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“A Search For Intensity” 

by Roberto Nanni


from “The Documentary Idea (L’Idea Documentaria)”                                                          
Lindau Editions                                                                                                           

 
	 Stan Brakhage has disappeared these days, during the writing of these pages, to 
him my thoughts and from him, I want to leave, from a filmmaker who has done his work 
asking himself questions on how to interpret and "modify" reality through cinema. 
But what does it mean, what is meant by "documentary idea"?                                                        
	 Can there be a documentary idea for me?                                                                                                                                                    
I don't think, I don't feel like having or expressing a documentary idea, I don't believe in 
its existence nor in its sometimes dogmatic classifications like "reportage", "repertoire" 
or, worse of all, "docu-fiction". I am sure rather than a cinematographic idea can exist, an 
idea of how to act to make cinema. I am also convinced that we must not allow the 
useless division between formats and durations. 
	 The validity of a book is not evaluated by its number of pages or that of a painting 
by its dimensions, it is evaluated for their respective intensity. It is precisely from a search 
for an intensity that my acting as a filmmaker originates.                                                                                 
I try to make the senses work, to expand my receptivity by drawing inspiration from the 
sounds, from the noises of one's daily life. Through this need I don't try to know or 
understand reality, I just try to feel it, to act as a "diviner" in search of that intense 
perfume or stench that announces a new obsession. They are a stimulus for me, I look at 
Ancient Egypt and I observe that the obsession of that people for the afterlife has 
produced prodigious, very strong images. There is no precise moment or a sort of 
chronological order to indicate when it "feels". When this happens, I perceive it as 
osmosis between my past and my present. It is impossible to break away from one's own 
life, from one's own experiences, it is the autobiographical inevitability that is inevitable in 
the obstinate choice of one's passions.                                                                                       
	 	 They are fragments of memories that emerge from the past, like that 
admirable painting by Pieter Brueghel The Triumph of Death (1562/1563). As a child, in 
Bologna, in the foggy suburbs of San Donato, I looked as hypnotized as a reproduction of 
his, enthralled by that concert of fierce skeletons in movement and decomposing bodies 



in a vast landscape rich in details that induced my young mind to imagine oneself behind 
those gaping mouths, a myriad of stories, stories.                                                                                    
The copy was so small that I used to use a thick magnifying glass to see it, and with it I 
was not only feeding my imagination, but I was also composing my first shots, even 
though it would be more correct to call them the first "cracks" seen the shape of that 
elementary optical instrument.                                                                                               
By isolating only certain bodies from the situation, enlarged details and creating a 
succession of these enlargements, involuntarily, I was composing primitives, but for me, 
intense sequences of moving images, transformed by the distortion produced by optical 
aberration.                                     	                                                                                      
	 I am not sure of their relationship but the idea of returning reality through that 
distorting and transforming magnifying glass, I think it accompanied me even when I 
subsequently started my experiments with my amateur camera father, an Agfa 2x8mm., 
spring-loaded. I really liked to bury the films in flower pots, under trees, in the fields and in 
the gardens of the neighborhood, both virgin and impressed films.                                                                                                      
Underground films to be extracted at the right time such as good wine, expired films, 
coated with pastes such as that for cleaning dentures, or immersed for some time in 
liquids, even physiological ones. It was a search for the transformation of the real 
contaminated by a collective visual memory that had, for example, assimilated the death 
of John F. Kennedy through the super 8mm. camera, Abraham Zapruder, a tourist who 
was at the Dealy Plaza in Dallas. 		 	                                                              
Together with rock'n'roll, they were my favorite activities when I was 16, in 1976. Those 
films that I made at a reduced pace, with different durations and subjects, had in common 
the desire to express myself not with an extravagant or strange language, but more 
strongly connected with my contemporaneity and my daily life. Completely different 
techniques and formats were mixed in that exciting air from the arrival of electronics. 
There was nothing naive about this, in fact, there was a lot, a lot of music, books and 
entire afternoons spent in the Angelo Azzurro cine club.                                                           
	 I came out of that tiny cine club on Via del Pratello completely stunned by the 
screenings of the films of Kenneth Anger, Stan Brakhage, Maya Deren, Jonas Mekas and 
many others like Fassbinder. Not only that, among the films that struck me was also Anna 
(1975) by Alberto Grifi, Nostra Signora dei Turchi (1968) by Carmelo Bene, a shocking film, 
far from certain heavy customs of our cinema. In the same years, after a series of multiple 
and strange "odd jobs", I started earning my first money as a photographer and I also 
illuminated video shooting sets of medical scientific education; in other words, 



mammograms, diseases of the oral cavity, surgical operations. 
	 In addition to these experiences and influences, the meeting I had in 1980 with a 
group of people just arrived in Europe from the United States was decisive for me. 
"Tuxedomoon" is the name of this group of musicians with whom, from then until these 
days, I have shared life, work in Italy and across Europe. To testify to how their actions 
were contaminated by cinema, it was the magical presence of the Chinese-American 
actor Winston Tong and the filmmaker Bruce Geduldig with whom I began to get involved 
by collaborating with my films in super eight and 16mm.              	 	 	           		
	 Opium (1982) by Tong and Greenhouse Effect (1989/92) by Steven Brown are some 
important segments of this collaboration. From the latter, I have drawn Piccoli Ostinati 
(1986/92), a selection of a complex work extended over time, a collection of my films 
originally made to be screened during Steven Brown's concerts, concerts dedicated to 
the English poet buried in Rome a few meters from the Pyramid of Cestius. Working with 
Tuxedomoon was a progressing action produced by an incessant "wandering" and 
realized with simple, essential means, and I believe that this attitude has accompanied 
me until these days, mindful of that peculiar and exciting experience. 
All this made me aware of how important and stimulating it was for me to have a sound 
project, an idea of sound together with a filmic idea. I can't think of a movie to make 
without at the same time an idea of sound. In my works, the sound is frequently 
separated from the visual; they seem to walk on different expressive paths. I only try to 
make them collide, to provoke them to stimulate an intense, strong "feeling". The 
important thing is not just to have a "good sound" that passively follows the scene, the 
important thing is instead a sound that works like an instigated inspiration that forces you 
to work on the scene originally. For me, an idea cinematographic originates essentially 
from the relationship, from the "clash" between visual and sound.                                    	
	 “Love conquers all. Conversation with Derek Jarman” (1993), I concentrated 
voluntarily on a large fan, placed on the ceiling of a room inside the Palazzo Delle 
Esposizioni. We did some tests and we set ourselves a few meters away. This allowed us 
to make the atmosphere non-aseptic but complicit in the steps and noises of the people 
present. The fan blades seemed to caress his voice, which, too, seemed to escape, as if 
in flight, but it was always extremely present and powerful in words. 
My search for intensity was satisfied. It was a sort of contrast, alive and material, which 
forces you to be more concentrated to feel it and, at the same time, to be hypnotized by 
the never flowing synchronicity of the "exploded" details of his body. Here, concretely, 
this is the realization of my elementary idea of cinema.                                                                                                               



Even in editing, first I try to "spread", to mount a sound path that will be the skeleton, the 
spine of all the work. Sometimes it is the sound itself that suggests how to work on the 
visual, as in “Fluxus. Milano Poesia” (1989), where together with the excellent Giuseppe 
Baresi we carried out this work drawing suggestions from an initial sound path. It was 
simply that of the rustling that the poets produced moving in the space of Ansaldo. 
	 What interests me is not "kidnapping", capturing fragments of reality. I think their 
alleged possession is a problem of illustrative reproduction that simultaneously involves a 
series of other problems. It becomes a computer issue, from "fascinating technological 
sirens", a question that is capable of having a greater number of bits or pixels, a race 
towards an aseptic and non-interpretative reproduction. Reality interests me in its 
interpretative meaning, in its dominant transformation, what I want is to act on these 
fragments. All this is certainly far from a positivist reproduction often morbid and focused 
on a description similar to the minutes of a car accident. Bacon recalls: "When I say that 
my paintings are disturbing, heartbreaking, shocking, I always wonder if life is more so. 		
	 How I wish I could grasp even a single moment of this reality, with all the 
subjectivity that instant contains, and close it in a picture! Subjective realism: it is a 
formula that seems to be suitable for my painting. I could also mention what Van Gogh 
wrote to his brother Théo: "My greatest desire is to learn to change and remake reality.                                                      
I would like my canvases to be inaccurate and irregular, to become lies, but lies more real 
than literal truth “(1). 
	 It is important to observe how Bacon cites the words of Van Gogh that reveal an 
interpretative key very close to me. It is as if it were necessary to go through the lie to 
reach reality, also spread one's own skin on the kitchen table. 
Bacon continues in another interview: "What does reality consist of when you want to 
capture something that happens when you want to paint images that impose themselves 
like the facts of life? It is all the opposite of naturalistic illustration. How do you usually do 
it? A copy of reality. Instead, it is a question of not restoring its superficial appearance, 
but of touching reality at the heart of what it is. We need to make transformations of every 
kind to succeed, but that is precisely what interests me. Our gaze passes through a large 
part of what is called art without being upset. It can be charming, pretty, but it doesn't 
transform us “(2).                                                                                                                  	
	 After all, as Derek Jarman used to say, the aim is not to make a good movie, but to 
do something more than a good movie and this does not depend on money. We see it in 
his masterpieces, such as Sebastiane (1976), Jubilee (1978), Caravaggio (1986), The Last 
of England (1987) and Blue (1993), admirable for their mix of genres, a set of languages to 



create a new one , extremely emotional and vigorous, films made outside a heavy film 
industry, sometimes started with some super 8mm. magazine. and a few tens of pounds. 
	 I admired the audacity of that "punk magician" met for the first time in London in 
1982 while shooting The Pirate's tapes (1982), taking up William Burroughs who was 
wandering among the abandoned warehouses of "The Final Academy". 
The next meeting, which took place in Rome during Blue's presentation, was the moment 
during which I created ”Love conquers all. Conversation with Derek Jarman”. A river 
running of memories and stimuli captured with every means I had: 16mm., super 8mm., 
video 8, Nagra and DAT. The conversation invites him to follow a path that starts from his 
childhood in Italy, Salò and Rome in 1946, to then go on until the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
the Iraq war of '91, the Pope's position towards AIDS, his illness. Of course, not only the 
"punk" and his film Jubilee, Blue, his activity as a painter, but I was very interested to 
know what his political position was, how he interpreted what was happening in the 
world. 
	 I thought that only in this way would I be able to reach the motivations that had 
driven him to realize his cinema and to express himself so vehemently against all 
discrimination, against any prejudice. The shots seldom reveal the body in its entirety, but 
returned it for low-resolution fragments, for enlarged, inflated details, as if trying to make 
it "explode" in an attempt to change it into a restless, symbiotic landscape to the sound 
flow created by his voice. It was a work that lived "dying", in the sense that while 
breathing the approach of death, it expressed greed, a strong love, intense for life, the 
same that my "help" in the film, Antonio Frainer, dedicated with all his last energies. 
	 The same very low visual resolution helped me to realize “Through a dirty 
glass” (1999). It is a diary filmed from the window of my bathroom on a crossroads of 
Rome streets near Termini station, between Via Gioberti and Via Principe Amedeo; a diary 
started with the arrival of the winter of 1998 to end with the end of the following summer. 
A night view between shutters and corners of buildings, scenes on urban rivers in which 
everything flows without leaving a trace.    The same obsessive shot that, for almost a 
year, had gathered sounds, voices and vague phrases, promises of a thousand different 
stories.                                                                                      	 	 	    	 	
	 Although the low brightness of the street did not allow me to see who spoke those 
words, it was not necessary, indeed, acted as a stimulus, like a neuro tonic. Meanwhile, 
under that window, while, from a television, a voice described the unfolding of the war in 
the former Yugoslavia, tourists and non-Europeans moved in search of a bed, the first in 
the hotel and the second on the sidewalk, transsexuals and children Chinese were playing 



soccer and groups of fascists, with their arms stretched out at sunset, seem to herald that 
of reason.                                                                                                                                              
	 Eight years after "Love Conquers all. Conversation with Derek Jarman", I made a 
similar work, also born of another long conversation. The same search for an intensity 
that had guided me in my previous work resurfaces in “Antonio Ruju. Life of a Sardinian 
anarchist” (2001). The situation was completely different: while I had met Jarman in Rome 
in environments that were not his, impersonal, ”not places" like the street, the hotel, the 
Palazzo Delle Esposizioni - and so it was his body that became the environment to act on, 
the film on Antonio Ruju took place in his home in Turin, where he lived with his partner 
Liliana. In that environment, I tried to tell her, their daily life, composed of noises and 
scents like that of her beloved sweet chestnuts.                                        	 	              	
	 The film, made as part of the series "The Diaries of the Sacher", was born after 
reading different diaries collected at the National Diary Archive of Pieve Santo Stefano. 
My choice was clear from the beginning, I felt that this was the text that for me expressed 
the intensity necessary to involve me emotionally in the work. For four days, the troupe 
and I were adopted by that ninety-year-old gentleman. Something magical was created, a 
very strong atmosphere, an immersion in the universe of an elderly anarchist, partisan and 
ex-finance guard, who through his romantic voice lowered us into a vortex of episodes, 
anecdotes belonging both to his life is to the history of this country. This passionate story 
became the guide for our montage that expanded under the influence of the rhythm of 
that incessant and poignant narrative.                                                     	                             
	 If we want more stimulating cinematographic ideas, we must fight for the visibility 
of the diversity of cinema. Sometimes I think that the current way of distributing films is 
films like cigarettes that neurotically turn on and smoke in a few minutes; I would like 
instead to give them the same attention as when you taste a mouthful of tobacco. Slow 
and concentrated. Also according to Cesare Zavattini, it was logical and necessary to try 
to offer a different, alternative point of view. The Emilian scriptwriter imagined a thousand 
small centers of activity in Italy to exchange jobs, that is, a form of unconventional 
distribution, with the task of arriving anywhere without necessarily following the usual 
commercial criteria. Zavattini has also an idea of cinema that self-produces and 
distributes itself, not delegating these functions to other subjects, an idea that enjoys a 
very strong current value. 
	 I believe we should also review certain assumptions, too easily taken for granted, 
on which certain conclusions are laid. I have the impression of living in a world that is the 
result of the projection of desires, in a period that seems to greet with relief the departure 



of every emotional faculty to replace it with a deceptive voyeuristic representation of the 
lusts of the contemporary human being.                                                                                                                                                    
	 As far as I am concerned, I will return, with the usual optimism, to my obsessions, 
and to try to make them clash dialectically even with those that belong to our time. 


Roberto Nanni

Rome, 2003


(1) Francis Bacon, Conversation with Maïten Boisset, "Le Matin", 19.1.1984, in Francis 
Bacon. Conversations, Genoa, Graphos, 2000, p. 32. 

(2) Francis Bacon, Conversation with Jacques Michel, “Le Monde”, 26.1.84, in              
Francis Bacon, Around painting, ibidem, p. 37. 



















