
Dust is known to be the epidermal matter that wraps human ab-
sence. In order to exist, to become visible, it needs light. Man-
kind took notice of this rather recently, with the invention of 
cinema. In between the projector and the screen, through the 
darkness, floats a pristine body of light and dust, the movie. 

In 1940 – it has been said that the exact date was March 2, 1940– 
the Direzione Generale per la Cinema, made up of heads of 
Mussolini’s regime, began its collaboration with CONRA, the 
political police. To the public, the official mission of the Direzi-
one was to champion fascist films as well as to censor and re-
touch scripts. Their hidden aim, however, was something a bit 
bigger: to eclipse the reign of Hollywood. 

Dr. Alessandro Costa was the scientist leading the team that dealt 
with what seemed to be an insurmountable obstacle to this goal: 
Color. With the premier of The Wizard of Oz, just one year prior, 
color film became a significant condition for commercial suc-
cess. Since creating their own color film technology would take 
years and with the imminence of war with the US, Dr. Costa 
came conceived of a different method: he would extract colors 
from American reels and inject them into black and white Italian 
films.

After several months and millions of liras, on the evening of 
March 11, 1942, Dr. Costa and his team finally succeeded at 
isolating and extracting color from an American film. (In a rare 
short interview with Cahiers du Cinema, Dr. Costa claimed they 
actually used The Wizard of Oz for the experiment). The team 
watched as the color slipped away from the source film, making 
it a pale and fuzzy projection, completely useless. There were 
three colors, each carefully poured into separate containers in 
an attempt to keep the strains as pure as possible. As the team of 
scientists cheered, their army was being defeated on the Russian 
front.

The following day, the team had a tragic realization: they had 
been overly confident in their own process. The containers 
had not been properly tested. Overnight, the colors had eroded 
through, running away, never to be found. With no more budget 
to restage the experiment, the team was immediately accused of 
professional irresponsibility by the officials and was dissolved, 
with the members barely managing to escape execution. In fact, 
about a week after the accident, the CONRA publicly unveiled 
the existence of the team, exposing them as traitors to the nation-
alist cause. They were forbidden from defending their position in 
the press and thus sank into obscurity.

Cinema and Mammals
The consequences were grave for everyone involved, particularly 
for Dr. Costa, who was never to regain his station in the scientific 
community, even after the war and the dismantling of the regime. 
After his death, his daughter –a left-handed flutist exiled in the 
US– published her father’s memoirs, hoping for recognition of his 
legacy. This proved impossible as the memory of the incident and its 
accompanying international humiliation was still too painful for the 
few Italians who remembered it. The international academic com-
munity reduced the scientist to an irresponsible fascist collaborator, 
and dismissed his achievement as an irrelevant one. Despite all of 
Miss Costa’s efforts—including an emotional preface describing the 
years of suffering her family had endured—the first and only edi-
tion of the book (gracefully entitled Shattered Suns and Sons) hardly 
sold and was rarely referenced in the years that followed. 

One of the few individuals interested in the scientist’s life has been 
the writer Orlando Moretti. According to his account, after Dr. Costa 
was stripped of his position, he spent most of his time at home, train-
ing his dog to whistle. In this version, the scientist first successfully 
trained the dog to blow, and she was eventually able to hit certain 
notes. Supposedly, Dr. Costa kept this a secret, fearing the ridicule 
of his colleagues at the academy. He also loved his pet too much to 
expose her to any possible media attention. His daughter has dis-
claimed the story as a mean-spirited joke, and has explained that 
“the dog didn’t even bark that much.”

In a later article Moretti writes “after many bitter rejections the sci-
entist found peace by replacing the relationship he previously had 
with ‘the world’ with the friendship that his dog offered him.”

*
It is to be pondered whether our relationship with other species is 
truly reciprocal. Quite often the boundaries of that communication 
are contradictory; the line between harmful and hopeful is difficult 
to define. 

If you ever study The Hug, a photograph of Lucy and Janice, a chim-
panzee and a young woman wrapping their arms around one an-
other, embracing the weight of their bodies for the last time as they 
are about to separate, you may quietly wonder about those unspoken 
boundaries; about the space in between two different mammals get-
ting closer to one another.

Perhaps in between there is only light and dust and sweat.



*
For decades, Ecuadorians have searched for the reels of Ata-
hualpa’s Treasure, the first film ever made in the country. The 
only remnant of its 1924 release is a newspaper advertisement. 

In order to gain control over the entire Tawantinsuyu kingdom, 
emperor Atahualpa fought against his brother Huascar. The In-
can civil war was marked by inventive forms of torture: de-
feated Huascar armies were forced to eat their chiefs’ hearts, or 
wombs were carefully cleaned in public spectacles. 
When the wars finally came to an end, the empire was reunified 
and the Andean wind was left on its own, but not for long. Soon 
after, Atahualpa was taken prisoner by the incoming Span-
ish conquistadors. They demanded the emperor fills an entire 
room with gold, in exchange for his release. He agreed to the 
demands of the bearded men, unaware that they had already 
decided his fate. 
An Incan general was entrusted to bring the gold, but he was 
notified en route that Atahualpa had been assassinated. 

After being baptized into the Catholic faith by his captors and 
receiving the Christian name of Juan Santos, Atahualpa was 
gracefully offered two choices: to be strangled or burned. The 
emperor died a coward, with an unknown name and an un-
known religion. 
The entrusted general hid the treasure and set out to fight against 
the invaders. He was captured and tortured and commanded to 
reveal the location of the golden load.
- It is in a corner in the mountain.
Neither the movie nor the corner has ever been found. 
In order to reveal to his people the mortal nature of the invaders, 
upon victory in a battle, the general would behead the seeming-
ly divine creatures the Spaniards had brought with them: horses. 

Horses have often been thought of as extensions of human 
bodies, of all forms of fantasies. Films such as Reflections in a 
Golden Eye and Giant have portrayed horses as a sort of surro-
gate flesh in which humans are permitted to manifest their frus-
trations. Major Penderton, in the former film, and Luz, in the 
latter, both brutally injure the horses owned by their objects of 
hatred. No doubt the wounds on the horses’ bodies demand our 
compassion, and somehow those same wounds arouse our pity 
for the cowardly aggressor, with whom we identify. The actual 
motivation of both Penderton and Luz is to murder a close rela-
tive, which recalls an ancient notion: the unavoidable necessity 
of homicide. if something is unbearable to oneself and unac-
ceptable for society, we may divert it onto nature: atonement 
through animal sacrifice remains of paramount importance to 
our collective consciousness.  
 

Crimes of passion are always a mistake and the reason is quite sim-
ple: they restore no power to the murderer. 

While setting up the room in which she plans to kill her husband, 
a woman confesses to her accomplice, “my only regret is that he’ll 
never know that I killed him.” The film is Diabolique. Sometimes, 
however, a victim does acknowledge his own death. This was the 
case with Bernardo Jaramillo, a communist militant who ran for 
President of Colombia. One morning in 1990, at the airport with 
his wife, Bernardo was shot several times by a member of los para-
militares. As the assassins escaped, he serenely sought his partner’s 
gaze.
- Hold me, those motherfuckers have killed me.

In The Misfits, old cowboy Gay Langland, his friend Guido, and 
a feckless stranger, Perce, travel to a barren field to capture wild 
horses. Roslyn, Gay’s girlfriend played by Marilyn Monroe, also 
takes part in the trip. The night before the chase, she learns that the 
animals’ fate is not to become riding horses – they are to become 
meat. Young Roslyn is the only one who sees the stupidity of the 
men’s actions. The men, who had expected to find a herd of horses 
find only six, a family: father, mother, a child, and three colts. One 
by one, each is lassoed and bound by the gang except for a colt, who 
stands next to his mother, as she lies tied up on the ground. Captur-
ing the horses feeds Gay’s male fantasy of freedom and power. The 
very action turns him into a monster in Roslyn’s eyes.
Later that night Roslyn persuades Perce to help her free the horses. 
The sound of the fleeing hooves awakens Gay who sets out to re-
capture the alpha horse on his own. He sees his younger self in the 
animal. Capturing the stallion is a chance to regain his own for-
mer strength, which has been fleeting with age. After an exhausting 
chase, the cowboy manages to recapture the horse. In the end, as 
Gay becomes aware of his own monstrosity, he is able to regain his 
humanity by freeing the defeated animal and the entire family.

On the other hand, there is Folco, the lonely kid in White Mane. The 
wild horse is his friend, not his mirror, but his equal. Together they 
run away from ranchers who try to capture the horse, and the chase 
ends at the beach, on the edge of the ocean. Cornered, Folco rides 
with his friend into the sea. By then they have chosen to disappear 
together in the horizon. 
Neither Folco nor the horse speak, they are equals since they have 
encountered each other in the waters of silence. 
It is said that humans go mad when they sink into that kind of si-
lence, the one that reverberates in the actions of all animals. Ni-
etzsche hugged a mistreated horse, and lay mute in bed for years 
until his death. 
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