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Happy Ghost
of a Possible City:
Il Cretto, Gibellina

Adrian Forty

Alberto Burri, sketch model of the Cretto Gibellina, 1981
© Museo Civico di Arte Contemporanea, Gibellina



Suddenly, along a remote Sicilian country road, leading nowhere in
particular, you are faced with an entire hillside covered in a sheet of
concrete, fissured with large cracks: here is what is left of the town
of Gibellina, entombed in concrete by the Italian artist Alberto Burri
in the late 1980s. What kind of a thing is this?*

On the night of 14 January 1968 an earthquake in the Belice valley,
in western Sicily, destroyed eight towns and left three others badly
damaged. Around 90,000 people were made homeless overnight;
531 died, but the number would have been far greater had not many
been sleeping in the open on account of tremors felt the previous
day. The government responded to the catastrophe with promises of
aid, but little happened and nine years later many of the survivors
were still living in temporary huts. The government’s inertia became
a national scandal, a symptom of the paralysis and corruption that
gripped the state and - according to the historian Paul Ginsborg -
contributed to growing disenchantment with parliamentary govern-
ment in the 1970s and the rise of worker militancy and terrorism.?
The government’s most positive measure was to offer financial
inducements to the victims to emigrate, either to other parts of Italy
or abroad - the traditional solution to hardship in Sicily.

Of the towns totally destroyed, one — Gibellina - had a popula-
tion of 6,500, densely packed into 12ha. Few buildings in the area
were left standing: three weeks after the earthquake a visitor said
of a neighbouring town, Salaparuta, that it looked as if it had ‘rolled
down the hill’, and photographs suggest that the same applied to
Gibellina.® In Sicily there is a longstanding tradition of moving
a town to a new site after its destruction by an earthquake: the
example often referred to is Noto, destroyed in 1693 and subse-
quently rebuilt, particularly magnificently, nearby. Five of the
destroyed Belice towns were relocated to new sites, most of them
close to the old towns. Gibellina was the exception: it was moved to
a site 2o0km away, near Salemi, at the insistence of the town’s new
mayor, Ludovico Corrao, who argued that this location was better
connected by road and rail to the main towns of western Sicily, and
would offer better employment prospects than had been available
in the isolated hill town. Corrao, who was to be the major figure
in the redevelopment of the town, and in the creation of the cretto,
was a political oddity. Trained as a lawyer, he became a career politi-
cian, and was elected as the parliamentary deputy for the Sicilian
town of Alcamo, a constituency that encompassed the Belice valley.
Corrao had been a key figure in milazzismo, a specifically Sicilian
alliance of left-wingers and former fascists against the mafia and
Christian Democrats, and this casual attitude towards conventional
party allegiances remained characteristic throughout his later
career: as a deputy, he sat on the independent left, voting with but
never joining either the pcI (Italian Communist Party), of which he
was highly critical, or the more centrist ps1 (Italian Socialist Party).
By 1968 he had a promising political career on the national stage.
However, following the Belice earthquake, and the concern that he
showed for its victims, he was invited to stand for election as mayor
of Gibellina. Elected in 1968, he increasingly concentrated his con-
siderable energies on the fortunes of this town, and seems to have
virtually abandoned his national political career, although he was
elected to the Senate in 1972. This unusual political trajectory, from
national to local, was matched by his equally unorthodox political
beliefs, which owed a good deal to Danilo Dolci, the sociologist and
political activist, sometimes described as the ‘Ghandi of Sicily’, who
drew attention to social conditions on the island, and promoted
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interest in its peasant cultural traditions. Like Corrao, Dolci was an
energetic campaigner for the victims of the Belice earthquake.

Against the government’s semi-deliberate policy of social dis-
memberment of the populations of the destroyed towns, through
incentives to emigrate, and the dispersal of the inhabitants of
each town across different encampments, Corrao worked hard to
preserve the social cohesion and identity of Gibellina. In the plans
for the new town a significant part of his strategy lay in his extraordi-
narily ambitious programme of patronage of art and architecture. All
public works in Italy had, by law, to include a two per cent allowance
for art — a provision that the government suspended when it came
to the reconstruction of the Belice towns. Corrao capitalised, relent-
lessly, upon this piece of discrimination. He insisted that art was
not a ‘supplement’, to be ranked beneath the provision of basic
necessities, but was itself a basic necessity. Treating art as part
of the infrastructure of the town, he used it as a means to draw peo-
ple together, to overcome political oppositions and obstacles, and to
provide the town’s inhabitants with an identity. In Corrao’s hands,
art was a catalyst: it made things happen when otherwise entrenched
interests and old allegiances would have stood in the way.

Unlike the old town, which had been very densely inhabited, the
new town was built at very low density, with single-family houses,
wide avenues and many exceptionally spacious - and generally
empty - piazzas. Somehow, all the fresh Italian ideas about alterna-
tives to the modernist city elaborated by people like Ernesto Rogers
and Aldo Rossi passed Gibellina by, and instead it followed a North
American, garden-city model. Although Corrao defended the plan,
he seems to have been aware of its shortcomings and anachronism,
and set out to compensate by commissioning a range of architects
with avant-garde credentials to work at Gibellina. Within the dis-
persed and altogether un-Sicilian layout of Gibellina Nuova a series
of public buildings designed by a cast of well-known radical and
experimental architects - Giuseppe Samona, Ludovico Quaroni,
Franco Purini and Laura Thermes, Francesco Venezia, Pierluigi Nico-
lin and Oswald Matthias Ungers - introduce bursts of hyper-reality
into this otherwise low-voltage urban scheme.* Since several of these
buildings are themselves purposefully empty, like Venezia’s Palazzo
di Lorenzo, and others, like the new theatre, are permanently incom-
plete, being in the town feels like being on a filmset, or possibly in
a de Chirico painting (a reference explicitly exploited by Purini and
Thermes in their Sistema delle Piazze). Outside Italy, Gibellina Nuova
has not had a good press. The Blue Guide, not noted for its affection
for modern architecture, writes of the ‘unattractive site’, ‘disappoint-
ing architecture’ and ‘sad atmosphere’. Diane Ghirado comments
on its ‘barren and inhospitable streets’, its ‘sense of emptiness and
desolation’, and calls it ‘a massive failure’.® These criticisms notwith-
standing, Gibellina is, it has to be said, unique. Nowhere else will you
find a town so stuffed with postmodernism, and least of all do you
expect to find it bang in the middle of the Sicilian countryside.

The selection of the architects, and their commissions, came
from Corrao, who likewise persuaded a wide array of artists to
make works for the town. Gibellina has more public art per head
of population than anywhere else in the world, and whether or
not the town can stand up to it, it served Corrao’s aim of making
Gibellina known. One of the first artists whom Corrao commis-
sioned was the sculptor Pietro Consagra, Sicilian by birth, though
most of his career was spent in Rome. Collaborating with Consagra
on one particular project was a Roman architect, Alberto Zanmatti.
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Zanmatti was a friend of Alberto Burri, by the 1970s one of the most
internationally important figures in contemporary art, best known
for his scorched and sewn canvases, his burnt polythene works and
his cellotex paintings or cretti, made by applying paint to a plas-
tic film and allowing it to crack in random patterns. Burri’s work
could be said to have been concerned with rupture, and reparation.
Corrao asked Zanmatti to try to get Burri to come to Gibellina with
the hope of persuading him to make a work there. When he even-
tually arrived in 1981, to a town half built and already full of art,
Burri’s immediate response was ‘I'm not doing anything here’. But
he asked to see the ruins of the old town, and going there at dusk,
as the sun was going down, walking over the rubble, he was deeply
moved, almost in tears.®

The Gibellina Burri saw in 1981 had changed considerably since
the aftermath of the earthquake in 1968. Many of the surviving struc-
tures had been pulled down by the municipal engineers’ depart-
ment, concerned about the risks to public safety. The result was, as
Corrao put it, that they had flattened the town, or ‘Coventryfied’ it:
the state, he said, had caused more destruction than the earthquake
itself, obliterating what remained of the people’s past.” Ever since
their enforced relocation, the citizens of Gibellina had been in the
habit of going back to the old town, returning to their old houses,
and walking the streets they had known. For the authorities, this
was a problem since the structures were still, in 1981, dangerous,
and the place was inhabited by wild dogs: they had to do something
to make it safe, whether by fencing it off or, as happened at some of
the other towns, by stabilising the ruins.

Burri went back to his hometown of Citta di Castello after vis-
iting Gibellina, but three days later phoned Zanmatti saying
‘T have an idea’. This idea was to compact the masonry of the ruins
within retaining walls, leaving the lines of the streets, and to cover
the whole thing with white cement, making a gigantic cretto which
would become a lasting record of the tragic event - with, as Burri
himself pointed out, the double advantage of solving the com-
mune’s problem of what to do about the dangerous site. On a relief
model of the hillside, Burri laid out flat a rectangular cretto, the
lines of the cracks following the old street pattern (a cretto is a cleft
or a crack, a resonant image for an earthquake site). A subsequent
plaster model, with the lines of the cretti gouged out, provided the
form of the work, which it was Zanmatti’s task to scale up and make
structurally stable while retaining as far as possible the roughness
of the model. The steepness of the slope of the hillside in the upper
part of the town made it particularly difficult to keep the ruins in
place and prevent them from moving downhill. Zanmatti’s solution
was to design the walls and the pathways between the islands as
a single monolithic reinforced structure. The tops of the islands
were then covered with mesh and sprayed with concrete. A great
deal of thought went into determining how high the islands should
be: they settled upon 1.6m (though the actual height varies since the
walls of the islands undulate slightly), high enough to feel enclosed,
but not so high as to be claustrophobic.

Burri’s original idea was for a rectangular cretto of 12ha, approx-
imately the original extent of the town. In view of the likely cost,
and the difficulties of construction, the size was reduced to gha -
a decision that was met with indignation. ‘We’re making a postage
stamp’, Burri complained to Zanmatti. The supervision of the cretto
was undertaken by a Sicilian engineer, Tilotta, who produced all the
technical drawings for the contractors. There was no funding for
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the work. Corrao, resourceful as ever, raised some money from local
foundations, but the major part of the cost was met by diverting sur-
pluses from other allocations for the reconstruction of the new town.
The work was therefore begun without any assurance, beyond Cor-
rao’s own confidence, that there would ever be the means to complete
it, and although Corrao later claimed that no public money was spent
on the cretto, he may have been economical with the truth. Work
began in 1985, when Corrao seized on the opportunity presented by
army exercises in the region to persuade the corps of engineers to
bulldoze the site into Burri’s shapes. Construction took place in six
phases between 1985 and 1989, as funds became available. Each phase
was let as a separate contract, to different contractors: photographs
during the construction period show a patchwork of blocks gradu-
ally being joined together to form a continuous sheet. Work stopped
in 1989, when no more money was forthcoming, and although only
6.5ha had been constructed, the likelihood of its eventual completion
vanished in 1994 when Corrao was not re-elected as mayor.

Quite apart from the logistical difficulties of transporting
so much material and concrete to a remote site, the other main
difficulty facing the architect and the engineer was the requirement
to replicate the roughness and accidental variations of the original
model, effects to which Burri attached great importance. With a
contractual procedure normally geared towards eliminating chance
and imperfection, such randomness was not the easiest thing
to achieve. The height of the retaining walls was allowed to vary
slightly, giving an irregular undulation to the profile of the islands,
while each section of the steel formwork for the walls was secured
by only two supports, allowing it to buckle under the weight of the
liquid concrete. The same formwork was used throughout, becom-
ing progressively deformed, so that the later sections have a heavily
crinkled appearance - though Burri, who was never satisfied with
anything, had wanted the cretto to appear more porous and pock-
marked, and complained that the end result was too smooth.*

But the roughness of finish the contractors did manage to
achieve ironically contributed to the rapid deterioration of the
cretto, encouraging plants and lichen to attach themselves to the
surface. By the early 2000s, the still incomplete work was in a state
of decay, with grass growing on it, shrubs sprouting from cracks,
signs of corrosion of the metal reinforcement, and spalling of the
concrete. The original whiteness that Burri had wanted had also
been lost. The cretto, a memorial to a ruin, was itself turning into
a ruin. Although it could be argued that natural decay was consist-
ent with Burri’s own ideas about entropy, the authorities were not
prepared to let nature take its course and, after considerable debate,
a programme of restoration and repair was begun in 2008.° The
cretto today is free from vegetation, though no longer as white as
it was originally. Responsibility for its maintenance rests with the
Soprintendenza dei Beni Culturali, who periodically spray it with
weedkiller: fortuitously, because the cretto was awarded a national
architecture prize by the Istituto Nazionale d’Architettura in 1991,
it has been designated a work of architecture, and so qualifies for the
Soprintendenza’s budget for maintenance of modern architecture.

Although its decay has been arrested, the cretto is still incom-
plete, and this remains a controversial question. Burri died in 1995,
but in an interview a year earlier he made it clear that he was dissat-
isfied with the work as it stood. In 2010 there was an appeal, signed
by 105 artists, architects, critics and curators, calling for not only its
protection, but also its completion.** It is hard to see this happening
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now - what little chance remained of finishing it diminished even
further when Corrao, its strongest advocate, was murdered in
August 2011 in Gibellina, his throat cut with a kitchen knife by his
Bangladeshi housekeeper. And while completion might achieve
the fulfilment of the artist’s vision, it is doubtful whether making it
larger would add much to its already considerable effect.

Striking though the cretto is to the casual visitor, it seems to have
particular meaning for the people of Gibellina, even for those too
young to remember the earthquake. For them, it’s a place for a day
out, it draws people to it, it is used — unlike Gibellina Nuova, where
the superfluity of monuments and public art shows no sign at all
of being used. Occasional events, festivals, ceremonies are held
at the cretto by the residents of Gibellina. Whereas most memori-
als merely allow things to be forgotten, this one hides what it com-
memorates, but retains a presence in people’s everyday lives.

The cretto belongs to a tradition of making memorials out of
concrete that goes back to the Second World War. The choice
of material is paradoxical, since con-
crete is more commonly associated
with the erasure of memory than
with its preservation.’* Nevertheless,
most memorials constructed in the
last 60 years are concrete, for reasons
that are not always straightforward.
The usual answers are to do with
concrete’s durability and its appar-
ent absence of any iconography - its
seeming blankness more absorbent
of mental projection than other more
symbolically redolent materials.
Sometimes there are contingent factors — with the cretto one cannot
overlook the mafioso associations of concrete, nor the fact that Sicily
is allegedly the world’s highest per-capita consumer of cement: its
choice as a material in the Sicilian context is not innocent.*

The cretto is big, very big - so big that it has sometimes been
referred to as a work of land art. Yet this description is hardly appro-
priate, since the artistic trajectory within which land art devel-
oped abhorred literalism and associational content. Works like
Smithson’s Spiral Jetty or Nancy Holt’s Sun Tunnels were not about
anything, they just were. The cretto, on the contrary, has content -
it contains a town. Often described as a ‘shroud’, sometimes as

My thanks to Davide Spina for his
assistance with the research for

Rome in April 2013 provided additional
information. A 2010 documentary

a sipario (a theatre curtain), it is a covering that marks a closure, the
ending of something, in this case of a town. These are not proper-
ties consistent with land art as usually understood.

As a memorial, the obvious comparison in formal terms is with
Peter Eisenman’s Berlin Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe,
whose raised stelae correspond to the islands of the cretto. But
beyond the superficial visual resemblance, the comparison breaks
down. Unlike the Berlin memorial, a ‘made-up’ memorial in the
sense that there is no particular reason why it should be where it
is, nor the size that it is, the cretto is extremely specific. The Berlin
memorial could be anywhere in Berlin, possibly even Germany,
without it mattering much, nor would it make any difference if it
were twice, or ten times, the area. But the cretto has to be exactly
where it is, its projected size determined by the extent of the town of
Gibellina, and even though only three of the pathways correspond
exactly to the previous street pattern, the raised islands are urban
blocks, not ‘concepts’ or abstract forms. What it commemorates
is not a generality — a people, a race
- but, and this is an unusual subject
for a memorial, a place, the town of
Gibellina, whose ruins it contains.
Unlike the Berlin memorial, alle-
gorical, portentous and empty, the
cretto is an actual sepulchre - nor is it
melancholy or oppressive, on the con-
trary it seems cheerful and reparative,
‘the happy ghost of a possible city’,
as Franco Purini put it.*

Its sepulchral function, as a cover-
ing for the ruins of the town, also gives
rise to its being thought of as a work of architecture and although,
as we have seen, this has been convenient to its protection, it is
not truly a work of architecture either, in that it offers no opportu-
nity of inhabitation - indeed it deliberately prevents such a use.
In reality, the cretto conforms to none of the conventional cat-
egories for built works - and in its non-conformity lies part of its
success. Without doubt the most lastingly successful product of
Corrao’s artistic patronage, it defies all attempts at classification.
Corrao’sownassessmentofit, ‘shroud, dream, symbol, pure thought’,
perhaps comes closest to describing what it is, though even he
neglected to mention the sheer enormity of its presence.*

4. Ludovico Corrao defends the plan 7. Ludovico Corrao, op cit, p 245.
in Sogno Mediterraneo, op cit, pp 286-88, 8. Federica Chezi, ‘Il Grande Cretto:

this article.
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