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Attempting to harness Roberto Nanni's work in a theoretical discourse would mean 
misrepresenting everything that the Bolognese filmmaker has always attempted to do.

The elusive fluidity, the blurring of his images testify to this desire to escape the return of 
reason, the anxiety of knowing how to define and cage life in pre-established patterns.

On the other hand, one perceives in the path of Nanni's maturation a progressive 
distancing from the paths followed by the avant-gardes, who - in their anxiety to be 
contemporary - not only completely denied the past, but often ended up imprisoned in 
equally suffocating schemes, thus choosing to follow the clearest and safest paths of 
theories rather than the impervious and dangerous ones of art.

In the eighties, everything changes. The curtains dissolve like the hopes of building new 
and different communities. There is a reactivation of the will to recover a gaze towards 
man, to rediscover the centrality of the body even at the expense of collectivity.

In this context, Roberto Nanni's artistic research begins. In addition to his education in 
Bologna, where he establishes relationships with various artists (especially Pazienza and 
Tondelli), he spends long periods in London. Here, during the production of the short film 
“Pirate Tape”, he meets Derek Jarman and William Burroughs. However, there are many 
encounters, and some of these will become intense working relationships and encounters 
(with the musical group Tuxedomoon).

The most significant artist for Nanni's cinema and thought also resides in London, the 
Irishman Francis Bacon. Precisely in this decade, Bacon's importance is fully recognized, 
after years in which painting and figurative painting in particular was dominated by 
conceptual modernity.

All these characters are characterized by the stubbornness with which they face their 
artistic path, far from trends (indeed, it will be others who, inspired by them, will make 
them fashionable): painful, fiercely personal paths, often marked by inevitable diversity. 



Nanni's path will also be characterized by the same ferocity and, especially at the 
beginning, by the same harshness and gloom typical of the London environment 
(exemplary in punk culture, which in London as in Bologna will be the reference point of 
the underground scene).

In one of Nanni’s first works, “Faraway, Still”, all this is summarized using avant-garde 
cinema methods: an object placed on the structure is rotated, accentuating the deformed 
vision.

Attention is focused on the formal components to the detriment of the functional ones.   
In this case, however, the object in question is already an “artistic” object, with the 
shapes of an organic spiral which, by rotating on itself and through enlargement shots, 
acquires a life of its own.

The spectator thus loses the Gestalt coordinates and finds himself attacked by an organ 
at the mercy of its own unpredictable, dark and sensual contortions at the same time.

Sometimes, however, these slowed down contortions also become an act of liberation of 
a body in space: the motion becomes exploration and interpenetration in the black space, 
other times instead the space takes on the dimensions of the body and becomes infinite, 
allowing us to perceive the solitude even more restless with the body.

In “Pexer” (1987) the screen itself becomes a living tissue in perpetual movement in which 
video and film meet again. This time the intervening space is not the cosmic or 
metaphysical one, but the rigorous and mechanical scheme of gray and repeated shapes.

In 1989, Nanni created “Sweet wandering in sacred wild places” where he takes super 
8mm. footage of the match between Mohammed Ali and Joe Frazier (in which Ali loses) 
and reworks it using an homemade optical printer that inflates the film, bringing out 
details of the bodies and the film grain at the same time. The bodies of the two boxers 
become two organs that interpenetrate and merge each other, creating with their motion, 
with their vitality, the place of an event, delimited only by the ropes of the ring that we see 
in the background. Ropes that protect the rules, the order, behind which there is only the 
darkness of an audience without spectators. 

Only in few scenes do we glimpse distant and immobile spectators, incapable of 
observing, who act as simple witnesses of a beyond, outside the established rules 
delimited by a stage/ring on which the representation/match takes place.                             
To be such, every show must have (as in the paintings of Francis Bacon) a spectator, 
someone who witnesses that the event is happening, that it has happened.

The spectator of this act is none other than the referee.                                                       




The only identifiable figure thanks to his mustache and his blue shirt which contrasts 
starkly with the thousand shades of the beautiful rosaceous of the bodies.                                       
A rosaceous that often turns into a violent red. 
But the violence that we see here is simply that of life in its unstoppable thirst to express 
itself outside of any logic of meaning, of any attempt at identification.

In reality, even these bodies, these stupendous flesh operate within a structure in which 
the true master is the judge, the one who decides and writes the rules, freezing the 
freedom of movements by attempting to reduce all gestures to a score, the meeting to a 
banal competition for a prize. During the work, however, we recognize another face.

That of Mohamed Ali. More than a face we need to talk about an icon, a symbol of the 
ethical struggle. Ali's face does not contrast with the deeds of his body.                                
It is the necessary counterpart for the match to exit the ring and defeat the referee. In 
short, evading the rules of the game and leading to a clash against these same rules.

The body alone is not enough as in the early works. To be able to fight against the referee 
you also need the character, Ali. In a Beckettian scenario, however, Nanni stages 
absolutely erotic, Mediterranean bodies, light years away from Beckett's exhausted and 
slender ones. In this work, perhaps more than in others, Roberto Nanni's way of 
approaching life and art is crystallized.

His moving images require attention and an intensity that is out of the ordinary for the eye 
that looks at them. Only a ferocious, eager and complicit gaze is granted access to the 
bodies and phantasmagoria that populate, or rather live in, Nanni's films.

To do this, there is a need for a wild (as Breton said) and delicate gaze, physically capable 
of subverting reality. His moving images require an attention and intensity beyond the 
ordinary for the eye that looks at them. Only to a fierce, eager, and complicit gaze is 
access granted to the bodies and phantasmagorias that populate, or rather live in Nanni's 
films. To do this, there is a need for a wild (as Breton said) and delicate gaze, physically 
capable of subverting reality. With this film Nanni abandons the abstract methods of his 
early works, turning directly to reality as the primary source of his excursions, towards 
forces that operate beyond the mere instant, outside the small logics of what is modern, 
attempting to reach ancient pulsations, those capable of canceling the distance between 
the most intimate and personal data and the universal one.

In this context, the real and the abstract in Nanni's cinema are the same thing.

One cannot survive without the other. Nanni, in fact, from now on will start from objective 
images, aware that it is in the very flesh of reality that the dream and the abyss are 
hidden. With “Love conquers all. Conversation with Derek Jarman”, the director fully 



crystallizes the double register triggered in his previous work. Jarman, filmed a few 
months before his death, retraces his civil and artistic journey.                                                                                
By reworking the footage and placing various microphones within the environment, a 
normal interview becomes a work on the moving portrait.

The meaning of Jarman's speech is imbued within the sound paste in the recording of the 
various microphones, while his figure, the confused and unpredictable motion of the 
individual organs that animate the body, weave a parallel and opposite discourse.

While the meaning of the words evokes memories of the past, the living presence of his 
figure struggles incessantly trying to affirm his existence trapped inside a sick body, 
which will soon have to surrender to superior forces.

The discourse encoded in the word and its unstable corporeal matrix are impressed on 
the same surface of the film. Past and present, like the metaphysical and the corporeal, 
are crystallized together: each is capable of saying something about the other, each is 
necessary to return something unrepresentable, an event that can only be felt, like life.       

In his latest works, we witness an approach apparently more linked to everyday life, which 
at first glance seems to return to certain dynamics typical of Mekas and the new 
American cinema. However, there is a substantial difference. Even though he films his 
own house and the view outside the window in “Through a dirty glass”, Nanni does not 
stage his life. He does not propose narrative methods but also avoids dissident methods 
with respect to narration, used by Mekas and companions.

By making the body disappear from the horizon, what emerges is the waste, the wound 
that divides the subject from the world. If the body persists, condemned to be a symbol, 
to wear the jacket of the street sweeper, the prostitute or the skinhead of Forza Nuova 
(Neo-fascist organization, translator’s note).                                                                                              
The concentration on the portrait of the previous works seems to shift here, finding the 
landscape in its place, in which the human figure, if there is one, only acts as an appendix 
in function of a broader context.

By making the body disappear from the horizon, what emerges is the gap, the wound that 
divides the subject from the world. If the body persists, condemned to be a symbol, to 
wear the jersey of the street sweeper, the prostitute, or the skinhead of Forza Nuova   
(Neo-fascist organization, translator’s note). The focus on the portrait of the previous 
works seems to shift here, finding its place again in the landscape, in which the human 
figure, if present, serves only as an appendix in function of a broader context. The 
continuous questioning and recreation of the world becomes absolute in “And she forgot” 



in which a “banal” shot of the landscape taken from a train manages to transform and 
penetrate the veins, in the ever-changing roots of reality.

Not an unproblematic search for the sublime, but a complex and freely structured vision, 
in which, as a brief punctum, the epiphany also appears.

Moving away from pre-established roles and acquired methods, Nanni looks at the 
energies that animate life, addressing with horror and fear all attempts to regiment 
existence into defined forms.

Against the referee in Ali's clash, as well as against the banality of the Forza Nuova 
groups or the stereotypes created by television.

Nanni seems to tell us that it is enough to want and know how to look and search with 
sufficient intensity and ferocity to transcend the state of things and ascend to the sublime 
movement of life.

Like a beat (or a punk) out of time, aware of defeat, Nanni remains captured and 
enchanted by the beat, by the unstable and imperfect perpetual motion, by the rebellion 
that is the claim of infinity towards existence, an inalienable part of life itself.

After all, despite adverse times, Nanni manages to remain a romantic, or perhaps he 
simply manages to escape definitions: he stubbornly and rigorously manages to resist.
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