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WHY PHYSICS AND LITERATURE?

HISTORICAL INTRO: THE ”TWO CULTURES” 
DEBATE

CONSTRUCTIVE OR DESTRUCTIVE 
INTERFERENCE? THE STATE OF THE UNION

“BAD, MAD AND DANGEROUS”:
SCIENTISTS IN FICTION

FROM SCIENCE FICTION TO THE “SCIENCE 
NOVEL”

CASE STUDIES: ATLANTE OCCIDENTALE , 
MATERIA ESTRAÑA, LE THÉÂTRE 
QUANTIQUE

SUMMARY 
OF THIS 

TALK:



The Infinite (G. Leopardi , translated by Henry Reed)

Always to me beloved was this lonely hillside
And the hedgerow creeping over and always hiding
The distances, the horizon's furthest reaches.
But as I sit and gaze, there is an endless
Space still beyond, there is a more than mortal
Silence spread out to the last depth of peace,
Which in my thought I shape until my heart
Scarcely can hide a fear. And as the wind
Comes through the copses sighing to my ears,
The infinite silence and the passing voice
I must compare: remembering the seasons,
Quiet in dead eternity, and the present,
Living and sounding still. And into this
Immensity my thought sinks ever drowning,
And it is sweet to shipwreck in such a sea.





“What is that we human 
beings depend on? We depend 
on our words. […]

We must strive continually to 
extend the scope of our 
description, but in such a way 
that our messages do not 
thereby lose their objective or 
unambiguous character.”   

Niels Bohr. A Centenary Volume, 301.

Cartoon by Jim Ottaviani and Leland Purvis , Suspended in Language





“The New Elephant’s Child”
by Frog, a small animal

“A Voyage To Laplacia”
by L. Rosenfeld

“Broken English”
by H.B.G. Casimir

“The Heart on the Other Side”
by G. Gamow



"Literary intellectuals at one pole -
at the other - scientists [….]. 
Between the two, a gulf of mutual 
incomprehension […]”

Rede Lecture, Cambridge, 1959.

"It is bizarre how very little 
of twentieth-century science 
has been assimilated into 
twentieth-century art"

THE TWO CULTURES DEBATE





Carlo Carrà, Simultaneity, 
Woman on the Balcony, 
1912

Image reproduced from 
WikiCommons



Wolfgang Paalen, Between
Matter and Light (1940)
Fondaciòn Wolfgang y
Isabel Paalen, Tepozlàn.

Image reproduced from Gavin 
Parkinson, Surrealism, Art and 

modern science, 2008.



Salvador Dalì, Leda 
Atómica, 1947

Image reproduced from 
WikiCommons



This day and age we're living in
Gives cause for apprehension,
With speed and new invention,
And things like fourth dimension;

Yet we get a trifle weary
With Mister Einstein' theory,
So we must get down to earth,
At times relax, relieve the tension.

Herman Hupfeld, As Time Goes By, 1931
(Sang by Binnie Hale; popularized by the movie Casablanca in 1942) 



“Closing the gap between 
our cultures is a necessity in 
the most abstract intellectual 
sense, as well as in the most 
practical. […]
For the sake of the 
intellectual life […] it is 
obligatory for us and the 
Americans and the whole 
West to look at our 
education with fresh eyes.”

Credit: Matt Collins



PRACTICAL MEASURES





SCIENCE 

“DISCOVERS"

NARRATIVE



These beliefs, in turn, influence public support of regulation 
and funding, sometimes in ways that have little to do with the 
actual issues immediately at hand.





The representation of fictional scientists.
Seven primary stereotypes : 

1. the “evil alchemist;”
2. the “noble scientist” as hero or savior of society;
3. the “foolish scientist;”
4. the “inhuman researcher;”
5. the “scientist as adventurer;”
6. the “mad, bad, dangerous scientist;”
7. the “helpless scientist,” unable to control the outcome of  

his or her work.

Roslynn Haynes, “From alchemy to artificial intelligence: stereotypes of the scientist in 
Western literature”,2003.





From a sociological film interpretation of approximately 60 
feature films, it is possible to determine the following six 
stereotypical portrayals of women scientists in feature films: 

1.The old maid

2. The male woman

3. The naive expert

4. The evil plotter

5. The daughter or assistant 

6. The lonely heroine 

Eva Flicker, “Between Brains and Breasts—Women Scientists in Fiction Film: On the 
Marginalization and Sexualization of Scientific Competence”, 2003







THE SCIENCE NOVEL

Fictional scientists grow a conscience

More scientific accuracy

Moral dilemmas and ethical questions

What does it “feel like” to be a 
scientist: the inner mechanisms of the 
scientific enterprise





The Novel as a Thought Experiment: 
Atlante Occidentale



“what thoughts or feelings or different ways of being human 
together had been experienced there during the past twenty 
years” 

Daniele Del Giudice, Taccuino di Ginevra



“When we get in front of 
the building of the 
experiment there is a FIAT 
131 with a Napoli plate, left 
right in front of the entrance 
while the other cars are 
neatly parked on the 
opposite side of the road.

«And who could leave the car like that?» said Criso. 
Who left the car like that was, naturally, Professor Ereditato.”

Daniele Del Giudice, Taccuino di Ginevra



“[…] moves in the shadowland of mechanically, electrically, and 
electronically produced negative images of the world - in a world 
of signs and often fictional reflections, of echoes, footprints, and 
the shimmering appearances of bygone events.”

Knorr-Cetina, Epistemic Cultures

“The eye does not see things but
images of things that mean other
things”

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities



“You said that objects were disappearing. I tried to understand 
what you meant by that. A table has its own laws, laws that 
govern how it stands and how one sits at it , and these laws 
today are still valid. But – how should I put it?- the 
components of which the table is made, below a certain size, 
obey laws totally different from those obeyed by the table 
itself. The objects that will be made in the future- that are 
already here-will be made from those components.”



“[…]through a narrative or a great machine one can see and 
make everyone see a glimpse of what we conventionally call 
«real»” 



“[…] feelings have always been the same. Hate, love, 
friendship, conflict, fear. For this reason we can 
understand Madame Bovary even if, since then, 
everything changed outside of us. The narrator works in 
the small space of modulation of feelings that are always 
the same, and yet always different; a difference 
accounted by the changing models of representation, 
such as those born within certain scientific disciplines 
like economy or physics […].” 

Antonella Fiori, “Zen, aerei e termodinamica: 
ecco la formula della letteratura”, in L’Unità,1997



Change of cultural coordinates and the 
principle of conservation of “feelings”



“What was important was not to write it, 
but to have felt it.”



Capturing the “madness of a multitude”: 
Materia Estraña

“Sir Isaac Newton, when asked 
what he thought of the 
infatuations of the people, 
answered that
he could calculate the motions of 
erratic bodies, but not the 
madness of a multitude.”

Quoted from “The Church of England 
Quarterly Review,” 1850.



“books speak of 
other books”

Umberto Eco, The Name of 
the Rose, 322





THE STRUCTURE OF THE NOVEL

Bubbles of strange 
matter might form in the 
LHC and destroy the 
world

RAN neutrino
detector 
storyline



Image credit: David Fleck
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A person have as many neurons as stars in a galaxy. As many stars as the 
grains of sand of all the beaches in the world. As many grains of sand as 
the sum of all the living and the dead. Was there a message, a hidden 
meaning, a link that so far escaped her in all this?



Circle of 
the “Same”

Circle of 
the 
“Other”

“This entire compound he 
divided lengthways into two 
parts, which he joined to one 
another at the center like the 
letter X […] 
Now the motion of the outer 
circle he called the motion of 
the same, and the motion of 
the inner circle the motion of 
the other.”

Plato, Timaeus



[…] nothing has ever been more evident than 
constellations and nothing more untruthful. In 
hindsight, we have learned that constellations are 
pure appearances, an artificial construction. 
Nonetheless, this construction was of crucial 
importance for the ancients; […]  The constellations 
were an indication of a direction to follow more 
than symbols of the horoscope.

Edoardo Boncinelli; Antonio Ereditato, Il cosmo della mente, 2018



«There is no doubt that one of 
the titans opened Pandora’s vase, 
releasing all the evils in the 
world. But it is also true that 
Prometheus’ fire freed us from 
the tyranny of the Gods». [..]. 
«And I, Sir James, believe in this 
sacred fire».



“Learn from me, if not 
by my precepts, at 
least by my example, 
how dangerous is the 
acquirement of 
knowledge […]”



“and thence we came forth to 
see again the stars”

Dante, Divine Comedy

One hundred thousand million stars. 
As many as the neurons in her 
mind. A galaxy in her mind. Was 
there anything stranger in the whole 
marvelous Universe than that inner 
galaxy, that sentient matter that 
composed her?
Strange matter. Human matter.



Between Detectives and Detectors: 
Le Théâtre quantique

Charlotte Dempierre: Physicist at
CERN. Studies the “Big Broson” and
she is about to perform a secret
ground-breaking experiment.

Inspector Duparc: Dupe of Dupin?
Like Charlotte, he has a passion for
art and science. Failed to graduate in
Physics.

Armand Lafforet: Famous physicist
and mathematician. He helps Charlotte
with the theoretical aspects of her secret
experiment.



Francesca Rocca : Newly elected director of 
the CERN. Strong woman, friend of 
Charlotte. She must deal with the intricate 
reality of funding and public relations.

Alì Razavi: He is a computer scientist at CERN in 
charge of the artificial neural network that controls 
the selection of collisions within the ALICE 
detector.

Other characters: colleagues, collaborators and lovers 
of Charlotte









“relativize the 
historical human 
obsession whose 
reason demands 
a chronological 

narrative”



L’horloge des anges ici-bas. That is, the clock of the angels 
down here. This is the perfect anagram of the phrase Le boson 
scalaire de Higgs; the two sets of words give the same result if 
you ignore the order of the letters which is: a2 bcde3 g2 hi2 l2 
no2 rs3. It is clear then that the passage to the commutative 
implies a loss of meaning.



I had the impression of losing all the infinite
information generated by the quantum scene, and this
loss was sufficient to drag me irresistibly into the river
of time.”

"This re-emergence of time seemed to me like an
intrusion, a source of mental confusion, anguish, fear
and alienation.






