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CARLA CERATI

Milan, ’60s and ‘70s

Milan, cocktail parties

Carla Cerati is a photographer and writer. For more than thirty years she has been playing this double game in a difficult balance between images and fiction. As a photoreporter or portrait photographer, she is not a product of any particular school; as a writer, she has not followed the traditional paths. She uses the camera to testify to the present, and the typewriter to understand the past: two different ways of achieving the same goal - narrating. But there is one major difference: photography became a profession for her practically right away, as well as a passion, driving her to study different fields, driven by an uninterrupted curiosity with the eye as a go-between with the rest of the world. She never took up writing as a profession because it involved too much suffering, in terms of self-analysis, constant reflection on one’s actions and individual destiny within the common destiny. In 1960 Carla Cerati picked up her Nikon and started exploring photography guided by her creative inspiration: an unknown neighbourhood, a storm, a snowfall, a couple of kids playing on the sidewalk. Her curiosity drove her to approach different subjects and settings: from intellectuals hanging out at the Einaudi bookshop to factory workers, from the ballet school to the construction site, from the young bourgeoisie to the commuters, from the inhabitants of the suburbs to the shoppers in the downtown boutiques, in a sort of fresco of her times, told in images which create the impression of a peaceful, almost immobile society. In the conviction that drama, though fictional, is more photogenic than normality, she went on to photograph scenes from the theatre and, working with Franco Basaglia, documented the living conditions of inmates in Italy’s psychiatric hospitals. The material on exhibit has been chosen to remind us what we were, and it is almost all exhibited here for the first time. There are two main themes: Milan told in 42 images revealing the city’s metamorphosis over the course of two decades, in a highly personal vision, much in the way an essay or a novel is written to convey ideas and sensations. The people who go to cocktail parties: a trip from ’70 to ’72, documenting the eccentricity and opulence that was soon to take on a dark side.

Carla Cerati’s lens stops to capture some of the creatures of our world, broadening her vision and unconcernedly mixing together people who count and people who don’t, people who admire power and people who submit to it or even venerate it (Marialivia Serini)

“[…] I was like a child at the zoo in front of the monkey cage: I had fun watching them, while other people had fun watching me have fun.” (Carla Cerati)

I know nothing about her photographic technique, except that she uses a machine gun instead of a flash (Umberto Simonetta)

Carla Cerati

Born in Bergamo, lives and works in Milan

Photography

1960

Cerati first came to the profession as a stage set photographer for director. In the early Sixties her photography features began to be published in magazines such as L’Illustrazione Italiana, Vie Nuove, L’Espresso, Du, Leader.
1963

Presents a photo portfolio of 25 signed and numbered photographs under the title Nove Paesaggi Italiani at the Einaudi bookshop in Rome.
1968

Publishes a series of portraits of Vittorini in Vittorini, Progettazione e Letteratura. In ’68 her survey of living conditions in Italy’s psychiatric hospitals, Morire di classe, was also published by Einaudi.
1969

Took photographs for the following children’s books published by Einaudi: La barca gialla, Scellamozza, Cara Assuntina.
1970 

A series of Living Theatre stage set photographs is published in Einaudi Letteratura n°13: Paradise Now, with text by Franco Quadri.
1974

Publisher Amilcare Pizzi publishes an elegant pocketbook edition of Mondo Cocktail, a survey of the intellectual-high society world.
1979

Mazzotta publishes Forma di Donna, 34 female nudes demonstrating the results of Cerati’s passionate formal research.
1980

Four of her photographic surveys (Morire di classe, Le Langhe, Mondo Cocktail, Milano ’63-’80) are presented by Carlo Arturo Quintavalle in the Enciclopedia pratica per fotografare, Fabbri Editore.
1981

In response to a request by Franco Iseppi and Folco Portinari, she produces a cycle dedicated to photography for RAI TV Rete Due: thirteen thirty-minute episodes entitled Dietro l’obbiettivo (Behind the lens). On the programme La Meridiana, she presents five portraits of women consisting of photographs taken in Tuka and an interview text.
Solo shows

Since ’63 more than thirty exhibitions of Cerati’s photographs have been held in Italy and abroad. They are almost always theme exhibitions, the product of research conducted over the years. This is the case of Forma Movimento Colore, combining nude-dance with architecture, or Tracce, in which fragments of beach and bits of tarmac appear. At IF-Immagine Fotografica gallery in 1990, Cerati presented two boxes, in limited runs of 25+25, each containing five tiny pieces mounted on card; the title Frammenti alludes to the fact that they are abstract portions of female nudes

Group shows

1977

Ipotesi ’80, Expoarte, Bari. Presented by Lea Vergine. 

The Children of this World, travelling exhibition organised by the German weekly magazine Stern and UNICEF.
1982

Psychiatrie Enfermee, Beaubourg, Paris.
1994

The Italian Metamorphosis, 1943-1968, Guggenheim Museum, New York.
1995-1996

Der Geduldige Planet, a travelling exhibition of photographs published by Du magazine in Zurich.

Her works are included in the collections of the Museum of Modern Art in New York and the Study Centre and Communications Archive of Parma University (CSAC), to which she has donated more than a thousand prints.
Fiction

1973

Publishes her first work with Einaudi, Un amore fraterno, a finalist for the Premio Strega award.

1975

Switches to Marsilio Editori with Un Matrimonio Perfetto, awarded the Premio Selezione Campiello.
1977

Marsilio publishes La condizione sentimentale, Premio Radio Monte Carlo award.
1983

After a six-year silence Rizzoli publishes Uno e l’altro, winner of the Premio Milano and the Premio Città di Scala.

1990

La cattiva figlia, published by Frassinelli, is awarded the Premio Comisso. Translated into France for Decouverte in ’92, it is awarded the international Question d’Age award.
1992-1998

Frassinelli publishes La perdita di Diego, Legami molto stretti (1994), L’amica della modellista (1996), Uno e l’altro and the new title Il sogno della bambina (1997), and the novel Grand Hotel Riviera (1998).
Carla Cerati has sporadically also written poetry, considering it an activity that requires inspiration rather than discipline and therefore cannot be planned intentionally.

1975

Poemetto per un uomo incostante, for the Premio Campiello anthology.
1988

A different selection of poems was published under the same title by Marble-Memo as part of the I quaderni di Vaciago series, in a limited edition of seventy-five signed and numbered copies, including a black and white photograph printed by the author.
