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Universe

Etymologically, the term ‘universe’ defines the assemblage of matters constituting cosmic space beyond infinity. 
Modern scientific discoveries conducted both in the field of physics and social sciences in the twentieth century 
oppose the traditional metaphysical and abstract assumption of this term, suggesting experimental and innovative 
systems of configurations of the image of universe. The dictionary entry examines in particular, the contributions 
that Theories of Relativity and Quantum Theories have addressed to the modern representation, morphology, 
and material unfolding of the universe in relation to human and non-human agencies. In highlighting the incongru-
ences between classical models of inquiry and relativistic and quantum ones, this paper discusses the paradig-
matic shifts that affect the configuration of events, experiences, and relations in the universe. Ultimately, by dwelling 
on the difference that connotates cosmic space and the notion of the infinite universe, this paper suggests the 
emergence of new area of investigation which lies in the alliance between arts and science.

Universe

Il termine “universo” definisce l’insieme delle materie che costituiscono lo spazio cosmico oltre l’infinito. Le scoperte 
scientifiche moderne, condotte nel XX secolo sia nel campo della fisica sia in quello delle scienze sociali, si 
oppongono al tradizionale assunto metafisico e astratto del termine, suggerendo sistemi sperimentali e innovativi 
di configurazioni dell’immagine stessa di universo. Questa apertura etimologica esamina in particolare i contributi 
che le Teorie della Relatività e le Teorie Quantistiche devono alla moderna rappresentazione, morfologia ed evolutiva 
dell’universo in relazione alle azioni umane e non. Mettendo in luce le incongruenze tra i modelli classici di indagine  
e quelli relativistici e quantistici, questo lavoro discute i cambiamenti paradigmatici che influenzano la configurazione 
degli eventi, delle esperienze e delle relazioni nell’universo. In definitiva, soffermandosi sulla differenza che connota  
lo spazio cosmico e la nozione di universo infinito, il presente lavoro l’emergere di una nuova area di indagine che 
risiede nell’alleanza tra arti e scienze.

Universe, Cosmology, Frames of References, Entanglement, Continuum
Universo, Cosmologia, Quadri di riferimento, Interconnessione, Continuo
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Daro Sulakauri, I started to observe the nature, just 
like I did when I was a kid, dalla serie | from the series  
I was dreaming when I wrote this, 2020
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Vesper è una rivista scienti!ca semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identi!cò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali di"erenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne pro!la lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili di"erenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne gra!ca, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci di"erenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
enti!c journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identi!ed in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in di"erent temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that de!nes its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming di"erent writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between di"erent languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that o"er a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the di"erent sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to o"er an in-depth investi-
gation of di"erent instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting e"ect.
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theory explains the evolutionary state of the universe not as !xed but as an 
entanglement of energy and matter in a state of becoming. Entanglements, 
as Barad discusses in Meeting the Universe Halfway (Barad 2007), are prima-
ry ontological units of cosmic matter: they are not things, nor phenomena, 
but act as dynamic topological recon!guration and relationalities (ibid., p. 
141). In other words, entanglements – speci!cally evident in the phenom-
enon of the entanglement of light behaving both as a wave-energy and a 
photon-material – support the idea that in the universe there is no empty 
space but only activities and #uctuations performing as intra-acting agen-
cies in an evolutionary time. In this view, Hack and Barad reclaim an onto-
logically and materially constituted practice for recon!guring the image 
of the universe that turns the legacy of the abstract representation into an 
ethical and agential practice. Such a new materialist position is seen in a 
proli!c !eld of artistic investigation, mostly evident in the cosmological 
inquiry of artist Grazia Toderi, and epitomised by her double video-instal-
lation Words and Stars (2017), conceived in collaboration with writer Orhan 
Pamuk, which, through projection, visualises all the possible, yet indeter-
minate trajectories for encountering universal mattering in a discourse on 
human and non-human existence as entanglements. 

Ultimately, the attempt of recon!guring the image of the universe has 
imposed a di"erent epistemic principle that is no longer founded in the 
object of speculative enquiry from a subjective viewpoint, but in the power 
that technology has in forging relations between the cosmos, humans, and 
non-humans in terms of connectivity and agency. Almost resonating with 
Einstein’s notion of ‘frames of reference’, the notion of ‘enframing’ (Ge-stell) 
by Martin Heidegger, as he posited in the paper The Question Concerning 
Technology, 1954, determines a paradigm for rethinking the relationship 
between events and subjectivity in ontological terms. This is made evident 
by praxis because, according to Heidegger, only by the practice of addressing 
modes of apprehension in terms of proximities, mastering, and revealing, the 
true essence of (cosmic) phenomena reveals the heterogeneity and the com-
plexity of experience (Heidegger 1977). As a systemic, poietic, and transform-
ative mode of making-knowledge, nowadays this epistemic model informs 
the debate on techno-sciences as agential practices (Latour 2015; Haraway 
1997). This translates into the style of experimentation and innovation in 
the arts, as mostly seen in ecological positioning and sustainable practices 
such as in the case of CERN’s artistic residencies and projects. Relativism, 
frames of references, continuum, entanglements, and agential practices, all 
support the experiential turn of the recon!guration of the universe in the 
contemporary discourse. But a last fundamental issue on this topic remains 
unresolved, resonating with Margherita Hack’s questioning: ‘Is this universe 
the only one or are there many other universes?’ (Hack 1997, p. 40). Whilst 
the question of the boundaries of the universe is steeped in ambiguity, con-
temporary arts and techno-sciences suggest how the possible next frontier 
for cosmological investigation is represented by the multiverse, a dimension-
ality consisting of parallel, multiple, and coexisting universes (Everett 1957). 

Bibliography:
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Art from Arti!cial Light. Licht als Medium der Kunst im 20. und 21. Jahrhundert / 
Light as a Medium in 20th and 21st Century Art, Hatje Cantz, Ost!ldern 2006. 

The term ‘universe’ de!nes the assemblage of galaxies, stars, planets, ener-
gy, matter, gas and dust that constitute the cosmic space inhabited by 
humans and non-humans, traditionally designating a realm for scienti!c 
observation and artistic contemplation. But the classical notion of unity 
that informs the etymology of this term has come under critique by scien-
ti!c discoveries in the early 20th century – notably, theories of relativity 
(Einstein 1905; 2002) and quantum theories (Bohr 1927) – which posit-
ed paradigmatic shi$s regarding the universe’s system of representation. 
Essentially, these shi$s can be exempli!ed by some recurring questions 
that have emerged from the modern debate on this topic: does the uni-
verse have boundaries? Are these lived and experienced internally or exter-
nally? How are these perceived by humans and non-humans? According 
to the astrophysicist Margherita Hack, these questions are justi!ed by the 
evidence that the material unfolding of the universe and its fabric, be it 
closed or open, are in constant evolution (Hack 1977, p. 400). Similarly, 
the philosopher Bruno Latour adds that these questions are legitimate, 
but they can only be answered by rethinking the morphology of the uni-
verse through the relationship between !nite cosmology and the in!nite 
universe in terms of human and non-human agencies (Latour 2011). These 
questions are symptomatic of a turn concerning the recon!guration of the 
image of the ‘universe’ in the contemporary context following that the lim-
inal area between cosmology and the universal realm has become the com-
mon ground for those artistic practices that are interested in establishing 
an alliance between science, philosophy, and the arts. 

One of the most signi!cant contributions posited by the physicist Albert 
Einstein in Special Theory of Relativity (Einstein 1905) lies in the postulate 
that the representation of the universe is not to be founded in ‘geomet-
rical ideas’ but in events, experiences and ‘real things’ (ibid., p. 6). In the 
artistic context, this is eloquently testi!ed by the work An Outline of the 
Universe, 1930, a photographic image by the Bauhaus artist László Moholy-
Nagy, which visualises the interplay between light and a mechanical appa-
ratuses through phenomena of curvatures and gravitation over the human 
domain, overall emblematic of this epochal scienti!c turn that challenges 
cosmic representation into system ‘presentations’, ‘real light’ and ‘a reality 
of movement’ (Weibel 2006, p. 96). 

A second signi!cant contribution acknowledged by theories of relativity 
is the addressing of a fourth temporal coordinate that, in addition to the 
representation of spatial planes and axis, supports an image of the universe 
drawn from the measuring of distances. In Einstein’s seminal paper On the 
Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies (Einstein 1905), this coordinate assumes the 
methodological connotation of ‘frame of references’ to mark an asymmetry 
within the models of representation of classical mechanics in favour of the 
measurement of the kinematics of moving bodies by reason of time-e"ects, 
movement and positioning. Whilst this relativistic model helps under-
standing cosmic phenomena such as curvatures, bending, speed, radiations, 
momenta and gravitations, as a method of inquiry, frames of reference also 
imply that the representation of Euclidean geometry is replaced by a scale 
of measurement that involves strategies of mapping, metrics, and cartog-
raphy in relation to the model of the space-time continuum. Further, the 
relativistic model of the ‘continuum’ re#ects an ontological stance which 
explains the evolutionary and interdependent relations between humans 
and non-humans in the universe, reconciling the classical division between 
nature and culture in modern physics (Minkowski 1900; Einstein 1905) and 
social sciences (Braidotti 2013). All these implications are mostly evident 
in contemporary practices where frames of reference are assumed as tech-
no-scienti!c models for the recon!guring of the image of the cosmos. This 
is epitomised by the installation Momentum (2014) by the collective United 
Visual Artists, a spatial instrument visualising the e"ects of the phenom-
enon of the angular momentum of light in the universe, the earth, and 
the milieu. Along these lines, the work of artists Ólafur Eliasson, Tomás 
Saraceno, and Conrad Shawcross is symptomatic of an interest in exploring 
morphological and hauntological relations of cosmic events at the intersec-
tion of techno-sciences and the arts. 

Beyond these models, postmodern and posthuman feminist theories 
(Bennett 2010; Barad 2007) argue that to think about the universe in evo-
lutionary terms does not mean to think only about con!guration and mor-
phology, but rather – and most signi!cantly – to recognise and value that 
the universe is constituted of a material unfolding. As noted by Margherita 
Hack, major contributions in this regard are possible thanks to quantum 
theory (Hack 1997, p. 401), as it explains the origin of the universe not 
according to the classical dichotomy between the visible and the invisible, 
nor to the principle of causality, but it explains the universe in material 
terms through an investigation on the presence of matter and antimatter, 
vacuum, #uctuations and gravity, all legitimated by Heisenberg’s quantum 
principle of uncertainty (Heisenberg 1950; Hack 1997, pp. 400-403). From 
a similar critical stance, in the words of the theorist Karen Barad, quantum 

universe, noun, 1. All existing matter and space consid-
ered as a whole; the cosmos. The universe is believed to 
be at least 10 billion light years in diameter and contains 
a vast number of galaxies; it has been expanding since 
its creation in the Big Bang about 13 billion light years 
ago. 2. A particular sphere or activity. 3. Another term 
for universal set. Origin. Late Middle English from Old 
French univers or Latin universum, neuter of universus 
‘combined into one, whole’, from ‘uni’ – one, ‘versus’ – 
turned (past participle of vertere). www.lexico.com/defi-
nition/universe, accessed 15/05/2022. 

Grazia Toderi and Orhan Pamuk, Words and Stars 
(dialogue), 2013-2017. Two video projections, loop, 
sound. © Grazia Toderi. Courtesy MART Museum, 
Rovereto.
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