
An Italian Prison, Forgotten Lives
and Vulnerability: Lessons for Men
Who Value Legacy
VULNERARE at Festival of Cinema NYC reveals how confronting

vulnerability transforms abandoned spaces, reframing masculinity, leadership

and legacy
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When VULNERARE earned its place at New York’s Festival of Cinema NYC

this summer, it marked more than just another European art film crossing the
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Atlantic. The 13-minute work, selected as one of only five films representing

their countries globally, came from six months inside Italy’s abandoned

Pontifical Prison of Velletri. For men building careers and considering their

mark on the world, this story offers something worth examining: what

happens when creative force meets institutional decay, and how confronting

vulnerability becomes an act of leadership.

The Festival of Cinema NYC doesn’t distribute accolades lightly. Backed by

the National Endowment for the Arts, the New York State Council on the Arts

and the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, it represents serious

cultural validation. That director Sergio Mario Illuminato’s prison-born film

earned this recognition suggests American cultural institutions recognise

something profound in his approach to abandoned power structures.

When Papal Authority
Becomes Artistic Canvas
The former Pontifical Prison of Velletri, 40 kilometres southeast of Rome,

embodies institutional power in physical form. Built in the 19th century under

papal authority when the Catholic Church governed central Italy, this

imposing structure served as both courthouse and detention centre for the

Papal States. For over a century, it housed prisoners, witnessed trials and

embodied the justice system of a bygone era.

Closed in the 1990s as Italy modernised its penal system, the building stood

empty for three decades. By 2023, facing demolition, it seemed destined for
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erasure from history. What followed offers a compelling case study in how

spaces designed for control and punishment can become laboratories for

creative expression.

Similar changes have occurred across continents. Eastern State Penitentiary

in Philadelphia now hosts site-specific installations addressing themes of

incarceration and justice. Alcatraz Island attracts over 1.4 million visitors

annually to view art exhibitions exploring the prison’s layered history. These

spaces share something crucial: they demonstrate how places built to contain

and control can become platforms for examining power itself.

Artists Enter the Void
Before demolition could proceed, painters, photographers, dancers and

musicians claimed the Velletri prison as their temporary home. For six

months, they inhabited decaying cells and dark corridors, turning every

corner into a creative laboratory. This act of appropriation carries weight –

taking over a site built to confine, these artists reversed the building’s original

purpose.

The group included choreographers Patrizia Cavola and Ivan Truol of

Compagnia Atacama, photographers Federico Marchi and Roberto Biagiotti,

and sound designers Andrea Moscianese and Davide Palmiotto. Their

collaborative work became both performance and documentation, creating

what would eventually become VULNERARE.

This approach to abandoned institutional spaces reflects a broader cultural

shift. At Fremantle Prison in Australia, extensive inmate art spanning 136
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years of operation provides insight into prisoner experiences and cultural

expression. These examples suggest that creative work in former sites of

confinement serves a deeper purpose than mere spectacle – it reframes how

we understand power, memory and human resilience.

The Film’s Approach:
Threshold Cinema
Illuminato’s methodology, which he calls ‘THRESHOLD CINEMA’, captures

authenticity through improvisation and spontaneity. No scripts, just life

happening. This approach produces what he terms ‘Communicating Artistic

Organisms’ – living works that change and shift before the viewer’s eyes.

The film’s visual language moves from black and white imagery of the prison’s

past to explosions of colour representing rebirth. Dancers perform in

claustrophobic cells, turning them into stages of freedom. The soundtrack

guides viewers from prison drama toward creative possibility, creating what

cinema psychologist Giulio Casini describes as ‘flashes of pure colour,

allowing the worlds of painting and reality to communicate deep inner

impulses.’

Media historian Bruno di Marino notes how ‘walls, floors, ceilings become

cuts, wounds, faults. Choreographic gestures and pictorial matter merge into a

single visual score thanks to surgical editing and plays of light.’ This surgical

precision in editing reflects a sophisticated understanding of how physical

spaces carry emotional weight.
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Why It Speaks to Men of
Influence
Contemporary leadership research increasingly recognises vulnerability as a

core strength rather than weakness. Brené Brown’s research demonstrates

that leaders embracing vulnerability build trust, foster authentic connections

and create environments that promote collaboration and creativity. This

research shows that emotionally intelligent leaders who acknowledge their

own limitations and uncertainties often achieve better results than those who

maintain facades of invulnerability.

The VULNERARE project embodies this principle in physical form.

Illuminato describes the prison as ‘a contemporary cathedral of vulnerability’

where ‘art must express this rebirth.’ This framing – vulnerability as cathedral

rather than weakness – offers a framework for understanding how

acknowledging limitations can become a source of strength.

Men building careers and considering their lasting impact face similar

challenges to those artists entering the abandoned prison. Both involve

confronting spaces or roles originally designed for different purposes, then

reimagining what those spaces might become. The parallel extends to

memory itself – how we store experiences in physical or professional spaces,

and how leadership can mean reframing what those spaces represent.

Research on vulnerability in leadership consistently shows that leaders who

admit mistakes, share struggles and create supportive environments achieve

superior results. The VULNERARE project demonstrates this principle
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through artistic practice – turning a space designed for punishment into one

fostering creativity and connection.

From Wounds to Beauty
The film closes with words carved on a prison wall: ‘Vulnerable therefore

alive, art is loving reality.’ Hidden within the audio track, a message appears in

Morse code: IAMVULNERABLE. These elements suggest that acknowledging

vulnerability isn’t about weakness but about presence and engagement with

reality as it exists.

Film critic Sergio Battista writes that opening the prison’s ‘dusty files means

letting viewers flow through a personal story perhaps lost forever.’ This

concept – of accessing stories that might otherwise vanish – speaks to

broader questions about legacy and memory. What stories do the spaces we

inhabit tell? How do we change inherited structures into platforms for future

possibility?

The broader IOSONOVULNERABILE project has already appeared at

institutions including the Italian Cultural Institute in Paris and the Museum of

Villa Altieri in Rome, supported by the European Parliament and Italy’s

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This institutional backing suggests that major

cultural bodies recognise the project’s significance beyond mere artistic

expression.

As another wall inscription reads: ‘The cuts on the skin are not an illusion,

they no longer heal.’ This acknowledgment of permanent impact – how

reality affects us without permission – doesn’t represent defeat but
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recognition. The marks become art precisely because they’re acknowledged

rather than hidden.

VULNERARE brings Italy’s voice to America this summer, offering audiences

a chance to experience what happens when wounds become sources of

beauty and possibility. For men who aim to leave meaningful marks on their

fields and communities, the film suggests that strength lies not in avoiding

vulnerability but in turning it into something generative. As Illuminato

demonstrates through his work in the abandoned prison, sometimes the most

powerful act is entering the spaces others have abandoned and finding ways

to make them speak again.
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