless promised. Likewise, meaning for Derrida is ce qui arrive, both that which occurs and that which is arriving. 

Transgressing the limit: madness and the mystical
Through the construction and reconstruction of logical pictures of facts the text arrives at a nonsense proposition signifying a limit of representation. The actual transgression of these representational limits is a privileged motif of futurist literature, and indeed of the avantgarde itself. It will be remembered that the word “avantgarde” was originally a military term denoting the vanguard—the first line of attack encroaching on illicit space to conquer foreign territory. For transgression to take place, however, it is first necessary to establish the sphere of logical (or meaningful) space. Such a space is conceived by Wittgenstein as a grid-like structure, a system of scaffolding (Rustung) that describes all the possibilities and limitations of the world.  Marinetti used various metaphorical means to describe this sphere, such as the ether, vibrations and matter. But he also made explicit reference to a scaffolding structure in his manifesto, “Nascita di un’estetica futurista” (1915):


Ad una casa ben costruita, noi preferiamo l’armatura di una casa in costruzione coi suoi ponticelli color di pericolo—imbarcaderi di aeroplani,—colle sue innumerevoli braccia che graffiano e pettinano stelle e comete, coi casseri aerei da cui l’occhio abbraccia un orizzonte più vasto. L’armatura, col ritmo delle carrucole, dei martelli e dei cuori, e di tanto in tanto,—sia pure—il grido straziante e il tonfo pesante di un muratore che cade, grossa goccia di sangue sul selciato! (TIF 316)


[trns: To a finished house we prefer the framework of a house in construction whose girders are the colour of danger—landing platforms for aeroplanes—with its countless arms that claw and comb out stars and comets, its aerial quarterdecks from which the eye embraces a vaster horizon. The framework with its rhythms of blocks and pulleys, of hammers and hearts, and from time to time—yes, let it happen—the rending scream and the heavy thud of a fallen construction worker, great drop of blood on the pavement!]
The house under construction is preferred over the finished building because it conveys the possibility of countless transformations. From the perspective of this grid, the eye embraces “un orrizonte più vasto” and the framework itself is alive with the activity of representing with its “ritmo delle carrucole, dei martelli e dei cuori”.  Yet the description of the logical grid is merely a predicate to the description of its transgression when a worker oversteps the structure and falls, screaming, beyond the limit. There are several other analogous instances of transgression in the futurist manifestos. In fact, if the narrative embedded in the “Fondazione e Manifesto del Futurismo” constitutes the foundational mythopoeia of futurism, it could be said that the entire futurist movement is grounded in transgression. The scene established as a prelude to this narrative is one in which its protagonists appear to have exhausted all representational possibilities, as the second sentence in the opening paragraph reads:

Avevamo lungamente calpestato su opulenti tappeti orientali la nostra atavica accidia, discutendo davanti ai confini estremi della logica ed annerendo molta carta di frenetiche scritture. (MF 3)
[trns: At length we had trampled our atavistic bitterness into rich oriental rugs, arguing up to the extreme confines of logic and blackening many reams of paper with frenetic scribblings.]
After having reached the extreme limits of logic the company of futurists feel themselves to be “soli coi neri fantasmi che frugano nelle pance arroventate delle locomotive lanciate a pazza corsa, soli cogli ubriachi annaspanti, con un incerto batter d’ali, lungo i muri della città” [trns: alone with the black ghosts that rummage around the red-hot bellies of locomotives launched on their crazy course, alone with the drunks, groping blindly with an uncertain beating of wings, along the walls of the city]. Thus they identify with those elements that are situated outside of “constructive” space, such as the ghosts in locomotives, and drunks outside the city walls.  Further, an opposition is established between movement (“pazza corsa”, “ali”) and stasis (“i muri della città”), pre-empting the futurist binaries of speed/slowness, dynamism/lethargy and fundamentally futurista/passatista. Their metaphysical journey becomes physical as they leave the actual confines of the room, and later those of the city, to embark on an adventure in their motorcars. The movement towards the extremes of logic and those of representation (limited by “scritture frenetiche”) is therefore reflected spatially in the outside world. But another limit imposes itself on the trajectory of Marinetti’s vehicle:

Avevo appena pronuziate queste parole, quando girai bruscamente su me stesso, con la stessa ebrietà folle dei cani che voglion mordersi la coda, ed ecco ad un tratto venirmi incontro due ciclisti, che mi diedero torto, titubando davanti a me come due ragionamenti, entrambi persuasivi e nondimeno contradittorii. Il loro stupido dilemma discuteva sul mio terreno... Che noia! Auff!... Tagliai corto, e, pel disgusto, mi scaraventai colle ruote all’aria in un fossato...  (MF 5)

[trns: Barely had I uttered these words, when I turned abruptly upon my self, with the same mad ecstasy [ebrietà] of dogs that want to bite their own tales,  and there, all of a sudden travelling in the opposite direction were two cyclists who proved me wrong, wavering before me like two lines of reasoning, both of them persuasive but nonetheless contradictory. Their stupid dilemma quarrelled over my ground... How tiresome! Irritating!
I stopped short, and, to my horror, wheels in air I flung myself into a ditch...]

The description of the two cyclists as “due ragionamenti, entrambi persuasivi e nondimeno contradittorii” is strikingly reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s demarcation of the limits of language. The peculiar structures of tautology (always true) and contradiction (always false) are a “stupid dilemma” embodied in the image of a dog trying to bite its own tale. Similarly, the protagonist of Bruno Corra’s eponymous novel Sam Dunn è morto, engages in an unusual circular dialogue with Gilberto Rod, which plays at the boundaries of the contradiction/tautology dyad.  Sam Dunn affirms his position outside of logic through a propositional game in which the “yes or no” dimension of a proposition (its “truth value”) is applied self-reflexively: 

«Ma insomma, tu sei fuori della logica!», rispose: «Sí». «E allora non puoi arrivare ad un risultato pratico in questa realtà. Lo ammetti?» «No». «Ma così sragioni di nuovo!» «Sí». (SD 15)

[trns: “But indeed, you are outside of logic!”, “Yes,” he responded. “And therefore you cannot attain a practical outcome in this reality. Do you admit it?” “No”. “But thus you are being unreasonable again!” “Yes”.] 
The dialogue is provided by the narrator as an illustration of Sam Dunn’s peculiar personality and is followed by a series of diary entries from an Argentinean painter who befriends Dunn but who is nonetheless led to the succinct conclusion that “Hanno ragione gli altri: è pazzo!” [trns: The others are right: he’s mad!]. That which is “fuori della logica” as opposed to “in questa realtà”, is designated as madness or impossibility and is excluded from logical space. In their manifesto “Pesi, misure e prezzi del genio artistico”, Bruno Corradini and Emilio Settimelli describe logical space and its limits, in mechanical terms:

Non c’è nessuna diversità essenziale tra un cervello umano e una macchina. Maggiore complicazione di meccanismi, nient’altro. Esempio: una macchina da scrivere è un organismo primitivo governato da una logica impostagli dalla sua costruzione. Suoi ragionamenti: se si preme un tasto bisognerà scrivere il segno inferiore; se si preme il maiuscolo e un altro tasto è evidente che si deve scrivere il segno superiore; quando vien premuto lo spazio, avanzare; quando è premuto il retrogrado, rifarsi indietro. Per lei sentir premere un’e e scrivere un x, non è vero. La rottura di qualche tasto è un attacco di pazzia furiosa. (MST 167)

[trns: There is no essential difference between a human brain and a machine. Nothing more than a greater complication of mechanisms. Example: a typewriter is a primitive organism governed by a logic that is imposed upon it by its construction. Its modes of reasoning: if one were to press a key it would have to write a lower case sign; if one were to press the caps. and another key it is evident that it must write the uppercase sign; when the space is pressed, to go forward, when the backspace is pressed, to go back again. For the typewriter to write an x when an e has been pressed is not true. The rupture of some key is an attack of furious madness.]
If the terms e and x are agreed upon according to the internal structure of the typewriter, a contradiction in the form of e = x is not true in all possible states of affairs and can only be accounted for as a mechanical rupture or an attack of insanity. The experience of madness is arguably the narrative telos of the second futurist manifesto, “Uccidiamo il Chiaro di Luna!”. Here once more, the protagonists of the manifesto exit the confines of the city (the locus of constructive space), this time to storm the madhouse and release “quei Puri, lavati già da ogni sozzura di logica” [trns: those Pure Ones, already cleansed of any filth of logic]. (MF 13). The allusion to religious iconography is telling, because, like madness, the divine is categorically positioned beyond the ambit of worldly activity. The sacred “purity” of the mad, untouched by the interference of logic, is counter posed with the opposite extreme in the previous manifesto. The realm of filth and abjection is encountered when Marinetti swerves to avoid the tautological-contradictory cyclists. After his vehicle rolls over into a muddy ditch, Marinetti involuntarily imbibes its “melma fortificante” [trns: fortifying slime] and is reminded of “la santa mammella nera della [sua] nutrice sudanese” [trns: the blessèd black breast of (his) Sudanese wet nurse], which gives rise to a jouissance described as “ferro arroventato della gioia” [trns: red hot iron of joy]. Through his expulsion into the ditch, which is composed of excluded elements such as factory waste, Marinetti thus traverses another kind of limit and finds himself in a state of pre-linguistic unity with his Other.

That which lies beyond the limits of logical and representational space is manifested variously as nonsense (“Briccatirakamèkamè”), madness (e = x), or unity with the Other (“la santa mammella nera”). These states are primary loci in futurist literary practice as entry into such “outside” spaces provides a privileged perspective on the world. As I will argue in Chapter Four, what I have referred to as the “limits of representation” are not actually apprehended as restrictions to artistic activity. On the contrary, these limits offer transgressive opportunities, suggesting the possibility of avantgarde explorations into the realm of the unspeakable. Likewise, for Wittgenstein, the “mystical” experience is an intuitive apprehension of the world from outside of its logical, constructive or representational parameters:

6.45
To view the world sub specie aeterni is to view it as a whole — a limited whole.


Feeling the world as a limited whole—it is this that is mystical.
Viewing the world sub specie aeterni (from the perspective of eternity) requires a certain non-linear intuition through which the world is perceived as a limited unity. It will be recalled that the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura” commences with Marinetti seated “above” the world in an aeroplane, a position from which he feels (“io sentii”) the ridiculousness of the old syntax and receives inspiration for his new linguistic programme. Later in the same text, Marinetti explains:

Guardando gli oggetti da un nuovo punto di vista, non più di faccia o per di dietro, ma a picco, cioè di scorcio, io ho potuto spezzare le vecchie pastoie logiche e i fili a piombo della comprensione antica. (MF 83)

[trns: Looking at objects from a new point of view, no longer face-on or from behind, but sheerly, that is to say foreshortened, I was able to smash the old logical fetters and plumb lines of ancient understanding.] 
From this “outside” perspective, logic has no relevance (note that Marinetti conflates logic with syntax, recalling the identical structures of logical and representational space in the Tractatus).  Marinetti’s futurist linguistics is a means of defining the parameters of logical space, or in Wittgenstein’s words, of “draw[ing] a limit to thought” so as to reveal the unthinkable. Nonsensical utterances are a symptom of the failure of language to express the transcendental. But the failure of language is the desired objective of Marinetti’s linguistics as it signals the boundary line of representational space. Through analysis, language inevitably reveals its own superfluity and must eventually be discarded in order to allow the “mystical” to be revealed. In the penultimate proposition of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein writes:

6.54
My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has used them—as steps— to climb up beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has climbed up it.)


He must transcend these propositions, and then he will see the world aright.

Employing a similar rhetoric of casting aside the structures of representation, in order to achieve an extra-linguistic perspective, Marinetti writes in the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista”: 

Giungeremo un giorno ad un’arte ancor più essenziale, quando oseremo sopprimere tutti i primi termini delle nostre analogie per non dare altro che il seguito ininterrotto dei secondi termini. (MF 84)

[trns: One day we will reach an even more essential art, when we dare to suppress all the first terms of our analogies so as to give nothing but the uninterrupted sequence of second terms].

Marinetti prophesies that signifiers or “tutti i primi termini delle nostre analogie” will one day be suppressed in order to provide an unmediated access to the signifieds. The mediation of signifiers involves a translation or interpretation of the signifier that distorts its true meaning. Later in the same manifesto, Marinetti remarks:

La sintassi era una specie d’interprete o di cicerone monotono. Bisogna sopprimere questo intermediario, perché la letteratura entri direttamente nell’universo e faccia corpo con esso. (MF 84)

[trns: Syntax was a kind of interpreter or monotonous tour guide. It is necessary to suppress this intermediary, so that literature enters directly into the universe and becomes embodied in it].
Syntax, the logical structure of language, is an unnecessary and monotonous guide. Marinetti urges a suppression of this translator so that the transcendental (in the form of “the universe”) becomes one and the same as its representation, that is to say, it reveals itself without recourse to the intermediary of a signifying system.

The end of the subject in language
Wittgenstein’s linguistic analysis in the Tractatus led him to the startling conclusion that “there is no such thing as the soul – the subject etc – as it is conceived in the superficial psychology of the present day” (5.5421). By means of the same deductive process through which he demarcated the “mystical”, Wittgenstein was able to assert that the subject must necessarily lie outside the scope of representation and sense as it cannot not be meaningfully articulated in language. “If I wrote a book called The World as I found it” he explains, “I should have to include a report on my body, and should have to say which parts were subordinate to my will, and which were not, etc., this being a method of isolating the subject, or rather of showing that in an important sense there is no subject; for it alone could not be mentioned in that book” (5.631). Even if it is possible, in Wittgenstein’s account, to detach oneself from one’s own body and describe each and every part of it in great detail, the self that describes, that “thinks or entertains ideas” (5.631) cannot itself be described. The “subject”, therefore, is a “limit of the world” (5.632) and not a part of it, a “point without extension” (5.64) which may be isolated but which cannot be definitively located within a human organism. It is only through a careful demarcation of the body of language that Wittgenstein is able to exclude the subject from language. The scorn that he reserved for the “superficial psychology of the present day” does not indicate a desire to eliminate the subject altogether, but to situate popular notions of subjectivity or “consciousness” outside the realm of a semiotic system. Likewise, Marinetti’s linguistic agenda, as prescribed in the technical manifesto, included an exhortation to “Distruggere nella letteratura l’«io»” [trns: Destroy the “I” in literature] and to “Sostituire la psicologia dell’uomo, ormai esaurita, con l’ossessione lirica della materia” [trns: Substitute man’s psychology, now exhausted, with the lyrical obsession with matter”]. The “I” referred to in this passage is a so-called “psychological” subject, and literature (synonymous with language) is the sphere from which this subject must be banished. A new poetics of matter stands to replace the outmoded poetics of the literary “I”, as the “traditional” understanding of the self  (“the subject that thinks or entertains ideas”) is exhausted, overused and irrelevant in the modern world. For Marinetti, the “psicologia dell’uomo, con le sue combinazioni limitatissime” (MF 142) [trns: man’s psychology, with its extremely limited combinations] is an obstacle to the limitless freedom promised by his futurist linguistics.

In the following chapter I examine the consequences that Marinetti’s mechanical linguistics and his abandonment of the traditional “psychological” subject have for the futurist reconstruction of subjectivity.

THREE
Deus ex machina

                       Futurist cyborgs, artificial subjectivities

Marinetti’s careful demarcation of language-space in his “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” did not only result in the exclusion of the “I” from literature, but also predicated the construction of a newly revised subject whose form would be compatible with the modern material world. After eliminating “la psicologia dell’uomo”, Marinetti heralded “L’uomo meccanico dalle parti intercambiabili” [trns: the mechanical man with interchangeable parts], a subject traversing the boundary between human and machine, self and the world. The integration of man and machine was revisited in later manifestos, most notably “L’Uomo moltiplicato e il Regno della Macchina” (1911), a text that elaborated images of anthropomorphised motors. Similar manifestations of mechanical organisms appear throughout early futurist literature, from the construction of an artificial superman in Marinetti’s novel Mafarka il futurista (1910), to the automatic “animale metallico” of Balla and Depero’s “Ricostruzione futurista dell’universo” (1915). But these man/machine fusions were more than mere synecdoches for a future hypothetical society, increasingly controlled by technology. They symbolised, among other things, the construction of a new super-human subjectivity to figurehead the futurist project, a subjectivity whose emergence was marked by unarticulated drives and Oedipal contests. The semi-artificial body as a work-in-progress became a map onto which conscious and subconscious processes were represented in concrete form. Although Freudian ideas had some influence on futurist writers (see especially Benedetta’s Astra e il sottomarino), psychoanalytic thought had a relatively limited circulation in Italy during this period (Zoccoli 64). Nonetheless, many futurists, including Marinetti, appealed to a notion of the subconscious as a repository of unlimited creative powers. The terms that futurists applied to structure this conception—“intuizione”, “esteriorizzare”, “identificazione”—tend to resonate with Jacques Lacan’s subsequent revisions to Freudian psychoanalysis, and for this reason I will sometimes refer to Lacan’s writings to illustrate the process of coming-to-consciousness exemplified in futurist representations of cyborgs. I do not mean to suggest that futurist writers were necessarily intent on investigating psychoanalytic ideas through cyborg imagery, but conversely, that modern psychoanalysis is a useful grid for unwinding the implications of this prescient motif. This reading will largely centre on those texts that explore questions of subjectivity and artificiality most directly. These include Marinetti’s Mafarka il futurista (1910),  “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista” (1912), and “L’Uomo moltiplicato e il Regno della macchina” (1911); and Bruno Corra’s Sam Dunn è morto (1917). Several other futurist texts, such as Balla and Depero’s “Ricostruzione futurista dell’universo”(1915), Marinetti’s “La declamazione dinamica e sinottica” (1916), Rosa Rosà’s Una donna con tre anime  (1918) and Settimelli’s excerpt “L’Anima è una Macchina?” (1916) are also relevant to the following discussion.

I have introduced the relatively modern term “cyborg”, because its broad applications make it appropriate for describing the depth and complexity of this motif as it appears in futurist literature. Originally the term was coined as a contraction of “cybernetic organism” by the research scientists Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline who, in 1960, were exploring the possibility of altering human beings to survive for long periods in space. According to one of their definitions, a cyborg “deliberately incorporates exogenous components extending the self-regulatory control function of the organism in order to adapt it to new environments” (Hables Gray, 1995: 31), however the term is now used in a much wider sense to accommodate some of the rapid social, technological and medicinal developments that have taken place during, and after, the Cold War. Strictly speaking a cyborg can refer to anything from a fully artificial automaton with some human characteristics, to a being who symbiotically incorporates organic and mechanical elements, to a human whose biology has been strategically altered (by a vaccination, for example). The interest in the ideological and philosophical implications of cyborgs has developed into a branch of cultural studies that is sometimes referred to as “cyborg anthropology”, a deliberately ambiguous discourse that theorizes everything from cyborg politics to cyborg sociology and psychoanalysis. Donna Haraway’s seminal text of 1985 “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s”, considered the cyborg as vehicle of political liberation, and is itself a “futurist” manifesto for our times. But while the innate indeterminacy of the cyborg makes it a perfect icon for postmodern theory—embodying the blurring of discursive boundaries, the decentred subject and so on—these questions and others were pondered long before the Cold War.

A genealogy of cyborgs in literature and science
The metaphoric model of the artificially constructed human adopted by futurist writers was extracted from a European cultural and scientific context where the image had already been explored in some depth. Some of the earliest recorded references to artificial humans in Europe appear in descriptions of the homunculus found in some alchemical writings. Paracelsus published a formula for producing this small being using human sperm, claiming that “If the sperma, enclosed in a hermetically sealed glass, is buried in horse manure for about forty days, and properly ‘magnetized’ it begins to live and to move. After such a time it bears the form and resemblance of a human being”.
 The homunculus was to be nurtured for forty weeks on a substance known as “arcanum sanguinis Hominis,” after which time, though still tiny, it acquired the features of a mature adult (Vasbinder 47-8). Although the homunculus would later appear in texts of German Romanticism such as Goethe’s Faust, it was not until the late-eighteenth century that artificial humans attracted broader interest in scientific circles. Paul Fleury Mottelay’s Bibliographic History of Electricity and Magnetism (London, 1922) makes mention of a speaking machine constructed in 1778 by Wolfgang von Kempelen that could reproduce “distinct syllables and words” (qtd in Vasbinder 48) and a speaking head was also reported to have been presented to the French Academy of Sciences in 1783. Another scientist of the day, Erasmus Darwin (who also drew plans to construct a speaking machine) conducted an experiment in which he left a strand of vermicelli to stand in a glass tube and purportedly caused it to move of its own accord. The experiment, mentioned by Shelley in her Introduction to Frankenstein, fascinated intellectuals of the period who were intrigued by the possibility of discovering the élan vitale, a life force presumed to exist in all living things. In 1790 Luigi Galvani published his De Viribus Electricitatis in Motui Musculari (or Commentary on the Effects of Electricity on Musclar Motion) in which he concluded that animal tissue contained such a vital force, which he named “animal electricity”, but which later became broadly known as “galvanism” (Anne K. Mellor, 76). Volta’s invention of the battery facilitated further experiments in galvanism on the part of Galvani’s nephew Luigi Aldini, who applied the voltaic pile to the severed heads of freshly slaughtered animals and to the corpses of recently executed criminals. Aldini managed in 1804 to induce corpses to become violently agitated: their fists were sometimes caused to beat against the operating table or to clench weights of several pounds. In one case a body raised itself as if about to walk, in other instances, artificial respiration could momentarily be reinitiated (Mellor 76-78).

It was in this context that E. T. A. Hoffman published his 1816 short story entitled “The Sandman”. In Hoffman’s tale, a certain Professor Spalanzani constructs an automaton, who he christens Olympia, and tries to pass off as his daughter. Meanwhile, a student of his, Nathaniel, becomes betrothed to an intelligent young woman whose sincere but cold rationalism provokes him to spurn her as a “lifeless, accursed automaton!” (Hoffman 106). Nathaniel falls in love with Olympia, believing her to be the utmost ideal of perfection but is thrown into madness when it is revealed that she is nothing but a clockwork robot. Here it can be argued that the mechanical Olympia is equated with the Symbolic Order, the manifestation of perfection, law and God (her name a feminine rendering of Olympus, the seat of the Greek gods which in figurative usage can also refer to an ultimate pinnacle of achievement). When Nathaniel discovers the emptiness of his love object he suffers madness, having lost hold of the external regulatory image that mediated his desire. Two years after the publication of “The Sandman”, Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus, perhaps the most well known account of an artificial being in literature. The eponymous protagonist of this text, educated in both alchemy and modern natural philosophy manages to reconstruct and reinvigorate a human body, which, to his horror, develops a consciousness of its own. Frankenstein’s monster, an aggregation of diverse “texts”, escapes the authority of its author, who was never a legitimate father to begin with. The monster is induced to commit repugnant acts of murder following his creator’s refusal to create a female version of himself as a love-object. While Frankenstein has led to multiple interpretations, Shelley was by her own account influenced by Luigi Galvani’s investigation into the electrical reactions produced in dead tissue, and intrigued by the then very plausible possibility of restoring life to a corpse. Contrary to Hoffman’s vision, Shelley’s monster is not an automaton but a collage of living tissue.
 His monstrosity is not attributable to his mechanical artificiality but to the uncanny presence of a very human ghost within him. A very different image of a “human” automaton figures in Italian literature through Luigi Capuana’s short story of 1867 entitled “Il Dottor Cymbalus”, which in some ways constitutes an inversion of Shelley’s narrative. William Usinger, a young man who is contemplating suicide, is encouraged to visit the famous scientist Franz Cymbalus in order to be cured of his debilitating grief. Cymbalus is reluctant to apply his desperate remedy and does so only in the knowledge that Usinger will kill himself if nothing is done. The doctor performs a complex operation on him, at the completion of which Usinger is immunised against grief and is filled with an inexpressible sense of joy. But as a consequence of this cure he becomes insensible to all human love as well. He does not react when he meets his estranged mother, and remains indifferent when he identifies the corpse of his former lover. Frustrated by the fact that he has been reduced to an automaton he returns to Cymbalus who reminds him that the operation is irreversible. Usinger leaves Cymbalus and shoots himself, dedicating his entire will towards the foundation a school whose students are taught how to love (Capuana 231). Capuana’s story engages in the scientific possibility of transforming the human body into a machine, to the extent that even human desires become mechanical functions that can be altered, eliminated or replaced. 

The images of artificially (re)constructed subjects represented by Hoffman, Shelley and Capuana were, to a large extent, products of the anxieties that haunted nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century industrial society. As rapid technological advances were, for better or worse, transforming the lives of every citizen, issues concerning human nature, the soul and consciousness were explored in the literature of the period.  The unsettling affinity between the organic and the mechanical concerning writers such as Shelley held a profound fascination for the futurists, especially in the context of subsequent scientific investigations that revisited these issues. Essentialist divisions presumed to exist between animal species were thrown into doubt by Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution which presented an image of humans as simply one combination of biological data out of many, resulting from a process of natural selection over millions of years. Traditional creationist models were further eroded by the increasing power of surgeons to supplant God through the reconstruction of the human body. At the beginning of the new century, the surgeon Alexi Carrel had devised methods for organ transplantation and for the growth of cells in tissue culture, earning him the Nobel Prize in 1912. Carrel proved that blood vessels could be kept in cold storage for extended periods before being transplanted, thus demonstrating for the first time that human tissue structures could conceivably be replaced like parts of a machine. Much later in his career he even invented, in collaboration with Charles Lindbergh, a device for supplying a sterile respiratory system to organs that had been removed from the body. 

The extent to which these kinds of scientific ideas inspired the futurist creative project cannot be underestimated. Writing in his manifesto “Contro il paesaggio e la vecchia estetica” (1914), Umberto Boccioni identified the manifest correlation between man and machine as a significant inspiration to modern painting, making explicit reference to Darwin, Galvani and Carrel:
L’uomo si evolve verso la macchina e la macchina verso l’uomo. E di questa nuova vita il pittore moderno esalterà la misteriosa architettura!


L’uomo [...] creerà con la meccanica esseri vivi! Gli esperimenti scientifici con tentativi di innesto e di creazione animale sono già nella fisiologia un altro rudimentale ma meraviglioso esempio di vittoria dell’uomo sulla natura. Gloria a Carrel! (MF 214)
[trns: Man is evolving towards the machine and the machine towards man. And the modern painter will extol the mysterious architecture of this new life!


With mechanics, man [...] will create living beings! Scientific experiments with attempts at grafting and at animal creation are, in physiology, already another rudimentary but marvellous example of the victory of man over nature. Glory to Carrel!] 
For Boccioni, the interchangeability of humans and machines is another reflection of the artistic process through the way in which it encapsulates the “vittoria dell’uomo sulla natura”. The highly gendered image of man struggling to dominate a feminised nature has precedents in scientific discourse that go back at least as far as the writings of Francis Bacon. It can be argued that the attempts at animal creation that he alludes to are symptomatic of a desire to dominate and control the reproductive function traditionally ascribed to women. Yet in Boccioni’s account, the domination of nature leads to the revelation that man, nature and the mechanical are virtually indistinguishable. Far from conforming to a master/slave relationship, whereby the Self must vanquish the Other in order to aspire to consciousness, humans and machines share a “misteriosa architettura” that subsumes both of them in a common topography. Donna Haraway’s text “A Manifesto for Cyborgs” informs upon Boccioni’s vision. Haraway argued that “communications sciences and modern biologies are constructed by a common move — the translation of the world into a problem of coding, a search for a common language in which all resistance to instrumental control disappears and all heterogeneity can be submitted to disassembly, reassembly, investment, and exchange” (83). The quest for a universal language that concerned both physicists and esotericists of the nineteenth century is thus embodied in the cyborg, whose corpus contains both machines and living organs, harmoniously interacting and reacting through a single “organic” semiotic system. Moreover, the nature of the cyborg mirrors the structure of language, as an analysable body whose parts are subject to exchange and reassembly. But the cyborg as it appears in futurist literature was also a work-in-progress, an artificial matrix from which a host of futurist subjectivities would emerge.

As we have seen in Chapter One, the drive to represent the invisible in the futurist manifestos was characterized by a desire to dissolve the discursive boundaries that delineated various scientific, psychic and occult practices. Arnaldo Ginna’s comment that “Il fenomeno fisico si fonde con quello chimico e quello chimico con quello psichico” [trns: The physical phenomenon is fusing with the chemical and the chemical with psychical] was indicative of a general movement towards a totalisation of all discourses. However, in order to eliminate the supposedly arbitrary distinctions between various fields of knowledge it was necessary to codify the phenomenal world in a common language. The ether was one such language code invoked as a framework for visualizing the interaction of non-representable forces. Yet the machine was also a useful metaphor for the process of codification because all phenomena, whether visible or invisible, could easily be conceptualised in mechanical, and even Newtonian, terms. Boccioni posed the rhetorical question in his “Contro il paesaggio e la vecchia estetica”: “Alberi e rami non sono forse le parti di un meccanismo primordiale?”  (MF 214) [trns: Are not trees and branches perhaps the parts of a primordial mechanism?], a sentiment that was reiterated in the same year by Corradini and Settmelli who, as mentioned in the previous chapter, reached the conclusion that “Non c’è nessuna diversità essenziale tra un cervello umano e una macchina. Maggiore complicazione di meccanismi, nient’altro.” (MST 167) [There is no essential difference between a human brain and a machine. A greater complication of mechanisms, nothing more]. 

But it was not simply the tangible world that was to be coded in mechanical language. In “Pittura dell’avvenire”, Arnaldo Ginna went as far as suggesting that “Anche lo stato d’animo umano e la forza psichica s’informano delle leggi meccaniche” (MST 195) [trns:The human state of mind and the psychic force are also informed by mechanical laws]. In 1916 Settimelli published an excerpt from his novel I viaggi psicologici di Massimo Ix which corroborated this idea. The text appeared in L’Italia futurista bearing the provocative title  “L’Anima è una Macchina?” [trns: Is the Soul a Machine?], and purported to demonstrate that the human soul “non è che una esistenza, come le altre sottoposta alle leggi-forze dell’universo” [trns: is just an existence, like any other it is subject to the force-laws of the universe]. The protagonist of this episode no longer feels any affection towards his partner and decides to break off the relationship without hurting her feelings. To do so he puts both of them on an unusual diet and engineers events so that his partner eventually has an illicit affair with his friend. The experiment proves to him that the human soul is compelled to react to environmental influences. He explains:


Il nostro spirito ha la sua meccanica. Agisce per azioni e reazioni. Si può dare di lui uno schema anatomico, una carta topografica, lo si studia come una qualunque esistenza vegetale o minerale. Lo si passeggia come una campagna segnata da strade e torrenti con l’aiuto di una guida. Trattato con questo o con quell’avvenimento reagisce come un acido qualunque.


Ha i suoi cambiamenti di colore, di intensita, vanta i suoi precipitati.  (5)

[trns: Our spirit has its own mechanics. It acts by means of actions and reactions. One can provide it with an anatomic schema, a topographical map, one studies it just like any other vegetable or mineral existence. One journeys through it like a countryside signed by roads and streams with the aid of a guide. Treat it with this or that event and it reacts like any acid.


It has its changes of colour, of intensity, it boasts its own precipitates.]
Such a deterministic perspective appears to be a reaffirmation of a positivist outlook specifically rejected by futurists. However, Settimelli’s is an ironic or imaginary positivism, for the human soul cannot literally be studied “come una qualunque esistenza vegetale o minerale” in a manner acceptable to Auguste Comte’s criteria. What Settimelli’s text serves to highlight is the existence of an abstract structure in the human entity that operates according to its own logic. The mechanical and topographical structuring of consciousness was likewise exemplified in the futurist image of the cybernetic organism whose techno-organic body was not determined by biological necessities, but was instead a surface for the inscription of coded drives. In their “Ricostruzione futurista dell’universo” (1915), Balla and Depero describe a cyborg produced through a fusion of discourses whose artificial behaviour is responsive to diverse “scientific” stimuli:

L’ANIMALE METALLICO

Fusione di arte + scienza. Chimica, fisica, pirotecnica continua improvvisa, dell’essere nuovo automaticamente parlante, gridante, danzante.  (MF 175-6)
[trns: THE METALLIC ANIMAL


Fusion of art + science. Chemistry, physics, pyrotechnics continuous spontaneous, of the new automatically speaking, shouting, dancing being.] 

The cyborg body is here construed as an interdiscursive site, a field of operation from which a particular organization of drives might be produced. Lacan’s contention that the subject is generated as both a product and a function of language is, in this light, of particular relevance to cyborg imagery in futurism. Lacan once remarked that, “What must be stressed at the outset is that a signifier is that which represents a subject for another signifier.” (Lacan: The Subject and the Other: Alienation, 207). In other words, language precedes the subject, and there can be no subject that exists independently of language. Before it is positioned within language, the body of the pre-linguistic child is similar to an unregulated machine, a conglomeration of independent parts with no unifying programme nor any functional hierarchies. Elizabeth Grosz explains in Jacques Lacan: a feminist introduction, that:

The body as it is perceived or experienced by the child is the fragmented body-in-bits-and-pieces. This is an uncoordinated, discrete assemblage of parts exhibiting no regulated organization or internal cohesion. Out of this largely biological chaos of neuronal prematurity will be constructed a lived anatomy, a psychic/libidinal map of the body – fantasies (both private and collective) of the body’s organization. (43-44)
The anatomical map, like Settimelli’s mechanical soul, is the imaginary structure that provides the child with a degree of cohesion. In order to achieve this desired unity, the child identifies with an external “mirror” image which it learns to recognise as itself. The psychic map that emerges from this identification cannot strictly speaking be situated within the parameters of the child’s body but extends beyond it, existing in/as the intersection between inside and outside, self and the world. Likewise, the process of mapping the self that is witnessed in futurist configurations of cyborgs involves an appeal to a common language, an imaginary grid that subsumes subject and object in a single topos.

The problem of coding
In several texts this process of mapping occasionally appears to resemble a simplistic form of mechanical determinism. Be that as it may, these mechanical metaphors belong to a strategy of coding whereby the unfathomable workings of the human psyche are represented according to a more tangible and “universal” language system. The “translation of the world into a problem of coding” as expounded by Haraway, is in evidence from the very first futurist manifesto of 1909. Here modern machines are described by means of an animalistic rhetoric that has the effect of emphasizing the equivalence of the organic and the mechanical. Early in the manifesto, Marinetti’s makes a declamatory appeal to a mythological tradition, “Noi stiamo per assistere alla nascita del Centauro e presto vedremo volare i primi Angeli!...” (MF 4) [trns: We are about to witness the birth of the Centaur and soon we will see the first Angels flying!] which appears inappropriate, especially since in the preceding sentence he declared, “Finalmente, la mitologia e l’ideale mistico sono superati” [trns: Finally, mythology and the mystical ideal have been overcome]. And yet centaurs and angels are both apt metaphors for the interactive and animated modern technology that Marinetti exalts, by way of their incorporation of “exogenous components extending the self-regulatory control function of the organism” (Hables Gray 31). Nevertheless, there is nothing strictly mechanical about Marinetti’s descriptions of machines in this manifesto. Instead they are aggressively bestial. The three automobiles are described as “tre belve sbuffanti” (MF 4)  [trns: three snorting beasts], and after Marinetti’s vehicle is recovered from the muddy ditch, he writes, “Credevano che fosse morto, il mio bel pescecane, ma una mia carezza bastò per rianimarlo, ed eccolo risuscitato, eccolo in corsa, di nuovo, sulle sue pinne possenti!” (MF 5) [trns: They believed that my beautiful shark was dead, but a single caress of mine was enough to reanimate him, and look at him, resuscitated, look at him running off again on his powerful fins!]. Marinetti and his friends are at once organically unified with their automobiles and separated from them: while the machines appear as prosthetic extensions of their bodies, they too are biological extensions of the machines. 

The easy interchangeability of these apparently opposed discourses predates Haraway’s claim that “There is no fundamental, ontological separation in our formal knowledge of machine and organism, or technical and organic” (97). As modern technology was beginning to effect the lives of European city-dwellers in this period, Marinetti’s anthropomorphism of machines and dehumanisation of humans can be viewed as symptomatic of the inadequacy of ordinary language to represent a modern experience radically altered by industry and innovation. Just as Nietzsche called for the “de-deification of nature” in The Gay Science, Marinetti would lament, in a later manifesto, the tendency to perceive reality in anthropocentric terms. Writing in “Distruzione della sintassi” (1913), he suggested:

Invece di umanizzare animali, vegetali, minerali (sistema sorpassato) noi potremo animalizzare, vegetalizzare, mineralizzare, elettrizzare o liquefare lo stile, facendolo vivere della stessa vita della materia. (MF 106)

[trns: Instead of humanizing animals, vegetables and minerals (superceded system) we will be able to animalize, vegetablize, mineralize, electrify or liquify style, making it live the same life as matter]
By calling for the rehabilitation of language in more objective and universalising terms (“animalizzare, vegetalizzare, mineralizzare”), Marinetti foregrounds the signifier (“lo stile”) as opposed to that which it actually signifies (“animali, vegetali, minerali”). Matter is posited as the prima materia of this process of codification, standing for signifiers in their irreducible and untransformable state. Three years later, Marinetti would systematize this idea in his manifesto “La declamazione dinamica e sinottica” (1916), a text which advocated a total mechanization of voice and gesture in recitation to achieve a purely robotic effect. The foregrounding of the signifier is reiterated here, as Marinetti urged the futurist reciter to imitate “in tutto e per tutto i motori e i loro ritmi (senza preoccuparsi della comprensione) nel declamare queste parti più oscure e più complesse e specialmente tutti gli accordi onomatopeici” (MF 179-180) [trns: ... motors and their rhythms in everything and for everything (without concerning oneself with being understood) in reciting the most obscure and complex parts and especially all of the onomatopoeic arrangements]. The privileging of the sound and tone of the words over their actual meaning (or signifieds) was a performative device also adopted by the dadaists in precisely the same period just over the Swiss border. The coincidence of these ideas is remarkable, considering the futurists and dadaists arrived at the same point from diametrically opposed philosophical contexts. Nevertheless the manifestos of both movements prove that a concrete aesthetics of the signifier is by no means a strictly postmodern novelty. Further, Marinetti instructed the futurist reciter to:

2. Disumanizzare completemente la voce, togliendole sistematicamente ogni modulazione o sfumatura.

3. Disumanizzare completamente la faccia, evitare ogni smorfia, ogni effetto d’occhi.

4. Metallizzare, liquefare, vegetalizzare, pietrificare ed elettrizzare la voce, fondendola colle vibrazioni stesse della materia, espresse dalle parole in libertà.

5. Avere una gesticolazione disegnante e topografica che sinteticamente crea nell’aria dei cubi, dei coni, delle spirali, delle ellisse, ecc. (MF 178)
[trns: 

2. Completely dehumanise one’s voice, by systematically removing all modulation or nuance.

3. Completely dehumanise one’s face, avoid any grimacing, any effect of the eyes.

4. Metallise, liquefy, vegetablise, petrify and electrify one’s voice, fusing it with the very vibrations of matter expressed by the words in freedom.

5. Have a sketched out and topographical gesticulation that synthetically creates cubes, cones, spirals and ellipses etc in the air.]
Comparisons may be drawn here to the linguistic manifestos discussed earlier. The removal of modulation and nuance from the voice complements Marinetti’s earlier rejection of the disruptive influence of adjectives, adverbs and conjunctions. In so doing, the dehumanized and mechanized voice permits language to become “fused” with the vibrations of matter. On this ethereal and “topographical” plane, the words in freedom may represent any logical pictures without restrictions. 

Likewise, in the “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista”, a technological rhetoric supercedes the biological vocabulary as the preferred codifying strategem. After outlining a very strict and reductive linguistic agenda, Marinetti banishes traditional notions of “la psicologia dell’uomo” and the “io” in literature to replace them with a mechanical subject that human biology may only attempt to simulate:

Mediante l’intuizione, vinceremo l’ostilità apprentemente irriducibile che separa la nostra carne umana dal metallo dei motori.


Dopo il regno animale, ecco iniziarsi il regno meccanico. Con la conoscenza e l’amicizia della materia, della quale gli scienziati non possono conoscere che le reazioni fisico-chimiche, noi prepariamo la creazione dell’uomo meccanico dalle parti cambiabili. Noi lo libereremo dall’idea della morte, e quindi dalla morte stessa, suprema definizione dell’intelligenza logica. (MF 85)

[trns: Through intuition, we will overcome the apparently irreducible hostility that separates our human flesh from the metal of motors. 


After the animal kingdom the mechanical kingdom here commences. With the understanding and familiarity of matter, about which scientists can know nothing but the physico-chemical reactions, we prepare for the creation of the mechanical man with interchangeable parts. We will free him from the idea of death, and thereby from death itself, the supreme definition of logical intelligence.] (MF 85)
It is matter, the fundamental and unchanging substance of the world, that eventually becomes a unifying code in Marinetti’s manifestos as it subsumes both biology and technology. The mechanical man is thus embedded in a symbolic domain as an integral component of the world of objects (“la conoscenza e l’amicizia della materia”), and is uninhibited by biological necessities. Possessing a fully analysable body he is granted the capacity to transcend his organism, to perpetually reconstruct himself in limitless states of affairs. Moreover, by interchanging or replacing his constituent parts at will, the mechanical man is immunised against a death that would inevitably separate him from the “speakable” material world. Through his translation into a metaphysics of matter, Marinetti’s subject transcends death as a biological fact in favour of death as a logical limit.

Artificial subjectivities

The codification of biology and mechanics that emerges from futurist depictions of machines was not always a one-way process of translation. On the contrary, futurist machines were frequently represented in very human and non-deterministic language. The strategy of coding did not necessarily figure “biological” man as a privileged creator of the mechanical man. The peculiar human characteristics of futurist machine subjects are conveyed as independent of any structure or “programme” that might be imposed upon it from the outside. Indeed, in the twilight years of the futurist movement, Ruggiero Micheloni argued that humans were indebted to machines for having initiated a more profound level of consciousness:

Con la macchina si è aperta una nuova era allo spirito umano: l’intuizione degli intimi rapporti della meccanica, non con il razioncinio, ma con l’emozione, non con la coscienza, ma con la sub-coscienza. Era dunque ben giusto che rivelazioni e le sensazioni ridestate dalle macchine portassero a un rinnovamento della vita spirituale e avessero una nuova espressione artistica. Noi vedremo che la velocità e il dinamismo destano profonde emozioni nel nostro animo perchè furono la causa della nostra conformazione fisico-psicica: noi vedremo che l’uomo è macchina nel fisico, e che dalla macchina è forgiato il suo spirito. (4-5)

[trns: With the machine a new era of the human spirit was inaugurated: the intuition of the intimate relationships of mechanics, not with common sense, but with emotions, not with consciousness but with the subconscious. It was therefore appropriate that revelations and sensations reawakened by the machine carried a renewal of spiritual life and a new artistic expression. We will see that speed and dynamism aroused profound emotions in our animus because they were the cause of our physico-psychic conformation: we will see that man is physically a machine, and that from the machine he has forged his spirit.]
Micheloni celebrates the aesthetics of the machine as prompting a renewal of artistic expression and spiritual life. The new human spirit is produced through a depth model of “intimi rapporti della meccanica” that incorporates the subconscious as the superior term. But in Micheloni’s imagination, it is man who has taken the machine as a model for subjectivity rather than the other way around. 

The difficulty of situating a subjectivity within the human-machine dyad was to be scrutinized and indeed exploited by Marinetti in his complex manifesto of 1911, “L’Uomo moltiplicato e il Regno della Macchina” [trns: Multiplied man and the reign of the machine], a text which is central to an understanding of the metaphorical significance of the cyborg in futurism. The machine, in this manifesto, is mystified through esoteric descriptions of ghostly impulses and instincts that operate within and beyond its mechanical parameters. At the same time, the machine is anthropomorphized to the extent that it is represented as a human subject situated in a patriarchal family structure:


Non è un’immagine, questa, ma quasi una realtà, che facilmente potremo controllare fra qualche anno.


Avrete certamente udite le osservazioni che sogliono fare comunemente i proprietari d’automobili e i direttori d’officina: «I motori, dicono costoro, sono veramente misteriosi... hanno dei capricci, delle bizzarrie inaspettate; sembra che abbiano una personalità, un’anima, una volontà. Bisogna accarezzarli, trattarli con riguardo, non maltrattarli mai, né affaticarli troppo. Se agite così, questa macchina di ferro fuso e d’acciaio, questo motore costruito secondo cifre precise, vi dà non solo tutto il suo rendimento, ma il doppio, il triplo, assai più e assai meglio di quanto fecero prevedere i calcoli del suo costruttore: di suo padre!» (MF 40)

[trns: This is not an image but almost a reality, that we will easily be able to prove in a matter of years. 


You would certainly have heard the observations that the owners of automobiles and directors of workshops commonly make: “Motors,” they say, “are truly mysterious... they have whims, unexpected oddities; it seems that they have a personality, a soul, a will. It is necessary to caress them, to treat them with respect, to never mistreat them nor tire them out too much. If you act thus, this machine of fused iron and steel, this motor constructed according to precise figures, will give you not only all of its performance, but double, triple, even greater and even better than that predicted in the calculations of its maker: of its father!”]

The modern machine can (like Frankenstein’s creation) exceed the expectations of its “father”, but in order for this to occur the owner-creator must take on the responsibility of the “mother” by providing the machine with the necessary love and attention. The machine-subject is here situated within a self/other dialectic, in which both terms endeavour to pre-empt the other’s desire in an ongoing exchange. The emotional reciprocity between the child-motor and its mother-owner is intersected by a third term, the father-creator. The motor vies for the desire of its owner by over-reaching its predetermined mechanical calculations (the symbolic) and thus competing for the father’s authority. However, when the desire between owner and motor is properly regulated by means of the third term, the entire fusion becomes a cybernetic organism with an almost unlimited potential. The unusual structure of this relationship may be elucidated from a Lacanian perspective, as the “bizzarie inaspettate” of the machine have affinities with the hypothetical development of a subject’s corporeal identity. The body in its unregulated state is described by Lacan as disorganised aggregation of parts seeking unity through identification with an external image. This notion is compounded in the ensuing paragraph:


[...] io attribuisco una grande importanza rivelatrice a queste frasi che mi annunciano la prossima scoperta delle leggi di una vera sensibilità delle macchine!


Bisogna dunque preparare l’imminente e inevitabile identificazione dell’uomo col motore, facilitando e perfezionando uno scambio incessante d’intuizione, di ritmo, d’istinto e di disciplina metallica, assolutamente ignorato dalla maggioranza e soltanto indovinato dagli spiriti più lucidi. (MF 40)


[trns: I attribute a great revelational importance to these sentences which announce to me the nigh discovery of the laws of a true sensitivity of machines!


One must therefore prepare for the imminent and inevitable identification of man with the motor, by facilitating and perfecting a ceaseless exchange of intuition, rhythm, instinct and metallic discipline, absolutely ignored by the majority and only divined by the most lucid of spirits.]
Like semiotic impulses in Kristeva’s chora (to be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter), the intuitive, rhythmic and instinctual expressions are regulated and represented through a symbolic function in the form of a “disciplina metallica”. The ceaseless exchange of these drives mimics the spiral of desire between Self and Other. Later in the same manifesto, Marinetti prophesies the advent of such an identification between man and motor in the form of the “tipo non umano e meccanico” [trns: non-human and mechanical type], a virtual automaton pre-figuring the space age technology theorized by Clynes and Klein. The non-human type is a subject whose body accedes almost entirely to the mechanical, which in Lacan’s lexicon is the supreme manifestation of the Symbolic Order:


Il tipo non umano e meccanico, costruito per una velocità onnipresente, sarà naturalmente crudele, onnisciente e combattivo.


Sarà dotato di organi inaspettati: organi adattati alle esigenze di un ambiente fatto di urti continui. (MF 40-41)


[trns: The non-human and mechanical type, constructed by means of an omnipresent speed, will naturally be cruel, omniscient and pugnacious.


It will be bestowed with unusual organs: organs adapted to the needs of an environment made of continuous collisions].
Here the symbolic is not “implicitly transgressed” (as in Kristeva’s model of poetic language) but perpetually reconstructed and reabsorbed into the organism. The non-human type is identified with God and Law as a cruel, omnisicient being and is appropriately constructed out of the fixed point of the speed of light (“velocità onnipresente”).

Most configurations of futurist cyborgs, however, cannot simply be viewed as representatives of a dehumanised Symbolic Order. Despite Marinetti’s insistence that what he describes in “L’Uomo moltiplicato e il Regno della Macchina” is not a metaphor (“non è un’immagine questa”), the multiplied man, in all his manifestations, functions as a model for the construction of a multitude of futurist subjectivities that exceed the constraints of traditional and “centred” subject positions. This idea features in other texts such as “Distruzione della sintassi” where Marinetti refers to the “Coscienze molteplici e simultanee in uno stesso individuo” (MF 101) [trns: Multiple and simultaneous consciousnesses in a single individual].  Marinetti’s insistence on using a male subject as the model for the development of identities is subverted in Rosa Rosà’s 1918 novel Una donna con tre anime. The protagonist Giorgina, a non-descript, married petit-bourgeois woman undergoes a series of sudden transformations after a bizarre experiment in a nearby laboratory goes awry. In the first transition she becomes imbued with a vital force of feminine energy and warm sensuality. On an impulse she spends the evening in a clandestine gambling den, and leaves on the arm of a strange man. On another occasion she orates in the market place on certain unrevealed scientific discoveries, and in her final transformation she writes a lengthy poetic letter to her absent husband replete with vivid occult imagery. Giorgina’s various transformations— erotic, intellectual and artistic—liberate her from the narrow confines of her predetermined social status. The three scientists who assess the consequences of their botched experiment conclude that her transitory identities are splinters of future possibilities that have accidentally ended up in the present day. In this way Rosà’s novel is a crypto-feminist text, describing alternative options for women against a backward society that presumes to position them within traditional gendered roles. Comparable transformations are witnessed Bruno Corra’s satirical novella Sam Dunn è morto (1915). After Sam Dunn releases a Pandora’s box of occult forces, the citizens of Paris engage in all kinds of irrational and unexplainable behaviour: the prefect of police and his wife go for a stroll in the nude, the president of the cabinet calls for a meeting to discuss the exact meaning of the word “piccione”, the Marquise Davernoy hurls stones at the crowds beneath her balcony. Such unusual narratives have the effect of demonstrating that there is no such thing as a fixed or pre-determined subjectivity. In this same vein, the protagonist of Benedetta’s Astra e il sottomarino remarks, “Di una cosa ho certezza: nessun essere è chiuso dai limiti del corpo” (174 Cigliana’s version), thus implying that the body is not necessarily the privileged domain of consciousness. Marinetti’s “L’Uomo moltiplicato e il Regno della Macchina” likewise theorises all these possiblities of human transformations through an esoteric rhetoric of exteriorisation: 


Noi crediamo alla possibilità di un numero incalcolabile di trasformazioni umane, e dichiariamo senza sorridere che nella carne dell’uomo dormono delle ali. Il giorno in cui sarà possibile all’uomo di esteriorizzare la sua volontà in modo che essa si prolunghi fuori di lui come un immenso braccio invisibile il Sogno e il Desiderio, che oggi sono vane parole, regneranno sovrani sullo Spazio e sul tempo domati. (MF 40)


[trns: We believe in the possibility of an incalculable number of human transformations and we declare without smiling that wings are sleeping in the flesh of men.


The day in which it will be possible for man to exteriorize his will so that it 

extends outside of him like an immense invisible arm Dream and Desire, which today are vain words, will rule as sovereigns over a mastered Space and time.]
The phenomenon of “volontà esteriorizzata” appears as a leitmotif in Marinetti’s configurations of subjectivity and can be compared to a fundamental process theorized in Lacanian psychoanalysis.  As discussed earlier, the subject’s body is initially fragmented according to Lacan’s model, or in Grosz’s words it is “an unco-ordinated aggregate, a series of parts, zones, organs, sensations, needs, and impulses rather than an integrated totality” (33). However, during the so-called mirror stage of development the child seeks unity and identity through an external image, and for this reason, the subject becomes split as interior and exterior, or subject and object.  Likewise the human subject described in “L’Uomo moltiplicato e il Regno della Macchina” has the opportunity to develop any number of possible identities through a process of exteriorisation, or rather of identification with an exterior image which it recognizes as itself. Extending outside the body of this subject is a “prosthetic” invisible arm (braccio) channelling a cathexis to exterior objects and permitting infinite transformations (or re-identifications). In this open-ended model, Space and Time, the structural elements of a diachronic continuum are displaced by “il Sogno e il Desiderio”, the terms of a fluid subconscious that permit non-linear associations. Ironically, Marinetti endeavours to demystify exteriorization and its potential for transforming the subject by situating the process in an occult discourse:


Potrete facilmente concepire queste ipotesi apparentemente paradossali, studiando i fenomeni di volontà esteriorizzata che si manifestano continuamente nelle sedute spiritiche.


È certo inoltre, e voi potete facilmente constatarlo, che si trovano oggi, con crescente facilità, dei popolani, assolutamente privi di cultura e di educazione, ma dotati, nondimeno, di ciò che io chiamo la grande divinazione meccanica o il fiuto metallico. (MF 41)


[trns: You may easily come to terms with these apparently paradoxical hypotheses by studying the phenomena of exteriorised will that continually manifest themselves at spiritualist séances.


It is furthermore certain, and you can easily observe this, that today one finds with increasing ease, common people who are entirely deprived of culture and instruction, but who are nonetheless gifted with what I call the great mechanical divination or the metallic scent.]

Characteristically, Marinetti also relocates this mysterious process in the realm of ordinary life.  He encourages the reader to observe, in the manner of a scientist, that the “popolano” or common person has no (legitimate) symbolic context but communicates intuitively, without the aid of language. In this pre-linguistic state the popolano is seen to be telepathically responding to an imaginary order embodied in the fixed mechanisms of the machine. Notwithstanding the class-condescension implicit in this image, the popolano represents an immanent vessel of knowledge compatible with the naturalized mechanics of the machine.

The exteriorization of will figures in Mafarka il futurista as a powerful transformative force with unlimited capabilities. In the chapter “Il discorso futurista”, Mafarka adopts the manner of a mystic yogi to instruct a crowd on the supreme power of the will:


«Voi dovete credere nella potenza assoluta e definitiva della volontà, che bisogna coltivare intensificare, seguendo una disciplina crudele, fino al momento in cui essa sprizzi dai nostri centri nervosi e si slanci oltre i limiti dei nostri muscoli con una forza e una velocità inconcepibili. 


«La nostra volontà deve uscire da noi, per impossessarsi della materia e modificarla a  nostro capriccio. Così noi possiamo plasmare tutto ciò che ci circonda e rinnovare senza fine la faccia del mondo.... Presto, se pregherete la vostra volontà, farete figli, anche voi, senza ricorrere alla vulva della donna. (237)


[trns: You must believe in the absolute and definitive power of the will, that you must cultivate and intenisfy by following a cruel discipline, up until the moment in which it shoots out of our nervous systems and hurls itself beyond the limits of our muscles with an inconceivable speed.


Our will must come out of us, to possess itself of mafter and modify it according to our whims. Thus we may sculpt all that which surrounds us, and endlessly renew the face of the earth.... soon, if you pray to your will, you too will give birth, without recourse to the woman’s vulva]
Mafarka promises limitless power by means of a methodical channelling of will (or desire) towards outside objects. Reading Mafarka’s speech through Lacan, it can argued that those who “externalize their will” may take themselves as their own object and will thus be irrevocably split as subject/object. Such a self-reflective process induces an artificial birth of consciousness which has no dependency on the “vulva della donna”, a synecdoche of the female Other associated with immanence, biology and maternity. But it is specifically the vulva, rather than the womb, which is rejected by Mafarka, suggesting that he is not simply dismissing maternity as such, but exhorting a disciplined repression or re-channelling of (male) sexual desire so as to establish an identity independent of the circular dialectic between self and other. 

According to Lacan, the split between subject and object is represented in language through the distinction between “I” (je) and “me” (moi). Grosz explains, “The ego or sense of self – which Lacan designates as a moi, a me, the self as object/other – is precipitated in a game (le jeu), through which an I (je), that is, the self as subject, is formed.” (Grosz, Jacques Lacan 50). In this light, the  “exteriorisation of will” is crucial to the constitution of the subject as object. Such a play (jeu) of self-construction is represented variously in a number of futurist texts. Describing the experience of writing and inspiration, Marinetti commented in “Risposte alle obiezioni” (1912):

La mano che scrive sembra staccarsi dal corpo e si prolunga in libertà assai lungi dal cervello, che, anch’esso in qualche modo staccato dal corpo divenuto aereo, guarda dall’alto, con una terribile lucidità, le frasi inattese che escono dalla penna. (MF 86)
[trns: The writing hand seems to detach itself from the body and freely extends a fair distance from the brain, which, itself in some way detached from the body which has become airborne, looks from a above, with a terrible lucidity, upon the unexpected phrases that proceed from the pen.]
Parallels can be drawn to the spiritualist practice of “automatic writing” which would later be reinvented by the surrealists. However, the apparent astral projection that takes place in this account mimics the simultaneous coming-into-being of the self as object and self as subject. In similar terms, Rosà escribes the splitting that induces Giorgina’s new subjectivity. “La transizione non dura più di un minuto,” wrote Rosà, “Ma durante questo breve spazio di tempo Giorgina ha la sensazione precisa della coesistenza in sé di due nature” (51) [trns: The transition lasted no longer than a minute. But in this brief space Giorgina has the precise sensation of the coexistence of two natures within her]. Bruno Corradini was even more explicit on the nature of this split in his essay “Proposte” (1910):  


Si è molto discusso su: Oggettivo oppure soggettivo.


Mi pare che le due attività (oggettiva e soggettiva) debbano coesistere distinte nello stesso individuo. (MST 94)
[trns: Much has been said on the topic of: Objective or subjective.

It appears to me that the two activities (objective and subjective) must distinctly co-exist within the same individual]
Some years later, Bruno Corradini, this time as Bruno Corra, revisited the question of subject, object and desire in a chapter of his satirical novel Sam Dunn è morto. The narrator of Corra’s novel describes a hotel for the insane managed by an eccentric aristocrat, Angelo Santerni. The clientele of the hotel become fixated on Santerni’s wife, Peppona, a corpulent and vacuous woman whose physical characteristics are reminiscent of a prehistoric fertility symbol. Peppona comes to represents a m(other) figure towards whom the psychotic inhabitants of the hotel project their desire for wholeness. Believing that Peppona’s arse is a repository of strange healing powers, they ceaselessly pinch and grope her so as to find relief from their various ailments. In this way Peppona’s behind becomes a synecdoche for Peppona herself, or in Lacan’s terminology l’objet petit a, (autre) a temporary substitute for the Other (Autre), the true object of desire. Significantly, Corra invokes a rhetoric of exteriorisation and reflection to depict the channelling of healing energy (or desire) between the psychotic clientele and Peppona: 

Non è accertato, malgrado gli studi dei piú illustri neurologi, se questa misteriosa energia esteriorizzantesi venisse proprio prodotta in essa o se invece vi venisse attirata ed accumulata dall’esterno per esser poi usata al momento opportuno. Le ultime osservazioni intuitive portano a credere che, almeno in parte, il fluido venisse tratto dal di fuori e immagazzinato. Sembra piú che probabile la versione data da Teodoro Swing: che la hall-riflettore dell’Hôtel Portorosa esercitasse sullo spazio un gigantesco risucchio di influenze attirante tutte le energie impalpabili in esso disperse; tali energie sarebbero state, nella sala intera a specchi (strambo crogiuolo di riflessi continuamente rimescolato dal passaggio e dall’incomposta permanenza della pazzesca clientela), trasformate, riplasmate ed infine assorbite dalla magnetica posteriorità di Peppona. (54)
[trns: It has not been ascertained, despite the studies of the most illustrious neurologists, whether this mysterious self-exteriorising energy came to be actually produced within her or if instead it was attracted and accumulated externally so it could then be used at the most opportune moment. The latest intuitive observations lead one to believe that, at least in part, the fluid was drawn from the outside and stored away. The account provided by Theodor Swing seems the most likely: that the reflector-hall of the Hôtel Portorosa exerted a gigantic suction of influences on the space, attracting all the impalpable energies dispersed within it. Throughout the entire hall of mirrors (weird melting pot of reflections continuously remixed by the movement and by the discomposed permanence of the crazed clientele) these energies would be transformed, resculpted and finally absorbed by Peppona’s magnetic behind.]
The reflections of the clientele are reproduced ad infinitum in the hall of mirrors representing the perpetual circuit of desire between the self and an externalized other. The apparent contradiction of their “incomposta permanenza” betrays the tension between their psychotic fragmentation and their attempted accession to subjecthood. At some point the interchange of desire is intersected, only to be re-configured (“trasformate, riplasmate”) and re-invested in an object (“[la] magnetica posteriorità di Peppona”).

Gazurmah
The self/other dialectic described by Corra was to some extent explored by Marinetti in the final chapter of Mafarka il futurista, entitled “La Nascita di Gazurmah, L’Eroe Senza Sonno” [trns: The Birth of Gazurmah, the Sleepless Hero]. This concluding episode recounts Mafarka’s fabrication of his son, and relates a series of Oedipal dramas and contests that mark the construction of a new consciousness. Mafarka constructs his gigantic and immortal son Gazurmah from both animal and metallic elements, giving him the hands of a monkey, the claws of a chiropter, and ribs of iron. He is endowed with wings which are woven on a trellis of steel, bamboo and the nerves of a hippopotamus. He is nourished with serpents, as they contain the enzymes which promote long-life, and hydras because of their capacity for self-reproduction. However the true secret to Gazurmah’s immortality is his immunity to sleep, as Mafarka declares, “Gazurmah! Eccoti invincibile!... Tu non conoscerai ferite insanabili, e sei salvo da ogni insidia poichè ti ho risparmiata la cupa malattia del sonno totale!...” (301) [trns: Gazurmah! Behold, you are invincible!... You will not know unhealable injuries, and you are safe from all peril since I have preserved you from the gloomy sickness of total sleep!...]. The perils that Mafarka alludes to are, in fact, the terrors of the subconscious, and although sleep may enter Gazurmah’s body, it is never allowed to take possession of it entirely. Mafarka explains to his unborn son that:

Esso [il sonno] si smarrirà ad un tratto nel labirinto del tuo cranio, e fermandosi spossato, troppo debole per spingersi oltre, si limiterà a spandere il suo alito isolatore intorno ai focolari del tuo pensiero. Contro questa barriera invisibile, verrano a urtare le voci, le luci e i ricordi!... (300)

[trns: It [sleep] will lose itself all of a sudden in your cranium, and pausing exhausted, too weak to push itself further, will limit itself to diffusing its insulatory breath by the furnaces of your thought. Voices, lights and memories will come to crash against this invisible barrier.]
Mafarka thus attempts to construct a subject according to a surface model where the subconscious is either annihilated or irrevocably repressed. But this project is not altogether successful because as Gazurmah comes to birth (or rather consciousness), he immediately becomes engaged in an oedipal narrative. When Mafarka notices that Gazurmah’s metallic member is aroused, he discovers that the source of his son’s desire is the beautiful sea-nymph Colubbi (formerly rejected by Mafarka), who had been spying on Gazurmah’s birth. After Mafarka, enraged, hurls a rock at her, she sings:

—Oh! ti perdono Mafarka, di voler lapidare così la madre di tuo figlio... Egli è mio figlio, lo sai, poichè il suo primo sguardo fu per me!... Io mi sentivo fondere dal piacere, sotto la rude carezza dei suoi occhi!... Ed è anche il mio amante, tuo figlio, ed io mi sono abbandonata a tutti i suoi capricci, in quel primo sguardo!... (305)

[trns: —Oh! I forgive you Mafarka, for wanting thus to stone to death the mother of your son...  He is my son, you know, since his first glance was for me!... I felt myself dissolve with pleasure, under the rough caress of his eyes!... And he, your son, is also my lover, and I abandoned myself to all his whims, in that first glance!...]
Mafarka is reduced to weeping as he realises that Gazurmah’s desire for Colubbi will be his Achilles heel, as it will give rise to primary repression that creates the subconscious. Later, Mafarka retrieves his dead and mummified mother from the catacombs, in order to provide Gazurmah with a mother figure that will counteract the negative influence of Colubbi. But in doing so Mafarka reinitiates his own Oedipal complex. His mother murmurs to him:


— Cullami, figlio mio, come io ti cullai bambino!...


A quese [sic] parole, Mafarka si sentì piegare le ginocchia.


— Sì, sì, madre mia adorata!... Io ti cullerò senza fine per addormentarti, e ti chiuderò per la seconda volta gli occhi, con lunghi baci!... [...] Sono piccolo piccolo, madre mia, e ho paura, come un fanciullo, quando il vento del deserto spalanca a un tratto la porta alla Morte, nelle notti tempestose!.. Sii felice!... Dimenticami!


— Ecco, Mafarka!... Io ti tendo la bocca, dietro al legno del sarcofago.... Sì! Sì!... Sento il calore delle tue labbra!....


— Madre! Madre!... ti adoro più della mia giovinezza ! (311-12)


[trns:— Cradle me, my son, like I cradled you as a child!...


At these words, Mafarka felt his knees bend.


— Yes, yes, my adored mother!... I will cradle you endlessly to lull you to sleep, and for the second time I will close your eyes with long kisses!... [...] I am so very little, my mother, and I am afraid, like a child when, all of a sudden, the desert wind throws open Death’s door on stormy nights!.. Be happy!... Forget me!


— See, Mafarka!... I am inclining my mouth behind the wood of the sarcophagus... Yes! Yes!.... I fell the warmth of your lips!...


— Mother! Mother!... I adore you more than my youth !]
Mafarka’s mother instructs him to sacrifice his body in order to give life to his son, and so it is that the previous Oedipal drama reaches its resolution as Gazurmah kills Mafarka after he has been given the breath of life. Soaring into the air on his mechanical wings, Gazurmah engages in the final Oedipal contest when he dethrones the sun and destroys its kingdom. 

Gazurmah is an idealised figure, representing a gigantic consciousness in action. The bar of repression that separates the conscious from the subconscious is actually crafted into his body as physical barrier that prevents the interference of sleep. However, Gazurmah transcends his own limitations, subverting the authority of his father through his desire for Colubbi, and killing Mafarka in order to give himself life. Gazurmah is an exemplar of the futurist cyborg as he embodies both the identification of man with the machine as well as making manifest within his own corpus the mechanical mapping and structuring of intangible subconscious processes. 

Like other futurist and pre-futurist cyborgs, Gazurmah cannot be contained within his predetermined limitations. As Haraway would later comment in another context, “Our machines are disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert” (69). Futurist machine-subjects resisted the hegemony of their creators, while their “capricci” and “bizzarrie inaspettate” consistently eluded the deterministic and reductive codes assigned to them. Time and time again, the ghost in the futurist machine inevitably transgresses the symbolic system that exists to regulate it. Likewise, the various “scientific” metaphors invoked to represent “le forze ignote”, as well as the atomistic strategies for delineating the unknowable, were ultimately inadequate as representational tools. The following chapter analyses the radical shift in the futurist conceptualisation of science and its presumed project.  With the publication of “La scienza futurista”, and Viaggio di Gararà, the mechanical and empirical understanding of science is abandoned in favour of an avantgarde science of creativity. The new epistemology of futurist science is not dependant on “positive” modes of representation, but instead rejoices in a subversive poetics of randomness and revelation.

FOUR

Non-science and non-sense 

“La scienza futurista” and Viaggio di Gararà
A disparate array of scientific discoveries, theory, method and technology was enlisted in the manifestos as part of an attempt to provide an authoritative metaphorical model for futurist literary and artistic practice. The peculiar physics of imponderable phenomena, the irreducibility of atoms, and the technological advances that appeared to be superseding human biology had a significant influence on the futurist creative project in the early years of the movement. But science as it was traditionally conceived was later to prove inadequate in fulfilling the uncompromising demands of futurism, and from 1915 there appear indications that scientific discourse would need to be either radically reformulated or rejected. Futurists did not necessarily negate the importance of science as a discourse, but questioned the limitations assigned to scientific investigation. With the appearance of texts such as Sam Dunn è morto, “La scienza futurista”, and (much later) Viaggio di Gararà, efforts were made to distinguish science from positivist methodology, which the futurists denounced as “passatista” and the antithesis of creativity. This reappraisal of science brought with it a radical reconceptualisation of method and “purpose” in scientific enquiry. Consistency and empiricism were rejected in favour of pluralistic and anarchic approaches—a position which reverberates strongly with the radical philosophy of science that was later elaborated by thinkers such as Paul Feyerabend. The cryptic anarchism of “La scienza futurista” and related texts, will be elucidated with the aid of Feyerabend’s influential work, Against Method. Similarly, Julia Kristeva’s “La Révolution du Language Poetique” is an appropriate point of reference for the interpretation of Benedetta’s model of transgression that emerges in Viaggio di Gararà.  While neither of these thinkers were contemporaries of futurist writers, their analytical models offer fruitful retrospective insights into the relationship between futurism and science.     

Bruno Corra assumed the privilege of a retrospective appraisal of science in his “futuristic” text Sam Dunn è morto, a novel written in 1915, but set in the future period of 1947-1952. In the introductory “Nota” he wrote that “ la nuova realtà che Sam Dunn ci ha rivelata saprà bene domani [...] mettere alla porta tutta la vecchia scienza idiotamente presuntuosa, che sino ad oggi ha preteso di incarcerarci in una tutela da minorenni ai quali si proibisce di lanciarsi nell’orgia di possibilità che l’ignoto offre (7). [trns: the new reality that Sam Dunn has revealed to us will tomorrow surely know [...] how to throw out all the old idiotically presumptious science, that up until today has presumed to incarcerate us under a guardianship for minors, prohibiting us from  hurling ourselves into the orgy of possibilities that the unknown offers.] Far from opening up in “mille scoperte interessanti” (MST 187) as Arnaldo Ginna had predicted, science is perceived as limiting, as an overbearing father figure prohibiting the expression of desire. Later, Corra ridicules the presumption of science to claim any kind of knowledge as each new discovery invalidates previous discoveries:

Oggi, [...] solo i piú inveterati parrucconi, inguaribilmente prigionieri dei loro laboratori, si ostinano nell’ammirazione fanatica di quelle eterne ed inoppugnabili conquiste delle scienze matematiche, fisiche e chimiche che erano tutto l’orgoglio dei nostri padri. È inconcepibile! E pensare che poche diecine d’anni addietro gli uomini si illudevano ancora di dominare la natura, superbi delle sciocchezze pretensiose enunciate da Archimede, da Galileo, da Newton, da cento altri poveri cervelli ingolfati nella supersitizione puerile delle formule. (SD 21)
[trns: Today, [...] only the most inveterate old fogies, incurable prisoners of their laboratories, persist in the fanatical admiration of those eternal and incontrovertible conquests of the mathematical, physical and chemical sciences that were all the pride of our fathers. It is inconceivable! And to think that a few decades ago men still cherished the fond hope of dominating nature, proud in the pretentious nonsense espoused by Archimedes, by Galileo, by Newton, by a hundred other poor brains engulfed in the puerile superstition of formulas.]

Here Corra criticizes the conceptualisation of scientific inquiry as a means of producing incontestable “truths”. The project of dominating nature is an impossible premise, just as formulas are a pretentious “superstizione” that cannot deliver certainties. Notably, it is the limitations of traditional scientific methodology that Corra specifically rejects. The positivist premise that nothing may be inferred unless it can be demonstrated empirically is a restrictive presumption that hinders an appreciation of the “orgia di possiblità che l’ignoto offre”. Corra’s postulation of the inadequacy of “tutta la vecchia scienza idiotamente presuntuosa” and its impossible project, is consistent with Feyerabend’s espousal of methodological pluralism. For Feyerabend, the condition that a scientific hypothesis be consistent with accepted classical theories prevents any advances in knowledge. Einstein’s theory of relativity, for example, is methodologically unsound by the standards of Newtonian physics that preceded it. But such a discovery would not have been possible without a radical break from the existing methodology. In Feyerabend’s words: 

The consistency condition which demands that new hypotheses agree with accepted theories is unreasonable because it preserves the older theory, and not the better theory. Hypotheses contradicting well-confirmed theories give us evidence that cannot be obtained in any other way. Proliferation of theories is beneficial for science, while uniformity impairs its critical power. (35)

Similarly, Archimedes, Galileo and Newton are not only irrelevant in Corra’s account but restrictive because their theories are enshrined as “eterne ed inoppugnabili”. In the same year as the publication of Sam Dunn è morto, Arnaldo Ginna attempted to reconcile the tension between the limitations of positivism and the expectations of scientific progress by making an analogy with art. Ginna suggested that science would benefit from a more artistic method of enquiry rather than the other way around:


Se la scienza ha di buono di portare una certa positività, che fin ora l’arte non ha avuta, essa, per il difetto di questa stessa sua qualità, esclude la possibilità di altre forze e di altre leggi. (MST 194)

[trns: If what is good about science is a certain positivity, that up until now art has not had, science, by means of this very quality, excludes the possibility of other forces and of other laws.]
While futurists predicted that the broadening of scientific discourse would necessarily encompass occult science, it was still weighed down with a “positività” that rejected a priori the possible existence of other phenomena.
 The following year Emilio Settimelli published his short play In cerca d’Iddio. In a dialogue between Nino and his foster father Umberto, Nino questions the validity of scientific objectivity suggesting the introduction of an element of subjectivity into scientific method:

Nino – [...] Un giorno ho scoperto che una spiegazione datami dalla esperienza, dalla scienza era falsa.... e allora ho pensato: E se tutte le cose che si affermano fossero false?... Sarà meglio spiegarle di nuovo, per conto mio, col mio cervello, con la mia sensibilità.... ed ora vo indagando, vo cercando, diretto verso una mèta immane irragiungibile....
Umberto –  Bravo! demolisci tutta la scienza, tutto il mondo!... mi fai ridere....  

(179)
[trns: Nino – [...] One day I discovered that an explanation given to me by a science experiment was false.... and so I thought: What if all the things that were affirmed were false?... It would be better to explain them again, on my terms, with my brain, with my sensibility... and now I go enquiring, searching, directed towards a fearful unreachable destination....

Umberto – Well done! You demolish all of science, all of the world!.. You make me laugh....]
Bruno Corra, Arnaldo Ginna and Emilio Settimelli were all to become signatories of the 1916 manifesto “La scienza futurista” in which they formalised their own revised interpretation of science and the scientific project. One of the last futurist manifestos to be published it aimed to “abolire il pregiudizio della Scienza con l’S maiuscola” (MST 206) [trns: abolish the prejudice of Science with a capital S]. The manifesto set out to distance futurism from traditional science, which it perceived as a stagnating positivism, reinventing it as a creative medium. Science is portrayed as pedantic and dishonest, presuming to account for everything but making use of vague and convoluted terms to hide the fact that it cannot meaningfully explain the irrational wonder of the universe. The manifesto calls for a demystification of science by abandoning the “viltà forse incosciente” [trns: the perhaps unconscious cowardice] of the sciences whose lexicon is composed of “termini vaghi e vuoti, di giri di parole inconcludenti, di frasi fatte” (207)  [trns: vague and empty terms, of inconclusive turns of phrase, of prefabricated sentences] in favour of the “[...] uso quotidiano del giornale e della piazza” (208) [trns: every-day usage of the newspaper and the town square]. The manifesto reiterates the desire for a broadening of scientific discourse but the effect of this inclusive demystification is not an elucidation of scientific phenomena but a modern mythologising of the everyday. Arguably the terms of the manifesto are even more vague and empty than the positivist vocabulary it sought to replace. The scope of futurist science, however, is revelational, that is it aims to “reveal” the unfathomable mystery of the world rather than to attempt a “translation” of it:

Da oggi in poi la scienza non deve avere più che uno scopo: ingigantire sempre più l’ignoto precisando e frastagliando la zona di realtà che ci è meno sconosciuta. Di fronte ai nostri cervelli lucidi, complicati, audaci e voraginosi, veri esponenti della vita moderna, la scienza non può proporsi, seriamente, altro fine che questo: approfondire la visione che gli uomini hanno del mondo in cui vivono, per arrichirla di nuovi sbocchi verso l’ignoto; scandagliare il buio con fasci di luce sempre più numerosi e più intensi per darci sempre più esattamente la sensazione della sua inesauribilità. 

 (MST 207).

[trns: From this day forward science must have only this goal: to continually enlarge the unknown by specifying and cutting into the zone of reality which is the least unfamiliar to us. Before our lucid, complicated, audacious and whirlpool-like brains, the true exponents of modern life, science cannot seriously propose for itself any other end but this one: to deepen the vision that men have of the world in which they live, so as to enrich this vision with new outlets into the unknown, to fathom the darkness with increasingly numerous and intense beams of light so as to give us ever more exactly the sensation of its inexhaustibility.]
Through the experimental application of beams of light there is an undertaking to impose difference, but the limitless nature of the universe inevitably overwhelms this attempt. In fact, to pursue the rhetoric of the manifesto, the foregone failure of the experiment is what ensures its success. The discovery of indisputable facts is not the predetermined objective of futurist science. Rather, it is the recognition of indeterminacy that allows a deepening of  “la visione che gli uomini hanno del mondo”. Feyerabend likewise views the history of science in terms of a hyper-relativist account of ideas and ideologies, as opposed to a chronicle of discovered facts. The history of science, according to Feyerabend, “will be as complex, chaotic, full of mistakes, and entertaining as the ideas it contains, and these ideas in turn will be as complex, chaotic, full of mistakes, and entertaining as are the minds of those who invented them” (19). Science as a chaotic and entertaining activity is celebrated in “La scienza futurista” where, the scientist is identified as an artist (comparable previously discussed cross-identifications in “Manifesto dei pittori futuristi”). It is not the amalgamation of facts that is the goal of the futurist scientist, but their creative arrangement, through a process of selection and interpretation:

[...] come nel campo artistico l’erudito che sa catalogare e descrivere tutte le opere create dagli altri in passato non ha niente a che fare con l’artista che crea originalmente un nuovo organismo plastico, musicale, letterario ... così nel campo scientifico lo sgobbone mediocre che è riuscito a furia di pazienza e di fatica a immagazzinare nel proprio cervello qualche centinaio di volume contenenti una accurata relazione di tutte le verità scoperte da altri, non ha niente  di comune con lo scopritore geniale che trova nella realtà nuovi rapporti logici, nuove architetture di legami. (MST 206)
[trns: As in the artistic field, the erudite who knows how to catalogue and describe all the works created by others in the past has nothing to do with the artist who originally creates a new plastic, musical or literary organism . . . similarly in the scientific field the mediocre slogger who, by dint of patience and effort, has managed to store in his own brain some hundred or so volumes containing an accurate relation of all the truths discovered by others, has nothing in common with the ingenious discoverer who finds new logical relations in reality, new binding architectures.]

Scientific method, that had proved an integral part of futurist metaphorical strategies, was turned on its head. Rather than an empirical and formulaic procedure, the futurist scientist is purely intuitive, relying on the vagaries of chance and serendipity:

La ricerca e l’esposizione scientifica non saranno più metodiche, ordinate e striscianti, ma capricciose, piene di svolte e di balzi, ineguali, burrascose, continuamente scardinate da scoppi di nuove intuizioni. Bisogna sentirsi penetrati ad un tempo dall’orrore della pesantezza uniforme e dalla ossessione della esattezza. (MST 208)

[trns: Research and scientific exposition will no longer be methodical, ordered and straggling, but capricious, full of twists and turns, unequal, stormy, continually unhinged by outbursts of new intuitions. One must feel at the same time penetrated by the horror of a uniform heaviness and by the obsession with exactitude.]

The “semblance of absolute truth” in Feyerabend’s words “is nothing but the result of an absolute conformism” (45) just as for the futurist scientist, uniformity and the obsession with exactitude is a “pesantezza” that hampers research by imposing consistent “truth” conditions. Only by means of an anarchic approach to scientific investigation can “nuovi rapporti logici” and “nuove architetture di legami” be situated.

By 1916 the futurist configuration of science has come full circle. In a world transformed by scientific discoveries it was the futurist artist who drew inspiration from the scientist. But in a fundamentally irrational universe the scientist is compelled to take inspiration from the artist. According to the manifesto, science cannot produce certainties because, “spiegare un fenomeno non vuol dire altro che scinderlo in altri fenomeni che devono poi essere alla loro volta spiegati, e così via all’infinito”  (MST 206) [trns: explaining a phenomenon does nothing but split it into other phenomena that must then be explained in turn, and so on ad infinitum]. The task of the futurist is no longer to reposition the limits of scientific representation but to annihilate these limits. Similarly, the futurist project is no longer to represent the invisible and unrepresentable by translating it into a positivist linguaggio, but to reveal the category of the infinite as unrepresentable. In other words, to represent infinity through the finite medium of language. Chaos and randomness would actually be deified in a much later manifesto entitled “La matematica futurista immaginativa qualitativa” (circa 1939) where Marinetti declared: “Matematici affermiamo l’essenza divina del CASO e dell’AZZARDO (TIF 227) [trns: Mathematicians, let us affirm the divine essence of CHANCE and of RANDOMNESS]. Marinetti’s earlier rally for a “un violento assalto contro le forze ignote, per ridurle a prostrarsi davanti all’uomo” (MF 6) becomes instead a celebration of the unknown, the unexplainable, the untranslatable and accidental. Face to face with the realm of the unrepresentable and unpredictable, futurism is compelled to abandon the consistency of traditional positivist method as a meaningful way of interpreting the world. 

It is in the context of a general backlash against positivist method that Benedetta wrote a fascinating text that represented a radical subversion of a totalising scientific world-view. As both a novel and a play, Viaggio di Gararà: Romanzo cosmico per teatro [Gararà’s journey: cosmic novel for the theatre] is a text that strives to represent transgression as an esoteric movement between three “realms” that are positioned as three stage scenes. The inhabitants of the concluding realm embody Marinetti’s notion of parolibere through their joyful subversion of language and their resistance to classification or re-contextualization in a homogenising scientific discourse. However, while this transgressive “space” is superficially situated outside of any organising principal, it is nonetheless susceptible to being re-absorbed as discourse. It is in the elucidation of this very paradox that Julia Kristeva’s article “La Révolution du Langage Poetique” provides a useful gloss. While Kristeva announces the revolutionary possibilities in semiotic transgressions, these apparent transgressions of symbolic structures in futurist (and fascist) discourses raise questions about the actual “liberating” potential of “poetic language”. Nonetheless, Kristeva’s article provides a helpful mode of interpretation to the discourse implicit in Viaggio di Gararà,  especially as Benedetta’s text appears to formally illustrate Kristeva’s notion of avant-garde writing. Similarly, an understanding of the limitations of Kristeva’s linguistic model can reveal some of the paradoxes inherent in the futurist transgressive aesthetic as much as it may expose the shortcomings of Kristeva’s understanding of “revolution” in language.

The anti-heroine of this text, Gararà, is a manifestation of positivist science in the form of an an aged dwarf who travels on two “grucce-compassi” [trns:crutch-compasses] with the intent of measuring and describing everything in her path. The futurist definition of “la scienza passata” in as being “sempre trionfiamente sicura di sé, idiotamente cieca di fronte alla imminenza colossale ed assillante del mistero che pullula nella nostra realtà” (“La scienza futurista”, MST 206) [trns: always triumphantly sure of itself, idiotically blind before the colossal and assailing imminence of the mystery that plagues our reality] is an appropriate characterisation of the absurd figure of Gararà and her impossible journey. Gararà passes through three realms: “Il Regno della Materia Dinamica”, “Il Regno delle Volontà-Tensioni” and “Il Regno delle Libertà Creatrici”, which effectively frame Benedetta’s narrative of transgression. In the first realm, Gararà begins studying Mata, a giantess who devours little beings called Dinici in a seemingly prehistoric lake situated in the “cuore di Tempo-Spazio” (127). Her failure to impose any kind of reason on Mata or to give expression to the Dinici brings her to “Il Regno delle Volontà-Tensioni”. Here, the situation is reversed and Gararà finds herself in an organised and motionless environment, neatly divided into three atmospheres. The beings (named Volontà-Tensioni) that inhabit this realm manifest themselves as platonic representations of philosophical, emotional and scientific “forms”. Gararà encourages these beings to act (or rather create) and when they ignore her she attempts to reinvigorate the realm by upsetting the precise limits of the three atmospheres. While the atmospheres deteriorate, the most powerful of the Volontà-Tensioni, Time, returns to conquer Gararà with its eternal song.  Gararà subsequently enters “Il Regno delle Libertà Creatrici” where she finds herself on an Edenic “riva verde oro della gioia” (151) [trns: green gold bank of joy]. Here she encounters the Piccoli Allegri who have spherical, internally illuminated heads. They dance joyful arabesques and prepare for the great encounter between Light and Fire. It is a realm full of movement, music, laughter and light with which Gararà is unable to interact. She gradually disappears under the sand as the realisation dawns on her that her science cannot embrace the irrational wonder of the universe. 

The journey of Gararà traces a continuum that is constructed through three conceptual spaces. The concluding space is that of jouissance, parolibere or  “poetic language”. This last phase is the conclusion of a sequence that frames the futurist avantgarde discourse. In “Revolution in Poetic Language”, Kristeva posits a comparable three-tiered model of transgression:

A literary semiotics must be developed on the basis of a poetic logic where the concept of the power of the continuum would embody the 0-2 interval, a continuity where 0 denotes and 1 is implicitly transgressed.

   Within this ‘power of the continuum’ from 0 to a specifically poetic double, the linguistic, psychic and social ‘prohibition’ is 1 (God, Law, Definition). (41)
By applying this model to the text one sees a correspondence between Benedetta’s realms and the three numeric terms used by Kristeva. Kristeva claims that avant-guardist writing surpasses the symbolic term “1” in order to enter into a new zone of expression that does not subscribe to symbolic laws.

	          0

    semiotic  chora

     (Il Regno della    

    Materia Dinamica)
	              1

      symbolic order

      (Il Regno delle

       Volontà-Tensioni)
	              2

   poetic language

 (Il Regno delle

   Libertà Creatrici)


According to this formulation, a movement from 0-2 is characterized by “poetic logic” rather than the injunctive logic embodied in the term 1. The Regno delle Libertà Creatrici is likewise a realm of jouissance and playful transgression, supposedly positioned beyond the control of the symbolic domain.

While Benedetta’s 1924 novel Le forze umane celebrated the way in which the abstract human forces of expression exceed and redetermine symbolic limits, Viaggio di Gararà dispenses with the human subject to position these forces and limits as pre-determined loci. The three “realms” through which the protagonist Gararà journeys are abstract spaces that acquire their meaning through the symbols that inhabit them. Gararà represents both the imposition and failure of traditional scientific practice to come to terms with a human desire that defies definitive conceptualisation. It is in this way that Benedetta’s text also illustrates topographically F.T. Marinetti’s notion of parolibere.  As cited earlier, Marinetti declared that “La sintassi era una specie d’interprete o di cicerone monotono. Bisogna sopprimere questo intermediario, perché la letteratura entri direttamente nell’universo e faccia corpo con esso” (MF 84) [trns: Syntax was a kind of interpreter or monotonous guide. One must suppress this intermediary, so that literature enters directly into the universe and becomes embodied in it]. This statement implies a movement between three spaces (literature-the intermediary-the universe) in which syntax (the intermediary) is rejected as an unnecessary site of recodification. These three spaces can be located in Viaggio di Gararà as the three regni and read through Kristeva’s ternary model of chora/symbolic order/poetic language. 

Just as Marinetti denigrates syntax as a passéist convention akin to scientific positivism and positions it within a conservative symbolic space, the dwarf Gararà is Benedetta’s manifestation of the “cicerone monotono”. Limping on her compasses, (her sole means of support both physically and philosophically), she aims to translate everything she encounters through her cumbersome scientific syntax. Her logical declarations, spoken with pious exactitude, are rendered absurd in the mysterious irrational realms that she visits.  But Benedetta’s futurism did not seek to simply oppose science with irrationality and glorify the latter. In Le forze umane, for example, she employs terms from biology and physics to illustrate the development of her protagonist.  Rather than negate science she reinvents it for her own purposes. Similarly, the futurists did not dispense with science as a discourse but rehabilitated it as futurist science. In “La scienza futurista”, the traditional understanding of science as an instrument for discovering truths is negated only to be replaced by a new futurist notion of science as a means of creating as opposed to describing, and negating as opposed to affirming. The image of the scientist as a “sgobbone mediocre” [trns: mediocre slogger] is contrasted with “lo scopritore geniale che trova nella realtà nuovi rapporti logici, nuove architetture di legami” (MST 206) [trns: the ingenious discoverer who finds new logical relations in reality, new binding architectures].  In the same way Benedetta seeks new bonds and relations in her texts despite her frequent use of terms from traditional science. Scientific terms are frequently employed in Le forze umane to represent the abstract and intangible relations within life, such as the emotions and relationships between people. The protagonist of this earlier novel, Luciana, grapples with the Unknown [l’Incognito], a menacing and chaotic force that assails her on the cusp of sleep. Luciana realises that while the Unknown cannot ever be understood, it can be “differentiated” and this act of (scientifically) translating the Unknown into “difference” is the source of her expression and creativity. For Benedetta, artistic impulses originate from the Unknown (comparable to Kristeva’s “chora”) but her attempts to grapple with the oppression of the Unknown give rise to artistic creation (comparable to Kristeva’s “poetic language”). The relationship between the subject and  the Unknown is also explored in Viaggio di Gararà as well as her last novel Astra e il sottomarino. The former text attempts to show that the world cannot be measured or understood according to traditional epistemological criteria, while the latter blurs the limits between dreams and reality. The apparently contradictory purpose of futurist science recalls Benedetta’s approach to “le forze umane” which are always mysterious and ungraspable, but at the same time they can be sculpted, reconstructed and synthesised. In Viaggio di Gararà, Benedetta clarifies these forces by positioning them in spaces rather than expressing them through a subject. Having destroyed the “I” in literature, the human subject in this novel is evacuated from Bendetta’s text and the focus shifts to the creative process, or rather, the structure of the creative process. 

For Kristeva, “poetic language” (linguaggio, langage) originates from the chora —a site of primary generation—and surpasses the symbolic limit in order to express itself outside of linguistic and social laws (93-98). The first realm of this play-novel (Il Regno della Materia Dinamica) has a functional affinity with the chora:

Nel cuore del Tempo-Spazio, centro degli infiniti cerchi concentrici che esprimono tutte le misure e tutte le proporzioni, vi è un Lago. La sua forma ovale rivela il formarsi di una tipicità vitale nell’impersonalismo della circonferenza. Contiene un inattuale liquido di un verde neutro, senza volontà, senza tono artistico, ma denso carico e fecondo.

Il Lago, cieco come un utero immenso, non ha orizzonte, poichè alte scogliere di nebbie monotone e cupe sconfinano e insieme separano la sua misteriosa forma dalla notte assoluta che si stende al di là. (127)

[trns: In the heart of Time-Space, centre of the infinite concentric circles that express all measures and all proportions, there is a Lake. Its oval shape reveals the self-formation [il formarsi] of a vital typicality in the impersonalism of the circumference. It contains an antiquated liquid of a neutral green, without any will, without any artistic tone, yet dense, weighty and fertile.  

The Lake, blind like an immense uterus, has no horizon, since high cliffs of gloomy and monotonous mist both encroach upon and separate its mysterious form from the absolute night that stretches out to the beyond.]

Several important observations can be gleaned from this passage. Firstly, the Lake is situated at the extreme limit of an abstract concept; the “cuore di Tempo-Spazio”. It is a virtual space that cannot be positioned within any empirical discourse. Secondly, it has no human characteristics: it is impersonal, it contains an “inattuale liquido di un verde neutro, senza volontà, senza tono artistico, ma denso carico e fecondo”. Yet at the same time it is maternal, it is like “un utero immenso”, recalling Kristeva’s uterine metaphors of the chora. To better understand Kristeva’s concept of the chora it is helpful to note that it was partly derived from Plato’s understanding of space. In Timaeus and Critias, Plato defined space thus:

Space . . . is eternal and indestructible . . . provides a position for everything that comes to be, and . . . is apprehended without the senses by a sort of spurious reasoning and is so hard to believe in ​– we look at it indeed in a kind of dream and say that everything that exists must be somewhere and occupy some space, and that what is nowhere in heaven or earth is nothing at all.

Similarly, the spaces (or Realms) in Viaggio di Gararà , are “ethereal” spaces; sites from which it is understood that all semiotic information is generated. According to Kristeva, “one can situate the chora and, if necessary, lend it a topology, but one can never give it axiomatic form” (94).

The only characters that inhabit the Regno della Materia Dinamica are Mata and the Dinici. Mata (matter, mater) is described as “una massa insieme molle e rocciosa, vasta quanto una collina, ma con le forme di un gigante idropico vivo e parlante” (127) [trns: a mass, simultaneously flaccid and rock-like, as vast as a hill, but with the appearance of a gigantic dropsical, animate and lifelike]. She is blind and is bound to the Lake by a kind of umbilical cord with a funnel. She survives through a symbiosis with the Lake (“Così il Lago nutre Mata e Mata il Lago” [128]). The Dinici are little headless beings of ebony black that have “braccia affusolate con mani in forma di cucchiai uncinati” (128) [trns: tapered arms with hands in the shape of hooked spoons].They row towards Mata on rafts so as to be placed in her funnel and thus “Liberati dal loro peso-necessità” (128) [trns: Liberated from their weight-necessity]. In Kristevan terms, this is the description of a foetus in the womb that receives persistent impulses and nourishment but neither differentiates nor orders them. Gararà, limping on her two “crutch-compasses” enters the realm chanting her slogan:

Ga - ra - rà

tro - ve - rà

Ga - ra - rà

Toc - che rà

Ga - ra - rà

sa - ne - rà

Ga - ra - rà

A - pri - rà

(129)
Her goal is to measure everything with the compasses and effectively to map Mata and the Dinici. She asks Mata:

“Non vuoi dunque conoscere gli splendidi labirinti del pensiero, precisi come cristalli risultanti dalla chimica della tua volontà?
 Non vuoi osservare le vivisezioni illuminate dalla logica spietata? Non vuoi entrare nei misteri profondi minacciati dalle lame acute della conoscenza!...” (130)

[trns: “Do you not therefore wish to know the splendid labyrinths of thought, as precise as crystals, resulting from the chemistry of your will?

Do you not wish to observe the illuminated vivisections of merciless logic? Do you not wish to enter into the profound mysteries threatened by the pointed blades of consciousness!...”]
But Mata refuses her and Gararà decides to scale her body in order to physically impose her law, “Ti insegnerò così a conoscerti e giungerò fino alle tue orecchie e vi caccerò dentro le mie verità” (131) [trns: Thus I shall teach you to know yourself and I will reach as far your ears and chase you into my truths]. In so doing Gararà discovers that Mata is not a living being but instead she is made of rock, a “materia inerte”.

In this realm, Benedetta uses metaphors of childbirth to express Gararà’s strenuous endeavour to bring Mata into a new space of language and action. Gararà officiates as a midwife assisting at a possible birth. She warns Mata that her “ventre crescente schiaccia sempre più il cordone ombellicale già piegato” (129) and asks “Non vuoi dunque mai uscire dalla tua immonda semplicità elementare? “(130) [trns: Do you therefore never wish to come out of your filthy elemental simplicity?]. Later she promises “Gararà ti guarirà del tuo peso” (133) [trns: Gararà will heal you of your weight]. Gararà realises that the key to this metaphoric birth resides in the Dinici who are the representations of primary linguistic expressions. Just like the impulses from the chora that Kristeva described in “Revolution in Poetic Language”, the Dinici express themselves through rhythm, song and rhyme. However the expressions have no propositional meaning. At the same time, they have no desire except to be consumed. Gararà complains to Mata, “Che canti tediosi! [...] Tu li lasci parlare e dimentichi che parlano senza avere nulla da dire!” [trns: “What tedious chanting! ... You let them speak and forget that they speak without having anything to say!”] (134). At one point, a Dinico that does not want to be swallowed by Mata cries, “Fermaaa!... Fermaaa!..” (137). Gararà encourages it saying “Esci, esci dal Lago! Dinico! Esci presto! Tutti gli altri ti seguiranno. Avrai una testa! Sarai il più forte dei Dinici...” (138). [trns: Flee, Flee the Lake! Dinico! Flee quickly! All the others will follow you. You sill have a head! You will be the strongest of all the Dinici...]. The head that the Dinico lacks and which Gararà promises is the representation of an identity, an organ that would give it the possibility of surviving outside of the Lake.
 However, the Dinico is unable to leave because it is ensnared by the rhythm of the others and is swallowed by Mata. Defeated, Gararà enters into Il Regno delle Volontà-Tensioni.

In a Lacanian discourse, Gararà would be the  manifestation of the Name-of-the-Father that seeks to bring Mata into language. However, her “name” in the future form of a nonsense verb (a perversion of “guarire”?) represents merely the possibility of action and expression. She refuses to accept that she cannot have any authority over these realms and that she is only permitted as a visitor. More a linguistic imperative than a character with true agency, her actions are always indeterminate and chimerical. Gararà’s project to represent the mystical inhabitants of the three realms through her scientific language is portrayed as an impossible mission. It is only in the concluding stages of the text that she becomes aware of this and is forced to contemplate her own injunctive function. By her very nature, Gararà is incompatible with the mysterious creative forces that she encounters.  Her journey, it must be remembered, is a failed project. She is never able to impose herself as Law.

The second Realm is almost the opposite of the first. It is a highly organised space, full of static “signifiers” and can be understood as the manifestation of the Symbolic Order. Benedetta introduces Il Regno delle Volontà-Tensioni thus:

In un’atmosfera trasparente, nitidamente divisa in tre zone: grigio perla al basso, rosa carne al centro, giallo sole in alto, sono immerse numerose e differentissime Volontà-Tensioni radicate in un terreno piano con la irregolare densità delle piante di un bosco. Le Volontà-Tensioni hanno per forma e colore la materializzazione della loro ragione di vita. Il terreno, d’un colore grigio scuro, ricco d’ogni possibilità, è la base di tutte le origini. (140)
[trns: In a transparent atmosphere, neatly divided into three zones: pearl grey at the bottom, flesh pink in the middle and sun yellow at the top, are immersed numerous and dissimilar Will-Tensions, rooted in the terrain with the irregular density of woodland plants. Through their shape and colour, the Will-Tensions bear the manifestation of their raison d’être. The terrain, of a dark grey, rich with all possibilities, is the foundation of all origins.]
The Volonta-Tensioni are the Voluits, the Saôas, the Convols, the Tebii, the Acri, the Illiri and the Previdenti, and they all have their “ragione di vita”. The Voluits, for instance, are “desiderio accanito di architettura e di solidità” (140) [trns: the relentless desire for architecture and solidity], the Saôas are hope, the Convols are passion, the Tebii are “diafani megafoni dell’infinito amore” (140) [trns: diaphanous megaphones of infinite love] and the Acri are violence and pain. They are all symbols of abstract, emotive or allegorical concepts, but here there is no meaningful interaction between them. The terrain is “ricco d’ogni possibilità” but the atmosphere remains motionless. As Benedetta writes, “L’immobilità e il silenzio sono carichi delle Volontà-Tensioni che vivono nell’atmosfera” (140) [trns: The stillness and silence are heavy with the Will-Tensions that live in the atmosphere]. The concept of “volontà-tensione” is almost contradictory in the sense that the tension contains the will (or desire) within its limit. In the same way the symbols are like platonic forms that are “unrepresentable” but express a particular law. The law in the Symbolic Order is a linguistic law with which an agent interacts to express itself. For this reason, the symbolic is referred to as the domain of law, language and exchange (Grosz and Rowley 185).

Gararà, as the Name-of-the-Father, has a very different function in this realm. She can no longer impose an order because the order is pre-existent. Instead, Gararà wills the Regno delle Volontà-Tensioni to impose itself on the Regno della Materia Dinamica so that expression is possible. She also seeks to discover the grounds of the Volontà-Tensioni only to deconstruct them. The fact that she walks through the realm on a pathway is significant because the pathway is a metaphor of the “trace”; a primary sign. She says:

Gararà vi arricchirà della gioia di essere liberi, fuori dalle atmosfere che vi sommergono. Romperete i vostri limiti precisi per esprimervi in fronde deliziosamente molteplici.

D’un balzo Gararà è nel centro del sentiero. (146)

[trns: Gararà will enrich you with the joy of being free, outside of the atmosphere that submerges you. You will smash your precise limits so as to express yourself in delightfully multiplicit fronds.
In a bound, Gararà is in the centre of the pathway.]
The three atmospheres are constructed oppositions that give the realm its hierarchical structure while the precise limits are binary limits that Gararà wants to replace with a heterogeneous system. Gararà occupies the space of the pathway and is therefore in a position from which she can supposedly trace or re-position the limits. However, when Gararà encounters the Previdenti (symbols of speed), she realises that these Volontà-Tensioni can give expression to the Regno della Materia Dinamica. Gararà addresses the Previdents:

Vi condurrò al Lago delle nebbie dinamiche! Vi sono esseri veloci come voi, come voi, senza testa. Sono i piccoli Dinici della materia che voi Dinici del volere potrete dirigere... Venite con me!...  (146)
[trns: I shall lead you to the Lake of dynamic mists! There are fast beings like you, like you they are headless. They are the little Dinici of matter which you Dinici of desire might be able to direct... Come with me!...]
She hopes that the Previdents can guide the Dinici, but they ignore her because they are mere symbols and cannot function as imperatives. The possibility remains that Gararà can upset the atmospheres in order to demonstrate that their “limiti precisi” are unnecessary. The first time she does not succeed but finally the sun-yellow and flesh-red zones “si spezzano e si afflosciano sotto un rumore arcuato di falce sega” (149) [trns: break up and go limp to the arching sound of a saw-toothed sickle]. At this point the “piante forze” are almost extinguished but Time (here a symbol of eternity) returns and defeats Gararà with its song. Gararà cannot conquer this realm because it is eternal and ungraspable. As the Voluits had previously explained, “Siamo Tensioni realizzate. Occupiamo lo spazio e il tempo colle nostre punte volitive” (142) [trns: We are the manifestation of Tensions. We occupy space and time with our volitional tips]. The Realm of Volontà-Tensioni is also a conceptual space, a locus that functions merely as an abstract law. It is eternity in the form of Time that defeats Gararà, but this too is a synchronic manifestation of time that allows for no diachronic progression of narrative. 

The final and most problematic realm of this text purports to offer a “third way” or unregulated possibility of linguistic play, as opposed to a dialectic tension between semiotic and symbolic domains. It is described as a:

Giardino [...] sulla riva verde oro della gioia bagnata dal mare infinito del pensiero azzurro.[...] La riva non è piana, ma si solleva in ritmi ondulosi dolcissimi quasi musicali, che, gonfiandosi continuano spiralicamente in coni multicolori internamente illuminati. (151)
[trns: Garden [...] on the green gold shore of joy, bathed in the infinite sea of sky-blue thought. [...] The shore is not flat but rises in the sweetest, almost musical, undulating rhythms that by swelling up, continue spiralling into multicoloured cones, illuminated from within.]

The realm is inhabited by the Piccoli Allegri that are the manifestations of poetic language or parolibere.  Since the symbolic is “implicitly transgressed”, the Allegri flout grammatical laws and frequently speak in a nonsense language. These expressions of “poetic language” are the representations of semiotic impulses without any symbolic or syntactic impositions (like the “sintesi grafiche” of Le forze umane which Benedetta calls “l’espressione diretta delle forze dell’universo senza nessuna preoccupazione plastica” [118]), and for that reason they have much in common with the drives from the chora. Gallop and Burke describe the movement from the semiotic to poetic language by contrasting infants’ speech with linguistic subversions in adults’ speech:

If the semiotic expresses itself in the infant’s world as babble, rhythm, melody, and gesture, then in the adult’s it returns in word play, prosodic effects, nonsense, and laughter – all relatively uncensored traces of the unconscious. (193)

The Allegri dance in spirals and then “si sbandano felici come una fresca risata in un’alba d’amore” (151) [trns: happily disband like a fresh burst of laughter in a dawn of love]. When they speak they play word games with the names of their colours. In this case, for example, they construct quasi-anagrams from the word “azzuro”:

	Allegro verde


	orùuuzz

	Allegro azzurro


	oraàazz

	Allegro viola


	zaiiir

	Allegro rosso


	rarurr

	Allegro giallo


	razaàar

	Allegro bianco
	azuùur


(152)

The presence of Gararà in this realm is problematic because she can no longer presume to operate in the capacity of the Name-of-the-Father beyond the symbolic limit. When Gararà chants her usual slogan (Gararà/ Troverà/ Gararà/Toccherà . . .), the Green Allegro responds, “Questo è il tuo giuoco...” (157) [trns: This is your game]. The Allegro interprets the slogan as a play on words because Gararà could not even begin to impose any of her imperatives on this subversive realm. The anagram is significant because it represents all the possible variations of a word, not only those which make sense. In the same way, Regno delle Libertà Creatrici is characterised by a heterogeneous nonsense language. As the Purple Allegro declares, “Ogni parola ha un’eco... Varietàà” (158) [trns: Every word has an echo... Varietyy]. Gararà’s words, on the other hand, cannot be interpreted meaningfully because their imperative function is playfully undermined by the “poetic” subversions of the Allegri. The White Allegro exclaims, “Gararà! Gararà! vedo il tuo nome e le tue parole accartocciarsi. Sono un involucro... cosa vogliono imprigionare?.” (159) [trns: “Gararà! Gararà! I see your name and your words shrivel up. They are an envelope... what do they wish to imprison?”]. Thus the notion of naming and describing is seen as a process of needlessly imprisoning meaning, a process which is ultimately impossible in the “infinite” realm of the Libertà Creatrici. For this reason, Gararà cannot even touch the luminous cone that she wishes to measure with her crutch-compasses. For the first time she is required to describe herself, and realising that she has no meaning she can only compare herself to a useless text:

Come una carta assorbente troppo usata ho su di me numerose scritture e sono un reticolato di segni incompleti e insignificanti... (157)

[trns: Like a piece of over-used blotting paper I have numerous writings all over me and they are a reticulation of incomplete and insignificant signs...]
After the encounter between Light and Fire, Gararà disappears between two curves of the earth’s surface (168).
 In this realm she cannot exist consciously. The Blue Allegro concludes that Gararà was “il vuoto vestito di logica!” (169) [trns: the void dressed up as logic!] reinforcing the idea that Gararà as a function is empty of signification. The logic of Gararà is the imperative logic of the Symbolic Order, and after she disappears, “L’eterno dinamismo gioioso della creazione continua il suo ritmo alogico” (169). [trns: The eternal joyous dynamism of creation continues its illogical rhythm]. The rhythm of eternal dynamism belongs to “poetic logic”.

The ternary model posited by both Kristeva and Benedetta is useful as a topology of avant-garde writing but becomes more problematic in its application to broader ideological concerns. In Benedetta’s terms, the third space is associated with freedom as it is located outside of the jurisdiction of linguistic imperatives. For Kristeva, it is also a site of subversion (of linguistic imperatives) and consequently “revolutionary”. Both models involve a similar notion of transgression and the playful heterogeneity that accompanies it. However, it is arguable that Kristeva’s model of revolution in language is fundamentally impossible because any transgression of the Symbolic Order must still rely on some form of symbolic system for there to be the possibility of representation at all. Furthermore, “transgressive” expressions have a tendency to become re-absorbed into the symbolic domain. Grosz notes that:

Avant-garde practices can lead to a transgression of the symbolic, that is, to the limits of signification, but they do not obliterate them. They are displaced and repositioned elsewhere. Representational ruptures cannot destroy socio-symbolic unities, for, on [Kristeva’s] understanding, this amounts to a dissolution of sociality itself. Radical subversion is essentially reformist: as the order of language, the symbolic, can only accommodate so much change at any given time. (Grosz, Sexual Subversions 60)
Investigating the nexus between fascism and the avant-garde, Andrew Hewitt comments that, “the ability to represent fragmentation reasserts a representational totality in which the problem of fragmentation is itself implicitly negated” (65-6). In other words, the mere act of representing by means of a transgressive avant-garde language (read fragmentation) permits such language to be absorbed and embedded in a broader representational discourse. True rupture is thus prevented by the very act of its representation.

Yet Benedetta was acutely aware of this danger and there are indications of this awareness in all of her novels. In the last chapter of Viaggio di Gararà  she warns of the “audacia pericolosa del dittatore che vuol uniformare a capriccio l’umanità” (167) [trns: the dangerous audacity of the dictator that wants to homogenize at will], which is noteworthy when one takes into account the fact that the novel was published in 1931, at a time when the fascist regime was well and truly established in Italy and the year after the Nazi Party won the elections in Germany. Although I do not intend to approach the highly complex question of the relationship between fascism and the Italian avant-garde, it is fair to suggest that Benedetta is making a derisory comment on Mussolini’s regime which was actively supported and promoted by many of the futurists. A similar tendency can be found in Astra e il sottomarino, a novel which celebrates expression and transgression but concludes with the story of a ruthless father who imprisons his three daughters in a pyramid and forbids them any form of subjectivity or self-expression.  

Despite the limitations of Benedetta’s model of transgression Viaggio di Gararà  is first and foremost a text that deflates the presumption that scientific investigation is a transcendent activity that is somehow independent of the phenomena it examines. Further, the ineffectiveness of Gararà’s journey underscores the impossibility of assigning any kind of narrative or “purpose” to science. While previous configurations of the scientific “project” were concerned with the quantification, representation and positive designation of unknown forces, the defining characteristics of science that surface through “La scienza futurista” and Viaggio di Gararà are indeterminacy, creativity and revelation. Though radical, this transformation was neither sudden nor consistent in futurist literary practice, and is more accurately viewed as general ideational and aesthetic shift. For even after the emergence of “La scienza futurista”, science in the futurist imagination was not always independent of notions of “project” and “progress”. In the final chapter I will analyse three distinct scientific “narratives” that appear in futurist literature, to view how they compare with previously discussed models.

                FIVE

Pseudo-scientific Narratives and Futurist Utopias

At first glance it would be tempting to assume that the futurists were simply seeking to legitimate their artistic programme by consistently comparing futurist practice to the scientific investigations of the day. Science, conceived as a vehicle of intellectual and industrial progress, was a potentially powerful ally in the iconoclastic campaigns against tradition, as well as futurism’s broad project of “ricostruzione”. The signatories of “La scienza futurista” go as far as representing futurism itself as a scientific discourse, albeit a radically revised one. But the celebration of the unknown and unpredictable, and the emphasis on revelation as opposed to representation that characterizes “scienza futurista” is directly at odds with the notion of science as a progressive, legitimating discourse. If this is the case, then to what extent can futurism actually be conceptualised as a “movement” even if the very name “futurismo” would seem to convey a sense of narrative, a confirmation of linear progression toward some specific goal? Marinetti’s exhortation “Marciare, non marcire” [trns: March, don’t waste away] was a slogan that punctuated the later manifestos, emphasizing the notion of “progress” for its own sake.
 A manifesto published during the first world war proclaimed, “Avanti! Avanti! Azione! Guai a chi si ferma o indietreggia, per negare, discutere o sognare! Combattiamo ogni ideale futuro che possa troncare il nostro sforzo d’oggi e di domani!”
 [trns : Forward ! Forward ! Action! Woe betide he who stops or retreats, so as to deny, argue or dream! Let us fight every future ideal that might cut short our struggle of today and tomorrow]. The chimera of “ogni ideale futuro” is negated in favour of immediate action, yet the actual purpose or goal of this glorious march of progress is seemingly absent—a fact which is satirically exemplified in Bruno Corra’s Sam Dunn è morto. After Sam Dunn’s mysterious occult forces cause the whole of Paris to behave irrationally, the citizens eventually begin to march in the same direction without knowing where they are headed, nor why they are going there:


 In marcia, verso dove? E con quale scopo? Nessuno lo sapeva, ma tutti andavano. Andavano anche, in ranghi disciplinatissimi, tutti i letti degli ospedali di Parigi, trasportando i loro malati verso quel qualche cosa che nessuno conosceva ma che tutti aspettavano. Certo nessuna rivoluzione, nessun trionfo, nessun avvenimento storico offrì mai lo spettacolo, immensamente significativo, di una intera popolazione la quale va, concorde, convinta e decisa verso un fine ignoto. In mezzo al delirio di fenomeni imprevedibili che schiumeggiava su Parigi, quattro milioni di cervelli andavano sempre piú fondendosi in una sola aspettazione. Un esercito colossale muoveva a una conquista indefinita, ma, tutto concorreva a farlo supporre, supremamente importante per i destini dell’umanità. (32)


[trns: Marching whence? And to what end? Nobody knew, but everyone went. All the beds of the hospitals in Paris went with them in well-disciplined ranks, transporting their sick towards that something that no one knew about but which everybody was expecting. Surely no revolution, no triumph, no historical event ever offered such a hugely significant spectacle, of an entire population unanimous, convinced and resolute going towards an unknown end. In the midst of the delirium of unpredictable phenomena that frothed over Paris, four million brains became ever more fused in a single expectation. A colossal army advanced towards an indefinite conquest, but everything led one to believe it to be supremely important for the fate of humanity. ]
Drawing from a broad range of texts, this chapter tackles the question of where the focus of this presumed narrative lies, and whether indeed it is possible to speak of a futurist teleology at all, despite the numerous and frank statements of intention that appear throughout the manifestos. In an attempt to answer this I will be discussing a selection of pseudo-scientific discourses that exist as subtexts in futurist literature.  Namely: alchemy, social evolutionism and science fiction. The importance of these subtexts for my reading is that they are all “illegitimate” sciences, (or re-presentations of science) whose narrative structure is ostensibly teleological.

A widely accepted definition of pseudo-science is a discourse that attributes values to scientific facts, or in other words, the extraction of ideology from science.  However, as numerous critics have shown, science is always fundamentally ideological even if it disguises or refuses to acknowledge its own politics.
 My definition of pseudo-science is instead the attribution of purpose to science (a purpose nonetheless predicated on the values erroneously induced from facts). This position is elucidated by Emile Durkheim, who in 1915 commented that:

Faith is before all else an impetus to action while science, no matter how far it may be pushed, always remains at a distance from this. Science is fragmentary and incomplete; it advances slowly and is never finished; but life cannot wait. The theories destined to make men live and act are therefore obliged to pass science and complete it prematurely. (qtd. in Kaye 1)

Durkheim’s “theories destined to make men live and act” call to mind Jean-François Lyotard’s conception of metanarratives. According to Lyotard the redemptive ideologies or “grand narratives” that once grounded an idea of historical, social and intellectual progress (eg. Marxism, Christianity, science) have lost their credibility in the postmodern world. Consequently, the discourses that legitimate knowledge no longer have any integrity and are “demoted to the lowest rank, that of an ideology or instrument of power” (29). The postmodern, defined by Lyotard as “incredulity toward metanarratives” (27), is a state of affairs with no discernible telos nor grand plan. The void left behind by the grand narratives is filled instead by little narratives:

We no longer have recourse to the grand narratives – we can resort neither to the dialectic of Spirit nor even to the emancipation of humanity as a validation for postmodern scientific discourse. But [...] the little narrative [petit recit] remains the quintessential form of imaginative invention, most particularly in science. (32)

Notwithstanding futurism’s ambitious agenda of reconstructing the universe, it is my contention that the various illegitimate sciences that feature in futurist literature behave as “little narratives”, as instruments of “imaginative invention” rather than strictly teleological metanarratives. I argue that the perceived progressiveness of alchemy, social evolutionism and science fiction, with their associations of scientific quests, societal order and technological utopias, is surreptitiously undermined when these narratives are transposed to the futurist text. Consistent with Benedetta’s model of transgression, the various pseudo-sciences are first appropriated as useful narratives, but are ultimately manipulated to serve the subversive and playful demands of “scienza futurista”.  By using terms such as “progress, “teleology”, “type” and “utopia” in this chapter, I do not mean to suggest that I myself am subscribing to these models to structure my argument, nor even that futurism is necessarily progressive, teleological, typological or utopian.
 Rather, I am to show that although these concepts are highly problematic, they are nonetheless relevant to the discussion of ideational tendencies in futurist literature. 

Alchemy
While aspects of modern science consistently feature in futurist literature, the influence of alchemy can also be detected, although references to the practice are rarely explicit. The declaration in the “Manifesto dei pittori futuristi”: “Noi denunciamo al disprezzo dei giovani tutta quella canaglia incosciente che [...] a Venezia glorifica un farraginoso patinume da alchimisti fossilizzati! (MF 21–22) [trns: We denounce to the scorn of the young the whole of that thoughtless rabble which [...] in Venice glorifies a muddled patina like so many fossilized alchemists!], might seem to discourage any suggestion of an alchemical reading of futurism. Indeed, the fustian archaism of this ancient practice would appear antithetical to the rejuvenative spirit of the futurist avantgarde.  Nonetheless, it is possible to locate a distinctly alchemical vocabulary in two early Marinettian texts, “Uccidiamo il Chiaro di Luna!” (1909) and Mafarka il futurista, both of which feature the motifs of solar and lunar archetypes, the transformation of metals, and the quest for immortality. Simona Cigliana acknowledges an alchemical dimension to the latter text, claiming that:

Marinetti intrecciava [...] uno degli antichi sogni degli alchimisti con le sue reminiscenze della letteratura gotica, con i ricordi delle teogonie orientali e con varie suggestioni dell’esoterismo occidentale, che proprio in quegli anni andava tessendo, sull’antica trama, nuovi motivi.  (FE 160)

[trns: Marinetti was interweaving [..] one of the ancient dreams of the alchimists, with his echoes of gothic literature, with the memories of oriental theogeny and with various suggestions of western esotericism, which in those years was in the process of plotting new motifs on an ancient narrative.]

As alchemy is a highly figurative discipline laden with allegory and symbolism, it is tempting to read alchemical influences everywhere one looks. It is, however, indisputable that certain motifs of process, transmutation, immortality, gold and an alchemical procedure of solve et coagula (divide and unite) exist in a number of futurist texts.  While acknowledging the dangers of over-reading I will argue that alchemy provided an illustration of the nature of the futurist movement as an exploratory narrative with a mystical approach. That is to say, futurism invoked alchemy as an experimental metaphysics connoting the Other of “authentic” scientific discourse. Despite alchemy’s status as an archaic and discredited practice, futurism’s alchemical subtext parallelled the narrative of nineteenth-century science as both discourses were operating as metanarratives of intellectual enlightenment. Alchemy as a practice emerged in Egypt as early as the third century and continued to develop for many centuries after it was transported to Europe.
 By the eighteenth century, alchemy had all but disappeared as a serious discipline, although faith in an implicit metanarrative of process towards an ultimate goal persisted in the emerging scientific discourses.

Occasionally Marinetti cryptically equates futurism with the alchemical quest for scientific and spiritual enlightenment. Adopting an alchemical rhetoric in his manifesto, “La «Divina Commedia» è un verminaio di glossatori” Marinetti declared that, “Il Futurismo è un gran masso di metalli incandescenti, che abbiamo con le nostre mani divelto dalle profondità d’un vulcano, e con le nostre mani sollevato verso il cielo” (MF 35) [trns: Futurism is a great mass of incandescent metals that we, with our own hands, have uprooted from the depths of a volcano, and with our own hands raised towards the sky]. The futurist creative project is further associated with the manipulation of alloys in “Uccidiamo il Chiaro di Luna!” where a synthesis of precious metals is commanded for the construction of a great “narrative” railroad, “Presto! Siano divelti i parafulmini e le statue!... Saccheggiamo gli scrigni colmi d’oro... Verghe e monete!... Tutti i metalli preziosi saranno fusi, pel gran Binario militare!...” (MF 15) [trns: Quick! Tear down the statues and lightning rods!... Let us plunder the caskets full of gold... Ingots and coins!... All precious metals will be fused for the great milatry Railroad]. To facilitate their journey towards the “sublime altare del mondo” [trns: sublime altar of the world] the party of futurists and lunatics pant over “crogiuoli di barite, di alluminio e di manganese che a quando a quando spaventavano le nuvole con la loro esplosione abbagliante” (MF 15) [trns: crucibles of barite, aluminium and manganese that every so often frightened the clouds with their blinding explosions]. But in Marinetti’s texts the coagula of materials in the service of a futurist ideal was not confined to the fusion and miraculous transfiguration of metals. For the generation of his artificial son, Mafarka made the astounding claim, “[...] ho trovato una mistura che trasforma le fibre vegetali in carne viva e in muscoli robusti!...” (Mafarka 233) [trns: I have found a mixture that transforms vegetable fibres into living flesh and robust muscles], recalling the Paracelsian elixer of arcanum sanguinis Hominis mentioned in Chapter Three. In this way, Marinetti appealed to an alchemical vocabulary in order to evoke artistic or intuitive processes. Karen-Claire Voss has noted that “In spiritual alchemy [...] one finds reality to be a living system in which one participates, to which one contributes, and in which the boundaries between subject and object are fluid.” (152). Thus the physical transmutation of matter was thought to be conditional upon a commensurate spiritual transformation of the alchemical practitioner. As discussed previously, the exteriorisation of will in the Marinettian imagination has the effect of highlighting the fundamental split existing between the self-as-subject and self-as-object. In Mafarka il futurista, this division is tangibly reified, as the internal processes of the hero are duly reflected in the world of objects.  During his “Discorso futurista”, Mafarka makes a quasi-Aristotlean appeal to reconstitute and transform matter by means of an inner power:

«[...] Io v’insegno a spinger fuori dai vostri muscoli, fuori dalle vostre bocche, la volontà come il rosso alito di un forno, come una forza soprannaturale, così che ella padroneggi, trasformi e sollevi il legno, il granito, e tutti i metalli!... » (236)

[trns: I teach to push the will from out of your muscles, and out of your mouths like the red breath of a furnace, like a supernatural force, so that it masters, transforms and raises wood, granite and all metals!...]

The will of the individual is compared to “il rosso alito di un forno”, a functional equivalent to the intense heat of the laboratory furnace necessary for transforming metals. The process of exteriorisation is thus a precondition for bridging the limit between self and the world. The presumably limitless creative potential of the human will was also discussed in some detail by Arnaldo Ginna and Bruno Corra in their text “Metodo”, which advocated a concentration of will power through a methodical discipline of mind and body reminiscent of eastern asceticism. In this light it is appropriate that Marinetti should subsequently refer to Ginna as a “preciso alchimista d’infinite ricerche scientifiche e medianiche” (MST 217) [trns: precise alchemist of infinite scientific and mediumistic research]. Indeed, belief in the “mediumistic” and transformative power of the will was widespread amongst occultists and intellectuals of the period. Cigliana compares the Marinettian interest in exteriorisation of will with the doctrines of the occultist Eliphas Lévi who “insisteva [...] sulla necessità di allenare la volontà, di guidarla per mezzo dell’ascesi e della rinuncia, di imparare a proiettarla fuori di sé condensandola in immagini agenti, in grado di acquistare vita propria” (FE 112) [trns: insisted [...] on the necessity of channelling the will, to guide it by means of ascesis and renunciation, to learn to project it outside of oneself, condensing it in image agents, so that it acquires a life of its own]. Mafarka’s teaching is, in fact, very similar to that of Lévi’s: 

«La nostra volontà deve uscire da noi, per impossessarsi della materia e modificarla a nostro capriccio. Così noi possiamo plasmare tutto ciò che ci circonda e rinnovare senza fine la faccia del mondo.... » (237)
[trns: Our will must come out of us, to possess itself of matter and modify it and our demand. Thus we will be able to mould everything that surrounds us and endlessly renew the face of the earth.]
Here Mafarka’s speech is performed in the same register of prophecy that Marinetti adopts in almost all of his manifestos. With the promise of a renewal of the earth, the modification of matter, presumed to exist in a state of imperfection, is commanded. For the alchemists, likewise, all base metals were conceptualized on a progressive scale that ultimately ended with their transformation into gold. What alchemists were attempting to do was to speed up the telluric processes that took aeons to bring about the production of gold in the earth by treating base metals with various solvents and by producing artificial alloys.  In alchemical diagrams, the sun, or the image of a king is used to represent gold, while silver is represented by a queen or the moon. The dissolution of gold or silver through contact with a reagent is thereby allegorically represented through the destruction of the sun or moon. Alchemical diagrams sometimes display images of the sun being devoured by a lion, or the moon attacked by ravens to illustrate this process. As we have seen the destruction of the sun occurs in the final passages of Mafarka il futurista, and the both the sun and moon are depicted as destroying one another in Marinetti’s 1922 novel Gli Indomabili (Marinetti, “The Untamables” 174-5, 180).
 It is unlikely that the exhortation, “Uccidiamo il Chiaro di Luna!” is a veiled detail of an alchemical experiment, although the eponymous manifesto contains much in the way of alchemical allegory through its rhetoric of progress and metals. As the futurists leave the city “cercando ovunque ostacoli da superare” [trns: searching everywhere for obstacles to overcome], they feel the old European sun beat down on their faces with its “gran torcia di porpora incandescente, poi crepò, vomitandosi all’infinito” (MF 10) [trns: great torch of incandescent scarlet, then burst, vomiting itself into the infinite]. This is immediately followed by “Turbini di polvere aggressiva; acciecante fusione di zolfo, di potassa e di silicati per le vetrate dell’Ideale!... Fusione d’un nuovo globo solare che presto vedremo risplendere” (MF 10) [trns: Whirlwinds of aggressive dust; blinding fusion of sulphur, potash and silicates through the windows of the Ideal!... Fusion of a new solar globe that soon we shall see shining]. Having reached the limit of its signifying capability, the old sun as the ultimate symbol of the Ideal, “vomits itself” into disintegration, to be resynthesized as a new solar globe. The sun is also a central image of Mafarka il futurista, a novel which appears to be set in Egypt, Marinetti’s country of origin (and the birthplace of alchemy). Here, the association between the sun and gold is made explicit. Magamal, Mafarka’s brother, cries out “Vedo il Sole che galoppa... Il suo turbante d’oro massiccio si nasconde dietro una cortina di nubi!...” (36) [trns: I see the galloping sun... Its turban of solid gold hides itself behind a screen of clouds] and later the alchemical opposition between lead and gold is invoked to describe “il Sole [...] schiacciato da nuvoloni di piombo” (190) [trns: the Sun ... crushed by large clouds of lead].  At one stage Mafarka addresses the sun as, “— O Sole ! o gallina dalle grandi e magiche uova d’oro!”(213) [trns: O Sun! O hen of the great and magical golden eggs!] and on another occasion the sun’s rays are described as “le verghe magiche del sole” (190) [trns: the sun’s magical gold ingots]. 

In his writings on alchemy Jung designated the destruction of the sun as an archetype embedded in the collective subconscious. But it is not only in alchemical texts that the sun has a central symbolic function. Drawing from his studies of various indigenous cultures, the modernist anthropologist and writer Georges Bataille posited the sun as a “metaphor of metaphor”, as a “pure gift of energy without return” (Bennington 50). Bataille’s configuration of the sun as an “excess of energy over the requirements of maintenance” (Bennington 50) has a strong affinity with Marinetti’s image of the sun vomiting itself into the infinite. Likewise the alchemical sun of Mafarka il futurista represents pure transformation (“metaphor of metaphor”) by means of its “pure gift” of transmuted gold.  

Due to its high level of unreactivity, alchemists believed that gold contained the property of immutability, and that a “pill of immortality” might be produced from it. Later, immortality was thought to be achieved by means of the “elixir of life” which was to be made according to the same purifying processes involved in distilling alcohol. In “Uccidiamo il Chiaro di Luna!”, gold, madness and inner purity are associated with immortality.
 Early in the manifesto Marinetti describes “pazzi” as a word of solid gold with the power of conferring a metaphorical longevity:

Che cosa dite?... Siamo pazzi?... Evviva! Ecco finalmente la parola che aspettavo!... Ah! Ah! Bellissima trovata!... Prendete con cautela questa parola d’oro massiccio, e tornatevene presto in processione, per celarla nella più gelosa delle vostre cantine! Con quella parola fra le dita e sulle labbra, potrete vivere ancora venti secoli... Per conto mio, vi annuncio che il mondo è fradicio di saggezza!... (MF 11)
[trns: What are you saying?... We’re mad?... Hooray! Here, finally, is the word that I was waiting for... Ha ha! What an excellent find!... Carefully take this word of solid gold and quickly return with it in procession, to hide it in the most guarded of your cellars. With this word between your fingers and on your lips, you could live another twenty centuries... For my part, I announce to you that the world is rotten with wisdom...]
The ritual performance of bearing the golden word to the cellar emulates the banishment of the signifier below the bar of repression into the “underground” realm of the subconscious. Gold, madness, purity and immortality are here associated by means of their exclusion from the everyday world. According to Bataille’s theorization of the sacred, these disparate images are enjoined in the realm of “heterogeneity” (the subconscious) which is the repository of those elements excluded from “homogeneity”, or the conscious world (Bataille 141-2). Such a distinction is relevant to the rhetoric of immortality in “Uccidiamo il Chiaro di Luna!”. Having fallen asleep “nell’ombra visionaria del Palazzo ricolmo di fantasia”, Enrico Cavacchioli mumbles aloud, “—Io sento ringiovanire il mio corpo ventenne!... Io ritorno, d’un passo sempre più infantile, verso la mia culla...” (MF 12–13) [I feel my twenty-year-old body growing younger!... I am returning with an ever childish step towards my cradle...]. Cavacchioli’s “lucid dreaming” and the ensuing rampages of the lunatics have been compared to the state of “divine folly” achieved in ritual trances (FE 179). The lunatics are actually referred to as “quei Puri” [trns: those Pure Ones], (like the purity of “oro massiccio”) whose declared objective is to “ringiovanire e ricolorare il volto rugoso della Terra” (13) [trns: rejuvenate and recolour the wrinkled face of the earth]. Likewise Mafarka’s desire to “rinnovare senza fine la faccia del mondo” (237) [trns: endlessly renew the face of the earth], was inevitably preceded by an inner rejuvenative transformation. His declamation, “Io voglio superar mè stesso, creando solo con lo sforzo del mio cuore una giovinezza immortale!...”(230) [I want to overcome myself, by creating with the effort of my heart alone, an immortal youth], an internal reflection of his external project, was accompanied by the warning, “Guai a colui che si lascia invecchiare il corpo e avvizzire lo spirito!” (239) [trns: Woe betide he who lets his body age and his spirit wither]. 

The narrative quest of the alchemist was necessarily conceptualised on a temporal axis, and the ability to speed up time was believed to be indispensable for creating gold. The notion of the “quest” towards a predetermined goal could be read as an intertextual reminder of futurism’s own idealistic project. However the esoteric project of “immortality” with its connotations of eternity and atemporality, subverts the very idea of temporal progression—a fact which is to some extent exploited by futurist writers. From this perspective, Cigliana compares the alchemical motif of agelessness with the futurist motif of simultaneity:

Come nella futurolatria futurista è ravvisabile il tentativo di annullare una dimensione del tempo—il passato—rimovendo, di fatto, il concetto stesso di temporalità come flusso, così nella aspirazione alla “simultaneità” e nel dinamismo dell’uomo moltiplicato dobbiamo riconoscere [...] la trasposizione fantasmatica di un concetto alchimistico e esoterico, il quale promette, all’uomo che abbia portato a termine la propria trasmutazione, l’acquisizione di alcuni poteri e il superamento dei limiti terreni della vecchiaia e della morte [...] (FE 151–2).

[trns: Just as the attempt to annihilate a dimension of time—the past— is recognisable in futurist futurolatry, by indeed removing the very concept of temporality as flux, so too in the aspiration to “simultaneity” and in the dynamism of the multiplied man we must recognise [...] the ghostly transposition of an alchemical and esoteric concept, which promises to the man who has brought to term his own transmutation, the acquisition of several powers and the transcendence of the earthly limitations of age and death]
The transcendence of all temporal and physical limitations is an occult process that is not conditional upon the contingencies of cause and effect. Futurist simultaneity is thus at odds with the idea of teleology which is necessarily diachronic. This cyclical, and apparently paradoxical chronotope is alluded to by Benedetta in the final chapter of Le forze umane. Having explained her “sintesi grafiche” as “l’espressione diretta delle forze dell’universo” she goes on to predict that, “Giungeremo, al di là delle sintesi grafiche, ai puri miracoli e alle pure magie e poichè esistono dei fachiri che hanno ridotto a poche ore il tempo necessario al fiorir d’una rosa, noi, sorpassando la lentissima natura, identificheremo miracolsamente il seme con la rosa” (118) [trns: We will reach beyond graphic syntheses, to pure miracles and pure magic and since there exist fakirs who have riduced to a few hours the necessary time for the flowering of a rose, we, surpassing tardy nature, will miraculously identify the seed with the rose]. The transcendence of earthly limitations is here represented as a synchronicity of cause and effect (or rather the collapse of cause and effect into timelessness), which futurists termed “simultaneità”. In the manifesto “Fine dell’arte”, Ardengo Soffici defined simultaneity as a a conglomerate of objects and sensations “legato con intuitiva magia in un’atmosfera unica fantastica; come tutte le cose dell’universo sono immerse nello spazio e nella durata, eterni” [trns: linked by intuitive magic in a unique fantastical atmosphere; just as all the things in the universe are immersed in space and are eternal in their duration]. As a result, Soffici claimed, “Tutta la realtà può essere un giorno amata condensata in un accenno; e poi senza più intermediario di revelazione artistica” (MF 242) [trns: All of reality can one day be condensed into a sign; and then into artistic revelation without any intermediary]. Simultaneity, with its exclusion of intermediaries is thus inexorably entwined with the poetics of revelation discussed previously in relation to the linguistic manifestos and “La scienza futurista”.

Identifications between alchemy and futurism were not unusual according to Cigliana who notes that “L’alchimia psichica era [...] argomento di grande attualità, tale da far prefigurare [...] per l’arte, in futuro, la possibilità di agire senza intermediari fisici, senza carta e senza pennelli, senza marmo e senza pentagramma.”  (FE 73) [trns: Pyschic alchemy was [...] a subject of great topical interest, such that it prefigured [..] for art in the future, the possibility of acting without physical intermediaries, without paper and without brushes, without marble and without musical staves]. But the revelational approach was not without its critics and the above comment was in fact written in reference to a 1913 article by Angelo Cecconi who criticised a futurist exhibition organised by “Lacerba”. Cecconi admonished futurist painters for their subjective interpretation of the world and wrote that painting was not for those who would be “estrattori di quintessenze” (FE 73) [trns: extractors of quintessences]. But in this context, Cecconi’s alchemical analogy merely shows the extent to which he misunderstood futurism, which unlike its Symbolist antecedents, was not at all concerned with the determination of essence. The complex futurist aesthetic of revelation was the subject of a debate initiated by Papini on the pages of “Lacerba” the following year.  In an article entitled “Il cerchio si chiude” Papini played devil’s advocate to avantgarde art, claiming that Boccioni, Picasso and Severini had exhausted the possibilities of plastic experimentation because they had resorted to introducing “real” materials onto the canvas such as wood and metal. According to Papini, Marinetti’s concrete poems and Russolo’s intonarumori also displayed this tendency. From this he argued that art was chasing its own tail, that signifieds were now replacing signifiers, or in his summary “Si tratta di sostituire alla trasformazione lirica o razionale delle cose le cose medesime.” (MF 280) [trns: It’s about substituting the lyrical or rational transformation of things with the things themselves]. Thus the impetus of artistic research is lost and “Ci ritroviamo di fronte alla prima materia. Il cerchio si chiude” (MF 280) [trns: We find ourselves before the prima materia. The circle closes]. The correlation that Papini establishes between the “real” referents of art (metal, wood, noise etc), and “prima materia”— a term that denotes the raw material of the alchemist—is particularly illuminating. For the implication of this association is that art, like alchemy, is a “purpose bound” activity and that the avantgarde presencing of ready-mades and found objects is evidence of the failure of the artistic-alchemical experiment to enact a true transmutation. However Papini’s understanding of “objects” was severely limited as he did not recognise their transmutation from a “functional” value to that of “use value”, or consumption on the spot. Boccioni promptly responded to Papini with an aggressive article in the following edition, provocatively entitled “Il cerchio non si chiude!”. In it he argued that the substitution of the “trasformazione lirica o razionale delle cose” with “le cose medesime” did not imply a closing of the circle because, “appena questa realtà entra a far parte della materia elaborata dell’opera d’arte, l’ufficio lirico a cui essa viene chiamata, la sua posizione, le sue dimensioni, il contrasto che suscita, ne trasformano l’anonimo oggettivo e l’incamminano a divenire elemento elaborato” (MF 283) [trns: as soon as this reality begins to become a part of the elaborated matter of the work of art, the lyrical function as it is known, its position, its dimensions, and the contrast that arises, transform the anonymous object and begin to become an elaborated element]. The contrast between the object and its context defamiliarises the object to the extent that it is transmuted into a work of art. Like Duchamp, Boccioni championed the decentring of the object as the very precondition of its transformation, and concluded that “l’arte non è che materia prima elaborata” [trns: nothing but elaborated prima materia] but that its elaboration could give rise to “nuove realtà, non ripetizione tradizionale di apparenze” (283) [trns: new realities, not traditional repetitions of appearances]. Thus without necessarily refuting the alchemical model, Boccioni repositioned its telos as the presencing of prima materia. 

Social evolutionism
In its later years, futurism would appropriate another very different discourse of teleological pseudo-science derived from ninteenth-century theories of evolution. Up until the mid-twentieth century numerous “social” interpretations of evolutionary theories circulated amongst intellectuals from various disciplines. Several futurist writers took inspiration from a number of these ideas, although it is difficult to speak of a consistent futurist interpretation of evolutionary thought. Ruggiero Micheloni’s obscure work Dimostrazione scientifica del futurismo makes some attempt at an evolutionary interpretation of futurism, but nowhere is there a manifesto that unifies, or clarifies, the disparate futurist readings. Nonetheless, it is possible to delineate certain patterns of ideas concerning evolution that resonate with the narrative of alchemy discussed earlier. Unlike many other ideologies, which elaborated what were considered to be the social and ethical implications of evolution, the futurists were more interested in its aesthetic potential. What united the futurist interpretations was an understanding of the world as a dynamic, heterogeneous, and perpetually unwinding system. The current of evolution was characterized as a “natural”, all-pervasive narrative that was dragging humanity towards an exciting and unpredictable future.  

It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that evolutionism as a distinctly biological discourse gained ground with the prominence of thinkers such as Jean Baptiste Lamarck, Herbert Spencer and Charles Darwin.
 For the first time, the evolution of plants and animals was considered to result from environmental adaptation and competitive pressures within and between species, challenging previous notions of progress governed by divine will and the “fixed” laws of nature. Darwin’s Transmutation of Species (1838), Origin of Species (1859) and Descent of Man (1871) presented a dynamic model of nature in which organisms existed in a constant state of flux and change. Spencer, on the other hand, developed his theory of evolution from the principle of the conservation of energy, which he termed the “persistence of force”. In his understanding organisms tended to develop from homogeneous forms to increasingly differentiated and heterogeneous structures through the influence of this constant force. Congruent with Helmholtz’s theory of energy dispersion, this principle is explained as an equilibrium between the distribution of matter and motion. For Spencer, the disintegration of matter and absorption of motion is witnessed in evolutionary change a simultaneous integration of matter and dissipation of motion (Hawkins 83). It was, in fact, from Spencer that Darwin borrowed the term “survival of the fittest” as a substitute for his own term “natural selection” (Sanderson 28). However, Darwin’s theory of successful genetic inconsistencies that gradually pervaded populations and brought about new species, eventually forced Spencer to modify then abandon his model in later life. Lamarck, on the other hand, based his theory of evolution on a different principle altogether, arguing that the development of species could be accounted for by the inheritance of characteristics acquired during the lifetime of the parent organisms.
 

All three of these thinkers were to have some considerable impact on futurism via popular interpretations of their thought that emerged in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Evolutionary ideas began to prove irresistible to social thinkers of all persuasions, inspiring a discourse now commonly known as social Darwinism, or social evolutionism. Though a very broad doctrine, social evolutionsim was characterised by the tendency to attribute social values to the biological principles propounded by Darwin, Spencer, Lamarck and others. While evolutionary theory dispensed with early creationist and humanist models, prompting a spiritual crisis in the nineteenth-century world view, Hawkins has argued that it also provided a remedy for this crisis (30). In The Social Meaning of Modern Biology, Howard L. Kaye writes:

Evolution seemed to guarantee the ultimate beneficence and redemptive nature of History, by offering the assurance that it was progressing in a definite direction and toward a desirable goal. The void created by the waning of Christian belief could be filled by positive science’s offer of comfort and purpose to individuals and of a compelling guide for social action. (22)
Significantly, Darwin did not subscribe to a teleogical model of nature. Natural selection occured without any distinct purpose and evolution did not progress to any predetermined end. Nonetheless, the (mis)interpretation of evolutionary theory as a teleological model, or as Sanderson has put it, the conflation of “progression” with “progress”, was precisely what proved so attractive to social evolutionists. Darwin’s model of nature was transposed to all manner of disparate ideologies, and employed as a means of lending “scientific” authenticity to to both “militarism and pacifism, capitalism and socialism, patriarchy and feminism, totalitarianism and anarchism” (Hawkins 8). As will be discussed later, Marinetti would provide a radical interpretation of the utopian model of evolution as a legitimation of his futurist (anti)narrative, while others such as Rosà exploited evolution as a narrative of political liberation. Undeniably, the most disastrous misuse of evolutionism in social organisation was witnessed in Nazi race policy, eugenics programs and ultimately the Holocaust. In fact, social interpretations of Darwin’s theories provided some of the central foundations of Nazi ideology itself. Oddly enough, Darwin’s theories also had a significant influence on Marx. In a letter to Engels dated 1862 Marx wrote, “it is remarkable how Darwin has discerned anew amongst beasts and plants his English society with its division of labor, competition, elucidation of new markets, ‘discoveries’ and the Malthusian ‘struggle for existence’ [...] In Darwin the animal kingdom figures as bourgeois society” (Sanderson 71). This passage has been used as evidence of Marx’s hostility to Darwin
 but as Sanderson has shown, a closer reading of context reveals that “[...] Marx meant by this statement only that the character of the social and economic order in which Darwin lived had undoubtedly influenced his thinking about nature. Marx did not mean to suggest that Darwin’s theory was inadequate or wrong, and there is enormous evidence that he thought no such thing” (Sanderson 71). At Marx’s funeral, Engels made a speech in which he compared Marx’s theory of dialectical materialism to Darwin’s discovery of “the law of development of organic nature”. Later Engels was to write an essay entitled “The Part Played by Labour in the Transistion from Ape to Man” which attempted to reconcile Marx and Darwin. The fact that the essay is actually based on a Lamarckian rather than Darwinian methodology was symptomatic of the elasticity of evolutionary theory in its popular interpretations.

The remarkable adaptability of evolutionary thought to existing ideologies made social evolutionism a powerful leitmotif of modernity. Like other movements of the period, futurism was to develop its own versions of social evolutionism to support its agenda. Despite declaring his work Dimostrazione scientifica del futurismo  (1937) to be “Contro Darwin, contro Spencer, contro Malthus”, Ruggiero Micheloni actively draws from all of these thinkers to construct his own model of social evolutionism, declaring that “Vedremo invece che il negletto dinamismo è il movente dell’evoluzione e che il richiamarci ad esso, come auspica il futurismo, è un riprendere la via dell’ascensione” (Micheloni 5) [trns: We will see on the other hand that forsaken dynamism is the cause of evolution and our return to it, as futurism hopes, is a regaining of the road of ascenscion]. Micheloni’s advocacy of a revalorization of evolution and dynamism is symptomatic of social evolutionism’s return to prominence in the 1930s after experiencing a decline in the first two decades of the twentieth century. In this context Arnaldo Ginna attempted to define futurism through evolution in his 1933 text “L’uomo futuro” where he boldly stated that “Futurismo vuol dire coscienza della legge dell’evoluzione” [trns: Futurism means consciousness of the law of evolution] (MST 222). For Ginna, possessing a consciousness of evolution permits one to transcend the evolutionary struggle. He writes:

Non c’è bisogno di avere una mentalità futurista per seguire la via dell’evoluzione, che abbiamo visto essere una forza a cui nessuno può sottrarsi, ma occorre essere veramente futuristi se si vuol essere qualche cosa di più di una paglia che va alla deriva, trascinata da una invincibile corrente. (MST 222)
[trns: There is no need to have a futurist mentality in order to follow the path of evolution, which we have seen to be a force that no one can escape, but it is necessary to be truly futurist if one wants to be something more than chaff that goes adrift, dragged by an invincible current.]
As Hawkin’s has argued, social evolutionist hypotheses tended to conform to one of two opposing paradigms: those that sought to apply nature as a model, and those that viewed nature as a threat.
 Certain Marxist interpretations fell into this latter category, where nature and struggle were conceived as forces that would be overcome by revolution. Ginna’s approach to evolution does not fit into either of these interpretations. Evolution, for Ginna, is an inexorable, invincible force, but the cultivation of a futurist consciousness allows this force to be harnessed and thus transcended. The idea of competetive struggle within the species is a central tenet of natural selection that some social evolutionists invoked to justify laissez faire politics, free market economies as well as war and colonial enterprise. Marinetti’s texts are replete with metaphors of natural selection. In fact, the declaration in the “Fondazione e manifesto del futurismo” that “Non v’è più bellezza, se non nella lotta” (MF 6) [trns: There is no beauty, except in struggle] could be interpreted as an aestheticisation of evolutionary struggle when viewed against some of the more direct references to evolution in later texts. Micheloni cited Marinetti as textual authority for explaining the natural function of war, writing that, “L’amore e la famiglia indirettamente crearono la lotta collettiva dei maschi nella specie, « la guerra sola igiene del mondo »”(Micheloni 35) [trns: Love and the family indirectly created the collective struggle of the males in the species, “war sole hygiene of the world”]. The social organisation of the family is apprehended as a single unit so that the males may participate in the evolutionary struggle on a collective scale. Love and war are invested with the biological functions of promoting solidarity, and eliminating the “unhygienic” elements of the species. But in the same spirit of natural selection, Marinetti renounced love in “Contro l’amore e il parlamentarismo” (1915)”:

Noi siamo convinti che l’amore —sentimentalismo e lussuria— sia la cosa meno naturale del mondo. Non vi è di naturale e d’importante che il coito il quale ha per scopo il futurismo della specie. (TIF 292-3)
[trns: We are convinced that love—sentimentalism and lust—is the least natural thing in the world. Nothing is more natural and important than coitus, the purpose of which is the futurism of the species.]

As Darwin had already theorized in Origin of Species, certain characteristics of species could not be accounted for by aggressive competition alone, but were instead a product of sexual selection, another important force that acted on the logic of survival of the fittest. Likewise Marinetti sought to naturalize sexual intercourse as a process of evolution by eliminating its human excesses of sentimentalism and lust. His peculiar use of “futurismo” in the above passage is not only a revalorization of reproductive sex but a naturalization of futurist ideology as an evolutionary discourse. Such sexual functionalism according to Marinetti, will have beneficial effects for mankind. “La vita carnale” he continues  “sarà ridotta unicamente alla funzione conservatrice della specie, e ciò sarà tanto di guardagnato per la crescente statura dell’uomo” (TIF 293) [trns: Carnal life will be reduced to the single conservational function of the species, and this will be all the better for man’s growing prestige].
The influence of Spencer’s thought on social evolutionism, was no less marked than that of Darwin. Sanderson and other commentators have even suggested that the term “social Darwinism” is frequently misused and that the term “biological Spencerianism” would be a more appropriate substitute in view of Spencer’s dominating influence on nineteenth-century biology (Sanderson 28).  This influence is certainly strong in futurist literature. Spencer’s theory that life forms progress from homogeneous to heterogeneous states is explored by Micheloni, who related this model to other scientific theories of the day: 

Ci sarebbe facile dimostrare l’influenza della velocità su nostro organismo facendo un’analogia con le nuove leggi sulla teoria della relatività, che si concede degli sconfinamenti nel campo della metafisica.


Friedman e Lemaitre dicono che lo spazio si espande con il progredire dei tempi e che in proporzione aumentano le velocità.


Anche noi potremo affermare in modo analogo che gli organismi con il progredire dei tempi si sono sviluppati, che essi da monocellulari sono diventati puricellulari (sic) e che in proprorzione (sic) aumentano le velocità.


Lamark (sic) con la sua prima legge afferma che la vita con le sue forze tende ad accrescere il volume di ogni corpo che le possiede: ora noi potremo completare tale legge soggiungendo che lo sviluppo in volume è associato a uno sviluppo in dinamismo e razionalità meccanica, che originano la velocità. (4-5)
[trns: It would be easy to demonstate the influence of speed on our organism by making an analogy with the new laws of the theory of relativity, that allow break-throughs in the field of metaphysics.


Friedman and Lemaitre say that space expands with the progression of time and that speed increases in proportion.


We too will be able to affirm in comparable fashion that organisms, in the progress of time, have developed, that from single-celled organisms they have become multi-celled and that their speed increases in proportion. 


Lamarck with his first law affirms that life with its forces tends to increase the volume of every body that possesses them: now we can complete this law by adding that the development in volume is associated with a development in dynamism and mechanical rationality, that gives origin to speed.]
As was typical of earlier futurist texts, Micheloni compared and compressed unrelated scientific theories in order to promote his own hypotheses. Thus, although he makes a direct reference to Lamarck, his ideas are distinctly Spencerian. The futurist aesthetic of speed is reconciled with Spencer’s theory that organisms absorb matter which is then converted into motion. The persistent force of this process acts upon the organism to bring about incremental changes, or for Micheloni “uno sviluppo in dinamismo e razionalità meccanica, che originano la velocità”. To a certain extent, Spencer’s premise that organisms tend towards increasing complexification informs Marinetti’s configuration of “l’uomo moltiplicato”, as well as Rosà’s “donna con tre anime” and Corra’s Sam Dunn. As highly advanced beings with heterogenous characteristics these subjects appear to represent “biological Spencerian” superhumans. Sam Dunn’s unusual powers are explained in the last chapter of Corra’s novel as a consequence of “il mutamento continuo da uno stato piú semplice ad uno stato piú complesso” (69) [trns: the continuous mutation from a simpler state to a more complex state] and the invasion of occult forces that occurs in the novel is likewise posited as an inevitability, “[d]ato lo stadio di evoluzione a cui siamo giunti” (69) [trns:given the stage of evolution that we have reached].  In Rosà’s text, a scientist’s botched experiment creates a disruption in time, causing a young woman by the name of Giorgina to undergo a series of transformations. The scientist appeals to a Spencerian model of evolution to explain Giorgina’s advanced transformations and decides that fragments of the future must have drifted through the ether and become embodied in her. He concludes:

« [...] Sono fermamente convinto che noi ci troviamo in un punto importantissimo dell’evoluzione umana.

Noi andiamo avvicinandoci rapidamente ad un avvenire in cui il raddoppiamento, la moltiplicazione e l’alternazione della personalità saranno considerati come fenomeni usuali —e queste schegge capitate nella nostra epoca, costituiscono un fenomeno continuativo progressivo, che andrà svolgendosi nel futuro. [...] È quindi certo che noi andiamo verso un avvenire nel quale qui si produrrà su certe zone del nostro globo come una nevicata continua di quelle astrazioni di tempo in ognuna delle quali sarà contenuto l’abbozzo di un “tipo” futuro. [...] »  70

[trns: I am firmly convinced that we find ourselves at a most important stage of human evolution.

We are drawing rapidly closer to a future in which the redoubling, multiplication and alternation of the personality will be considered as everyday phenomena—and these splinters that have ended up in our epoch, constitute a continuative and progressive phenomenon, that will go on unwinding itself in the future. [...] It is therefore certain that we are going towards a future in which a continuous snowfall of those time abstractions will be produced here in certain zones of our globe, in each of which will be contained the sketch of a future “type”.]
The future “tipo” intuited by the scientist is one whose personality is increasingly complex and fluid, suggesting that evolution will occur on a psychological as well as a biological plane. That Giorgina progresses from an unremarkable bourgeois woman, to an individual who literally has three psychic dimensions, underscores Rosà’s adaptation of evolution to her politics of social liberation.
 Comparisons may also be drawn with Marinetti’s “uomo moltiplicato” who is similarly described as a product of infinite human transformations. Liberated from death, Marinetti’s mechanical/multiplied man would never know “la tragedia della vecchiaia” (MF 42) and is free from the damaging influence of human emotion.  As the presumed end product of an evolutionary narrative, the multiplied man is a “tipo non umano”, or in other words, a non-humanist superman. But it is Lamarck, rather than Spencer, that Marinetti invokes to ground this type:


Certo è che ammetendo l’ipotesi trasformistica di Lamarck, si deve riconoscere che noi aspiriamo alla creazione di un tipo non umano nel quale saranno aboliti il dolore morale, la bontà, l’affetto e l’amore, soli veleni corrosivi dell’inesauribile energia vitale, soli interruttori della nostra possente elettricità fisiologica. (MF 40)
[trns: It is certain that in admitting Lamarck’s transformative hypothesis, one must recognise that we are aspiring to the creation of a non-human type in which moral pain, goodness, affection and love, sole corrosive poisons of the inexhaustable vital energy, sole interrupters of our powerful physiological electricity, will be abolished.]
Lamarck’s belief that characteristics acquired during the lifetime of an organism could be inherited by its offspring was an attractive prospect to the propagators of social evolutionism. The theory of inhertiance of acquired characteristics implied that culture and education could act as a force on biology. Thought and the imagination could thus exert a dominating influence on the progress of humanity. Darwin himself left the question of psychological evolution open to other thinkers, concluding his Origin of Species with a Lamarckian challenge, “Psychology will be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation. Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history” (Hawkins 28). Micheloni’s Dimostrazione scientifica del futurismo is conceivably an attempt to take up this challenge, or to quote Durkheim, “to pass science and complete it prematurely”. Micheloni’s monograph is divided into three parts, labelled respectively “La preistoria = subconscienza”, “La storia = la coscienza”, “Il futuro = supercoscienza”, thereby establishing a direct rapport between “historical” progress and a psychical coming-to-consciousness.
  In other futurist texts, the development of man’s higher faculties is posited as a future consequence of the inarrestable evolutionary process. Marinetti suggests that intuitive and psychic abilities will be at the forefront of human development in Democrazia futurista, where he writes that, “Il progresso umano esige sempre più delle anime da giocatori d’azzardo, dei fiuti da segugi, delle intuizioni temerarie da aviatori, delle sensibilità medianiche, delle divinazioni da poeta” (TIF 450) [trns: Human progress needs ever more gambling souls, the scent of bloodhounds, the reckless intutions of aviators, mediumistic sensitivities, the divinations of poets]. Arnaldo Ginna would also express similar ideas in “L’uomo futuro”:

Se vogliamo studiare questa attività [del futurismo come movimento psicologico e filosofico], sorta e sviluppata in Italia, nell’ambito delle moderne teorie psichologiche e psicoanoalitiche, dovremmo definirlo come un trasporto dell’istinto evolutivo subcosciente nella ragione cosciente.


È infatti il futurismo una presa di possesso cosciente della legge evolutiva, di quella forza che spinge ineluttabilmente verso una mèta avvenirista posta infinitamente lontana perché il fenomeno essenziale del rinnovarsi possa essere eterno. È lo stesso fenomeno che dà vita alla cellula.


L’evoluzione, si sa, agisce sia che noi ne abbiamo coscienza sia che non ne abbiamo coscienza, ma ciò che sempre fu fatto MALGRADO oggi si farà PER MEZZO la conoscenza futurista che sospinge coscientemente in una linea evolutiva. (MST 226)
[trns: If we want to study this activity [futurism as a psychological and philosophical movement] born and developed in Italy, in the context of the modern psychological and psychoanalytic theories, we must define it as a transportation of the subconscious evolutionary instinct into conscious reason.


Futurism is in fact a conscious possession of the evolutionary law, of that force that inexorably pushes towards a futuristic destination placed at an infinite distance so that the essential phenomenon of self renewal may be eternal. It is the same phenomenon that gives life to a cell.


Evolution, you see, acts whether we are conscious of it or whether we are not, but that which was always done ANYWAY today will be done BY MEANS OF the futurist knowledge that consciously drives onwards in an evolutionary line]
The modern psychological and psychoanalytic theories that Ginna alludes to might well have appeared to be setting the stage for Darwin’s psychology of the “necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation”. From a Lamarckian perspective, Ginna’s conscious application of knowledge to evolution was a plausible scenario whereby culture could maintain some authority over nature. In Ginna’s account, to be conscious of the evolutionary “force” is tantamount to possessing mastery over the subconscious, and thereby allowing acquired knowledge to influence evolutionary development. Ginna maps the direction of evolution along a trajectory that stretches from the subconscious to the conscious, or in other words, from the signified to the signifier. The movement itself is “instinctive” and unconscious, but in his understanding the futurist state of mind involves a conscious awareness of this transition. According to Kristeva and Lacan’s model described in the previous chapter, this course would be traced between the numeric terms 0 and 1, which stand for the subconscious and the Symbolic respectively. The progress towards socio-linguistic organisation and Law is provided with a telos in the form of a “mèta avvenirista”, but this term is nonetheless placed “infinitamente lontana” so that the evolutionary force will never relax. Contrary to Kristeva’s model, Ginna’s postulation of  Symbolic term is akin to Xeno’s paradox, in which the destination (or meaning) is perpetually deferred, rather than transgressed.    

Ginna’s model of an impossible telos was not generally shared by earlier proponents of socio-psychological evolutionism. On the contrary, theories of social evolution were almost always teleological, and often unashamedly utopian. In 1864 the British naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace wrote an article in The Anthropological Review entitled “The Origin of Human Races and the Antiquity of Man Deduced from the Theory of ‘Natural Selection’”. Wallace maintained a teleological, and arguably theological, view of the process of natural selection,  imagining a utopian future in which: 

Each one will then work out his own happiness in relation to that of his fellows; perfect freedom of action will be maintained, since the well balanced moral faculties will never permit any one to transgress on the equal freedom of others; . . . compulsory government will have died away as unnecessary (for every man will know how to govern himself). . . ; the passions and animal propensities will be restrained within those limits which most conduce to happiness; and mankind will have at length discovered that it was only required of them to develop the capacities of their higher nature, in order to convert this earth . . . into as bright a paradise as ever haunted the dreams of seer or poet. (qtd. in Green 145-6)
The presumption that natural selection would ultimately lead humankind back to Providence was shared by idealists from diverse political and religious backgrounds. But what distinguished the futurist brand of social evolutionism from the version proffered by Wallace and others was that the futurists did not adhere to a teleological approach. On the contrary, Marinetti was at least consistent with Darwin in his rejection of purpose, arguing in “Al di là del comunismo” that, “Il progresso umano, che ha per essenza le velocità crescenti ammette, come ogni velocità, ostacoli da rovesciare, cioè guerre rivoluzionarie. La vita degli insetti dimostra che tutto si riduce ad una riproduzione ad ogni costo e ad una distruzione senza scopo” (TIF 476) [trns: Human progress, whose essence is increasing speed, admits, like all speed, obstacles to overturn, that is to say revolutionary wars. The life of insects demonstrates that everything reduces itself to reproduction at all costs and to a purposeless destruction]. Marinetti’s version of social evolutionism did not presuppose a utopian vision moulded by natural selection. Upholding his own anti-teleological model of social evolution, Marinetti then denigrated other ideologies, such as anarchism and communism, that had appropriated social evolutionism for their respective political agendas. In “La guerra, sola igiene del mondo” (1915), he explained:

Ed eccomi tratto a dirvi che cosa separa nettamente il Futurismo dalla concezione anarchica.


Quest’ultima, rinnegando il principio infinito dell’evoluzione umano, arresta il suo slancio parabolico unicamente all’ideale della pace universale e allo stupido paradiso fatto d’abbracci in aperta campagna e di palme agitate. (TIF 290)
[trns: And here I am drawn to tell you what clearly separates Futurism from the anarchic concept. This latter idea, by repudiating the infinite principle of human evolution, arrests its parabolic onslaught solely at the ideal of universal peace and the stupid paradise made of embraces in the open country and of waving palm trees]
But as evolution was a perpetual process of unwinding, there could be no definitive end to the struggle for existence. Nowhere is this better exemplified than in Micheloni’s chronotope of prehistory-history-future. In positioning the undetermined “future” as the telos of this narrative, any possibility of a genuine futurist teleology is implicitly subverted. Futurism can only be an open-ended and perpetually unfolding narrative with no defined characteristics nor any declared conclusion. This notion underlies earlier pronouncements such as the futurists’ joyful prediction of their impending deaths at the hands of their younger successors in the “Fondazione e manifesto del futurismo”, and Antonio Sant’Elia’s proclamation in “L’architettura futurista” (1914) that “Le case dureranno meno di noi. Ogni generazione dovrà fabbricarsi la sua città” (MF 153) [trns: Houses will last for a shorter time than us. Each generation will have to construct its own city]. The static harmony of a utopian society was therefore incompatible with the futurist vision. As such, futurism deferred positing an unambiguous ethical interpretation of evolution. While Marinetti referred to the “natural” activities of war and reproduction as factors that ensured the “futurismo della specie”, and Micheloni perceived struggle as purgative force, there is no effort to incorporate a clearly defined system of ethics that characterised other social evolutionisms. Instead, futurist writers celebrated evolution as a dynamic narrative that could not be subjugated to any single explanation or ideology.

Science fiction
It was not until the publication of “Al di là del comunismo” (1920) that Marinetti began to address the utopian model of evolution in his criticism of the young post-revolutionary Russia. With uncharacteristic cynicism, Marinetti turned against the political system of the state that had welcomed him with open arms before the October revolution, claiming that communism was an untenable ideal and could only perpetuate existing inequalities. Because it was inconsistent with natural struggle Marinetti contended that the very idea of utopia was impossible, sarcastically referring to “pseudocomunismo russo” [trns: Russian pseudocommunism] as a “risultato definitivo o paradiso terrestre” (TIF 477) [trns: definitive result or earthly paradise]. Marinetti himself was cautious when it came to presenting prototypes of future societies. His slogan “Artisti al potere!” was not qualified with a prescriptive ideology nor any assurance of utopia—a position which he defended energetically in the text “1915: In quest’anno futurista” (Guerra sola igiene del mondo): 


Gli artisti, finalmente vivi, non più sulle cime sprezzanti dell’estetismo, volevano collaborare, come operai e soldati, al progresso mondiale. [...]


Alcuni spiriti veloci ma antipratici ci rimproverano di non spingere il Futurismo alle sue ultime conclusioni, che sarebbero, secondo loro: isolarsi, non scrivere più, non dipingere più, dato il pubblico inintelligente, ecc.



Noi rispondiamo: 1. Il futurismo non è e non sarà mai profetismo. Le vostre ultime conclusioni non sono prevedibili da chicchessia. Potete anche aver ragione. Neghiamo ad ogni modo la Logica  che vi guida nelle vostre profezie.[... ] Non saremo mai dei profeti pessimisti, annunziatori del gran Nulla. Il nostro Futurismo pratico e fattivo prepara un Domani dominato da noi. (TIF 332)

[trns: The artists, alive at last, no longer on the haughty peaks of aestheticism, wanted to collaborate, like workers and soldiers, in world progress. [...]


Some fast but impractical spirits reproached us for not pushing futurism to its final conclusions, which, according to them, would be to isolate oneself, to write no more, to paint no more, given the unintelligent public etc.


We reply: 1. Futurism is not, nor will ever be prophetism. Your final conclusions are not predictable by whomsoever. You may also be right. In any case, we disown the Logic that guides you in your prophecies. [...] We will never be pessimistic prophets, foretellers of the great Nothing. Our practical and active futurism is preparing a Tomorrow dominated by us.]
By renouncing pretentious aestheticism, artists can contribute to “progresso mondiale” on a social level, like soldiers and workers. But this ambiguous notion of progress is self-defeating because its own “logical” outcome in the face of an unreceptive addressee (“il pubblico”) is isolation and silence (“non scrivere più”). Marinetti’s response to this dilemma is to make a distinction between futurism and “profetismo”, the latter belonging to a narrative of Schopenhaurian pessimism rejected by Marinetti in an earlier manifesto where he wrote that “Il nostro franco ottimismo si oppone [...], nettamente, al pessimismo di Schopenhaur” (MF 42) [trns: Our frank optimism is clearly opposed to the pessimism of Schopenhaur]. Futurism, on the other hand, is “pratico e fattivo”, and like Boccioni’s revealed objects, it disowns “Logica” in favour of immeditate consumption on the spot. “Siamo i futuristi di domani” wrote Marinetti in the same text, “e non di posdomani” (331). The privileging of immediate action over deliberation and theory is what Marinetti would call “arte-azione”, a poetics of immediacy drawn from the same paradigm as “immaginazione senza fili” and “parole in libertà”.
 Several years later, Marinetti provided an alternative to the fatalistic and pessimistic narrative of “profetismo” in Democrazia futurista (1919), where he introduced a model that was at once cyclical, random and progressive:

Noi crediamo ormai infantile quel concetto dell’evoluzione rotativa storica per la quale, secondo il sogno di molti imperialisti miopi, si dovrebe fatalmente ritornare a una forma di governo tirannico e ad una supina schiavitù popolare.


Ci raffiguriamo invece l’evoluzione futura dell’umanità come il movimento oscillante ed irregolare di una di quelle pittoresche ruote di legno munite di secchielli e mosse da un quadrupede bendato, che, in Oriente, estraggono l’acqua per l’irrigazione degli orti.


Per la costruzione primitiva della ruota e dei secchielli, l’acqua estratta è mista con della sabbia, la quale, riversandosi anche’essa, alza di continuo il livello del suolo circostante, di maniera che il congegno stesso deve essere di continuo e sempre più innalzato.


Vi sarà sempre nel rivolgersi della storia, insieme con la monotona acqua degli avvenimenti una sempre crescente sabbia fine di libertà. (TIF 452)

[trns: We now believe that the rotational historic concept of evolution by which, according to many myopic imperialists, we must inevitably return to a tyrannical form of government and a supine slavery of the people—is childish. 


We, on the other hand, portray the future evolution of humanity like the oscillating and irregular movement of one of those picturesque wooden wheels equipped with buckets and moved by a blindfolded quadruped, which, in the Orient, extract water for the irrigation of vegetables. 


Because of the primitive construction of the wheel and buckets, the extracted water is mixed with some sand which is poured out as well, continually raising the level of the surrounding earth, in such a way that the apparatus itself must be always continuously raised up. 


Along with the monotonous water of events, there will always be in the pouring out of history, an ever increasing fine sand of freedom]
The equivalence established between history and evolution can be likened to some Marxist social evolutionisms that conflated these terms. However, contrary to the Marxist dialectic, Marinetti portrays history as an erratic flow of events occurring in fluctuating cycles. Like evolution, certain historical changes remain to be built upon while others wash away. Freedom is not the predetermined goal of historical change but merely a side-effect, just as “libertà” in the futurist lexicon does not connote utopia, but is instead an effect of unrestrained artistic practice. Although Marinetti’s model is progressional, there is no room for teleology since the changes are purely random, and an artificial “narrative” could only be assigned after the fact. This did not, however, prevent Marinetti from postulating his own ideologically motivated visions of the future. In “Al di là del comunismo” he reiterated his demand for “artisti al potere” calling upon the “vasto proletariato dei geniali” (TIF 485) [trns: the vast proletariat of geniuses] to seize control and construct a new society governed by artists:


La rivoluzione futurista che porterà gli artisti al potere non promette paradisi terrestri. Non potrà certo sopprimere il tormento umano che è la forza ascensionale della razza. Gli artisti, instancabili aeratori di questo travaglio febbrile riusciranno ad attenuare il dolore.


Essi risolveranno il probelma del benesere, come soltanto puo essere risolto, cioè spiritualmente.

[...]


Ogni uomo vivrà il suo migliore romanzo possibile. Gli spiriti più geniali vivranno il loro miglior poema possibile. Non vi saranno gare di rapacità né di prestigio. Gli uomini gareggeranno in ispirazione lirica, orignalità, eleganza musicale, sorpresa, giocondità, elasticità spirituale.


Non avremo il paradiso terrestre, ma l’inferno economico sarà rallegrato e pacificato dalle innumerevoli feste dell’arte. (TIF 486-88)
[trns: The futurist revolution that will bring the artists to power does not promise earthly paradises. It certainly will not be able to suppress human torment which is the ascendant force of the race. The artists, tireless aviators of this feverish suffering, will manage to attenuate the pain.


 They will resolve the problem of well-being in the only way that it can be resolved, that is spiritually. [...] Every man will live his best possible novel. The most gifted spirits will live their best possible epic. There will be no contests of greed nor of prestige. Men will compete in lyrical inspiration, originality, musical elegance, surprise, playfulness, and spiritual elasticity. 


We will not have heaven on earth, but the economic hell will be relieved and pacified by countless art festivals.]

Far from being eliminated by a socialized “natural selection”, human suffering is valorized as a force conferring beneficial effects on the race, a position in direct opposition to the earthly paradise promised by utopian interpretations of evolution. Human pain can only be alleviated with the help of artists, whose function is to provide spiritual comfort. As ridiculous as this formula sounds, a similar republic was in existence at the time. Gabriele D’Annunzio’s occupation of Fiume, the former Venetian colony on the Dalmation coast, took place in the year preceding the publication of Al di là del comunismo. D’Annunzio wrote a lofty constitution for the new republic of Fiume based on art, music and poetry. Marinetti was a virulent supporter of the occupation. However, unlike D’Annunzio’s Fiume, Marinetti’s republic is open-ended. The futurist man is not constrained by a written constitution but is instead free to write “il suo migliore romanzo possibile”. As such he devises his own dynamic text—a text written by him rather than for him. In this way, the narrative fatalism of “profetismo” is usurped by a postmodern poetics of “sorpresa, giocondità, elasticità spirituale” [trns: surprise, playfulness and spiritual elasticity].  Comparably, in Marinetti’s Gli Indomabili, a group of “Paper People” point their behinds to the night sky and shoot out words in freedom so as to erase the old constellations and give birth to new stars. Their subversive, anal poetry both undermines and rewrites the existing stellar constitution by creating new, playful, and elastic texts (Marinetti, “The Untamables” 232). 

It is in the context of “writing one’s own text” that I propose to examine the science-fiction descriptions elaborated in Marinetti’s “La guerra elettrica”. Although the future depicted in this text is fantastic, there are nonetheless some remarkable similarities with contemporary civilisation. Arguably, inventions such as mobile phones (“telefoni senza fili”), laptop computers (“uomini possono scrivere in libri di nickel, il cui spessore non supera i tre centimetri [...] e contiene, nondimeno, centomila pagine” (320) [trns: men can write in books made of nickel whose thickness is no greater than three centimetres [...] and contain no less than one hundred thousand pages]) and even electronic warfare —all are prefigured in this brief text. Elements of science fiction characterize other futurist texts, most notably Paolo Buzzi’s L’Elisse e la Spirale (1915), an ultra-futuristic novel with esoteric overtones. Notwithstanding Buzzi’s undeniable relevance to the discussion of science fiction in futurism, I restrict my analysis to Marinetti’s writings in the interests of investigating a fictional realisation of his social evolutionist thinking. 

Published in 1915 “La guerra elettrica (Visione-ipotesi futurista)” describes a state of affairs one hundred years hence (ie. circa 2015). In Marinetti’s hypothetical vision, Italy enjoys an abundant supply of electricity produced from clean and renewable energy sources. The “perpetual motion” of the sea, for example, is conferred to iron rafts that service two million dynamos (compare Benedetta’s raft-borne “Dinici” in Viaggio di Gararà).  The sea’s energy is accumulated in the Appenines in cages of crystal and iron, described as enormous nervous systems, and beamed through the peninsula without the aid of “fili conduttori” (TIF 319). Electricity is not only harnessed from the sea but from the entire environment. With the aid of modern technology, “Tutta l’elettricità atmosferica immanente sopra di noi, tutta l‘incalcolabile elettricità tellurica sono finalmente utilizzate” (320) [trns: All the immanent atmospheric electricity above us, and all the incalculable telluric electricity is finally utilised]. 

It is no surprise that it is engineers and scientists, as opposed to artists, who are the privileged participants in this electronic society.
 These individuals have the responsibility of controlling the flow of electrical currents in high-voltage rooms, and of surveying its distribution from monoplanes. By their efforts the whole earth is regulated electronically. “Con una facilità sorprendente,” writes Marinetti, “gli scienziati governano le docili masse degli elettroni. La terra che già sapevamo interamente composta di particelle elettrizzate, è regolata come un enorme rocchetto di Rumkorff” (322) [trns: With surprising ease, the scientists govern the docile masses of electrons. The earth which we already knew to be entirely composed of electrified particles, is regulated like an enormous Rumkorff coil]. In an inversion of the social evolutionist perspective, a “social” metaphor of docile masses submitting to the control of centralised power is invoked to explain a “scientific” process. Marinetti’s vision of man entirely dominating nature could, in this sense, be seen as corresponding to the social evolutionist model of “nature as a threat” to be coerced into submission. In this light Cinzia Sartini Blum calls attention to the highly gendered imagery of “La guerra elettrica” through which the earth is depicted as a female body forced into productiveness “so that man can pursue his fantasy of detached control and transcendence” (44). However, the victory of culture over nature is also represented in terms that are already familiar— the “particelle elettrizzate” recall the atomic signifiers of the linguistic manifestos, while their integrated regulation is reminiscent of the strategy of linguistic coding employed in the cyborg texts. The Symbolic Order, as the realm of “law, language and exchange”, is here reified as an all-pervasive electronic phenotext. Agriculture, too, is electronically regulated in “La guerra elettrica”. Trains are fitted with horizontally rotating arms that scatter seeds on the surrounding fields. Electricity is even invested with the ability to propagate seeds by assimilating the nutritive effects of soil. “Ecco perché”, Marinetti continues, “prodigiosamente spuntano da terra e crescono, stirando i loro rami, con fulminea rapidità, alberi a gruppi, in boschetti, in vaste oasi... Grandi boschi, foreste immense, salgono, infeltrando i fianchi delle montagne, sempre più su, per obbedire ai nostri voleri futuristi” (321) [trns: This is why trees sprout prodigiously from the earth and grow in groups, in little forests in vast oases, stretching out their branches... Great woodlands, immense forests, rise up, felting ever higher the flanks of the mountains so as to obey our futurist desires].  The earth, entirely governed by electricity, surrenders its full yield like a “bell’arancio da tanto tempo promesso alla nostra sete e finalmente conquistato!” (321) [trns: a beautiful orange long ago promised to our thirst, and finally conquered]. The social consequences of Marinetti’s Edenic vision are detailed in utopian terms:


La fame e l’indigenza scomparse. La amara questione sociale, annientata. La questione finaziaria, ridotta alla semplice contabilità della produzione. Libertà a tutti di far dell’oro e di coniare monete lampanti.


Finita, ormai, la necessità dei lavori faticosi e avvilenti. L’intelligenza regna finalmente dapper tutto. Il lavoro muscolare cessa alfine di essere servile, per non aver più che questi tre scopi: l’igiene, il piacere e la lotta.  (321)
 [trns: Gone are hunger and poverty. The bitter social question, annihilated. The financial question reduced to a simple accounting of production. Freedom for all to make gold and strike gleaming coins. 


The need for exhausting and humiliating work has by now come to a close. In the end muscular work ceases to be servile, so as to have no more than these three goals: hygiene, pleasure and struggle.] 

As the basic needs of survival are satisfied there is no cause for social unrest. The abundance of production renders the issue of the distribution of wealth irrelevant. In fact capital itself can no longer be meaningful if everyone is granted the freedom to make their own gold. The sense of “absolute” transcendence is heightened by the implicit reference to alchemy, as the successful social quest for utopia is unambiguously compared to the discovery of the philosopher’s stone. But Marinetti discretely undermines utopia by transferring labour from a discourse of production to that of “l’igiene, il piacere e la lotta”. Despite the elimination of class conflict and the Hobbesian contest for survival, competitive struggle (as pure will to enjoyment) is still an inexorable force in Marinetti’s future society. Paradoxically, the universal satisfaction of human needs actually intensifies competition:

L’uomo non dovendo più lottare per conquistare gli alimenti, concepisce finalmente l’idea pura del record ascenscionale. La sua volontà e la sua ambizione s’immensificano.


Tutti i soprappiù sono in giuoco in tutte le anime. L’emulazione si accanisce verso l’impossibile, purificandosi in un’atmosfera di velocità e di pericolo. Tutte le intelligenze, divenute lucide, tutti gl’istinti condotti al massimo splendore, cozzano fra loro per un soprappiù di godimento. Siccome tutti mangiano facilmente tutti possono perfezionare la loro vita in innumerevoli sforzi antagonistici. Anarchia dei perfezionamenti. (321–22)
[trns: Man, no longer having to struggle to acquire provisions, finally conceives the pure idea of the ascensional record. His will and his ambition increase.


All the excesses are in play in all spirits. Emulation relentlessly drives towards the impossible, purifying itself in an atmosphere of speed and danger. All intelligences, which have become lucid, and all the instincts conducted to the maximum splendor, jostle each other for an excess of enjoyment. Since everyone has food to eat, all can perfect their life through countless antagonistic efforts. Anarchy of perfections.]
With the cohesiveness of social organisation assured, human desire forces itself beyond the limits of everyday social exchange into the realm of “l’impossibile”, “velocità”, “pericolo” and “godimento” [trns: the impossible, speed, danger, enjoyment]. For the subjects of “La guerra elettrica”, subconcious elements are reified and glorified (“gl’instinti condotti al massimo splendore”) and the surplus of desire results in a jouissance or “soprappiù di godimento” [trns: surplus of pleasure]. The resulting anarchy is an effect of each individual writing their own authoritative text, rather than submitting to the dictates of a common Symbolic Order. The “anarchy of perfections” could be postulated inversely as a “dictatorship of free spirits”, as Marinetti subsequently exalts the fact that “La libera intelligenza regna dovunque” (322) [trns: free intelligence reigns everywhere]. But this utopia of jouissance is short-lived, for on a broader industrial level, the excess of the limits of production provokes a devastating war. Hyper-materialism and globalisation can no longer maintain an equilibrium based on exchange. As a consequence, “Venticinque grandi potenze governano il mondo, disputandosi gli sbocchi dei prodotti industriali sovrabbondanti. Per questo, noi assistiamo finalmente alla prima guerra elettrica” (322) [trns: Twenty-five great powers govern the world, disputing the access to the overabundant industrial products. For this reason, we finally witness the first electric war]. Electricity is the principal weapon of this war, discharged by large pneumatic machines. Eventually the atmosphere is destroyed: the air becomes unbreathable, industrial cities are strangled and maritime ports are destroyed. Yet out of this wasteland there still remains a possibility of redemption. The war is figured as a necessary effect of natural selection, a “hygienic” conflagration through which “I deboli e gl’infermi,” are inevitably  “triturati, sbriciolati, polverizzati dalle veementi ruote dell’intensa civiltà” (324) [trns: the weak and infirm are ground up, crumbled and pulverized by the vehement wheels of intense civilization]. The image of the wheel in this passage connotes Marinetti’s model of the cyclical structure of social “progress”, a metaphor that would later be elaborated as the fluctuating wheel of evolution-history in Democrazia futurista . Furthermore, technology in “La guerra elettrica” is not simply applied as a weapon but also a shield from its own destructive effects. Between battles, scientific procedures are applied to eliminate all sicknesses. With their bodies protected by rubber, lead and bismuth, radiotherapists “chineranno i loro occhiali dai vetri di sali di piombo sul pericolo traforante e curativo del radium” (324) [trns: will lean their spectacles made of lead salts over the piercing and curative danger of radium]. The earlier reference to the Rumkorff coil (an integral component of X-ray machines) and the celebration of radium signal a return to the futurist poetics of the invisible. But in this context, radium is not simply a trope of the “unrepresentable”. In an attempt to reconcile the utopian and dystopian aspects of Marinetti’s fiction, Sartini Blum suggests that “the idea of the metallized, mechanized man is both an antidote to the poisons of nature [...] and a safeguard against new technological threats” (44). Sartini Blum’s application of the term “poison” to denote Marinetti’s characteristization of nature as a force to be dominated, is particularly appropriate. For radium is a poison capable of inducing terminal illnesses, but also possesses powerful therapeutic effects. The “pericolo traforante e curativo del radium” is, in this sense, analogous to Derrida’s pharmakon, a Greek word signifying both “poison” and “medicine”, invoked as the ethereal middle term of a binary opposition. The appeal to a pharmakon is, in this light, symptomatic of the transition from a Symbolic organisation to a deconstructive poetics of “play” and randomness. 

How, then, could this apparent dissolution take place, especially after a utopian order had been established? Strangely enough, the actual achievement of “utopia” is what causes the fragmentation of order: since the “amara questione sociale” is annihilated the grand narratives (which may even have contributed to the utopia) inevitably lose their authority.  The world regulated by the great scientific hand of man over-reaches itself producing an “Anarchy of perfections”, which in turn results in a bellicose free-play of signifiers operating on a postmodern logic. As we have seen the “teleological” narratives of alchemy, social evolutionism and utopian science fiction are highly problematic. The pseudo-scientific attribution of purpose to scientific endeavour might encourage a reductive interpretation of futurism’s modernist project. However in futurist literature, these narratives served primarily as hypothetical discourses, as “Visione-ipotesi” summoned for use as imaginative devices. Far from agents of prophecy for futurist utopias, the various pseudo-sciences operated as “little narratives” whose only “purpose” was playful subversion of their own terms. In this way, futurism conformed to the various definitions of postmodernism that would later be put forward by Lyotard and others: the absence of a telos, the free-play of signifiers, and the “illegitimate” appropriation of other discourses, are all consistent features of the futurist text.  Despite the superficial rhetoric of progress and utopia, the future  of futurism is a blank page, a hypothetical space. Science in its conceptualisation as narrative is always an empty pseudo-science, a textual surface inviting a multitude of potential inscriptions. 

CONCLUSION 

Para 1 - Futurism today. “Almost a century after Marinetti’ scandalized…Punk, Italian technology.

Para 2 and 3- synopsis of entire thesis 

Para 4 - the significance of science in futurism

Para 5 - witty and thought provoking final sentences.

Almost a century after Marinetti scandalized Europe with his provocative “Fondation et manifeste du futurisme” (1909), the movement still has the power to provoke a broad array of responses ranging from outrage to fascination. The many controversies that surrounded futurism in its hey-day continue in some form in the present era, largely because the issues raised by its adherents are just as relevant today as they were in 1909. On Internet discussion boards, questions pertaining to futurism’s fascist and misogynist leanings are vigorously debated, and websites dedicated to the movement proliferate yearly.
 Considering the futurist exaltation of technology it is appropriate that the Internet has become one of the privileged media for popular discussion of futurism. Despite the existence of sinister neo-futurists such as Benedetto Brugia, whose publication L’Assalto is dedicated to reifying fascism through a continuation of the futurist revolution, there are many positive offshoots in evidence elsewhere.
 The legacy of futurism is perpetuated by groups such as “The Futurist Programmers”, whose manifesto declares “We call on all young programmers to unleash their scorn on the whole of that brainless canaille who in Computer Science applaud a sick-making reflorescence of spineless classicism”.
 Indeed, the manifesto is so openly derivative of Boccioni’s “Manifesto dei Pittori Futuristi” that it is even “signed” by him posthumously. Karen Pinkus’s celebratory text “Futurism: Proto Punk?” draws insightful comparisons between the iconoclasm of punk and that of futurism. While Pinkus compares F. T. Marinetti with Malcolm McClaren, the self-declared founder of punk, she is apparently unaware the studio team that produced McClaren’s “Duck Rock” was later to form the Russolo inspired group Art of Noise on the record label Zang Tuum Tumb. In Italy today, the futurist cult of the automobile lives on through countless motoring magazines, and Marinetti’s vision of “telefoni senza fili” (TIF 320) [trns: wireless telephones] has become an integral reality of Italian social interaction.

Considering their divinatory qualities, futurist representations of science cannot be dismissed as quaint and outmoded fantasies, springing from the indomitable optimism of the new century. Yet while it is worth reflecting on the prophetic dimension of futurist representations of science, their significance extends well beyond their coincidence with contemporary issues. The futurist poetics of the invisible language but chapters 3 to five, aesthetics summary etc etc etc

Chaps 3- 5

The significance of futurist science in contemporary theory

Thought provoking end. 

 language/ aesthetics 
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e la dottrina di Nietzsche” perhaps in order to deflect obvious affinities between Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra 


and Marinetti’s early writings. Marinetti insists that the futurists’ “franco ottimismo si oppone così, nettamente, al 


pessimismo di Schopenhaur” in the manifesto “Luomo moltiplicato e il Regno della Macchina” (MF 42), a text that 


discusses the will in explicitly Schopenhaurian terms.


� For critical texts by these scholars on the subject of futurism and fascism, see the Works Cited. 


� An earlier version of this chapter has previously been published  as “The Revolution in Futurist Language: a 


Kristevan approach to Benedetta’s Viaggio di Gararà.  


� This poem is irrelevant to my thesis because I am only examining  those works written during the futurist period, 


1909��–1944.	


� In 1800 Alessandro Volta invented the electric battery, drawing from an earlier discovery by Luigi Galvani. During 


a thunderstorm, Galvani noticed that the leg muscles of a frog twitched if touched by a scalpel or by two disimilar 


metals such as copper and iron. Although Galvani attributed this reaction to what he called “animal muscle 


electricity”, Volta correctly deduced that the electricity proceeded from the simultaneous contact of the disimilar 


metals. At this time, electricity and magnetism were considered two unrelated forces, however by 1820 Hans 


Christian Oersted discovered the magnetic effects of electric currents by waving a charged wire over a compass 


needle. His subsequent research into electromagnetism was regarded as “metaphysical” by some of his 


contemporaries because of the apparent immateriality of the phenomena he was researching (Knight 57). André Marie 


Ampère continued Oersted’s researches, arguing conversely that magnetism could be explained by electric currents 


and subsequently devised a mathematical theory of electromagnetism incorporating attractive and repulsive forces.


� David Knight notes that “It [the Society for Psychical Research] was not a group of cranks. In 1886 the President was  Balfour Stewart, Tait’s collaborator; the Vice-Presidents included the Bishops of Carlisle and of Ripon, A. J. Balfour, the future Prime Minister, Lord Rayleigh, the physicist—who had succeeded Maxwell as the Cavendish professor at Cambridge—as well as Sidgewick and other notables.” David Knight, The Age of Science: The Scientific World-view in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford and New York: Basil Blackwell, 1986) 196.


� See Gian Pietro Lucini, “Come ho sorpassato il futurismo” 1913. qtd. in MF 272.


� C. W. Leadbeater, “The astral plane”: “La molecola e l’atomo, ipotetici per la scienza, sono realtà visibili per gli studiosi di occultismi. [Guardando ad esempio una roccia se ne vedono simultaneamente i vari lati e l’interno]; 2. le vibrazioni delle sue particelle fisiche sono percettibili; [...] 4. si vede la vita circolare dentro e irradiarsene; 5. si vede la roccia permeata della sua essenza elementare . . . sempre attiva e in fluttuazione costante” (qtd. in FE 192)


� This position contradicts Fausto Curi’s reading of Marinetti’s linguistics. According to Curi, the onomatopoeic poetics of Zang Tumb Tumb is evidence that “il segno linguistico sia in così stretto rapporto con il referente da costituirne una sorta di traccia o di riflesso grafico e acustico e che dunque per Marinetti non esiste alcuna arbitrarietà del segno” (51). Boris Gasparov is less severe, suggesting instead that Marinettian neologisms are formulated according to a “known derivational or morphological pattern” (112) and thus appeal to “the collective inheritance of language memory” (112). Gasparov’s analysis is certainly accurate, not only for Marinetti’s transgressive poetics, but also in the light of Benedetta’s Viaggio di Gararà which will be discussed in chapter four. However, the notion that the Marinettian signifier is entirely non-arbitrary and indissoluble from its signified falls apart when read against Marinetti’s formulation of “parolibere” that appears through his linguistic manifestos (see chapter two).


� Benedetta alludes to Planck’s theory in Astra e il sottomarino. The submarine captain Emilio Vidali explains to Astra that “La disintegrazione dell’energia radio attiva si effettua con la stessa impassibile ed immutabile regolarità del moto degli astri. Da questo punto di vista una molecola di radium è paragonabile al più esatto orologio” (175).


� Umberto Boccioni, Pittura e scultura futuriste (dinamismo plastico) (Milano: Edizioni futuriste di « Poesia », 1914) 329. Cited in Claudia Salaris, “Introduzione” to Rosa Rosà, Una donna con tre anime (Milano: Edizioni delle donne, 1981) 14.


� Otto Glasser, Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen and the Early History of Roentgen Rays. 1933. Cited in Tom Gibbons, “Cubism and ‘The Fourth Dimension’ in the Context of the Late Nineteenth-Century and Early Twentieth-Century Revival of Occult Idealism”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes  44 (1981): 139.


� See Mario Verdone, “Nota”, Sam Dunn è morto: Romanzo sintetico futurista. (Torino: Einaudi, 1970) 79. [check fix] Clara Orban etc. 


� Interestingly, the manifesto predicts the future death of time as a consequence of this kind of communication, while the first futurist manifesto, published twenty-four years earlier boasted that “il Tempo e lo Spazio morirono ieri” (MF 6).


� In a related context, Luca Somigli discusses the futurist preoccupation with history and its representation, noting that the narratives of the first two manifestos both conclude “on the summit of the world” (MF 9, 20) from which he proposes that “Futurism resists its historicization by refusing to let its rebellion reach, literally and figuratively, a starting point from which to initiate a constructive project which would inevitably force it to fall back into time and history”(Somigli 264). For Somigli, futurism’s historical paradox can be envisaged as a tight-rope walk between constructive and non-constructive space, the latter being “a literal u-topia which is beyond representation” (Somigli 263).


� Luca Somigli has also remarked that  “[...] Marinetti re-orients the Symbolist quest for the absolute by bypassing language altogether, and by replacing the instability of a semiotic system with the certitude of scientific observation” (252).


� Page references will not be given for the citations taken from the body of the Tractatus. I have opted to use only Wittgenstein’s numerical index, due to the wide variety of existing editions and translations.


� The poem that Bramann cites is translated as “Against the Syllogisms” which appears as “Gegen die Syllogismen” in F. T. Marinetti Futuristische Dichtungen, autorisierte Übertragungen von Elfe Hudwiger (Berlin: A. R. Mayer, 1912) 7-8.  I have not been able to locate an original version of this poem.


� Donald Peterson identifies these phases as the three sides of a mirror: “The first sections of the book concern the reflection of the world in the mirror, the middle sections address the inside of the mirror, and now at the end we find remarks on the ‘mystical’ domain of what lies behind the mirror and cannot be reflected in it.” Donald Peterson, “The Mystical”,Wittgenstein’s Early Philosophy: Three Sides of the Mirror. (Toronto, Buffalo, University of Toronto Press, 1990) 151.


� From Letters to C.K. Ogden, cited in G. H. R. Parkinson, Saying and showing: an introduction to Wittgenstein’s Traxtatus Logico-Philosophicus. (Milton Keynes: The Open University Press, 1976) 14.


� I am unable to determine the date of this play.  


� A similar and more comprehensive analysis of this passage is provided by Cinzia Sartini Blum in The Other Modernism: Marinetti’s Futurist Fiction of Power (London: University of California Press, 1996) 49.


� Samuel Holmes Vasbinder, Scientific Attitudes in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1984) 47. Vasbinder draws attention to the unreliable research regarding the writings of Paracelsus. This citation is taken from Franz Hartmann’s Paracelsus: His Life and Doctrine (New York, 1918) which, though questionable, contains the only known translation of the homunculus recipe. 


� Jennifer González has theorized the distinction in her essay, “Envisioning Cyborg Bodies: Notes from Current Research”: “Taking [Donna Haraway’s definition of the cyborg] as a working definition, one can consider any body a cyborg body that is both its own agent and subject to the power of other agencies. To keep to the spirit of this definition but to make it more specific, an organic cyborg can be described as a monster of multiple species, whereas a mechanical cyborg can be considered a techno-human amalgamation (there are also conceivable overlaps of these domains).” (268.)


� Cigliana situates the futurist interest esoterism against a general backlash against the positivist empiricism that dominated the preceding century. For a contextual account of futurism’s anti-positivism see Futurismo esoterico, 87-102.


� This extract was translated by Desmond Lee and quoted in Michael Payne, Reading Theory: An Introduction to Lacan, Derrida and Kristeva ( Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, 1993) 168.


� In Viaggio di Gararà , Benedetta uses underlining to distinguish direct from indirect speech. I have maintained this typographical distinction in the citations.


� Kristeva examines the significance of headlessness as a metaphor for the limits of the visible in her novel Possessions, trans. Barbara Bray, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998) 3-10. Georges Bataille adopts a similar configuration through his notion of sacred horror in “The Sacred Conspiracy”, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, ed Allan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991) 178-181.


� Gararà is drawn into the subconscious fold. This is effectively her true locus of meaning.


� See especially Democrazia futurista and Futurismo e Fascismo in Teoria e Invenzione futurista. 


� F. T. Marinetti “1915: In quest’anno futurista”, (TIF 333)


� See Donna Haraway and Paul Feyerabend, op. cit.; and Mihai I. Spariosu, Dionysus Reborn: Play and the Aesthetic Dimension in Modern Philosophical and Scientific Discourse (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1989)


� Feyerabend’s disclaimer in Against Method is in some ways relevant to my necessary use of ambiguous terms: “Incidentally, it should be pointed out that my frequent use of such words as ‘progress’, ‘advance’, ‘improvement’ etc., does not mean that I claim to possess special knowledge about what is good and what is bad in the sciences and that I want to impose this knowledge upon my readers. Everyone can read the terms in his own way and in accordance with the tradition to which he belongs” (27.)


� The tendency to apprehend science as a discourse of “progress” can, in fact, be traced to the very beginnings of 


experimental chemistry in circa AD 300 when alchemists began concerning themselves with the project of 


transmuting base metals into gold. Although there is considerable disagreement concerning the precise origins of 


alchemy, many historians concur that it probably emerged from earlier metalworking processes. Egyptian goldsmiths 


had observed that while the quality of gold varied, the baser varieties could be purified through treatment. From this 


evidence alchemists believed that base metals such as lead and copper were less advanced forms of gold that could be 


transformed and perfected through a methodical decomposition of matter and the creation of alloys. Accordingly, 


alchemy is traditionally structured by the two complementary processes of solve et coagula, or divide and unite. This 


oppositional model was largely derived from contact with Greek scholars who expounded Aristotle’s theory that all 


substances were composed of four elements and could hypothetically be disintegrated and reconstituted into any 


conceivable material state. The ultimate goal of alchemy was to produce the philosopher’s stone which was a 


substance that could enact transmutation. In some texts, the philosopher’s stone is interchanged with the elixir of life, 


a solution which was believed to bring about immortality. When alchemy was transported to Europe in the twelfth 


century, the practice was expanded to incorporate mystical aspects derived from Hermetic and Gnostic traditions. At 


this stage, alchemy made a significant departure from its “functional” origins. Disciplinary divisions arose between 


“spiritual alchemists” who desired an inner transmutation of the spirit through the gradual accrual of knowledge,  and 


“puffers” who worked the bellows with the sole desire of making gold. Karen-Claire Voss locates a conceptual shift 


in alchemical methodology from a more-or-less teleological progression of cause and effect, to a non-linear model of 


“process” that abandons teleology in favour of a cyclical narrative.� Several centuries later alchemy began to develop 


into modern chemistry via the work of physicians such as Paracelsus who applied alchemical theory to the production 


of medicines (a discipline known as iatrochemistry).


� The only version available to me is Arthur A. Coppotelli’s  English translation which appears in F. T. Marinetti, Selected Writings. Ed. R. W. Flint. Trans. R. W. Flint and Arthur A. Coppotelli (New York. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1972) 163-245. 


� According to Bataille, these elements are associated by means of their exclusion from the realm of “homogeneity” (or consciousness). See “The Psychological Structure of Fascism” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939. 141–2


� According to Stephen K. Sanderson, social evolutionism has its roots in the Enlightenement period when leading 


philosophers began to uphold reason and individualism at the expense of tradition. Such ideas extended into the 


nineteenth century with the works Auguste Comte, the so-called father of sociology (and positivism) who viewed 


industrial society in distinctly evolutionary terms (1).


� Arguably, Lamarck’s position was incompatible with the Darwinian and Spencerian view of nature, although John C. Greene has suggested that his principle was not actually considered to be a rival to natural selection but a complementary process (Hawkins 27).


� Howard L. Kaye claimed that “Karl Marx, [...] was the first of many to charge that Darwin’s theory of evolution was largely a projection of bourgeois competitive relations onto the realm of nature” (23).


� See Peter Singer, A Darwinian left, “The essay reveals, however, that for all his enthusiasm Engels had not understood Darwin properly: since he believed that acquired characteristics could be inherited by future generations, his mode of evolution is Lamarckian rather than Darwinian.” (21)


� The model/threat opposition frames the entire argument of Mike Hawkins’s Social Darwinism in European and American Thought 1860–1945: Nature as model and nature as threat  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997)


� See Rosa Rosà “Le donne di posdomani” in Una donna con tre anime. (Milano: Edizioni delle donne, 1981) 


� I have not been able to consult part three of Micheloni’s work.


� In Democrazia futurista Marinetti writes, “L’arte è per noi inseparabile dalla vita. Diventa 


arte-azione e come tale è sola capace di forza profetica e divinatrice” (TIF 365)


� In the early twentieth century term “electronic” was generally  only used as the adjectival form of “electron”. Nevertheless, Marinetti’s application of the term “elettrico” frequently corresponds to the more modern definition of “electronic” as an adjective pertaining to mechanical devices regulated by electrons. 


� See especially www.futurism.fsnet.co.uk, www.unknown.nu/futurism, www.fluxeuropa.com/futurism.htm. The 


most up-to-date discussion board is at www.classicals.com/music/Futurismhall/mobydick.html.


� I have only been able to locate Brugia’s writings on the Internet at www.paginadelleidee.it


� www.sgi.com/grafica/future/index.html (2001)
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