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Olmi’s Il posto:
Discrediting the economic
mirdcle

BECAUSE I/ posto MEETS all %n eéxternal :EERE%Q of
nnonnm:mEiswouﬁnomnmwhonmm nmuy location wrooﬁim, con-
terhporary subject matter, minimal mwod&mﬁ moﬂm_ criticism,
concern for the common peoplé—and because : avoids the
ma&mmn mmSwowmwnn of the great £950s’ auteurs, the film gw
ﬂnnm hailed as a Hrnoivmnw to early neorealism, a return to
the “humble, quotidiail mmmrﬂw that for at least fifteen years
has been at the root of nrm vitality of Italian cinerna.”? Er-
manno Olmi; with his trdining as a aoncgnﬁmnmw and his
refusal to work in a commercial film industry wedded to
“sword and sandal” films and to sequels of the psendo-
anthropological Mondo cane (1962}, seems to be the ideal
standard-bearer for the neorealist revival.? In his sense of the
filmmaker’s mcvrn mission, Olmi demonstrates that he is in-
deed the moral, as well as the Sannmm heir of 19408 neo-
realism. “Any réality porttayed on the scieen demands that
the spectator take teiponsibility for it,” he told Charles
Thomas Samuels. “Most films subvert culture because they

mh_wnun. I cinema italiano, pp. 263~64. For other observations on Ol-

s réturn to the precepts of the carly nmoanmruau see Samuels, muno:ﬁﬁ.
naw Directors, p. 99; Legrohon, The Italian Cinema, pp. zox-204; Geratd
Mast, A Short History of the Movies (Ngw York and Indianapolis: Bobps-
Merrill, 1971), p. 360; Armes, Patterns of Realism, p. 201; and Springtime,
ed. Overbey, p. 30.

20lmi made a series of about thirty “industxial documentaries” from 1953
to 1961 for the Edisonvolra electrical company of Milan. For details, see
Lino Miccichs, il cinema ".E.._.&xm degli anni 60 {Venice, Marsilio, 1975), p.
192, On his refisal to coniply with the cofmmercial film ihdustly, see Gid-
eon Bachmann, “Ermanno Olmi: The New Italian Films,” The Nation, 25
May 1964, 541.
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encourage the evasion of responsibility. In my view, society
must be made up of responsiblé men, for those who do not
take responsibility for their own lives are ripe to be led by a
dictator.”® Though less programmatic than the neorealists’
impegno with its encouragement to direct reformatory ac-
tion, Olmi’s concept of artistic responsibility shares with it
the same ethical impulse, which resides at the core of all en-
gagé are.? . &

Yet his surface adherence to neorealist technique and his
moral affinities with neorealist thought should not blind us
to the important differences that separate Olmi from his pre-
decessors and make Il posto no throwback at all, but a film
very much of its time. When critics speak of him as a latter-
day De Sica in his poetit rendering of the ordinary; they im-
ply that Olmi ook up Where the carlier filmmaker left off
with Umberto D, carrying forward the unfinished experi-
ment of early 1950s neorealism.’ Such an approach to Ol-
mi’s stylistic ancestry is fraught with difficulties, fiot the least
of which is its dismissal of the very reasons for the move-
ment’s decline after 1952. If Olmi indeed takes up where De
Sica leaves off, how does he manage to avoid the problems
of the filmmakers of the mid-1950s who sought to do just
that, with the advanrage of greater chronological proximity

3Sce Samuels, Encountering Directors, p. 104.

10lmi is emphatic about thg imperative to a cinema that forces its viewers
to accept moral responsibility for their lives, See his interview with Aldo
Tassone in Parla # cinema italiano, II, 206207, 21617} and z13. Olmi
refuses, however, to advocate diréct refgrmagory action since he argues that
the human predicament is hot amenablé 1o an easy political cure. See the
same volume, p. 202. “

$5ee Leprohon, The Italian Cinema, p. 2013 Ferrara, “Neorealism: To-
day,” in Springtime ed. Overbey, pp. 222-23. Miccich sees two sraditions
at work in post-neorealist cinema: the major, Viscontian ppstwar mode; and
the minor one practiced by Castellani and De Sica. See H cinewmia italiano
degli anni *60, p. 192, On the priority of De Sica’s influence over that of
Rosselini or Visconti on Olmi’s brand of neotealism, see Bohdanetla, Ttalian
Cintema, p. 173. Brunetta, however, finds Rossellini the greater influence.
See his Storfa, p. 652.
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tb the early neorealists and without the distracting examples
of the preeminent fifties auteurs to disrupt the continuity of
neorealist Influence? In other words, how did Olmi escape
the Q&m traps of rosy realism, op the one hand, and “mis-
erablism”~that wallowing in Roman slums in squalor and
despair that had mistaken the outward trappings of neoreal-
ist for its intér substance—on the other?® Indeed, what kept
him from making the kind of mistake that De Sica and Za-
vattini made with II zétto, their own well-meaning, if tired
attempf to cqnfinue in the spirit of Umberto D? Further-
more, if neorealism mm.mn arose in response to a concreie set
of historical nwmncwmmam.unmm. how could the ten years of polit-
ical and economic chs nges which separate Umberto D from
1l posto not brixg, .EWMJ it the need for mwmﬂwmﬁw w&m&mmm of a
corresponding drdei? +

A plot surhmary reveals the simplicity, even the banality,
of subject matter which has prompted critics to wan in Ol
the successor to neoréalist De Sica. li posto tells the story of
Domenico Omﬁo:m, a young man from 3 working-class fam-
ily in the small town of Meda, who applies for a E?mm,&mmﬁ
job in a large Milanese corporation. After a long but not
very arduotis day of examinations in which Domenico meets
Antonietta, another candidate for employment, he is awarded
a position in the firm. His good luck is compounded by the
discovery that Antonietta, too, has been hired. Domenico's
hopes are doubly dashed, however, when he is assigned to a
department remote from hers, and is temporarily denied the
white-collar position of his dreams for an interim job as er-
rand boy. The filmi reaches its climax at the company-spon-
sored New Year’s Eve party which Domenico mﬁwnam in the

¢Films exemplifying this trend include Pasolini’s Accattone (1961), Mamina
Roina {1562}, Ewm Paclo Heusch's and Brunello Rondi’s Una vita violenta
{rg6z}). On Bmmnnuvmmﬁu see Leprohon, The Italian Q.:Qmﬁ p. 195; and
Raymonde Borde and André Bouissy, “Le miserabilisme romaih,” in Le
nouvean cindma jtalien (Lyon: Serdoc, 1963}, pp. 18~33.
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vain hope of meeting Antonietta. ._,.wrm next day, he is indeed
promoted to a clerical post upon ,&n death of 4 fellow em-
ployee. .

To take the full measure of th distance separating Il posto
from early neorealism, let us return to _wn.wnwnwm .E&.mm.u mmumn
Olmi seems to be bringing some of De Sica’s assumptions in
that earlier film to their logical conclusions for the Italy of
1961. It is as if we were to visit the Ricci household .Hm:.ﬂmmﬁ
years after the events of Bicycle Thief to find Antonio not
only comfortably employed, but the father of two upwardly
mobile sons. In Il posto, Olmi gmw_.m a yisual n.xmBEm &
intergenerational mobility as Domenico and his father wnme_ﬂn
for work one morning, clad in the outfits appropriate to their
newly divergent class &mmmmoww ﬁmwﬂ@oﬁgwno wears me.w
fancy new trenchcoat which amounts to a kind of ﬁmmmﬁwmw
of white-collar tlegance (several other applicants for the job
were similarly dressed), his father wears the short jacket and
beret of the working classes. In an analogous scene from w.n.._
cycle Thief, both father and son leavé for an.m .mz..mﬁm in
blue-collar attire, since Antonio’s job as a poster-hanger rep-
resents the pinnacle of his family’s class aspiratioris. Indeed,
if Domenico is Bruno grown up, then If posto portrays a
wotld inconceivable to Antonio in 1948, a world in which
the job is not wzmnﬂ a means of putting bread on wrn table, but
a way of moving up the social scale, of wearing fancy new
trenchcoats instead of short jackets and berers. Nor does Do-
menico’s white-collar status represent the height of his mmﬂ,
ily’s social ambitions, since his youriger Eoﬁrmn. Franco is
being groomed for the even better %o%&ow to ir_nr further
schooling will entitle him, at his older wno&wwm expense. When
questioned by the boss about why he guit school to come to
work, Dbmenico explains “I have a little wnomwﬁ ce sug-
gesting that it is Franco who will take the family’s potential
for social mobility to its highest realization. o

But Ii posto is far from a n&m@ﬁﬁo: of Antonio Riccl’s

I posto 21§

dreain for wov"mmnﬂuww@ m:m social status as De Sica portrays
it in Bicygle Thief. When Domenico finally lands the coveted
office position and his eyes open wide in disbelief as the sounds
of the Mdmﬂmow_.mmm machine overwhelm the soundtrack, he
has belatedly come to realize what Olmi has beén intimating
all along, that this secure job so vaunted by his parents is
simply a way of marking time—the interval between the bells
for lunch and for dismissal, or in Domenico’s case, the inter-
val between adolescence and retirement.” In the phrase “un
posto sicuro per tutta l4 vita” (“‘a secure position for an en-
tire lifetime’) the first part of the ﬁﬁvﬂmmnon negates the
second, for the stasis implied by job security is no life at all,
but a kind of mw%nmm& animarion which fifids irs fitting ful-
fillment in death. Z@r._wﬁm better demonstrates this criticism
than the officé itself, whose absenice of specified function (we
never know what the company produces and what these par-
ticular office workers dp) makes it an abstract emblem of the
bureducratic life sentence to which Domenico is conderinéd
at the end of the film. Until then, Domenico hdd been con-
signed to a tethporary position as an errand boy, stationed
outside the dffice propet, waiting for a vacancy to arise within
its more prestigious ranks. When the opening occurs, what
should be a triumphant moment for Domenico, and for the
film, becomes a devastating one, as it brings the awful reve-
lation that death is mﬁ dynamizing force of the v:mommmnnmnw.
Domenico’s opportunity comes not because someone has been

_promiioted into a higher department (this apparently is never

the case) but because someone has died, and since the order
of desks represents the hierarchy of positions within the of-
fice, there is a terrific scuffle when everyone advances one
place as soon as the dead man’s “debris” is removed. Nei-
ther does promotion reward merit, nor does it entail hew
powers and dutiés—it simply medns a better lamp arid a desk

7Mast notes the grim wit of the human “duplication” that the final image
of the mimeograph machine betokens. See A Short History, p. 360,
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closer to the front.? But Olmi puts added bite into this anti-
bureaucratic satire by positioning the dead man’s desk at the
head of the office—the place to which all aspire—in the bit-
ter suggestion that death is the final .mBan.om and the clos-
est biological equivalent to the condition of life in the bu-
reaucracy. Even though the dead mian had been a practicing
novelist in his spare time, implying a secret life far more vivid
and gratifying than that of the Som.wmwwwhu Tm creative efforts
are doomed to suffer the same fate as his office belongings,
when the contents of his desk, including Chapter 19 of the
novel in progress, are heaped above some file cabinet to be
forgotten. Another character for whom the office is the an-
techamber to death is the pensioneér whoa, after three months
of retirement, still comes into é&ur every day, only to nap
until minutes before the bell so thdt he can pride himself on
being the first to exit for m_.:wnw., _

In its antibureancratic satire, I! posto goes beyond a spe-
cific institution in a specific social context and finally beyond
bureaucracy itself to consider the universal human longing
for secukity and status within a mnnow‘mmmmmm hierarchical
structure. Throughout the film, such a need is manifest at
the lowest as well as the highest levels of bureancratic oper-
ations. Indeed, the first to demonstrate the differential re-
sponses befitting the various gradients of the hieratchy is the
doorman, who greets the boss with obsequions bowings and
scrapings, answers Domenico in an gbrupt and perfunctory
way, and dismisses with a shrug of the shoulders the pauper
who mistakes the office building for the wwmmmmm.mnn_.m of the
municipal welfare authorities. In the next sequence, a mid-
dle-aged errand “boy”’ vents his outrage at being asked to do
something that he considers beneath his professional dignity.
“] may be a page, but I'm not a $ervant,” he explains to his
colleague, insisting that his duties do not include getting snacks
for the higher-ups. The same two errand boys reappear later

80n the meaning of the order of desks in the political context of the
office, see Oimi's explanation in Tagsong, Parla il cinema, 11, pp. 202+203.
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in the film, just as Domenico is about to feceive his wov
m_mnmﬁnmf and how they are busy discussing the contents of
their sandwiches. Soon after the second introduction to the
idle, self-important population of errand boys, we learn that
Domenico is temporarily assigned to their ranks, dashing his
white-collar hopes for the time, replacing his trenchcoat with
the mmm:mo-ﬁmﬁm% array of the custodial staff. To learnt the
errand boy's trade, Domenico is apprenticed to Sartori, who
enjoys havirig a captive audience muw his platitudinous humor
(“my wife wwmmm@ me once a month—on payday,” “trust any-
one—-with two heads”) and a co-congpirator in his refusal to
work (“let the bell ring, when they’ré tired of ringing it, they’ll
stop,” “let them pick up the mail themselves”). Of all Do~
menico’s superiors, Sattori is the most enviable becanse ﬂrm
most free, defying bells and summonses, and erjoying the
liberty to move abotit the corridors while his higher-ups are
pinioned to their ill-lit desks. The closer to the top of the
hierarchy we get, the less happy ard the less human the char-
acters become, until we arrive at the baronial boss of the
entire techriical mnﬁmnmagﬂ who tiever once deigns to look
at Domenico diring the interview that will launch his career
in the firm. Though this imposing figure is the highest em-
bodiment of bureaucratic authority we see in the film, he is
himself only one link in a chain of command that extends
into some indefinite bureancratic “beyond.”

Such is the powet and mystery of this transcendent gov-
erriing force that Olini equates it with the ordering principle
of his narration, so that it is seen as responsible for generat-
ing the sentimental plot pf:the film and foi blocking its suc-
cessfli] resolution. Domenico meets Asitonietta because they
are both taking the enfrance exam. for the job and they meet
again becaus¢ they are both hired, When Antonieita whis-
pers to Domenico *“we are accepted . . . all those others . . .
looking around at the sadly reduced numbers in the same
room that had been so crowded on the day of the exam, the
suggestion is that the company’s winnowing out process helps

EE R Y
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to further the protagonist’s romantic ambitions as well as his
vocational ones. But by assigning Antonietta to a an@muzﬂna
remote from Domenico’s and even worse, by fai iling to syn-
chronize their schedules, the same invisible bureatcratic mz-
telligence that ordained the ﬁozﬁww s meeting presents obsta-
dles to those daily encounters that so nourish the course of
affection. Domenico eats one hour before Antonietta, and
exits from the plant fifteen minutes after she does #o that no
sooner is the romantic plot set il motion by the deus ex
machina of the bureaucracy than it is blacked by the same
seemingly superhuman mom.nm. When >§o§2nm fails to ap-
pear in the company cafeteria for lunch, a toothless old woman
takes an interest in the obviously mummvmo_zﬁma Domenico and
asks the name and department of his beloved. “Second shift,”
she concludes, as if giving voice to one of the absolute cori-
sequences of natural law. Again, when wcwﬁn_:no awaits An-
tonictta after work and is met instead by 1 the same old crome
who had befriended him at W:mnw it is as if the genius cm
bureaucracy were playing a ctuel trick on him, turning the
blooming young object of his affections intg her antitype in
this paragon of experience and Ewwm_n& mnnm%

One of the anomalies of satire, as Alvin Kernan observes,
is its simultaneous pretension to Hmmrmn_ and its need to ex-
aggerate, or even distort its subject matter in order to un-
mask vice.” Without the realistic elements, the relationship
between satire and its target in the extérnal social oamn wotld
be considerably weakened, yet without nxmmmm_..mﬁcm the
representation would lose its polemic force. By giving his film
the neorealist moow Olmi satisfies the former requirement of
the genre, while by stylizing and “storifying” his narration,
he is able to realize his satiric assault on the bureaucracy.
Upon closer examination, even the film’s visual surface ex-
hibits a tension between thé wﬁm_mfmomim& unobtrusive
technique appropriate to realism, and the distorted, exagger-

9%ee Alvin Kernan, The Cankered Muse: Satire of the English Renais-
sance (New Haven: Yale University Huammmm_ 1959}, p. 2.3,
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ated style required by satire. Three times, for example, Do-
menico is artificially diminished by a camera which shoots
him walking down wm:m of exaggerdted length or mmnﬁm a
boss of exaggerated v:m.r in a Wmmnmmmaza commentary on
the bureaucracy hé is about to join.!® An aeial shot gives a
providential view of the room where the exam takes place,
while a low-angle shot &mmrunm Dorhenico and Antonietta
against the Bosagmﬁm_ Milanese skyline; Most obtrusive is
a trompe Poeil shot of Domenico admiring his errand-boy
uniform in what tiirns out to be a mirror reflection, once the
camera wmnrﬁmnwm.ﬁ.o reveal its trick point of view.

On a :mwnmm«_m levél, Olmi posits a sirnilar tension between
the rival H.Ew&mmm at the core of the satiric mode. Likg a doc-
urnentary, Il posto begins with no credits to distract us from
its illusion of reality, showing us instead a boy asleep on a
bed in the kitchen of a working-class tenement. In the first
words of the film, Dormenico’s father and mother teveal the
conflict bétween the demands of realism, on the one hand,
and those of 0354& story on the other. As the father leaves
for worl, his wife asks him to get some oil, “tHe usual kind,”
as if this were any morning in %m life of the Cantoni family
and we were simply mmémmnovwm:m on .&mﬁ mmu_w routine.
When OanEno_m mother says :.ﬁrn usual kind,” she is al-
_mm_mm 10 the habits and ﬂnm&wnnsoﬂ_m that constitute family
life and in sg doing, conjures up an entire past, present, ahd
future of stall household events S?nw conform to Zavat-
tini’s aestheric of the ordinary.! But Domenico’s father makes
a statement which im_.wm this morning as far from “the usyal”
and sets the maghinery of dramatic plotting in motion. “Make
sure he does his best today,” he says to his wife, referring to
Domenico’s nmsm&mnw for the job. Though Olmi understates

¥The Katka mnm_om% is oné of the commonplaces of Il posto griticism.
See Borde and Bouissy, Le nouveau cinéma italien, p. 47, and Hm.mmcmn,
Parla il cinema, 1I, p. o2

10n Olmi's preference for “those fmoments in which nothing rmvnﬁz

and his avoidance of “exceptional moments,” see Tassone, Parla il cinema,
I, p. 213,
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the dramatic structure of the film by relegating the two most
consequential events—Domenico’s discovery that he has
landed the job, and the death of his colleague—to behind-
the-scenes, the film is nonetheless highly “storified,” filled é:&
vignettes that imply a wealth of tangential narratioris. Amang
the hordes of job applicants, for example, Olini manages to
single out three characters so yivid that we cannot help flesh-
ing-out in our »Emmﬁmaowm %n miniature stories suggested
by each one. The w:oi- t-all éwa whispers mhmsumnm:ﬂ_w
:mm%nwonmnrnﬁm_ exam,” as if his iere _Soimnnmm om the term
made him plivy ro all kinds of bureatcratic secrets, the
mamma’s boy whose fur-coated wmmgﬁ squires him through
the exam boasting of family ° nomannaoumu, and the older
man who insists with exaggerated pride that his name be
spelled correctly though r_n cannot perform the mﬁ.@?ﬂ
mathematical ovnmmﬁonm, are all so dramatically suggestive
that we canhot besist supplying them with storylines of their
own.

Yet even more suggestive are the charagter sketches of Do-
menico’s potential m.ozmmmmmmw %won idiosyncraciés in the of-
fice are either explained or noﬁvmn_.:nwn& by brief narrative
forays into their personal lives. It i5 here that we fearn of the
novelist’s private labors, of Dor H&m i’s probable ties with
the Mafia, of Carletto’s qperatic exertions at the old folks’
home, of the single mother’s trials at the hands of her delin-
quent son, and of the vain man’s shame at mesm his hair
cut at home. In this vivid H:ﬁmvom_ﬁow of private story and
public life in the office, Olmi’s point seems 1o be that the
impersonal, mechanized bureaucracy is made up ¢f intensely
human parts, each one nmwmgn of generating his or her own
versions of Il posto, just as the woﬁ:ﬂ office member quite
literally generates stories in his spare time.!? Thus the stylis-
tic tension inherent in satire between realism on the one hand
and contrived dramatic effects on the Owrmn finds its thematic

120q the juxtaposition of these vivid personal vignettes and the drab,
routinized workplace, see mo_.amnazmu Ttalian Cinema; p. 174
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equivalent in the tension between the bureaucracy and its
implacably human, stoiy-making constituents. It is in the
Q.Enm:% acclaimed party sequence that this tension comies tb
a head, as the guests manage to have a boisterous good time
despite the mmBEmnw% and mechanization of the company
m@onmo»m.: mﬁw: though the master of ceremonies admon-
ishes everyone “‘to have fun” just as the boss might order
theri to get to work on any other day, and even though the
P.A. annouices that the front office will allow husbands anid
mmmnam to kiss their partners on the mouth at the stroke of
B&s_mrr the revelers mmz manage to reach a m;nr of b;mﬁ@
and abandon that quite defies the bureaucracy’s efforts at
control. The party becorres a breeding ground for stoties—
though not for the particular story of love that Donienico
had in E:&. Instead, he gets caught in the cross fir¢ of adul-
terous mmmnnwm between a self-styled vamp and the escort of
a homely young woman. The jilted partner rather good-na-
turedly takes charge of Domenico and initiates him into the
joys of the dance. But when it seeins that the humigh elemient
has finally Emim,urnm over the bureaucracy as the party reaches
its height, Olmi’s editing suggests otherwise. The cut from
the New Year’s Eve revelry to the tomblike ommnmilaoav&\
tomblike so& that &5 novelist has died—reveals the victory
of vmnnm:nhmnw and c&nn over nrn richness mcﬁm anarchy of
rnmmmm foibles. >wvuom§m8? the me s own natration comes
to ani end as U&Enmmno is absorbed into the woild of mﬁ
office, mw%nmssm his freedom to thoose, to move about, or
to participate in the excitement of stories.

Though we wmsu Knnsmmm with IJomenicd’s romaritic hopes
all along, Olmi has not let us share his vocational ones; for
we have been biased against the bureaucricy from the mo-

ment that Domenico set foot in the glass and chrome mon-

olith in downtown Milan. But it is during the course of the
entrance exam that Olmi’s perspective most obviously and

3 0n this celebrated scene; see Leprohion, The Italian Cinema, p. 201,
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irreversibly splits off from Domenico’s:1* Like any long and
involved selection process, its effect is to make, the job seem
more desirable in the candidates’ eyes;, while the silliness of
the procedure reveals Olmi’s judgment of the bureaucracy to
which it gives access. The exam includes one simple math
question, for which an gntire hour is allotted, an essay {(we
are not made privy to the topic), and the pretentiously titled
“psychotechnical” test involving a questionnaire to screen out
homosexuals, alcoholics, bed-wetters, and manic-depres-
sives. Domenico falters in the exam a«rmﬂ he fails to actin a
sufficiently mechanical way, answering “sometiijes” to yes
or no quéstions, and anticipating exercise orders {“palms up,
palms down”) before the orders are actually given. Though
Domenico calls the exam “weird’? when discussing it with
Antonietta at the bus stop, this does not lead him to question
the institution that authorizes such a selection process, nor
to see the process as a distillation of the governing principles
of corporate life. This would be to ascribe Olmi’s viewpoint
to Domenico in a fusing of perspectives that would prevent
the protagonist from playing the naive eiron so necessary an
agent of the low-norm satire that Northrop Frye describes, '’
But it is this very disparity of perspectives, and by extension,
the satiric mode of the film irself, which makes the relation-
ship between Il posto dnd neorealism a qualified one. A car-
dinal rule of literary and cinematic neoréalism had been the
abolition of authorial aloofness, which had characterized the
prewar arts, now that the commonality of national experi-
ences surrounding Fascismi, the Resistance, and reconstruc-
tion had mandated a colléctive voice to recount the stories
of the times. It is inconceivable, for example, that Rossellini
would ever interpose an ironic distance between himself and
Pina, Manfredi, or Don Pictro, for to do so would be to
question their individual commitments to freedom and jus-

4%

#0On Olmi’s dual perspective, see immr A Short History, p. 360; and
Lichem, Passion and Defiance, p. 203. :
15See The Angtomy of Criticism, p. 226,

9. Domenico S
applicants on
the job.

mm.mmna&d Panzeri, center) waits with the other
the morning of the entrance examination for




RETURN TO SOCIAL nOgbmmZ.m"#W% 224

tice, and therefore to impugn the entire Resistance move-
ment which was the sum total of such popular stirrings. There
is in Bicycle Thief, howeves, one episode in which a diver-
gence of perspectives is Eoﬁmznmm_% introduced, only to be
dismissed in the renewed urgency of our identification with
Antonio’s quest. This is the restaurant scene in which the
Riccis are seated next to a wealthy family for whom money
is obviously no object in the pursuit of culinary pleasures.
Though food and drink have restored Antonio’s flagging
spirits, he grows morose at the mmmnnm&m of such carefree
consumption at the next table. “To pay fdr a medl like that,”
he tells Bruno, “you’d have to carhy . . . 1 don’t know . .
about a million a month.” .ﬂuosm& the caméra is relentless
in showing the ﬁmmmmq and ostentation of these middle-class
family members, Antonic is all admiration for their affla-
ence, oblivious to the political reasons for which De Sica and
Zavattini take them to task. A similar authorial judgment
had been made on the sﬁmmnsw dispensers of charity at the
paupers’ church, but this did not entail an ironic division of
- perspectives, for Antonio had no aspirations to their station,
seeing them only as owﬁm&rm to his search for the thief. The
family in the restaurant, on the other hand, obyiously rep-
resents a goal for Antonio’s material strivings, and not an
object lesson for him in the mwoaﬁmaomm of the capifalist
system, as De Sica and Zavattini would have it. Antonio is
neither the Marxist that his membership in the trade ugion
might suggest, nor the sotial critic that De Sica’s camera is,
but the unquestioning product of a society that Hném&m power
and wealth with more power and wealth, and excludes those
outside the economic treadmill mwoﬁ gver setting foot o: it.
Since he will never accede to the next table in the restaurant,
De Sica need not wﬂoaobm this momentary disparity betweei
his perspective, which comes from direct knowledge of the
meaning of affluence, mmm Antonio’s, E?nw comes from the
want of it.
But Doménico will some day be seated at the next table in
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the restaurant, and therefore his story invites the sustained
split perspective that Antonio’s and Umberto D’s warranted
only fitfully. What revolution never accomplished, the eco-
nomic miracle did, yet at such an ideological price that the
unified neorealist perspective was forever ruptured. The
achievement of mass prosperity without the attendant polit-
ical ideals of justice and equality for which the partisans and
the edrly neordalists fought sets a latter-day neorealist like
Olmi apart from his characters, who are so dazzled by the
display of consumer items in the shop windows of down-
towh Milan that they aniasbw@ sefl theit souls for more
purchasing power. Satire is one of the luxuries of this society
whose herolc postwar past forbade a critical perspective on
its protagonists, but whose newly acquired prosperity de-
mands it.

If Olmi’s cinema i$ to be compared to De Sica’s neorealist
work, we would do well then to insist that the younger di-
rector be seén not as a throwback to an earlier era, but as a
modernizer of it, who understands the aesthetic of Bicycle
Thief and Umberto D and updates it for the Italy of 1961.
That internal tendency which spelled the end of orthodox
neorealism—the splitting off of the authorial perspective fron
that of the protagonists, momentarily in Bicycle Thief, more
frequently and drastically in Umberto D, becomes the basis

of Olmi’s approach in Il posto whete a lack of shared cul-
tural valies makes the early neorealist consensus an impos-
sibility for MwmmSano: italy.1s

I is the aaﬁnﬁowmﬂo: of the work ideal which constitutes
Olmi's most m@mmnm:mm coromentary on the Réstoration, giver
the sovereign stagis that human labor occupies in the fim-

1
maket’s hierarchy of activities. “The world of work, the men

% 0Imi puts it macmﬁn Emw Ewnu ke departs from the early neorealists in
his insistence on mw:wonmm inrervention. *“There are many ways to translate
reality: one can hide oneself before it; as the first neorealists mTWOmmnz_Ev
De Sica—or one can force oneself to give it 4 meaning throiigh editing. 1
belong to this szcond catégory.” Tassone, Parla il cinema, II, p. 181.
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who work. I think that Tll never tire of this extraordinary
theme that subsumes so mahy others.”*” Olmi’s emphasis on
the work ideal is 2 measute of the failure of a society that
cannot offer meaningful employment to jts populace, substi-
tuting bureaucratic busywork mcn the proud prodiicts of gen-
uine human labor. Yet Olmi’s _uoEn 15 less to map out revo-
lutionary correctives 8 the monm llis he documents than to
use “the medium to explore gur @Ho_u_nﬁm.:; “We are living
in a particularly historic moment,” he told Gideon Bach-
mann. “We have left behind a rural culture . . . and we are
going toward a new civilizatiorl which we don’t yet under-
stand. . . . The discomfort we feel is nn:mnm by the fact that
we are not yet capable of mastering the. mnmrﬁ we now con-
front of balancing our spirit with our uwu\mmﬁ& environmerit.
Our new films express this.”*? In Domehico’s accession to
manhood, Olmi is figuring Italy’s economic noBEm of age,
but like the culture that psychologically lags behind its ma-
terial development, Domenico nrnwm t¢ adolescence. *“You're
a big boy now. You're going to work,” his mother reminds
Domenico as he atavistically bickers with his younger brother
over the ownership of a schoolbdok strap. In his daily com-
mute from the small town of Medd to the big city for work,
Domenico recapitulates the creeping urbanization which will
transform Italy into a modern, E@mmgmwﬂ& nation on a par
with her neighbors to the north. But Domenico’s provincial
innocence ill prepares him for life in the big city, where he
flounders in the nomnm shop and must follow Antoniet{a’s
wmoéwmmmmmzm Ec<n5mn$ in handling cup and saucer. “Do-
menico suits you,” Antonietta says _wﬁa at the bus stop.
“You're old-fashioned like your name.” Even Domenico’s
hometown of Meda is undergoing the change from rural vil-
VSee Film, 1962, ed. Vittorio Spinazzola (Milan: Feltrinelli, r962), p

170, According to Brunetta, OF.: is th difector most qualified ro monnannﬂ
the postreconstruction Italiac éonwwmmnm by virtue of his own decade-long
employment at Edisonvolta. See his Storia, p pp- mmplmm

;mmnramb:. “Ermanno Olmi,” p. 542
9 1hid,
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lage to bedroom suburb of industrialized Milan.?® As Do-
menico and France make their way to the train station that
first morning, the spectacle of a horse-drawn E&_& juxta-
poses the rural mnnr_mﬂoa\ of the town with its technological
present and future, “We live in an atmosphere of uneasiness,
of worried expectation,” Olmi told wmnwammu“ ‘and only
through accidental openings do we see a glimmer of our newy,
future lives.??! Domenico's future is embodied in mﬁ with-
n_..nn_ frustrated mxmﬂvmmw of his new oo:nn_mmnm in %m inner
office, just as his family past is embodied in his éomﬁa fa-
ther and, still furthet back, in the peasant ancestors implied
by the roam-&ﬁg plow of Meda. “Does the future present
itself to you without hope?” the @mw.nro#omaﬁ at the entrance
exam had asked. In the final image of the film, Domenico’s
eyes give their own answer to this question as they contem-
plate the bitter fulfillment of Antonio Ricci’s untealized
dreams.

o . , S
2 As Olmi told Samuels, the film is set in the suburbs of Milan, which
used to be an agrarian zone. Consequently, Domenico’s ancestors were

mwavmzwmmwﬁécnwﬂm nrmma. m.mnm_anonﬁmz.mwUu.wmnuoﬁ..vH:.Ounwn
n&méwwﬂo: of the peasant population and the consequeiicks of upward
mobility, see Olmi’s remarks in Tassone, Parla i cinema, II, pp. 215—16.

*Bachinann, “Ermannc Olmi, p. 542.




