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Foreword to the 2021 Edition Ed Webb-Ingall

I first came across the work of Derek Jarman through his late autobiography-cum-polemic At Your Own Risk (1993). I was instantly drawn to the acerbic honesty, what Bersani and Dutoit refer to as Jarman’s ‘journalistic militancy’.1 Over a decade later, I co-edited a book made up of excerpts taken from Jarman’s sketchbooks and essays by his friends and collaborators.2 I approached this task instinctively, as a fan rather than an expert – I chose pages that moved me, those that, when presented together, would reveal his creative process; the ways he gathered, shaped and made concrete his ideas. As a space to record and reorder the past as well as anticipate the future, these books were used to store and generate ideas, a form which had remained the same since the Renaissance.

The content of each of these large, square format books reflects the specific approach Jarman used for each project; The Jubilee sketchbook was all punk, DIY and ‘cut and paste’, the Imagining October sketchbook was stark and post-apocalyptic. Alongside annotated scripts and on-set photographs, the sketchbook for Caravaggio paired pressed flowers with colour reproductions of Caravaggio’s paintings and sketches of Italian street scenes. Jarman painted throughout his life and the sketchbooks were an extension of the artist’s studio, the front cover the door. Jarman’s collaborator for nine years, Tilda Swinton, recalls meeting him before they began working on Caravaggio (1986), their first film together: ‘He reached for a large book; the size of a family photograph album, it was painted matt black with the title inscribed in gold. “Here’s the film” he stated simply.’3 Two thirds of these identically shaped books, usually purchased ten at a time on trips to Northern Italy, are held in the BFI Special Collections. The other third were stored on the bookshelves of Jarman’s home, Prospect Cottage in Dungeness on the Kent coast, a vast expanse of shingle, classified as Britain’s only desert. Together with the garden, which continues to grow through the stones, they remain as a monument to Jarman’s capacity for world building. It was on my visits to and from the archive and the cottage that I began to map out Jarman’s life as one lived between resisting and reacting to a system not made for him, and making worlds that were.

Jarman completed the first script for Caravaggio in July 1978, following a conversation earlier that year in March with the antique dealer Nicholas Ward Jackson, who went on to be one of the film’s champions and producers: ‘it had sex, violence and art. Derek was hooked’.4 Taking eleven years and seventeen rewrites before it was completed, Caravaggio was to be Jarman’s most drawn out project. Both Jarman and Michele Caravaggio were painters, although Jarman posits that had Caravaggio been born in the twentieth century he would have been a film-maker like Pier Paolo Pasolini: ‘Today Michele C. would toss his brushes into the Tiber and pick up Sony’s latest video.’5 Bersani and Dutoit take this proposition a step further and suggest that ‘Today only film has the power that painting may have had in Caravaggio’s time.’6 In this short text, rather than provide a reading of Caravaggio as a stand-alone work, its authors instead choose to frame the film as part of Jarman’s ongoing project reclaiming the queer past, later seen in Edward II (1991) and War Requiem (1989), and his attempts to represent the complexities of Queer life, treading a line between violence and desire.

Caravaggio and Jarman both chose their cast of characters from friends and the streets: ‘Knocking the saints out of the sky.’7 The sketchbook for Caravaggio is punctuated with headshots of actors, Polaroid photographs of friends, and scrawled phone numbers from chance meetings, each a potential player in the unfolding story of Caravaggio’s life and the life of the film. Film-making fed Jarman’s desire for collaboration – Bersani and Dutoit remark that it allowed ‘Jarman to experience the pleasure of being carried along – both by the conviviality on the set and the rhythm of the production.’8 When asked why he makes films Jarman answered ‘For the camaraderie’, whilst painting for Jarman allowed for withdrawal. Reflecting on his work in the theatre room at the Slade and as a set designer, Jarman wrote: ‘I like working on shared projects. It breaks down the isolation of working as a painter.’9 This understanding of painting extends into the film: ‘The Caravaggio script picks up this motif of the painter’s isolation, making it part of Jarman’s portrait of Michele.’10 Bersani and Dutoit continue to set up and then complicate this dichotomy between painting and film-making. Whilst Jarman proposes one in contrast with the other, the authors suggest that rather than offering an escape from the ‘private terrors associated with solitude’11 that Jarman experienced as a painter, film-making, specifically a film about a painter, provided a means to frame those terrors and contain them.

Throughout the text, Bersani and Dutoit reflect on the role of Jarman’s own life in his portrayal of Caravaggio’s. In one of the many script rewrites, Jarman considered including himself as a protagonist and onlooker, with elements from his childhood spent in Villa Quessa a few miles down the road from where Caravaggio was based. In another of his autobiographical texts, Dancing Ledge, he makes the claim that he and Caravaggio are ‘both nocturnal backroom boys.’12 Jarman instead settles on telling the story of Caravaggio ‘based on a reading of the paintings’,13 with Caravaggio’s murder of Ranuccio Thomasoni at its centre. The use of deliberate anachronism, a common trait in Jarman’s films, complicates the representation of the past in the present. Christopher Hobbs, who was a close collaborator of Jarman’s and the art director on Caravaggio, replaced Giustiniani’s abacus with a gold calculator and inserted a typewriter rather than a scroll in the hands of an angry art critic. Hobbs described how the film was set in an Italy of memory, ‘A collage of remembered textures, shadows, sounds and clothing taken from the 16th Century to the late 1940s.’14

Referring to Jarman’s rewriting and reclamation of past queer lives, Bersani and Dutoit remind us he is ‘obsessed by the interpretation of the past’ rather than ‘historical accuracy’.15 Finding only two references to Caravaggio’s sexuality, Jarman chooses instead to rely on imagination and speculation to represent him, in Jarman’s words, as ‘the most homosexual of painters’.16 Bersani and Dutoit question this conviction, arguing that unlike Edward II and The Garden (1990), Caravaggio neither victimizes nor exalts gay love, instead expressing ‘a total indifference to the oppositional politics [Jarman] suggests he is so ready to embrace’.17 They argue that homosexual desire is more complicated than what Jarman chooses to represent in Caravaggio, either in the trajectory of the relationship between Michele and Ranuccio – at first intimate, then celebrated, and finally ended with an episode of violence – or else ‘little more than attractive male bodies entwined in a comparatively chaste embrace’.18 ‘The sentimental images are weak; Jarman’s most powerful representations of homosexuality are representations of extreme aggression, of getting beaten or forcibly fucked or tortured.’19

In contrast to the violence more readily available to Jarman when making Caravaggio, Bersani and Dutoit identify the potential for a different kind of queer desire in the moments in the film where we see Caravaggio painting. It is these, they argue, which offer the possibility to complicate ‘new relations’, in particular relations ‘not constricted by desire’.20 The authors distinguish the narrative flow of painting from film as ‘a now that will not necessarily be followed,’21 for them, painting, unlike film, provides an opportunity to ‘turn away from and return to the work’.22 This, in turn, allows for the exploration of ‘other types of movement and connectedness’.23 Painting in Caravaggio becomes associated with both ‘aborted desire and a non-desiring exchange’.24 It is this tension between erotic desire and withdrawal that shapes Bersani and Dutoit’s reading of the film, concluding that this back and forth produces an ‘enigmatic address’, one that invites intimacy, only to disrupt it by retreating.

The authors continue to locate moments in other Jarman films when this ‘non-desiring connectedness’25 is expressed. The authors describe a scene in The Angelic Conversation (1985) in which, ‘two lovers having finally found each other, one repeatedly leans over to kiss the other’;26 a moment in Jubilee (1978) when the characters Angel and Sphynx are in bed together; the swimming scene in Sebastiane (1976) and the lovers embracing in a tub in The Garden. In these images desire is represented as neither ‘erotic intensity nor erotic languor’.27 Bersani and Dutoit describe the connections shown in these other films as ‘Tenderness’; a ‘reaching toward the other’, a movement that, unlike the explicit violence in Caravaggio, is able to evade the ‘violence of human desire’.28

Caravaggio was the last film Jarman made before his diagnosis as HIV positive on 22 December 1986. From
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