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The buried history of Mussolini’s prison island for gay men.
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SYNOPSIS 
THE RED TREE / L’ALBERO ROSSO is a “powerful and poetic” short film that tells the 
little known history of Italian gay men being arrested and exiled to a remote island during 
Mussolini’s Fascist regime.

In the film an elderly man returns to the island of San Domino where many years before 
during the Fascist era he was imprisoned with hundreds of other men for being gay.

As he walks the island alone, memories come back - of all-male dances in his home town 
in Sicily in the 1930s, of his beating and arrest, the difficulty of prison life on the island, 
the suffering of gay men under fascism, and their public humiliation after their return. 
And of this unique island where all the prisoners were gay, and the seeds of a community 

were first sown.



THE RED TREE  / L’ALBERO ROSSO
 
Starring Leo Gullotta
A FILM BY PAUL ROWLEY
Written by Luca de Santis & Paul Rowley 
 
With Nath Ann Carrera, Luca Torregiani. 

RUN TIME 22 Minutes

Director and Editor Paul Rowley. 
Producers - Nicky Gogan & Paul Rowley for STILL FILMS 
Associate Producer - Karla Healion. 
Cinematography - Frederic Fasano & Paul Rowley. 
Music -  Oberman Knocks.                   www.obermanknocks.com 
Sound Design - Fiadhnait McCann. 
Sound Mix - Killian FitzGerald at Avatar Post.  
Colourist - Marika Litz
Graphics - Pony Ltd, London  PONY
Special thanks for historical interviews: Giovanni Dall’Orto. Gianfranco Goretti. Tommaso 
Giartosio.

Produced with the support of The Irish Arts Council / An Comhairle Ealaíon
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While working as programmer for the Dublin LGBT film festival, director Paul Rowley 
came across a brief article online about a group of activists travelling to a tiny island 
in the Adriatic to erect a plaque in memory of a group of gay men who were exiled 
there during the 1930s. Further research showed there to be very little information 
available online about this history, and practically nothing existing in English.
Rowley was immediately drawn to the story, raised funds to travel to Italy and 
in the wintery month of February found himself on the island of San Domino.  
 
“The place was deserted, even finding information on how to get the boat was near 
to impossible”,  Rowley says. “The island in summertime is now a really popular tour-
ist destination, but while I was there only one small hotel was open, and I was the only 
visitor on the island. It was the perfect time to visit and connect with the history - I really 
got a sense of the isolation, how exposed and how small the island is. Most people when 
I mention the story laugh and think how fun it would be for a bunch of gay guys to be 
on an island together, but when you get there the reality is something much harsher.” 
 
It was while on the island that Rowley came up with the idea of wanting to tell this sto-
ry through a contemporary lens, and began to make notes on a character, an older 
man who returns to the island to pay homage to what happened to him and his fellow 
inmate there many years ago. “I really felt it important to look back at the events of 
the 1930s from today - so we could reflect on the story through the hhistory of our 
struggle for rights, from gay lib through the horrors of the epidemic to the recent 
victories around marriage equality,  the recent push back of  homophobic politicians 
and lawmakers and the continued struggle for LGBTQ rights internationally.” 

ABOUT THE FILM



Returning to the mainland Rowley met with LGBT+ historians discussing what little 
material existed, including Giovanni Dall’Orto, Gianfranco Goretti, and Tommaso 
Giartosio. In Milan, Rowley met with writer Luca de Santis who had written a graph-
ic novel about the history called In Italia Sono Tutti Maschi [ In Italy we are all 
men ] and the two decided to work together on the narration for the film.  
The narration we hear is based on an assemblage of historical documents from the 
time; police reports, letters to and from the inmates, and what few interviews sur-
vive.  Built therefore from historical facts, yet with the added emotional richness 
of the characters, the film immerses us fully in the daily life and lived reality of the 
inmates on this torturous island.
 
When looking for an actor, Rowley consulted with two long time friends, filmmak-
ers in Rome, Luca Ragazzi and Gustav Hofer, and they immediately thought of Leo 
Gullotta as the perfect voice for the film. Gullotta is famous in his native Italy as a 
multi-award winning actor with a career spanning fifty years of stage and screen. 
He is also well known for being one of the first actors in Italy to publicly come out. 
Gullotta immediately responded enthusiastically to the script and recorded it in 
Rome, adding the richness of an accent from his own native town of Catania, a city 
where many of  the inmates were arrested.
 
Back in Brooklyn the editing of these archival materials was combined with re-en-
actments filmed on a sound stage. Images from San Domino were projected behind 
groups of actors, including a joyous bringing to life of the traditional all male danc-
es that went on in Southern Italy at that time prior to the arrests. Additionally a 3D 
digital replica of the famous red tree in Catania was made in Piranha Bar studios in 
Dublin, an exact copy of the tree that was the focus for this newly emerging com-
munity. “I see the red tree itself working on many levels” says Rowley, “a visual copy 
of the actual tree itself, the sign of a secret place to meet, identifier of a forbidden 
culture that brutalised, but also a wonderful metaphor for a community that reaches 
out, spans generations and remains determined to keep our history alive.”  
 



Paul Rowley was born in Dublin, Ireland and now lives mostly in Brooklyn.

Paul first began making films on Super 8 in 1995. Since then he has completed over 40 shorts, features, 
documentaries, video installations, and experimental films. Feature doc This One’s For The Ladies 
which Paul shot and produced won a special jury award at SXSW in March and picked up distribution 
worldwide with NEON. The Red Tree is his most recent film as director and he is currently directing a fea-
ture doc with Gays Against Guns.

In 2007 Paul along with Nicky Gogan and Maya Derrington founded the production collective Still Films. 
Based in Dublin and Brooklyn, the company produces documentaries, features, artist films and experimen-
tal films. Still Films have received slate funding from the Irish Film Board, have been nominated for two Irish 
Film and Television awards, and recently were awarded the Michael Dwyer Discovery Award by the Dublin 
Films Critics Circle for their work. 

Feature films include Seaview, Pyjama Girls, The Participants, The Rooms, and Build Something Modern. 
Seaview, which Paul co-directed with Nicky Gogan, was filmed in the former Butlin’s holiday camp at Mos-
ney, Ireland, which is now used as a holding centre for asylum seekers. The film premiered at the Berlin Film 
Festival and toured to many festivals internationally, including Hot Docs, Sheffield Doc/Fest, Silverdocs, 
and the DMZ doc festival in Korea where it was awarded a special jury mention. Seaview was also nomi-
nated for an IFTA (Irish Film and Television Award).
In 2010 he completed a feature length experimental film in collaboration with Tim Blue – The Rooms. Fund-
ed by a Project Award from the Irish Arts Council, the film looks back at the ruins of the 20th century and 
presents a world abandoned that somehow continues to operate. The film had its premiere in the Irish Film 
Institute in Dublin and it’s international premiere at the Pompidou Centre in Paris.

Paul’s work has received many awards over the past years including the Golden Gate Award at the San 
Francisco International Film Festival , Glen Dimplex award, the Irish American Art Award, the New Langton 
Arts Award, and nominations at the Irish Film and Television Awards. His work has been funded by the Irish 
Arts Council, the Irish Film Board, Culture Ireland, and the New York Foundation for the Arts among others. 
He has received fellowships from the MacDowell artist colony, the Bogliasco Foundation in Genoa, and the 
Atlantic Centre for the Arts in the US. He was the winner of the Irish Film New York Rising Star award. His 
latest public commission, Local Time, is a sixty screen permanent installation in the International arrivals 
terminal of Los Angeles airport.

Paul is a member of the Brooklyn Filmmakers Collective and was Director of Programming for GAZE, the 
Dublin International Lesbian and Gay Film Festival. He is the video director for Gays Against Guns in New 
York City, a direct action group working to end bigotry and gun violence.
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DIRECTOR FILMOGRAPHY

Documentary
2018 L’ALBERO ROSSO/THE RED TREE  Ireland/USA/Italy. 22 min. 
2011 BUILD SOMETHING MODERN*  Ireland/USA. 70 min.
2008 SEAVIEW* Ireland/USA. 84 min.
 
* Co-directed with Nicky Gogan

Feature Drama
2015 THE PARTICIPANTS Ireland/USA. 72 min.
 
Experimental/Installation
2015 THIRTY DAYS OF THE SMITHS. Ireland/USA/UK. 60 min.
2010 THE ROOMS. Ireland/USA. 61 min.
2002 AS LÁTHAIR. Ireland/USA. 70 min.

Shorts / Video Installations / Music Videos
2013. DMC-13, 9 mins. 2012 Oberman Knocks, Music video 4 mins • Transphibian, music video, 4 mins 
• 2011 Local time, Public Art Commission, Los Angeles International Airport, Sixty channel video instal-
lation • Surface Noise, 7 minutes • Not i, 42 minutes • 2010 Divestment, 5 minutes* • Miss You Much - 
Veda, music video • 2008 Finally - LADYFACE, music video • 2007 Sleep no more, 5 minutes • Common-
wealth, 5 minutes • 2006 Gravity Loop, 6 minutes • Sonatas and Interludes, 60 minutes • Berlin Filter, 
7 minutes • Some Americans, 28 minutes • 2005 New works for solo piano, 50 mins • 2004 Microfiche: 
Diamond Trade, 5 minutes • Entanglement, 5 minutes • Latent Heat, 4 minutes • Security Fugue, 4 min-
ute loop • Personal Effort series, three loops • 2003 Motion Test A, 1 minute • Motion Test B, 1 minute • 
Condensate, 1 minute • 2002 As Lathair, 72 mins. Experimental • 2001 Flight Path, 2 minutes • Gwai-lo, 
6 minutes • 2000 Carbon-12, 6 channel in a six minute loop • Plein Air, 6 minutes • Esther, 3 channel 
in a ten minute loop • Kimpo, 2 channel in a ten minute loop • 1999 Geisterseher, 32 minutes • 1997 
Suspension, 11 minutes • Kimpo (susie sleeper), 3 minutes • Locke, 3 minutes • 1997 Pacific, 5 minutes • 
Reel Girls, 52 minutes • 1996 Leisure, 8 minutes • 1995 Roadkill, 4 minutes    


