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MATTERS OF FACT

Why is it that an invitation to spend some time in an Italian town transports me back to the
lounge of the Criterion Bar in Aberdeen when I was ten years old? The smell of beer and
whisky from the dinner table? Not enough, especially in the absence of the bar’s ubiquitous
smoke and the olfactory patina of stale beer. In fact it’s one of these broken connections,
fugitive images, flash memories, that pop during a conversation. Most of them are treated
with instant dismissal—otherwise one would be permanently overwhelmed by the heavy
swell from the past—or they sink under their own dead weight to join the accumulating silt
below. Others prove more insistent. So because, next day, I wake up slowly to a wintery
morning from a matter-of-fact dream in which I’m smoking again, I’m able to separate the
pleasant surprise at the unclouded air from the answer that lies fifty years in the past but was
only few steps away, metaphorically and literally.

Tivoli, a town in Italy and a theatre in Aberdeen next door to the bar with an exotic name, one
of the very few words I knew, other than Delhi and Hindi, that ended in an “i”. My mother
had mentioned these “i’s” a number of times, they were all part of her past, and I had
absorbed the overtones of enjoyment she had experienced from being in contact with theatre
actors and actresses for a few months. She then took a job in a cinema. That summer day, with
my grandparents in their favourite bar, the Criterion―the singular of “criteria”, my mother
said―was the first time I saw the theatre in real life. It still exists though all the cinemas
where my mother worked are long gone: Kings, the Majestic, the Astoria—severe, granitic art
deco ghosts. The last on the list is a name given not only to cinemas but also to goddesses,
hotels, and steamships, both real and fictitious.

The following day, unseasonably cold, we say. A second winter, they say in the café while
setting out the tables, chairs, and sunshades I associate with hot summers rather than cold
springs. Walking the streets of medieval Tivoli, perched on a hill within commuting distance
of Rome, is an up and down affair. We see that almost every house has walls incorporating
dressed stones recycled from the Roman buildings from the area. Stone was expensive,
squaring it hard work, and the exploitation of abandoned buildings as quarries for lintels must
have been just plain good sense.

Tivoli has been on the map for longer than there have been maps. Set on its hill and famous
for clean water and healthy climate, it was a site for aristocratic Roman villas. I had run across
the name in connection with Volney’s Ruins: or Meditations on the Revolutions of Empires.
Written in the 1790s, the book is a reflection on the ancien régime inspired by viewing the
ruins of Palmyra, a major centre of political and economic power in the third century which
covered Syria, Egypt, and much of Anatolia. Aurelian defeated and captured its queen,
Zenobia. He gave her a pension and installed her in a villa in Tivoli, they say, a golden
handshake to match the golden chains she wore when Aurelain paraded her through the streets.
The event inspired a number of Orientalist paintings which have little to do with historical
veracity and rather more to do with male fantasy.

A cold wind chases us into an internet café, providing an opportunity to try to find out about
what quickly becomes obvious to any visitor. Because of its views of ruins and waterfalls the
town was a magnet, especially for painters from the seventeenth century on, and seems to
have lent its name to places of leisure and entertainment all over the world. There are Tivoli
amusement parks from Brisbane to Copenhagen, theatres and cinemas in Lisbon, St. Louis,
and Downer’s Grove in Illinois—among a dozen others. And hotels too, from Macedonia to
Mozambique, there’s even one in Delhi. I haven’t finished this avenue of inquiry before we
have leave in order to meet Alba, the friend who has lent us her house.

She’s going to show us some places of
interest. When it comes to paying for the
web time, the owner of the café
apologetically tells us that, by law, he has
to photocopy at least one of our passports.
Terrorism, he says, and neither of us seems
to know whether he’s referring to
preventative measures to protect us or the

state’s use of intimidation to tighten its control over us. It’s getting to the point where there
doesn’t seem to be an obvious difference. The terrors of peace.

On the way we pass a bookshop with art books on display, including one on Turner sitting on
a shelf next to a postcard stand with racks of views of the ruin of the Roman temple. The two

merge in my mind and because the book contains only the artist’s main works, this throws up
a question to check on. The sun breaks through fleetingly, casting shadows across the narrow
streets. When it disappears again it is as if a grey cloak has been thrown over us, the pass of a
magician’s cape, a trick that makes contrast and depth disappear so that we inhabit a stage set.
We pause for coffee, then Alba leads us down hill, ending up in front of a tunnel, our path
blocked by a phalanx of shiny sheets of corrugated-iron, a product that has recently undergone
a change from gently undulating waves to angular, edgy flutes. Inscribed in stone above the
inaccessible entrance is the name, “Società per le forze idrauliche ad usi industriali ed
agricoli”. Through there, she says, pointing, are the ruins of a paper mill. It’s been closed for
decades, the tunnel is unsafe, but we can get to them another way. The factory is embedded in
the hillside at the bottom of a cliff, the town perched above it, so we have to walk uphill,
round and down in order to arrive at the centre of what turns out to be an extensive complex.
From where we are buildings—small and large, some detached, others clearly linked—
cascade down into the valley below. We can see that those further down are situated on top of
Roman ruins, a layer cake of subsiding pasts. Modern ruins have a kind of Proustian effect on
me, not the sponge cake to the past he wrote about—the adult version of remembering—more
like the Alice in Wonderland eat-me version where rabbit holes open up in space and time,
leading back to when objects and places are less discrete and strange juxtapositions are
everyday but thoroughly absorbing occurrences. When was the last time you really looked at

an empty chair? In this world stranded chairs are always occupied by spectral story-tellers or
even become distorted sculptures in their own right. Tracks through the rubble talk of
others—or animals—who have been here before, and the mundane distinctions between

nature outside and the once managed, regimented, interior spaces become vague and
unconvincing. Long, long, light turns shards of bottle glass into illuminated, lunar boulders
casting shadows that meet an abnormally close horizon. Mirrors in ruins are always shattered
by destructive urges―as a rejection of the world they reflect, or an the attempt to reveal the
world behind them? What if the flying stone encounter the mirror’s surface and simply
continued? Documentation produces fictions; imagination transforms facts. Perched on a
shoulder of the hill stands the admired, much painted, frequently photographed, and culturally
estimable ruin of a Roman temple. Probably not more than a hundred meters away, as the
raven flies—a symbolic measuring device rapidly being replaced by satellite images and
googled earths—is a modern ruin slowly decaying into obscurity, a blemish on the hillside. Is
it millennia that lend enchantment to the view? For painters, the temple once fitted a
completely different cultural niche than it does today, for photographers.

We walk along the road connecting the various buildings, but since neither of my companions
wants to go inside them, I leave it for another time, noting in passing that the stream, once
harnessed to produce electricity, has partially escaped its bondage and is taking revenge on
the ground floors of some of the buildings, seeping out of them over the roadway and on
down to the vineyards below the local convent.

Today is a warmer, sunnier day. We go on our planned visit to the Villa Gregoriana Park.
This involves walking into a gorge down steep, switch-backed pathways and up the other side
to the ruined Roman temple that is one of the much painted and photographed sights. Who the
temple was dedicated to is no longer known with any certainty and I’m sure that the Popes
and Catholic aristocracy on whose land it stood had no interest in preserving that particular

version of spiritual history. The park, laid out in 1834 by Pope Gregory XVI, involved
diverting the River Aniene. We look at the re-directed falls and as I turn I find myself looking
at the Turner. At least I think I do, though confirmation has to wait till the evening. When I do
find the work in the web, dated 1796, it turns out that is a not-quite Turner, a youthful
watercolour for which Turner did the washes. His friend Thomas Girtin did the preliminary
drawing, copying an unknown painting in the collection of a certain Dr. Thomas Monro, the
attending physician of George III during his attacks of mental illness.

Today I discovered there is another way into the paper factory complex, a flight of steps that
drops down the face of the cliff from a bridge spanning the small but energetic stream that
once provided electricity. Half way down, the stream—the same stream that later seeks
revenge for the indignity of containment—disappears into a building which I assume houses a
generator. Lower down I gain entry to a series of buildings linked by internal corridors and
stairways. Splinters of broken glass crunch underfoot—the ubiquitous sound signature of nonheritage ruins—scattered beer bottles and chocolate wrappers, bent spoons and syringes,
carnival float decorations and condoms, along with current truths and existential questions
sprayed on crumbling walls that also talk of past certainties that gradually slipped away. Like
all ruins, decayed industrial architecture provides unexpected encounters with people, objects,
and one’s own memories. Unforeseen panoramas open up across the valley, framed by
frameless windows. Spaces like this are liminal, free-floating, thresholds of atemporality
situated between a foreclosed past and an indeterminable future, an architectural home for the
ghosts of history and the vulnerable, peripheral—often invisible—people in present-day
society. Time slows, becomes spongy, as I explore various rooms, coming across collapsed
machinery that looks as if it has escaped from a science fiction film set or an abandoned
atomic experiment. Space warps as creepers invade interior spaces from outside and the

hillside pushes with sufficient primeval persistence to collapse walls and establish a
beachhead of rubble and soil, edging its way into a noisy works hall where a river of pulp
slowly gave up its water to become tamed and standardized rolls of paper, and where now
small ferns grow on a miniature delta on the floor.

Later in the afternoon I spend some time doing web research. 1796, the year Turner painted
Tivoli from an earlier oil painting, the year Napoleon invaded Italy, the year a certain Charles
Davidson started up a paper mill at Mugiemoss on the River Don near Aberdeen (my home
for many years). The venture was a success and part of the community until it closed in 2005.
It, too, is now a ruin.

Trying to find information about the Tivoli site turns up only photographs, including a
stitched panorama which has received a number of compliments. Of course it might be easier
if I knew some Italian, but it’s still frustrating until I simply type in the name of the electric
company from the tunnel entrance. What comes up on the screen links the paper mill ruin
with the ruins of Hiroshima.

The story is contained in the autobiography of physicist and Nobel Prize laureate Emilio
Segrè. His parents moved to Tivoli towards the end of the nineteenth century where his father
began the papermaking business, building the company up over many years. Emilio and his
two brothers had very different characters and while he became a physicist, one of his
brothers became a teacher and the eldest went into the family business. With the fascists’ rise
to power, control of businesses with foreign connections was increased and, in the case of the
Segrès, all the more so because of their (non-practicing) Jewish background. The outbreak of
the Second World War, coupled with increased pressure from Germany, made it advisable for

the brothers to leave the country. After a number of job changes, Emilio Segrè ended up
working on the atomic bomb project in the Nevada desert while his brother Angelo, a teacher
of economic history, settled in New York. The eldest brother, Marco, remained at home,
taking over the day-to-day running of the paper mill from his aging father. It is with a certain
chagrin that Segrè mentions that on the day he was informed that due to the war there was no
legal way for him to return to Italy, the institute employing him took advantage of the
situation and cut his salary dramatically. Captive immigrant labour.

Since Emilio’s father had taken the necessary legal precautions to protect the company he had
founded, pressure on the family did not reach a critical point until Mussolini was deposed and
the Germans took over Italy. In 1943 they set about implementing their genocidal policies
here too. A sweep toward the end of that year found father and brother taking refuge in a
monastery while Emilio’s mother was caught. It was later confirmed that, despite the efforts
of her husband to secure her release, she had been killed. A street in the town is still named
after her: Via Amelia Treves Segrè. In 1944 his father made a will leaving the company to
Marco in keeping with the requirements that Italian companies be in the hands of resident
Italians. A little later he made a holographic will whose terms made it clear that on his death
family assets were to be divided equally between the three sons, though without selling the
company. This latter document was deposited with his lawyer and Marco informed of its
contents. On the father’s death Marco registered the first will, but not the second, and
proceeded to treat the company as his own private business, milking it by buying pulp on the
market and re-selling it to the company at inflated prices.

It took the other brothers a number of years to find out what was going on and even more time
to sort it out. By that time the business was in a critical condition and, in the post-war wave of
take-overs, mergers, and consolidations in the paper industry—during the war many
companies were protected from competition “in the national interest”—the brothers decided
to sell to an expanding Finnish paper company, United Paper Mills, who wanted access to the
European Common Market. Financial losses followed by strikes induced UPM—who are still
global players—to sell the mill to an Italian company. It never re-opened.

Next day I return to the one building I haven’t looked into yet. A smashed padlock hangs
from a door swollen from years of rain and damp. It gives only slightly when I push, and
grudgingly at that. But there’s enough space to slip into the short hallway behind it, two

meters wide and twice as high. The walls are heavily scorched, right up to the wooden beams
in the roof which are charred too. Blackened wood lies scattered on the floor. I pick my way
through and come to a room which now functions as a veranda because the roof is almost
entirely missing and one wall has collapsed into the stairwell. The stairs themselves begin half
way down one wall and end in midair two meters above the floor. They have clothing—
trousers, shirts, blouses—shrink fitting individual treads. It looks as if people had been
trapped there and simply evaporated. A washing line is strung from hooks in the wall, a board
resting on a rusted wheelbarrow displays a bundle of table cloths and curtains looking as if
they were fresh from the wash. There are juxtapositions of disassociated objects: a real flower
and a plastic cutlery container; a Swarovski bag lies opposite an accumulation of doll parts. I
pass on into the room to my left by clambering over the door lying where its shadow should
have been. There’s a bed without a mattress—it’s getting more personal now, and I feel I’m
intruding on someone’s privacy—a couch, newspapers and magazines, pictures on the wall,
ornaments on a shelf, pillows on the floor. At first glance it looks as if people had just left, an
impression heightened by the next room where clothes are scattered around and towels hung
over the back of a chair to dry. But there is total disorder and dust on the surfaces creates an
atmosphere of more distant abandonment. Still, the signs of domestic organization all say
‘home’ and contrast with the echoes of the highly-disciplined, strategically organized and
well-maintained industrial space it used to be. But being here also like being at the scene of a
crime and, in a social sense it probably is. The system in rich societies not only permits such
sub-sub-standard living—your own three walls and half a roof―it is only one short step away
from sleeping rough and seems to be predicated on maintaining high levels of housing and
income precarity. Who lived here and, more to the point, why? Migrant workers? Illegal
immigrants? Roma? Local homeless? Was there a police raid, or perhaps some other reason
for a rapid departure? Was it abandoned and then wrecked by vandals? Why are there
intentional collections of certain objects in various places: disposable lighters on a board
under a glassless window, a mixed heap of bags and cases in one corner, half a dozen pairs of
sunglasses strung on a cord? I leave with more questions than when I arrived, involved not
only in the facts, but also in the paradox created by making photographs here. The sensual
colouring of the discoloured walls and the arranged objects take on something of a domestic
still life. Does that obscure other, more important, still lives? Can the beauty of an image
erase the indignation of its underlying message? Or does realization heighten the impact?

As I walk back up the hill I meet a well-dressed man with polished shoes standing looking at
the buildings. I ask him if knows the story and in a mixture of English and Spanish he says he
doesn’t. His grandfather worked here after the war, his father moved away to Milan and he is
only here on a visit. . But he thinks someone might be living in one of the smaller buildings
he passed. Because of the ruins—Roman (and thus an asset), not industrial—the government
has issued a compulsory purchase order for the site. Alba later tells me there have been
discussions about turning one of the buildings into a community centre. As yet nothing has
materialized.

