Making History by Chance
Sometimes strange stories happen. And the story which put Miloslav Novak and his group, in contact with myself and the archives of one of the most wellknown Italian photojournalists, is very odd indeed. Federico Patellani had taken pictures of a seal, “monachina albiventer” immersed in the Trevi Fountain in Rome at the beginning of the Fifties, on the 13th of December 1951, to be more precise. We, Giovanna Calvenzi and I, who had been working with Federico Patellani and are now the curators of his archives, knew about this event.  On the wall of his studio, beside extraordinary photos portraying wellknow Italian political and cultural personalities taken by Patellani throughout his career, was hanging in a light wooden frame a fine given by Roman police to Patellani for having “placed a seal of his property in the fountain, to take pictures of it”. The fountain situated in the Trevi Piazza is one of the most beautiful and famous in the world, there is also a popular custom where foreigners throw coins into the fountain with the belief due to legend that they will return. We knew of this picture story that Patellani had done because almost ten years ago it was requested by italian TV for a childrens programme. And now, a student from Prague, Miloslav Novak, is asking for those photos and wants to know everything about that event, that we had always considered a fictional story typical of a weekly illustrated magazine in the Fifties. Miloslav and his group are about to leave for Dorgali to shoot a documentary on the relationship between man and animal. Under the title “Foca Monaca” (the Monaca seal) in Patellani’s archives now conserved in the Museo di Fotografia Contemporanea in Cinisello on the borders of Milan, we found the articles that Patellani wrote for the weekly magazine TEMPO, published in these pages, and we made new copies of a selection of photos. Photos in a sequence typical of Patellani’s photographic style were telling the story of the seal called Artura, of his rescue and of the small crowd which had gathered around to see the small speciman which “was barking like a dog”. Photos were taken of women in the traditional costume of Sardenia and of children and men to which we were not able to give names or identity. No notes were given in the archives to help us to find out where that unknown crowd came from, or their names.

I met Miloslav in a bar in the center of Milan, just beside the Corriere della Sera and being in the proximity of that famous daily newspaper made us feel a part of the news and inside the story. Seated at the table, I opened the orange Agfa box and I started to show Patellani’s pictures. Miloslav was enthusiastic: he found the photos absolutely fantastic. He had spent one month in Dorgali so the smiles and friendly faces in the photos were familiar to him. I told him that unfortunately I was not able to report the story in all its detail and give names to those faces in the pictures. Suddenly I realised that over my shoulder somebody was looking at the pictures, so closely, that I could feel their breath on my neck. Then, I heard an exclamation in a strong Sardinian accent: “But he is Don Gaetano!!! and that is the Notary, Mr Serra Musio!!!” I turned back and I saw Giovanni Mereu standing by my side. Giovanni was originally from Dorgali and is now one of the most sucessful jewellers in Milan. But suddenly he disappeared without giving us the opportunity to ask and enquire. We went on looking at the pictures, but after a while I felt another breath on my neck. I turn around and this time Giovanni’s brother Angelo was beside me. he too is a jeweller but also passionate about photography with an excellent visual memory. He picked up one one the photos,, the one where a small crowd  was surrounding the seal lying on a sand beach. After a while, he had given each one of those faces a name.

So, by chance, many anonymous faces portrayed in a story of the Fifties finally had a name and a piece of our history was built thanks to a small seal called Artura and a curious student in love with animals from Prague.
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