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Italo Calvino’s Neo-Epicurean
Philosophy of Lightness

Ada Bronowski

This paper shows Calvino’s fictional worlds as rediscoveries of the
Epicurean and Lucretian principles of worlds made up of void and atoms
where the void is just as important and rich with consequences as the
atoms. Thus, in his Trilogy of Our Ancestors, questions of right and wrong,
choices as simple as turning right or turning left, eating or not eating are
set out in terms of a body confronted with the materiality (or absence of
materiality) of the world around it; a full encountering a void. We propose
a reading of Calvino’s works as a form of neo-Epicureanism in which
heroes come to terms with the void inside and out of them, to live a full
life in an half-empty world.

Keywords: fantasy, the void, Plato, Epicureanism, fiction, reality

In his preface to the Trilogy of our Ancestors, from 1960, Italo
Calvino writes of the characters in the three novels that they share
in “not accepting passively the negativity of reality”. A Viscount,
who is cut in two, each half living its life independently until both
are reunited, a Baron, who lives in the trees to never set foot on the
ground, and a non-existent Knight — the three heroes of the novels
of the Trilogy — all have in common a particularly enterprising
agency. They are the active causes of their lives, though in none of
these cases was this a forgone conclusion. All three find themselves
in situations in which their survival at the very least, not to mention
their thriving, is in jeopardy as they have nothing familiar or solid
to rely on. They are all, in different ways, left hanging in midair. So
the fact that they gain control over their lives is in fact the heart of
each of the stories, and all three have this also in common that they
do so by engaging with the absolute opposite of life: the negative,
the void, the emptiness. Far from accepting negation as a fatality,
they transform it to make it part of a successful, meaningful life.
What successful means here needs explaining, but a first way of
understanding it is to say that all three live and thrive by inventing
an idiosyncratic way of living by developing an acute awareness of
the void around and within them.
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Embracing the void, finding a path to a successful life despite
and even thanks to the negative are features of a coherent line of
thought. Calvino has often been considered a ‘materialist’ writer,
insofar as his fiction does not appeal to any form of transcendence
and his characters tackle material problems in a material world.
This qualification is not incorrect, but it is ambiguous. Because of
his early communist affiliation, the qualification ‘materialist’ is
inextricably linked to Marxist historical materialism, on which
Calvino also wrote. But from his earliest texts on the topic, Calvino’s
concern is clearly that of distinguishing political applications from
a concept that he hesitates to call philosophical (because of an
inherent suspicion of philosophy) but which to all intents and
purposes is one, that of humanism. He defines his notion of
humanism as that of “actualising to the maximum an individual’s
potentialities”. To delve deeper into this Calvinian notion of
humanism, a more precise understanding of his materialism is
necessary. For he himself steered consciously away from the
historical and political dimensions of materialism, all the better to
characterise its humanist dimension.

The importance of the role of the void in Calvino’s worldview
draws a parallel between him and a philosophy developed in the 3rd
century BC by Epicurus, a philosopher who, soon enough, was
qualified as a ‘materialist’ — a qualification which, as in the case of
Calvino, is both ambiguous and reductive. Epicurus argues not only,
like his atomist predecessors Leucippus and Democritus, for the
existence of the void, but formalises its necessary presence in our
midst: outside of us and within us. He also establishes logically, on
the basis of the proof for the existence of the void, the features that
are apt to characterise a tragic view of life: the transience of all
things (mere movements of atoms), the inanity of love, the inevitable
dissolution of our lives and our actions, the infinity of worlds and
our ultimate insignificance. But precisely in view of these
conclusions, Epicurean ethics promote happiness and a successful
life as realisable ends ; an optimism that actively counters an
otherwise pessimistic outlook. Epicurus, like Calvino are much more
concerned with how to incorporate the void in our lives and make
good on the inevitable presence of emptiness, than to isolate the
tragic evolution of matter. It is as a neo-Epicurean therefore that we
propose to investigate further Calvino’s domestication of the void.
For Calvino re-interprets the presence of the void in the world as
the ontological basis for one of his key notions in literature:



lightness. We shall therefore examine the Epicurean foundations for
a philosophy of lightness, basing ourselves mostly on the novels of
the Trilogy.

1. Resistance

In the afore-mentioned Nota 1960 to the Trilogy, Calvino extols the
“literature of resistance” (2020, 461-462). He explains that in this
way he demarcates himself from the then contemporary neo-realism
of Italian literature and cinema. A literature of resistance is one
which resists succumbing to the neo-realist portrayal of the misery
and destitution of the post-war years (Di Carlo 1978). But there is
an a-historical dimension to Calvino’s notion of a literature of
resistance. It is a conceptual reading of resistance as a value
embodied by the characters of the novels: resistance against that
which kills, which gnaws, diminishes and dissolves. The Viscount
who lives split in two, the gravity-defying Baron and the Knight who
has no body are three figures of a humanity that makes of the body,
not a corruptible, inevitably degenerating material but an
instrument of communication with that which negates its very
existence, namely, the void. The void is also that which is physically
closest to the body. Resistance takes on a constructive role, that of
enabling the body to be in contact with the void, adapting to it,
apprehending it without disappearing into it. Rather than allowing
the void to erode them, the Calvinian characters welcome the void
as a means to move, change, learn, improve, and thus move forward
in the discovery and conquest of their humanity (S.E. PH 3.46; M.
10.240, 10.257 and 11.226)1.

It is Epicurus who first conceptualises the notion of constructive
resistance as the characteristic of bodies, beginning with the
resistance that characterises the atom, the smallest indivisible
body, which has “three dimensions with the added feature of offering
resistance”. It is the presence of resistance — the body’s capacity to
resist — which enables us to distinguish body from void. It is a

1 See Calligaris (1973): a world without negation, is a world where no progress is
possible.

2 Epicurus adopts and reinterprets philosophically a definition which comes from the
geometry of solids (as noted in S.E. M. 1.21; Plot. Enn. 6.1.20, D.L. 7.135: “this
is also called solid body”, referencing the way a geometrical body is defined at
the beginning of book 11 (the first book on solid geometry) of Euclid’s Elements.
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feature of the body but it does not determine existence. Epicurus
thus transforms what may appear as threatening, namely the void,
into an equal ontological partner on a par with body: the one has
resistance, the other lacks it, but both equally constitute the cosmos.
The threatening quality of the void — which Calvino gives voice to
when he criticises the deleterious portrayal of negativity as
inevitably destructive —is already what Epicurus is combatting. For
Epicurus stands against a tradition initiated with Aristotle who had
banished the void from the universe in the name of ‘horror vacur,
the horror of the void. On this dominant tradition, Aorror vacuiis a
fundamental trait of nature3. For the Aristotelians, it is nature
which feels the horror, arguing against the existence of the void
because nature cannot bear the void. Therefore, nature always fills
up every space with matter and there is no void in the world (Thorp
1990). This leaves the principle of individuation to immanent
(immaterial) Forms that give matter its various characteristics.

By reinstating the void inside the world, Epicurus also gives the
possibility of self-determination to bodies: in resisting the void, that
is, not letting the void pass through it — and destroy it — the atom
self-determines itself. At the same time, through resistance, there is
contact, contact with other resistance-endowed bodies4. That contact
enables aggregation which enables the constitution of an articulated
body resisting its dissolution as long as it can. In so doing, the body
creates its own individual way of life; its own way of resisting the
void. Here, Calvino’'s own notion of conquest of the self, which
happens by overcoming the void within and without us, becomes
particularly insightful. For what Epicurus originally theorises with
the contact between two resisting bodies is that contact allows for
the indefinite to occur; for the indefinite, i.e., for freedom, the
possibility to do otherwise (for instance to resist the void). Epicurus
sets out the correlation between the presence of the void and
constructive resistance, and between constructive resistance and
freedom from determinism. These correlations prove extremely
fertile when projected onto Calvino’s literary world.

Calvino remotivates a notion of resistance which, as we see,
consciously or unconsciously, is the revival of a notion at the

3 On Epicurus’ constant polemics with the Aristotelians, see Bignone (2007).

4+S.E. M. 10.223; Plut. Adp. Col. 1111E.
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foundation of the tradition of atomism?. The detractors of atomism
since antiquity, called it ‘materialism’ to deprecate the lack of
transcendence in it. But, as we can see, for Epicurus, the
empowerment that the transcendent Forms are supposed to give to
individuals is re-invested as fundamental characteristics of
autonomous bodies. In forging this renewed sense of resistance of
bodies, exemplified in its variety by the characters of the 7rilogy,
Calvino presupposes a world in which the void is fully present and
acknowledged. In his theoretical works, Calvino shows that there
are two ways to validate this presence: one way is to provide a
philosophical analysis of reality (as Epicurus does), another,
Calvino’s, is to construct a fictional world which gives the void a
central role.

As Calvino (2017) warns us in an essay from 1967¢ which
explicitly treats the question of literature and philosophy, the writer
is not a philosopher and should abstain completely from doing
philosophy — only then perhaps might he be doing philosophy
despite himself, “without knowing” (“senza saperlo”’, 192). At the
core of this diffidence and the distinction of literature from
philosophy is a divide which is a fundamental aspect of Calvino’s
work, between the “fleeting lightness” (“leggerezza fantomatica”) of
ideas in contrast to the “heaviness of the world” (“la pesantezza del
mondo”, ibidem). If both literature and philosophy aim at seizing a
relation between the two, it is clear that for Calvino, philosophy is
focused on the heaviness first. Thus when it comes to Epicurus, if
we follow Calvino’s identification of the philosopher, we see that just
as Epicurus acknowledges the presence of the void in the world, he
is thereby intent on demonstrating, on the basis of the existence of
the void, the solidity and inexorable weight of the atoms?. A weight
which had led his atomist predecessors to the conclusion that
everything that happens is determined in advance and that the
atoms, pulled by their weight, are constantly moving downwards in
an eternal fall. Epicurus thwarts determinism, not by making the
atoms light, but by making their resistance, their means of escape
from such a pre-determined trajectory downwards: for in the clash

5 Calvino’s atomistic worldview, with more or less explicit references to Lucretius in
particular, has been highlighted recently in Palombi (2021), but see also Piazzi
(2009, 163-167).

6 Filosofia e Letteratura published in translation on the 28th September 1967 in the
Times Literary Supplement, republished in Calvino (2017).

7 See Epicurus (Her. 41-43).

11
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between two resistances, a new trajectory is drawn for both atoms.
This is the famous swerve, which does not make the world lighter,
but rich with unpredictable surprises, and most importantly with
the capacity for bodies to realise themselves and be autonomous.

Calvino’s distinction between the concerns of literature and
those of philosophy enables him to isolate his “idea of literature”
(which he will call “lightness” in his last theoretical text, 7he Six
Memos for the Next Millenium, written in 1985). The formula he
uses here, that of “an idea of...” is a way of speaking which is a
Calvinian leitmotif, echoing perhaps in this Giacomo Leopardi: it is
not merely a manner of speaking but a way to bridge literature and
life for Calvino as for Leopardi, as they reinvest the term ‘idea’ with
its original intellectual dimension. The work of the imagination is
thereby set out as that of connecting the intelligible with the
sensible8. Calvino’s “idea of lightness”, present already in his 1967
article, is that of literature’s capacity to grasp a relation to the world
that not so much avoids the world’s heaviness, as transforms it by
keeping at a distance from it. In this way, literature makes
something else of the heaviness, and creates a margin where the
world is left hanging. In concrete terms, the writer makes the void
a constitutive part of the world that he describes and creates®. With
the void manifestly present within it, the world promptly loses
weight.

We can see this in the novels of the 7rilogy. In the world of The
Cloven Viscount (1952), the Viscount’s half bodies are able to live
on, with all the expected pains of bodies (the good halfs swollen

8 One example out of many: Leopardi’s talk of “the idea of infinity” in the Zibaldone
(1889, 4178): talk of an ‘idea’ here crystallises the dilemma that “infinity does
not exist in reality” but is a product of the imagination and yet, the reality it
does not exist in is only the reality that we know, knowing full well that there
is more that we do not know. So “the idea of infinity” might exist, only we will
never know whether it does or does not, and the imagination, with poetry and
fiction, connects what we think with what we know we cannot know. This
roundabout reflexion is typical of Leopardi’s thoughts on metaphysics, where he
makes a Pascalian ‘bet’: that the limitations of the world as we know them are
overcome in other worlds which we can never know but can imagine; for if they
exist, we cannot exist in them. See Leopardi’s Moral Fable Apocryphal
Fragment of Strato of Lampsacus (2017, 145-149), and more on this
metaphysical position in Puglisi (1982). On Calvino’s enduring connection to
Leopardi, see Felici (2006), the chapter entitled Leopardismo di Calvino (185—
194).

9 See Palombi (2021, 418): Calvino makes use of the void as a means of literary
creation.

12



hand for instance after being bitten by a spider, or the difficulties to
walk with only one leg) but all the better to endure these pains and
not get overcome by them. The good half (i/ Buono), despite his
swollen hand, saves a man from drowning. When the halves are on
the verge of destroying one another in a duel, they continue fighting
even though each stroke of their swords, because of the mirror
symmetries of the two halves, lands in the void. The lives of these
half-bodies allow for a release from bodily weight; the possibility of
not letting in pain and death. Thus, the good half of the Viscount
can save an old mule from slaughter because, being light enough for
the mule to carry him, he gives purpose to the mule’s existence, and
thereby keeps the animal alive. In the Non-existent Knight (1959),
the process of taking weight out of the world is framed within the
clash between the massive weight of the medieval coat of arms and
the moment when Agilulfo, the Knight, is ordered by Charlemagne
to lift his heavy vizor only to present to the world the hollowness
within. Cosimo, the Baron in 7he Baron in The Trees (1957), adapts
his body to his tree-top habitat to the extent that by the end of his
life he is “so light, he can walk over the pergola beams”. Embracing
the void injects lightness into the world, and allows for a physical
lightness of the characters which they sustain through a profound
reflection on their humanity, which expresses itself through the way
they relate to other beings, be they human or animal.

Making the world light can happen in literature first, as
Melinda Palombi shows, because the written is always lighter than
the non-written (2021, 417-418). This is perhaps a privilege the
Epicurean poet Lucretius has over his spiritual mentor Epicurus,
namely that his poem arrived all the way to us in (almost) extant
form, whereas Epicurus’ thirty-seven books On Nature as the other
fifty or so texts listed in his bibliography (D.L. 10.27-28) have all but
disappeared. But Calvino’s predilection for Lucretius runs deeper
than the consecration of a physical extant text, and deeper also than
the project itself of a poeticising philosophy. For Calvino identifies
in Lucretius a specific kind of poetic achievement (whose future
genealogy Calvino sketches out as a line that goes from Lucretius to
Guido Cavalcanti, Giacomo Leopardi and Francis Ponge!9), that of

10 A disconnected line that runs through Calvino’s discussions of these poets in his
1988’s Six Memos.

13
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creating a “language of the things”!l. With an explicit reference to
the title of Ponge’s collection of poems, Le Parti-Pris des Choses,
Calvino characterises in this way the capacity of this lineage of poets
to capture the infinitesimally small by giving it a life that can be
described and communicated. What literature can do, therefore, is
to say — put words to — the unsayable, namely the limits that
demarcate the things from the void around them which makes them
the things they are. Whereas in science, in philosophy and in life,
such limits are impalpable, impossible to point to or touch, literature
— a specific kind of literature to which, after Ponge in Calvino’s list,
we should adduce Calvino’s own writing — is capable of creating
worlds that say the impalpable, giving life to the liminal.

This life of the limits is where fiction comes to its own. For these
literary worlds are fictional — inevitably. They are not the real world
where weight and gravity make it impossible for half men to roam
the earth, let alone non-existent knights. The real world is heavy
and it is that weight that philosophy studies — even the lightest of
philosophies is intent on dividing the weight into an infinity of
weighted atoms. Calvino’s fictional worlds have this in common that
they are anchored to reality, they are not artificially made light,
they are light through an interpretation of the heaviness of reality.
In the Trilogy, this is first and foremost manifest thanks to the
anchorage provided by the historical contexts and confirmed by the
presence of historical figures. Each novel is picturesquely rooted in
a century and a time: the doctor of The Cloven Viscount boards
Captain Cook’s boat to Australia; the Baron corresponds with Denis
Diderot, and Voltaire mentions him in a Parisian salon; the non-
existent Knight serves in the army of Charlemagne. Clothes,
atmosphere, the consumption of food, on-going wars — mentioning
these elements contributes to giving a unique sense of historical
contextualisation. But the weight of historical facts 1is
counterbalanced by the literal and literary weight-shedding
escapism of the fictional worlds built on and around them. The
heroes of these stories are after all, our “ancestors” from the trilogy’s
general title, bringing home the ambiguities of what it is to have a
past: full of facts that feed a collective imagination rather than a
historical chronology. And so, the lightness that the novels stage is

11 And not a ‘language of things’ as it is more euphonically translated by Patrick
Creagh in the translated Calvino (1988a, 76) — even if the Italian “linguaggio
delle cose” can be ambiguous between the two.

14



a lightness that is conquered over the heaviness of real life and the
negation that it harbours: living as a half body despite the
impossibility of such a predicament, defying the force of gravity by
finding balance in the trees, living without the weight of existing.
The fictional world is tied to the real world in such a way as to
reveal the latter’s hidden structure. The philosopher would say that
what is thus revealed is the world’s ontology, i.e., what it is made of.
But where Epicurean ontology for instance is presented in the form
of a demonstration in which matter is shown to be discrete and
uncuttable (a-tomos in Greek) and the atom thus identified,
surrounded by void, the writer of fiction transforms the uncuttable
into a character. In a reverse operation from the philosopher, the
real world, turned inside out, is still very much what the fiction
portrays. Calvino’s discovery is that the world is made of void and
bodies that are cut through by the void; his fiction shows the limits
of uncuttable bodies resisting the void that threatens constantly to
cut them further. The presence of the void is thus not an invention,
it is a revelation of what is there in reality. Far from this being a
discovery that instils terror and despair as it does for the 17th
century philosopher Blaise Pascal, for whom the discovery of the
existence of the void awakens the “horror (/effroi) of the silence of
infinite spaces”'2, for Calvino the ontological structure made of void
and bodies, enables the development of his ethics of resistancels.

2. Fantasy

Defying weight in a fictional world brings out truths about the real
world. This is at the heart of Calvino’s “idea of literature” as
lightness. This particular Calvinian notion is developed as his
founding principle of literature, in the manner of a philosophical
arché, in his last theoretical text, The Six Memos for the Next
Millenium (1988). Lightness is the topic of the first chapter and is
the founding theme which the subsequent chapters enrich by
discussing additional literary values that derive from it: swiftness,
exactitude, visibility and multiplicity. Calvino had intended to add

12 Pascal 1962, 201: “the eternal silence of these infinite spaces terrifies me”. On this
internal  terror, see  Pavlovitis  (2007), especially chapter 3
(https://books.openedition.org/psorbonne/18155).

13 See Modena (2011), especially chapter 1 on Calvino’s fiction as directed towards
the “ethical potential of literature”.

15
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to this list, but it is clear that in the discussion of each of these
additional notions, lightness is the premiss. We have already seen
how the characters of the 7rilogy show that lightness is not a given,
since the world is in fact heavy. It takes some probing to live the
world as light. Each of the characters thus achieves lightness by
overcoming the encounter with the void. Lightness is acquired: no
one is born light, one becomes light. The fictional world which
Calvino creates so as to give this process a palpable space is also
what Calvino calls “fantasy”.

Fantasy is not a literary genre (not the genre to which, say,
Tolkein’s Lord of the Rings belongs to), but rather where lightness
happens. Calvino’s fantasy is literature’s invention of the means of
getting away from the heaviness of our bodies!4. It is as such, first
and foremost a philosophical conundrum, which in effect can only be
properly developed in literature through the staging of a real-
fictional character. The oxymoron alone expresses the dialectical
nature of Calvinian fantasy. The first writer to stage just such a
real-fictional character is also the first philosopher of fantasy, that
is to say, the philosopher of the thwarted desire for the reality of
appearances and the horror of the heavy. It is Plato. If Plato warns
us so forcefully about the illusory lure of surface images and
unfounded desires for them (even when we know full well that what
appears cannot be really as it appears'?), it is because he himself is
well acquainted with the temptation!é. The temptation is that of
taking what we know is weightless, (the image in the mirror, our
dreams, the characters in a play), to be real, to not be weightless, to
take our dreams for reality. He is a master fantasist precisely
because he never ceases from one dialogue to the other to play out
the crisis of desire and repulsion for lightness.

Plato is a master fantasist not because, like Homer, he invents
wonderful monsters. Of course, he invents monsters too: a whole

14 There are historical explanations of Calvino’s orientation towards fantasy framed
by the break from the neo-realist literature of his first novel, see Bolongaro
(2008, 65-70).

15 See most famously, Plato’s Republic, book V.

16 See Plato, Rep. X, especially 607b-e: where Plato’s Socrates admits his “fascination”
for the arts, and allows that perhaps only people who know the difference
between appearance and reality (in effect the philosophers of the ideal city)
could be allowed to take pleasure in artistic production but even they would be
prone to corruption, hence the final banishment of the artists from the ideal
city.

16



panoply of myths come to life in Plato’s dialogue, from materialist
giants in the Sophist to golden, metal and silver people in the
Republic and many more. Thus, alongside the cyclops or the lotus
eaters, to this day, there looms larger than life, Plato’s horrific four-
armed, four-legged monsters from the Symposium, who invented
love the day they were cut in two to become the humans we are,
doomed to roam the earth in search of our beloved other halves!”.
But already the philosophers in antiquity note that such inventions
have more to do with the mechanics of logical thinking than
abandonment to images. What we would tend to call science-fiction,
the Greeks would call logic: “by analogy and by way of enlargement,
we get giants, by way of subtraction, we get one-eyed giants, by way
of combination, we think of hybrid beasts with four arms”18. The
logicians on and around Plato’s day regimented the creation of
monsters. But Plato’s myths remain myths, open to endless and
diverse interpretations. As the first philosopher of fantasy, Plato’s
contribution is greater still than the invention of mythic creatures:
he is the first to problematise the body, that is to say to make the
body, and specifically the weight of the body, the problem. For he
shows the human condition to be torn between the yearning to get
rid of the body because all that makes us human is in fact the soul,
distinct from the body, (.e., reason, understanding, perception,
judgement, freedom, control and even desire), and the absolute
necessity of the body’s needs — necessary in order to live. And we
need to live so as to do philosophy and find ways of getting away
from the body. For though death is the separation of the
incorruptible soul from the corruptible body, what can the soul do
without a body? The ideal of getting away from the body, is an ideal
that distinguishes one’s body (each of our individual bodies) from
the body: a body from the body. In this distinction lies the fantasy of
distinguishing the body we can touch and grasp as our own with its
weight and three-dimensionality, (and through which we can
perceive the world in its weight and three-dimensionality), and a
notion of the body that is entirely abstract: the body we could
abstract ourselves from (and still be ourselves).

17 See Plato, Symp. 190a-191d.

18 D.L.7.53, 10.32: the Stoics and the Epicureans share this schematism of mental
operations that lead to the invention of fictitious creatures, see more in
Brunschwig (1994, 101-103).
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The ordeal of the slave who escapes the cave in the ‘Allegory of
the Cave’, in Plato’s Republic is constituted by pain and physical
effort, bolstered by incessant study so as to reach the immaterial
Forms. But as the philosopher-rebel reaches the Forms, he also
becomes weightless so as to leave the cave and find the light outside.
All the while, Plato insists that such a man, the philosopher, does
not exist amongst us. For such lightness is impossible; it would
imply leaving the body behind. But even in order to leave the body,
the philosopher needs his body. For in order to follow the extreme
educational programme set out in Republic book VII, in which
ascetic erudition cannot be reached without physical endurance and
courage, a body is required. The philosopher cannot achieve without
a body that which the body in fact impedes him from achieving.

The impossible lightness of philosophy can only lead to death.
And indeed, in Plato’s dialogue set at the very last hour of Socrates’
life, the Phaedo, in which we witness again and again, each time we
read it, the execution by hemlock of Socrates, with the minute
description of Socrates’ feet getting cold and heavy first, followed by
his belly, his friends insist that this is the only and last philosopher
alive who is now almost no more. For it is a contradiction of the laws
of gravity to reach the lightness the true philosopher must reach to
be free of the weight of his body — and still be amongst us to
philosophise. Those slow moments in which Socrates is still alive
though his legs and his stomach have become dead-weights are the
closest moments of realisation of the philosopher’s lightness. In the
dialogue, Socrates is serene and content because he is finally getting
rid of his body. Socrates, here, is Plato’s literary and philosophical
creation — perhaps never more so than this deathbed scene which
bears all the weight of a historical testimony, but which Plato
entirely reconstructs since he, out of almost all of Socrates’ friends
and followers, was absent on that day, as he himself makes a point
of stating at the beginning of the dialogue (Phaed. 59b10). As such,
the Phaedo is the first work of fantasy of the Western canon, a work
on the obsession for weightlessness and the demented conviction
that it can be reached. And the character embodying this fantasy is
a real-fictional character.

Calvino, in the Memos, sees Lucretius, the Roman follower of
Epicurus, as a point of origin of lightness in literature. There is
something paradoxically true in this, precisely because Lucretius,
and through him Epicureanism, stand fiercely against Plato, all the
while following through Plato’s fantasy about body, weight and the
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ideal of lightness. For Epicureanism realises the Platonic dream of
weightlessness, not by getting rid of the body, but by doing away
with the soul. In its stead, Epicurus places the void. Calvino is
particularly interested in Lucretius, as we have seen, because he is
a poet who does atomist philosophy and as such consciously fuses
the lightness of literature with the lightness of his philosophy. In
On the Nature of Things, Lucretius paints worlds (ours and the
infinite other possible worlds) as atomised landscapes in which what
we interpret in our heavy, serious ways as events, accidents and
tragedies, volcanic eruptions and passionate love affairs, are
nothing but temporary meetings of infinitely small bits of floating
matter. It is a pointillism for philosophers, filling the world, filling
bodies with void. The more bodies are filled with void, the more
everything begins to float.

Calvino picks up the description of the world at the point where
it is possible to float, there lies fantasy. He is the anti-Kundera of
late 20th century literature. Milan Kundera scrutinises mercilessly
the ‘unbearable lightness of being’ in his 1984 eponymous novel, all
the better to show the inescapable weight of everything. The novel
shows that all the light and lightness we think we perceive turn out
to be only more constricting heaviness we add to our lives. What
seems to shine and glimmer is mere fantasy, in its most merciless
dimension, that is, when we take appearances to be real and are
doomed to disappointment at best, and more likely, as in Kundera’s
novel, to be painfully punished for the mirage. Calvino is the
opposite. Where both reach out to an idea of lightness, Kundera
squeezes out all the air from the illusion of lightness and
demonstrates its vanity, whereas Calvino embraces it and makes of
it an ideal of literature and life.

Calvino’s lightness, his art of fantasy is anything but escapism
and illusion. His lightness is a principle of life, it orders the moral
compass of his frail but backboned heroes. To elude the force of
gravity at all costs is the moral imperative that drives the lives of
the Calvinian hero. Thus a Viscount, a Baron and a Knight,
representing in their very designations the enduring tradition of
ancestral nobility reinvent themselves, shedding the dead weight of
their noble pasts. Each finds an individual path to conquer his
humanism. Each lets himself float — as separate halves or in the
trees, or in non-existence — away from traditions, rules and
institutions. In the void that they find, they construct a personality
that is whole because autonomous and self-reflecting.
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This reinvention of themselves through an abandonment of
weight liberates them, this is lightness as the discovery of freedom.
In The Cloven Viscount, two halves are, each, substantially less
burdened for being halves: the good half free from the bad half, and
the bad half from the good half. This unexpected lightness deepens
their experience so that when after almost killing one another in a
duel, they are finally reunited, the Viscount, whole again, is wise
from these experiences and able to lead a happy life precisely
because he knows he is free to be so. The Viscount is thus the
opposite of the lovesick humans Plato described in his myth of the
origin of love mentioned above: the severance there, is the cause of
eternal unrest, of a damning incompleteness that weighs the
yearning humans down for ever and impels them to search aimlessly
for their other halves. For Calvino the severance is the unleashing
of “spirit” in the sense that Florentine Renaissance poet Guido
Cavalcanti speaks of “the spirits in us” (spiritelli’) which Calvino
evokes. In a famous sonnet by Cavalcanti, Pe’gli occhi fere un spirito
sottile, (Through the eyes, a subtle spirit strikes...), the sweet little
spirit of love (spiritello) holds the key to all other spirits that move
us towards one another especially towards the one we love. Spirit is
everywhere, body is nowhere, and in this absence, love has the
swiftest of motions; it dashes through the purity of the air, of the
snow, of running water. Cavalcanti’s is the poetry of the non-
impediment of weight as fact, not fiction. And that is where Calvino
places fantasy, where fictional characters like the two halves of the
Viscount enable the Viscount — and through him all of us — to
“understand the suffering of our own incompleteness”!® and from
understanding it, accept it and become free to no longer suffer from
it.

In The Baron in the Trees, a boy rebels against his
authoritarian father and decides, in an act of almost absurd
liberation, to live in the trees. Free from family, convention, comfort,
Cosimo lives in total autonomy from gravity until his very last day,
when, frail and more weightless than ever he jumps onto a hot-air
balloon which disappears over the sea, and the Baron with it. From
his tree-top domain, the Baron, not only lives a full life filled with
books, love and a broken heart in a constant confirmation of
freedom, he also has, literally, the distance to think about social

19 Calvino (1992, 65): “il capire d’ogni persona e cosa al mondo la pena che ognuno e
ognuna ha per la propria incompletezza”.
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reform and the happiness of all on the ground. He writes a treatise
which he sends to his contemporary, the philosophe Denis Diderot,
on how to build a new republic in the trees. Once everyone will be in
the trees, he the Baron, will be able to go back down to the ground.

Life in the trees yields a story which is in the image of the leaves
at the tree-tops: little blots of colour — atoms — surrounded by void.
It is Lucretian pointillism made into a novel. Live life as if it were a
piece of embroidery. The narrator of the story, Cosimo’s younger
brother confirms as much when, at the end of his account, looking
out from the window and seeing how many of the trees Cosimo lived
in have been culled, he is no longer sure if what he writes really
happened: his story, the words on the page are nothing more than
pieces of “embroidery sown over the void” (“un ricamo fatto sul
nulla’), just as Cosimo’s whole life was a sequence of moments in
equilibrium over the void. The margin of lightness where literature
extends towards reality without being corrupted by the latter’s
heaviness is all that is left once the connection to reality is put in
doubt.

The last hero of the trilogy, the non-existent Knight
emblematises this crisis: for he ends up dissolving into thin air when
he finds he has nothing, neither duty, nor purpose, to live for,
nothing that in fact attaches him to reality. The heroes of the Trilogy
are thus all concerned with giving life to the sense of incompleteness
and void; not defying it, but living with it — and in failing to do so,
disappearing. The dissolution of the non-existent Knight proves the
point, as he has nothing of his own to construct his individuality
from, once deprived of the orders and duty from above. Where
humanity can survive is where we can live with our imperfection.

3. Conclusion: Un’ ottimismo spietato

The Trilogythus tackles head-on the void, the negative, the nothing.
This could be, and has been, the recipe for modernity’s great
pessimistic turn, showing humanity not so much after the fall from
grace, but having never had anywhere to fall from and hence no
place to hope to regain. Not paradise lost, but paradise never been,
acknowledging thus that paradise was nothing but hot air. But
where the great pessimists of modernity, Schopenhauer or
Nietzsche, transform this realisation into man’s struggle with a
freedom he is conditioned not to take properly advantage of, for
Calvino the encounter with the void is a process of conquering, if not
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happiness, then at least what he calls in the preface to the Trilogy,
“I'ottimismo spietato della letteratura della resistenza” (“the
remorseless optimism of the literature of resistance”). We have seen
how the notion of resistance plays a founding role in achieving
weightlessness for bodies. It is the explosive pairing of “spietato”,
(remorseless), with ‘optimism’ which completes the Calvinian
project. This optimism, this positive embrace of the world and of
one’s life in it is the result of an engagement with the negative; an
engagement with the void and the discovery, in that confrontation
of the possibility to thrive. Calvino thus renews the Epicurean
enjoinder that happiness is the absence of pain: by considering that
happiness is possible through an active resistance to diminishing
suffering.

Negativity means getting lighter — negation being the opposite
of heaviness — but in getting lighter, the Calvinian hero does not
look back at the suffering endured. He decides once and for all to be
happy. The decision itself is the realisation of autonomy and in that
realisation lies happiness, the successful life that is within reach of
everyone despite the incompleteness and void around us. Meaning
and happiness are to be found in acknowledging and adapting to the
void, by resisting its deleterious influence. Calvino’s phrase echoes
the revolutionary Gramascian cry that Calvino made his own:
“pessimism of the intelligence, optimism of the will’20. For Calvino,
this becomes an injunction for a literature that transforms “the
heaviness of the world”. If literature does not supplant life, nor does
it come to correct or even judge life (that would be the jurisdiction of
philosophy), it provides nevertheless an active way of contending
with it.

20 See Calvino in his 1955 essay I midollo del Leone (1980, 46—59), and Maggiore
(2019).
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