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ITALO CALVINO

“I finally came round to asking myself what is expressed in that 
sand of written words which I have strung together throughout 
my life, that sand that now seems to me to be so far away from 
the beaches and deserts of living. Perhaps by staring at the 
sand as sand, words as words, we can come close to 
understanding how and to what extent the world that has been 
ground down and eroded can still find in sand a foundation and 
model”.  

(Italo Calvino: Collection of Sand, 1984)
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“I am the son of scientists: my father was an 
agronomist, my mother a botanist; both were 
university professors (…)”.

“…After getting my school-leaving certificate I made a choice 
which might have seemed, and perhaps was, determined by 
my family background, and enrolled in the Agriculture Faculty 
of Turin University where my father had taught up until a few 
years previously (he had retired by now) courses on ‘Tropical 
cultivation’ and ‘Tree-growing’.  
What I had in mind was that for me writing could be a side-
line to a ‘serious’ profession: the latter would keep me in 
touch with reality and let me travel the world, like my father 
who had spent nearly twenty years of his life in Central 
America, and had lived through the Mexican Revolution.  
This attempt at realigning myself with a family tradition did 
not work, but the basic idea was not a bad one: if I had been 
able to remain faithful to my plan of pursuing a profession 
with writing as an activity that was on the margins of this life 
experience, sooner or later I would have become a writer 
anyway, but with something extra”. 

Italo Calvino: Hermit in Paris, English edition 
Penguin, 2003
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OuLiPo 
«An acronym for Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle (Workshop for 
Potential Literature), a group of writers and mathematicians 
formed in France in 1960 by poet Raymond Queneau and 
mathematician François Le Lionnais.  
Unlike the Dada and surrealist movements, OuLiPo rejects 
spontaneous chance and the subconscious as sources of literary 
creativity. Instead, the group emphasizes systematic, self-
restricting means of making texts.  
For example, the technique known as n + 7 replaces every noun in 
an existing text with the noun that follows seven entries after it in 
the dictionary (…)"

MOST FAMOUS MEMBERS : 
Noël Arnaud, Michèle Audin, Valérie Beaudouin, Marcel Bénabou, Jacques Bens, Claude Berge, André Blavier, 
Paul Braffort, Italo Calvino, François Caradec, Bernard Cerquiglini, Ross Chambers, Stanley Chapman, Marcel 
Duchamp, Jacques Duchateau, Luc Etienne, Frédéric Forte, Paul Fournel, Anne Garetta, Michelle Grangaud, 
Jacques Jouet, Latis (alias di Emmanuel Peillet), François Le Lionnais, Hervé Le Tellier, Jean Lescure, Daniel 
Levin Becker, Harry Mathews, Michèle Métail, Ian Monk, Oskar Pastior, Georges Perec, Raymond Queneau, 
Jean Queval, Pierre Rosenstiehl, Jacques Roubaud, Olivier Salon, Albert-Marie Schmidt.
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“But the cosmos does not exist, not even for science, it 
is only the horizon of a consciousness that goes 
beyond the individual, where all chauvinistic and 
particularistic ideas of humanity are overcome, and 
one can perhaps attain a non anthropomorphic 
perspective. I have never indulged in cosmic euphoria 
or contemplation in this ‘ascent’. More a sense of 
responsibility toward the universe. We are part of a 
chain that starts at sub-atomic or pre-galactic level: 
giving our actions and thoughts the continuity with what 
came before us and what will come after is something I 
believe in. And I would want this to be something that 
could be gleaned from that collection of fragments that 
is my oeuvre.”  
Italo Calvino: Hermit in Paris, English edition Penguin 
2003: 187
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“Mr. Palomar sees a wave rise in the distance, grow, approach, change form and color, fold 
over itself, break, vanish, and flow again. At this point he could convince himself that he has 
concluded the operation he had set out to achieve, and he could go away. But isolating one 
wave is not easy, separating it from the wave immediately following, which seems to push it 
and at times overtakes it and sweeps it away; and it is no easier to separate that one wave 
from the preceding wave, which seems to drag it toward the shore, unless it turns against the 
following wave, as if to arrest it, Then, if you consider the breadth of the wave, parallel to the 
shore, it is hard to decide where the advancing front extends regularly and where it is 
separated and segmented into independent waves, distinguished by their speed, shape, 
force, direction. 
In other words, you cannot observe a wave without bearing in mind the complex features that 
concur in shaping it and the other, equally complex ones that the wave itself originates. 
 . . . and little waves strike the sandy shore. These aspects vary constantly, so each wave is 
different from another wave, even if not immediately adjacent or successive; in other words, 
there are some forms and sequences that are repeated, though irregularly distributed in 
space and time. Since what Mr. Palomar means to do at this moment is simply see a wave —
that is, to perceive all its simultaneous components without overlooking any of them— his 
gaze will dwell on the movement of the wave that strikes the shore until it can record aspects 
not previously perceived; as soon as he notices that the images are being repeated, he will 
know he has seen everything he wanted to see and he will be able to stop(…)”.  
Italo Calvino: Mr. Palomar, English Edition, New York. Hartcourt, 1985
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“In certain situations it is literature that can work 
indirectly as a spring to propel the scientist along, 
providing an example of imaginative courage in 
taking a hypothesis to its ultimate consequences, 
and so on. Similarly, in other situations it can work 
the other way around. At the moment the language 
of mathematics, of formal logic, can save the writer 
from the disrepair that words and images have 
fallen into as a result of being misused. Even so, 
the writer should not think that he has found 
anything valid absolutely. Here, too, the example of 
science can be of use to him, and teach him the 
patient modesty of considering each and every 
result as being part of a possibly infinite series 
of approximations”.  
Italo Calvino: Uses of Literature, English edition 
1986: 37-38

Image: Ferdinando Scianna, 1982
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“Italo Calvino in Collection of Sand claimed that 
'the brain begins in the eye'. The essays 
collected here display his fascination with the 
visual universe, in which the things we see tell a 
truth about the world”. 
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