The Quarantine Diaries —  What’s the day today?
It’s the third week of quarantine and the days of the week no longer have a name
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Ihadn’t promised myself to keep any diary of this quarantine so I didn’t even give myself a reason to let myself down. I was going to write about it when I had matured some thoughts, when my brain stumbled into something bigger and bulkier than its normal flow. When a mental gridlock signaled that something was going on there.
I didn’t let myself down. I didn’t betray myself. The problem is that time is all the same and the quarantine method doesn’t help to create divergent elements and surprises: not leaving home, minimizing any social interaction (except for family members) eliminates the possibility of accidents and incidents. Nothing happens or the same sequence of things happens as the day before and tomorrow, presumably. I get up, I have breakfast, I work, I write, I eat, some emails, I listen to some music, I don’t feel like it, I should listen to a podcast, I don’t feel like it either, there’s too much to choose from, I don’t choose anything.
To make us digest this forced quarantine, at the beginning they told us all the wonderful things we could have done, as if we had been passengers on the biggest cruise ship in history: cinema, music, virtual exhibitions. After a few days I had already understood that I didn’t want this cultural bulimia, I didn’t even know how to manage it. The excess of supply does not make you see an end: how many films do I have to see to feel like a citizen who has put this period of imposed asociality to good use? How many books, how many (virtual) museums? I don’t feel like it, I’m not taking part in this game. I’m on a cruise but I’m on deck, I look at the horizon line, I like it when in the evening the color of the sea and the sky blend together, that’s the moment I really love.
I eventually wake up the morning waiting for the evening to come. I’m neither depressed nor in a changing mood. I have this new routine: the most interesting part of the day is in the evening. I exercise before dinner, eat and then read or write. And then after midnight I watch a TV series while I’m drawing. Abstract or figurative drawings, according to a system that my mind imposes to itself: it decides randomly what to do, the important thing is to do it. And then I dream, so going to bed is interesting because the anxiety that I perceive anyway is constant, it’s oppressive and has to vent somewhere and then it comes out in my dreams.
The virus hasn’t yet appeared in my dreams or maybe it did, but dreams are metaphorical, you never see exactly that person, maybe you dream about your father but the mind means another person, in short it’s not easy. I mean, I may have dreamt about the virus but I didn’t recognize it. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I have very vivid and complex dreams and then they come back to me unexpectedly the next day, maybe towards evening or after dinner. Dreamed dreams that come back to me.
So I’m curious to fall asleep to find out what I will dream tonight. That’s the movie I watch every day: my dream, not what’s on TV.
Since every day is the same as the next, it doesn’t matter anymore to call them by their names. Only weekends are different because you don’t work, or at least that brain function is disabled for 48 hours. For the rest, Tuesday is Friday and Thursday is Monday. This inability of the brain to distinguish between days must be analysed someday, I am afraid it will have consequences, even if it is too early to speculate about them now. The general picture says that the perception of time has changed and distorted, and even though we have much more of it than before (you don’t have to move, you don’t go out anymore, the interferences that generally modify and compress it don’t exist anymore) it is never enough.
Abundance of time translates into scarcity of time, just as abundance of options translates into rejection of choice.
If I have little time I know how to use it, if I have a seemingly infinite time I no longer know how to use it and it never seems enough.
The situation is so surreal (perhaps “surreal” is the most abused attribute lately, I find myself using it dozens of times) that we can no longer measure change by comparing it to before and after (or during). It’s not like being on vacation even if you’re forced not to go to work, so you can’t fool your brain into believing it. What used to be taken for granted (meeting someone, going to dinner in Bologna, even walking) is no longer like that, but the conditions on the margins are so unprecedented that it is difficult to see these as shortcomings. You don’t even really miss them, because everything is suspended and distorted and overwhelmed by events.
How will we tell it in a few years? Maybe by saying that it was like being teleported into a parallel universe: we had no more references even though everything was familiar. Everything is in fact as before, minus our freedom and a good part of the behaviors that were more familiar to us: hugging, kissing, talking sitting in front of each other. We were always ourselves, we recognized each other at the end of the day.
The sense of isolation is also this: being in a box, measuring your own finite limits every day.
Or we’ll show a picture: that one I’m looking at right now, Friday, March 27, 2020. The Pope speaks to a completely empty Saint Peter’s Square. It looks like one of those images in which people have been digitally removed, but it is real. He is there talking and blessing and there is no one to listen to him.
In some ways it is the image that Philip K. Dick could have given birth to to visually define the triumph of digital over analog: the rarefaction of human relationships until the fading of man himself, the communicator who speaks to an invisible and physically non-existent audience, the most dystopian thing that not even the authors of Black Mirror had ever been able to think.
And to say that they had foreseen many crazy things, but reality, once again, overcame fantasy.

The Quarantine Diaries — The city of men without men
We’ve been isolated for a few days: from everything, from everyone.
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Birds
Iusually hear the birds singing around 3 AM in the morning. Tonight they were singing at half past midnight, maybe a little later. Maybe they do it all the time, I just never noticed that because there were other noises covering them, someone talking on the street below, cars passing by, the fountain.
I haven’t been listening to anyone talking for the last weeks anymore, very few cars pass by, the fountain doesn’t work anymore, I don’t know if it still works. Maybe it should work, it would be an important gesture on the part of the city, it says that the urban structure and civilization continue, that there is someone who thinks about it, the institutions still exist. Let’s assume that it works even though I’m not sure I can hear it anymore. I want it to work.
We’ve been in quarantine for a few days now, even though it’s not a quarantine. At least not in medical terms. We’re confined to our homes, all of us, all of Italy. We can only go out shopping or to go to work if we can’t do it from home, for those who still have a job. The measures have followed one another at a pressing pace: first they increased the controls at the airports, then they closed schools after finding the first infected, then dead people and infected increased to such an extent — while respecting what we would have found to be a very predictable and expected mathematical curve — that there was nothing else to do but force everyone to stay at home, to prevent the virus from going out with us and infecting others. Or infect us. Who knows if we already have it in the house or on a dress or already inside us, it’s a thought that you do when you don’t really want to think about it, more than anything else.
Nogeneration still alive had ever experienced anything like this. Quarantine was something an animal do if you brought it from a foreign country, or they made you do it if you went to some foreign country and there was some disease in your country but it was a limited thing, it was about one people at a time, it was an exotic story that you heard told by someone, it would never happen to you.
But it did happen to all of us at the same time.
To tens of millions of people who from one day to the next disappeared from the streets and retreated to their homes. Now you look out the window and you see the empty city and you look to another window in front of you and you know that there is someone doing the same thing you are doing: you look out the empty city and you think that there is someone looking at it like you. But you don’t see him, you just think he’s there.
Now we’re 60 million people at the window pretending all day long that being at home is a normal thing we’ve done thousands of times (and it’s true) only now we can’t go out in the street when we want to, because we must have a reason to do it and then the police might stop us and ask and want to know why we’re around, we’re supposed to stay at home, we’ll have a good reason not to be there, sure, right? No, I don’t want to hear those questions. I’ve been home for days, I pretend it’s normal to be there and then after a few days you don’t want to go out anymore, you’re afraid that the virus is out there waiting for you, it’s just waiting for you, you deluded yourself that a walk wouldn’t do anything to you, now you’ll see.
Better stay at home.
Where is everybody?
When I look at the empty city I don’t think of it the way it was before, when there were cars and people. I’ve often wanted to photograph it without anyone, even without cars. Only spaces and voids, without those objects that only indicate that there are humans around. I wanted to take pictures of the city of men, without men. Here it is, now I see it and it makes a certain impression on me.
It’s not easy to describe exactly what kind of impression. It’s not nostalgia (the men will come back and the cars will come back too, the screams will come back and the children as well and I won’t hear the birds anymore). It’s something different and more disturbing: I thought that the city I saw without humans is a city that doesn’t even need humans. That square is swaggering, those streets are cheeky: they say they don’t need us. We created you and now you exist without us.
The city can still be a city without us, and the city is a metaphor for reality. The world can live without us, perhaps it is much better off without us.
Space and time
After a few days confined in the house you no longer know exactly what day it is. You have to try a little harder to remember if it’s Friday or Saturday. Not because every day is the same, but because it changes your perception of time. Above all, it changes the spaces that are now limited, finished, not extensible. A walk is a luxury and indeed you cannot have it (it is dangerous) and the corridor is your new sidewalk.
Space and time, finally reunited in their physical connection. Contemporaneity allowed us to be in one place and a hundred others (the multidimensional space) and we could reach one place or another in a short time, if it was a mental place you could overcome any distance instantly. Now you are imploded into yourself, the space is limited, at certain times it coincides with your skin, with your envelope. Time is always the same, so it is indifferent.
Time is then made of a present and a reasonable future projection. Not anymore. We know how long this quarantine will last (I keep calling it like that because it looks very much like that, but it isn’t, and yet it is) but we don’t know if it will be enough or if it will be extended. When you think about it, time has always been beyond our domain, but under normal conditions we are under the illusion that it is not, that we can control it. Now the cards are revealed: we don’t have any power.
Space is cancelled, time decides for itself and doesn’t consider you.
After a few days in quarantine, you no longer know what space and time are. You’ve been used to it all your life and now you don’t recognize them. You took so many things for granted and now there’s nothing granted anymore.
Finally, there is another thing caused by the quarantine, and it is in the word itself or in its concept. You had it coming, but you don’t know until you try it. The fact that I don’t see people any more and that I can’t cross their glances has reset all my connections. You no longer know what people do, what they think. Until recently you could exchange a look with people you met on the street, you could imagine the life of a woman in your own subway car. Not anymore. Now you only look at yourself, you look in the mirror, you tell yourself that you have to maintain decorum, tomorrow you’ll be shaving, maybe you’ll put a clean shirt on, tomorrow we’ll pretend to be reassuringly normal even if we don’t leave our houses afterwards. We’ll always be inside, but in our shirts.
Normality is no longer a set of automatic and unconscious processes (I wake up, have breakfast, get ready, go out, work, etc.) but a conscious sequence, an actor’s rehearsal: it’s not being normal but pretending to be normal.
Not seeing anyone on the street anymore, not being able to tell yourself a made-up story about him, not being able to read the joy or the worry or even the nothingness in his eyes leaves you a little lost and only with yourself. You can only look in the mirror and maybe start to get to know yourself.
Hi, I’m you, let’s get to know each other. I have neglected you, I am not sure I want to know you but I have nothing else to do, I have no other stories to tell, to invent, to read in the eyes of a stranger.
I don’t know if there’s anything sinister about the quarantine because it deprives you of freedom until yesterday or rather because it forces you to look in the mirror and decide who you are. To finally figure it out.
Who are you? Are you afraid? When is this going to end? You’ve evaded so many questions but now you have time, let’s stop talking about it. The city doesn’t need you, the others don’t exist anymore and you can’t feel better or worse than anyone else. You are not physically alone, you see other people behind the window panes, but you only see yourself reflected on the window pane. When you look out the window you no longer see the empty city, you no longer see other lives, you no longer see a projection or denial of yourself. Now you see yourself reflected on a glass.
What time is it? I don’t hear birds anymore, everything is silent again, damn silent and I’m alone with myself, again. Maybe it’s time to introduce myself. I guess this quarantine is a way for me to meet myself. Or tell me at least, since the story I can tell now is only that of my life, now, in quarantine. Silently, still, in a space that is suddenly very limited.
In quarantine, you are alone with yourself. How’s it going?

The Quarantine Diaries —  The suspended reality
What is like to live under quarantine, that’s is a bit strange and unprecedented
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The most alienating impression generated by these strange and difficult days is that urban life is holding its breath. One way to describe it is this: people walk and move as if they don’t want to make noise.
I wake up In the morning and wonder if it’s Sunday: I hear very few cars passing in the street below, I see only a few people isolated or in small groups. For the rest, our cities — at least some of them (I don’t live in the red zone, even if we are all there, but whatever, it’s to give an idea) have fallen into a silence, let’s say, unusual. I don’t like dramatizing at all, so I don’t think there’s anything sinister or nefarious in this reality. It’s natural to perceive the very sharp fracture between the before and the after. Between the previous normality and the — momentary — normality of today.
If we want to refer every thought to the present and the current moment — and without projecting it into the imminent and very probable next economic crisis, as if we had risen up from the previous one — one would think that the entire city, any city in which self-imposed or non-imposed limitations are adopted, has become like a theatre in which the director has not yet decided precisely what movements the actors should do. We are actors who cross the stage describing somewhat random trajectories, some pretending to know exactly what they have to do, others simply walking.
The time of the theatre is the one imposed by the author, the time of this unprecedented urban theatre is the one imposed by the health authorities. Only that the performance will last indefinitely, for now.
Like a lot of people, I read a lot of things. Too many, so many so that I have come to the conclusion that I have to carefully avoid reading others. I respect the rules and advices, I look at the titles but do not go into them in depth, more to avoid the ruthless emotional carousel. The mood already finds its own ways to vary as it likes, better not to give it other reasons to do so.
Having reached information saturation, I began to look at this new reality with different eyes. Which is not so new: it is very familiar, only now people don’t make noise and there is much more silence. The news tells us that there are people trying to save others very close to us, people who don’t care, people who quell riots in prisons, people who emotionally can’t take it anymore. A bit like it used to be or always: terrible things happen in the world but life goes on. With the difference that today they happen a few miles away from you and the one who didn’t make it is your friend’s uncle or one who is not very far from you.
It’s like playing naval battle: you know where you are but you don’t know where the bomb or torpedo will come from. You hope for the case and pretend it’s all normal. But unlike the naval battle, you can’t shoot. You just have to hope you don’t get caught. It’s a very asymmetrical naval battle.
Everything is familiar but a little less familiar than usual, they said.
I have a bit of the tare of time and so I read everything under that lens: since I consider it the most important variant of our lives — not in terms of hours and minutes but as a philosophical greatness — I am curious how its perception has changed in these days. Nobody talks about temporal horizons anymore. That beautiful astronomical expression, “The horizon of events” — is no longer even mentioned.
I can’t remember who I used to talk to about “suspended time”. I remember writing it down and then realizing that it was the exact expression to describe this time.
Suspended time is a time when you don’t know what will happen and you hold your breath. In this time you don’t have much power and you can only make as little noise as possible.
Then I was reminded of De Chirico and his urban spaces where there are arcades and shadows and inanimate puppets and a lot of metaphysics. I often think about it when I walk around the city in August and there is no one there but me and the sun-baked stones. It’s just that August is in a season that lasts a few months and now there’s still a bit of cold and no one knows how long it will last.
Thinking about the silent and dechirican city made me see it in different ways. Seeing it with the eye of art or through the eyes of artists who have shown familiar things as no one had ever seen them (one of the most beautiful things in art) has made me think about how much art helps to see a future that is not yet and could be as it could not be. Not all art, but in short, let’s say that certain art has the ability to do so and there is no other human expression that can do it so precisely.
De Chirico certainly did not paint these times but painted something similar: an absolute (suspended) time in which humans are inanimate machines or sometimes they are not even there at all. All that is left is the city and the memory of what man did, but without mankind anymore.
However, I did not want to talk about De Chirico. It came back to my mind because he described a very precise human condition so well and now we are living in it. Things happen, many of them are horrendous, they are just beyond the buildings of that city, just beyond that metaphysical reality. Everything else is very little metaphysical, unfortunately: it’s real and it hurts a lot. Time is what remains in our hands: is it a lot or not enough? We don’t know: it’s suspended. It is beyond all criteria of measurement. It lasts for days, hours, seconds, but we don’t know how long it will last in all.
It’s a strange condition. Very few have ever lived there, whole generations don’t even know what it is. No plans are made, the future is a desire, a hope, an entreaty: that it is better than now and more like the past, thank you.
Or you don’t even think about the future anymore, or not like before. It’s there, it’s coming, it’s somewhere. Now we are here, in the present alone.
It’s not really a philosophical present: it’s not the here and now, it’s not a condition sought after with meditation. It has to be, we’ve found it. It’s suspended, precisely. De Chirico had already painted it, now we’re in it.
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