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CRISTIANO BERTI
The Vertigo of Reality
LUIGI FASSI

Prologue

On the night between November 2 and 3 of the year 1975, Pier
Paolo Pasolini was killed on the beach at Ostia, finished off by
being struck multiple times with a stick, after a night full of
mysteries and questions destined to remain unresolved and enter
the crime mythology of Italy of the second half of the twentieth.
century. In a scene that was laconically similar to those of many
of his films, the place where Pasolini died appeared in images on
the Rai news at that time as a desolation of misery and neglect,
accentuated by the black and white filming of the TV reporter
who arrived there the following day to document the event. Like
the plot of a film destined to have a spectral and tragic ending,
the sequence of the last hours of Pasolini’s life appears like a
short filmed in rapid and disturbed shots. Leaving in his car the
night before from Piazza dei Cinquecento at the Termini station
in Rome, in the company of Piero Pelosi, Pasolini took Via
Ostiense in the direction of Idroscalo, an area on the outskirts of
Ostia occupied in those days by unauthorised shacks, in a setting
characterised by illiteracy and poverty. After a few hours of
other encounters and acts of violence that have never been fully
understood, the body of the writer was left on the wet ground
all night, disfigured and abandoned, only to be discovered at
dawn by a dweller of one of the shacks, who mistook him for
a heap of rubbish. The scenes filmed by the Rai crew a few
hours later still provide us today with the diaphanous light of
that forsaken place near the sea, made of broken fencing, litter,
sand and lanes along the edges of hovels. Almost a final shot of
his life as “wretched survival” recited in the Ceneri di Gramsci,
Pasolini’s end is inscribed in the ambiguity of the Latium coast
of the seventies, when Rome overflowed into a territory that was
still completely rural, among uncultivated land and makeshift
football fields, a dark and real image of a country that was still
very far from accomplished modernity.

Violent life

With Exeunte Cristiano Berti presents a gallery of short scenes
taken from Italian films shot between the fifties and the eighties,
that can be identified as minor or forgotten films. During the first
half, the lack of specific information makes the series of events
unclear, keeping the spectator in check as with a narration that
requires a key, where the events can only be understood by going
back in time, applying a precise interpretative code to make the
nature and message emerge. After the final scene, in fact, the
work goes back in time, re-presenting close-ups of actors that
appeared in the clips in the form of stills, accompanied by a
number of brief explanatory texts. Through the laconic and
lapidary tone of a forensic medical report, this is where Exeunte
expresses its intentions, certifying the death of each of the
actors in brief detail. As in a book of records for post mortem
identification, Berti records the year of birth and death of each
actor, provides the name of each individual as it appears in their
official identification documents, along with a short description
of the circumstances of their death. All of the cases in question
involve circumstances of murder and violent death, often brutal
in their cruelty, as expressed by the telegraphic yet unequivocal
account. The effect catches you off guard, wavering between
reality and fiction, accentuated by the often unknown personality
of the actors that are the subjects of the work, and by the choice
of keeping their memory alive by presenting them in the roles
they played in films, in the midst of their acting profession.
This is exactly where one of the crucial moments of the work
develops, on the blurry border between cinematographic role
and real life, between characters and actors.

At the bottom of the screen Berti also provides the identity of
the actors as they are known in the film world and recorded in
the credits of the films analysed for this work. In many cases
an inconsistency opens up between personal and professional

information and the names do not match. In numerous cases,
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in fact, their stage name is often used in the film credits - and
often in English as was the fashion in Cinecittd at the time, in
the unrealistic hopes of resembling the world of Hollywood
legends. This division between real and stage name accentuates
the phantasmic nature of the characters/actors, for whom this
work certifies a suspended and undefined identity, halfway
between cinematographic fiction and life, between the ambition
of a public figure (as an actor in Cinecittd) and the reality of
obscure and forgotten roles. Therefore, are the protagonists of
Exeunte characters or actors? Berti focuses on a thin edge, faded
on the circular border between three identities: their personal
identity, their artistic one and the one of the character they are
playing. In two cases in Exeunte, the roles played by the actors
were so secondary that they not even included in the official
closing credits of the films: the paradox is that the personal and
artistic identities of the actors disappear completely, while only
the trace of the ephemeral part played in the script remains.
In these circumstances Berti’s archival investigation worked
in paradoxical terms, and it is precisely the reporting of their
deaths that bestows a reality and identity to faces that were
otherwise lost in the limbo of a minor cinematographic galaxy,
deprived of every definite and verifiable identity. In classic Latin
works the personae were the masks worn by actors in tragedies
- the narrative incarnations of dramatic roles distinguished by
strong identities -, in Exeunte the role of an actor identifies an
ontological loss, the gradual disappearance of the identity and
personality of the individual that is acting, accompanied to the
same extent by an artistic role which is also minor and destined

to oblivion.

In addition to documenting minor cinema produced at
Cinecitta mainly during the seventies-eighties, Exennte talks
about the urban violence of Italian society, especially in Rome,
in that same period. The relentless chronicling of each of the
actor’s murders was reconstructed by the artist using the archives
of the Italian newspapers of that time, untl he produced,
using sober and minimal language, a constellation of crimes
and violent episodes concentrated in a geographical area that is
almost entirely in Latium, from the suburbs and metropolitan
viaducts of the capital to the shores of the province, from the
fields and the pine forests of the country side near Rome to the
lakes of the hinterland. It is a landscape of true Pasolinian

style - halfway between the “violent life” of his novels and the
reality of his death - that takes on an ambiguous and sinister
tone if recanalysed by placing the films of Exeunte in parallel
with recent Italian history. As though the micrograph of
the forgotten and ferocious news tracked down by the artist
reverberates the deepest and most disturbing fractures in the
unaccomplished Italian democracy of those years, suspended
between tumultuous industrial development (that would
have also promoted the industrialisation of Cinecittd) and the
explosion of constellations of contradictions in a context of
social conflict hit by a strategy of tension. Between reality and
fiction, cinema and life, suburbia and city, Exeunte traces, by
indirect evocation, a possible portrait of at least three decades of
Italian history and mystery, between terrorism, state massacres
and economic boom. This unresolved scenario, that still weighs
heavy on the scale of recent Italian history, seems to surface in
the backlight in the minor yet dramatic events of the forgotten
cosstars of Italian cinematography of Cinecittd of those years.
Berti’s work, in this sense, works by going back in time, until it
takes on an anthropological stance and allows a melancholically
allegorical interpretation of its protagonists, a mirror of the
ambiguous political-social transformations of the country and

the challenges it faces in its path towards modernity.

Orphaned findings

Berti’s works, such as Exeunte, appeat to be founded on a space
of what is not being said, considered as aphonic communication
and voluntary omission. The methods of research that have been
undertaken by the artist are pursued and investigated in terms of
inspection to the extreme possible limit, all the while preserving
the willingness to maintain a final mystery, inherent in the very
nature of the investigated materials. Berti follows an informative
procedure that wavers between the terms of an initial analytic
rigour and a final omission - a last resort epoché (suspension
of judgement) that keeps the artist from reaching a definitive
conclusion on the object of his research. Several works develop
in a similar strategy.

In 2002, Prestige presented a group of six suitcases that had been
lost on Italian trains, put up for auction by Ferrovie Italiane
(the Ttalian railway) and conserved by the artist with the seals
from the auction left intact. Re-presenting the suitcases to the
public as a work, they rise to depersonalised, ready-made objects
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that carry stories that are unknown and lost over time. Without
an identity, an ownet, a destination or any other value for their
use, the six pieces of luggage of Prestige become the directors
of a dumbfounded mystery, concentrating all of the unease of
silent and disoriented objects, that have been unanchored from
any function, and mirror of the uselessness of their presence.
Only the signs of the previous owner’s use remain - signs of
untraceable itineraries of past train trips - and the official seals
of the auction certifying the preserved inaccessibility of the
contents. Prestige is a paradoxical scenography, a work that
inaugurates Berti’s interest for second-hand objects, as catalysts
of events, actions and circumstances etched into its skin that are
no longer verifiable.

In the same way Corpi di reato (2005) is a group of installations,
of four lots of objects acquired by the artist at a legal auction.
They are implements used for theft and other materials seized
by the police force from thieves caught on the scene of the
crime. A backpack, a bag and tools for breaking and entering
are presented alongside a bicycle - a racing bike that has been
partially adapted for use in the city with a carrier and a fender.
The set of orphaned objects, as if they too, like their last owners,
wete being detained as punishment, Corpi di reato recalls a neo-
realist scene set in the new millennium, the image of an Italy
that is worn out, made of precarious survival and lack of
prospects. But it is also a didactic tableay, an anthropomorphic
composition, almost a nativity scene celebrating the re-birth of
these objects, where the act of the auction provides them with a
possible redemption, a new, unexpected existence.

This idea of an identity in transition, of objects that no longer
have a defined history that is passed on, is also at the centre
of Scuola di modellato (2006), a wall-mounted installation of
the moulds of twenty four amputated legs, originally used
for the preparation of prostheses and later disposed of by an
orthopaedic laboratory. Waste ready for disposal, Berti took
possession of them by grouping them together in an installation~
composition according to circumstantial logic, almost so as to
attempt to re-propose the unique reality of the 24 individuals
that the legs belonged to. Each latex mould is the copy of an
individual limb, and therefore - according to the ontological
standard practice of principio individuationis - of a precise and
distinct human physiognomy, but at the same time no longer

identifiable. A mosaic due to the absence of unknown identities,
the work is like an archive of mug shots, but without faces and
no longer having an evident purpose. In this historical moment
of accomplished dematerialization of the identity, thoroughly
carried out by the logic of the social networks, Berti performs a
sudden change in direction, bringing back to the light the naked
brutality of an identity record book made of leg moulds each of
which are afferent to determined mutilated bodies. The identity
here, if there still is one, is not the globalised and aniconic
one of digital communication, but an almost presmodern
experience, where the body reappears in full evidence of its bulk
- broken, painful and dismembered - in a word, mortal. The
anthropologic iconography potentially outlined here by Berti is
therefore ancient and in fully secular terms recovers the medieval
iconographic tradition of “man of sorrows”, i.e. that of the
Christic figure as a plagued body, the image of human suffering
and the sacrificial mortality of the flesh.

In Scuola di modellato Berti makes a central aspect of his work
fully visible: the circumstantial mode, the inspection register, the
rough re-construction of events and identities based on the last
material elements that still provide possible traceability. Who
did the limbs of those moulds belong to thenz The artist is not
as interested in answering this question, as much as returning
to reality for one last time, bringing back signs and sediments to
the forefront that have not altogether disappeared. The research
remains unfinished, the mystery is confirmed as such and no
answers or final solutions are given. In fact, Berti does not wish
to complete the philological reconstruction of his findings, but
only uncover removed portions of reality, place it in the forefront
through his invincible scraps, through his temporal, material,
metaphysical shifting,

Memory as a civic landscape

It is the same with Iye Omoge as well, a work centred on the
presence of Nigerian prostitutes along the perimetral border
of the Pellerina park in Turin between 1987 and 2002, and
organised into several components that mirror eachother:
four photographs of urban landscape and the same number
of cartographic panels. The subject in both is a portion
of Pellerina park, along the busy avenue of Corso Regina
Margherita, which, during the nineties, became the stage for the



work of a numerous group of African prostitutes, mostly of
Nigerian origin. During that decade a singular phenomenon
of anthropological appropriation took place by hand of these
women, in the sense that the work areas of the park, during
the evening and night, were classified into three distinct zones
according to the attractiveness of the girls. The third category,
the one that cost less for the clients, was ironically called Iye
Ormoge, a Nigerian term used to indicate women who still wish
to express, nonetheless in vain, an attractiveness that is youthfully
sensual. During the first two years of the new millennium the
park underwent urban redevelopment, the street prostitutes
have since been working somewhere else and the drivers and
pedestrians transit through that section of the road indifferent to
its recent past. Even the term Iye Omoge has become a linguistic
fossil of undefinable collocation, it cannot be found in the daily
language of those who go to the park today, and it lacks any
factual connection with the territory. For this very reason Berti
chose Iye Omoge and elected it to a privileged symbolic material,
as a sophisticated conceptual decoy to reflect on the themes of
cultural stratification, of memory and temporality. The photos
of the artist, along with the hand-carved panels that document
that portion of the park in a map made to scale, thus defining
the file of a very private urban case history, the possibility of
re-accessing the memory of past events in places that are now
lacking every reference that was present to those specific facts.
Again, Berti brings reality to the forefront, not by using objects
or material concretions, but through the use of memory and the
joint use of photos and cartography to provide proof of factually
untraceable events. The fourth photo of Iye Omoge, an unusual
image of Turin, taken by raising the visual perspective from the
treelined avenue of Pellerina park, reveals the extreme effort
of providing full perceptive evidence, not only mnemonic, of
the distant events in question, pushing the photo towards an
evocative exercise of material remembrance. In this manner,
with a form of silent lyricism, Berti responds to the astonishment
of the impossibility of harmonically recomposing present and
past and Iye Omoge ultimately becomes a tribute to and an act of
respect for those who, in that place, spent years of their life and
youth in conditions of brutal slavery.

And so it was with Memorial (2001.2002) as well, a photographic
series that documented eighteen places in the province of Turin

where, between 1993 and 2001 nineteen street prostitutes were
murdered. This is Berti’s first work built using the method of
circumstantial militancy, starting from consulting news reports
and continuing with interviews and investigations in the field.
Memorial is an archive that has been organised years after the
events it describes. Motorway exits, ditches, viaducts, country
lanes along the edges of the fields, but also garages, river banks
and uncultivated land, Berti’s pictures record a landscape
that borders with the edge of the city, divided between the
permanence of farming activities and the more recent industrial
production. Areas surrounding busy city ringroads, the scenes
of Memorial lack an indefinite identity, micro geographies of an
economy of violent illegality such as that of African and East-
European prostitution. In this work as well, there is no point
in searching the images for evident traces of the evoked events.
This is the very reason why Berti’s pictures want to underline
their memorial nature, the historical and civic value of places
marked by a past of brutality and desperation, in evocative
terms. As with Iye Omoge, Berti again seems to want to express
his fascination with landscapes without definition, scenes that
pethaps only the act of taking pictures of them can transform
them into defined places, freeing areas of countryside next to the
asphalt from a condition of anonymity without history. Memorial
reveals itself in this way, to a retrospective look, a key word in
understanding Berti’s art, the expression of an ethical intention

that accompanies all of his works in different ways.

The shift between temporal planes, between past and present
events, between the official context of places and their real
histories, is also the subject of Universal Embassy (2006) a
photographic triptych that portrays three European buildings
that housed the embassies of Somalia before its dissolution
as a nation, following the civil war of 1991. After that date,
many Somali diplomatic headquarters suspended their activities
and they fell into a progressive state of decline and neglect. In
2006, the year Berti created Universal Embassy, three former
Somali embassies - those in Rome, Paris and Brussels - were no
longer in use and partially occupied by Somali refugees. The
headquarters in Rome and Brussels in particular became free
ports, a place of domicile for Somali sans-papiers, engaged in
asserting their rights as political refugees in Europe. Up until
a few months ago, the building in via dei Villini in Rome had
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fallen into a growing spiral of violence and desperation over
the last several years, inhabited by almost one hundred and fifty
refugees in conditions of absolute insecurity, lacking any form
of material subsistence and health care. Berti’s work faced this
huge entanglement of geopolitical problems - the dissolution of
Somalia, the problematic spread of refugees in Europe and the
abandonment of the national diplomatic headquarters -through
a rigorous photographic exercise that does not indulge in the
spectacle and the documentary account, but it limits itself to
being an objective representation of the three facades of the
buildings in question, which show little of their state of neglect.
The nineteenth-twentieth century democratic idea of nation-
state, represented by the apparent clarity of the Somali legations,
hosted in buildings purchased by the old European aristocracy,
is an illusion that is completely shattered by the true story of the
Somali experience and by the contingencies of what happened
in these three headquarters during these years. Focusing on the
diplomatic terminals of a geopolitical decline that took place on
a global scale, Universal Embassy thus puts together a reflection

on the legacy of the European colonial culture in the affairs

of contemporary African countries, more than fifty years after
the official end of colonialism. Somalia itself emerged as an
independent state in 1960, from the union of the Italian Somalia
and the Somaliland of British colonisation. Once again Berti
sets up complex devices as a response to the questions he asks
himself, to the impossibility of finding definite memories and
shared political responsibilities on a public scale. Universal
Embassy thus spurs the political need for information and the
need not to face the complexities dug up by history, news, and
the present time with indifference.

On a different contextual level Rogo Api (2005) has a politically
similar urgency, a work that reproduces the billboards of two
Italian newspapers - “Il Messaggero” and “Corriere Adriatico”
- usually displayed by newspaper agents for a few hours during
the day, to attract the attention of passers-by to the main headline
of the day and promote newspaper sales. This is still in practice,
though partially in decline due to the crisis of paper-based



information, accelerated by the increase in reading newspapers
online. Berti’s work takes possession of the billboards,
highlighting the paradoxical contrast between the volatility of
them, destined to become scrap paper in a number of hours,
and the social and political weight of the news they bear. In this
specific case it is a headline from 2005, the verdict of the case
regarding the accident that happened in 1999 at the Api refinery
in Falconara, where two workers lost their lives and hundreds
of residents had to leave their homes following a fire inside the
plant. Berti’s work transformed the billboards into rigid plastic
panels destined to last, to keep the headline about a worker being
sentenced for the accident and the acquittal of Api’s board of
directors. There is no direct judgement or interpretation in the
work, but the artist’s gesture to keep the headline current and
the potential to disseminate it forces us not to digest the message
of the title in mere seconds, rather, it makes us re-propose it,
ask ourselves about the event. This work therefore marks the
transition of the Api fire from an event to history, from news to
collective memory, in a radical quality upgrade that takes on the

role of a civic admonition.

Road-Movie

The astonished observation of memory and the traces that
generated it coming undone, the labyrinth-like relationship
between personal experience and the more vast space of history,
are all features that emerge in a circular fashion in Berti’s works,
in a logic of recursive astonishment, organised in successive
concentric circles.

In Lety (2009) Berti explores this complex circularity through a
work that is cross between a video, a documentary and reportage.
A film/based object of a hybrid nature, Lety is the story of
journey, the result of the artist’s time spent in Slovakia during
which he came into contact with two musicians, Frantisek
Dud’a and Martina ]v)ud’ovei, from the Roma community settled
in the eastern region of the country. The film developed from
Berti’s proposal to accompany them on a long car trip to the
border between Slovakia and the Czech Republic. Ferko and
Martinka are both blind and suffer from numerous ailments
that confine them to wheelchairs and they only speak in Slovak
and Romani. These factual details are the ingredients for the
action triggered by Berti who puts himself in the position of

participating observer of the scene inside the vehicle, without

being able to interact verbally with Ferko and Martinka due to
the lack of a shared language, but only film them, leaving space
to their songs and their spontaneous accounts about themselves,
as the forests roll past in the background.

Singing is the central element, as Ferko and Martinka have
developed such a particular talent as singers and musicians
over the years that they perform on various occasions as a two-
member choir, performing songs of their traditional Roma
repertoire along with others that they have composed themselves.
The time of the trip does not take on the classic frontal style
of a documentary, rather it becomes a moving itinerary of
listening and expression, where Ferko and Martinka talk about
themselves, about their physical limitations, music and intimate
experiences. Berti does not appear at any point in the film,
providing the sense of marvel of having met these two musicians
and the circumstance of the trip with them indirectly, through
his invisibility.

As with classic road-movies the film takes the spectator step
by step through the gradual unveiling of the personality of the
protagonists, of their life stories, and the final sense of the whole
trip. They reach their destination past the Slovakian border, in
time to participate in an annual commemoration ceremony at
Lety, a town in the Czech Republic that hosted a concentration
camp during the forties where 1309 Romani were interned. 326
of them died during their imprisonment, while many others
saw the end of their days in the Auschwitz-Birkenau camp in
Poland. Ferko and Martinka participate in the ceremony along
with other Romani as a tribute to the memory of relatives and
ancestors who were exterminated in that circumstance. Lety
conserves no traces of those events, and the site of the camp itself
is now the headquarters of an industrial pig farm.

Thelength of the trip and the film, the serious physical disabilities
of the protagonists, the memories of the ghosts of the Romani
holocaust that hover in the forest-Jladen scenery of Eastern.
Europe and the contrast between past and present, make Lety
a multiAfaceted documentary. In the words of the artist himself,
it is a device rather than a documentary, a crossroads of stories
and paradoxes that make the spectator face a series of radical
questions on Europe and its identity destined to last like a long

echo over time.
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