AN AESTHETIC
OF REALITY: NEOREALISM

(Cinematic Realism
and the Italian School of the Liberation)

THE HISTORICAL importance of of Rossellini’s film Paisd lias been rightly
compared with that of a number of classical sczeen masterpieces. Georges
Sadoul has not hesitated to mention it alengside Nosferatu, Die Nibelun-
gen, or Greed. T subscribe wholeheartedly to this high praise as long as
the allusion to Germar expressionismi is gmonmﬁ.o&_ to refer to the level of
mwmmﬁwmm of the film but not to the mnomoﬁmﬁ pature of the aesthetics in-
volved. A better comparison miight be with m.ﬁ appearance in #mwm of
Potemkin. For the rest, the realism of the current Italian films has wmom
frequently contrasted with the aestheticism of PBnnw.nwn wmmv in party of
French productions. Was it not from the putset &an%mmmﬂw for reatism
that characterized the Russian films of Eisénstein, Pudovkin, and Dov-
jenko as revolutionary both in art and politics, in contrast to the ex-
pressionist aestheticiam of the German films and Hollywood’s Bméﬁqu
star worship? Paisa, Sciuscd, and Roma Citta Aperta, like Potemkin, E@mw
a new stage in the long:standing opposition betweeh realism and aestheti-

cism on the screen. But history does not tepeat jtself; we have to get clear

the particular form this aesthetic quatte} assumes today, the new solutiots
to which Ttalian neorealism owed its tiumph in 1947,
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The Precursors

Confronted with the originality of the Ttalian output, and in the ep-
thusiasm engendered by the surprise that this has caused, we have perhaps
uom_onﬁu to go deéply into the origins of this renaissance, preferring to sce
it rather as something spontaneously generated, issuing like a swarm of
bees from the decaying corpses of fascism and the war, There is no ques-
tion that the Liberation and the social, motal, and economi¢ forms that it
assumed in Jtaly have played a decisive role in film production. We shall
return to this later. It was simply a lack of information about the Italian
cinema that trapped s into believing in a sudden miracle.

Tt could well be that, today, Italy is the country where the understand-
ing of film is at its highest, to judge by the importance and the quality of
the film output. The Centro Sperimentale at Rome came into existence be-
fore our own Institut des Hautes Etudes Cinématographiques; above all,
inteflectual speculation in Italy js not, as it is in France, without its impact
on film-making, Radical separation between criticism and direction no
more exists in the Italian cinema than it does in France in the world of
literature.

Furthermore, fascism which, unlike Nazism, allowed for the existence
of artistic pluralism, was particularly concerned with cinema. One may have
reservations about the connection between the Venice film festival and the
mommnﬁ.._m interests of the Duce but one cannot deny that the idea of an inter-
national festival has subsequently made good, and one can measure its
prestige today by the fact that five or six European countries are vying for
the spoils. The capitalists and the Fascist authotities at least provided Italy
with modern studios. If they turned out films which were ridiculously
melodramatic and overly spectacular, that did not prevent a handful of
bright men, smart endugh to shoot films on current themes without malding
any concessions to the regime, from miking high-quality films that fore-
shadowed their current work. ¥ during the war we had not been, albeit
justifiably, so préjndiced, films like SOS 103 or La Nave Bianca of Rossel-
lini might have caught our attention more. In addition, even when capital-
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ist or political stupidity controlled commercial production completely, in-
telligence, culture, and experimental research took refuge in publications,
in film archive congresses, and in making short films. In 1941, Lattuada,
director of 11 Bandito and, at the time, the head of the Milan archive,
barely escaped jail for showing the-complete version of La Grande Illu-
sion.* ‘

Beyond that, the history of the Italian cinema is litfle known. We stop
short at Cabiria and Quo Vadis, wa&mm in the recent mn@ memorable
La Corona di ferro all the proof we need that the supposed characteristics
of films made beyond the Alps remain unchanged: a taste, and 4 poor 1aste
at that, for sets, idealization of the principal actors, childish emphasis on
acting, atrophy of mise en scéne, the dragging in of the traditional para-
phernalia of bel canto and opera, conventional scripts influenced by the
theater, the romantic melodrama and the chanson de geste reduced to an
adventure story, Undoubtedly too many Italian films do their best to justify
such a caricature and too many directors; including some of the best, sac-
fificed themselves, sometimes with self-irony, to commercial necessity. The
great spectacles like Scipio Africanus were, a_w course, the primary export.
There was another artistic vein, however, almost exclusively reserved for
the home market. Today, when the thunder of the charging elephants of
Scipio is only a distant ramble, we can fhe better lend an ear to the discreet
.y\ but delightful sounds made by Quattro passi fra le nuvole.

The reader, at least one who has seen this latter film, will undoubtedly
be as surprised as we were to learmn that this comedy with its unfettered sen-
sibility, brimming over with poetry, the lightly handled socialist realism of
which is directly related to the recent Italian cinema, was shot in 1942,
two years after the famous La Cotona di ferro and by the same director:
Biasetti, to whom, about the same time, We owe Un’dvventura di Salvator
Rosa and most recently Un Giorno nella vita. Directors like Vittorio De
Sica who made the admirable Sciuscid were always concerned to turn ont
human and sensitive comedies full of realism, mmuoﬁ them, in 1942, [

Bambini ¢i guardano. Since 1932, Camerini has made Gli uomini che

= The influence of Jean Renoir on the ngu cinema is paramount and de-
finitive. Only that of René Clair in any way approaches it. ‘
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mascalzoni, the .&&ow of which, Iike Roma Cintg Aperta, is laid in the
streets of the capital and Piccolo Mondo Antico, no less QE&E Italian,

w& a matter of fact, there are not so Emmw new names among the direc-
tors in Italy today. The youngest, like Rossellini, started to make films at
En beginning of the war. Older directors, mw@, Blasctli and Mario Soldati,
were already known in thé early days of the talkies. |
. But let us not go from one extreme to the %&.w and conclude that there
is o such ﬁgm as a new Italian school. Mﬁn reafist ﬁwmn.. the domestic,
mwm.nna“ and social descriptions of everyday life, the sensitive and poetic
verisin, were, .Ac@monw the war, minor qualities, modest violets flowering at
mwo feet of the giant moﬁcmommm of production. It mmvwm.ﬂm that from the begin-
ning of the war, a light began to be shed on the papier-maché forests. In
La Corona di ferro the style seems to parody itself. Rossellini, ﬁm@mmmw
Blasetti were striving toward a realism of international wmmwoaﬁﬁn.. Never-
theless it is the Liberation that set these aesthetic trends so nmmﬁmﬁ@ free
as to allow them to develop under new conditions that were destined to
have their share in inducing a noficeable change in direction and meaning.

The Liberation: Rupture and Rendissance

Some components of the new Italian school existed before the Libera-
tion: wwmmanmnr techniques, aesthetic trends. But it was their historical
social, and economic combination .,m_u”mw suddenly created _m synthesis mn.,
which new elernents also made themselyes manifest. ,

Cver the past two uﬁw&.m. Resistance and Liberation have furnished the
principal thernes, but unlike the French, and indeed one might say unlike
the Europedn cinema as a whole, Italian filins have not been Jimited to
themes of the Resistance. In France, the Resistance immediately became
legendary, Recént ds it was, on the day of the actual Liberation it m&n_mm%
belonged to the realrn of history. The Germans wm&_wm departed, life _uammm
again. By contragt, In Italy the Liberation did not mmmm%@ a return to the
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old and recent fréedom; it meant political revolution, Allied occupation,
economic and social upheaval. The Liberation came slowly through end-
++ Jess months. Tt had a profound effect on the economic, social, and moral
Jife of the country. Thus, in Jtaly, Re istance and Liberation, unlike the
Paris uprising, are in no sense just words with 2 historical connotation.
When Rossellini made Pais2, his script was concerned with things actually
Yiappening at the time. I Bandito showed how prostitution and the black
market developed on the heels of the advancing army, how disiltusion and
¥ iack of employment turned a muﬁmm& wnmommw inito a gangster. Except for
somistakable Resistance films like Vivere in Pace or It .m_ﬂm Sorge \»:nﬁmb
the Ttalian cinema was noted for its concer with actual day-to-day events.
The French critics had not failed to emphasize (whether in praise or blame
but always with solenin surprise) the few specific allusions to the postwar
period that Camé deliberately intfoduced into his last film, If the director
and his writer took so much trouble to make us upderstand this, it is be-
cause mineteen out of twenty French films cannot be dated within a decade.
On the other hand, even when the central scene of the seript is not con-
cerned with an actual oceurrence, Ttaliani films are first and foremost re-
constifuted reportage. "The action could not unfold in just any social con-
téxt, historically neutral, partly 4bstract lika the setting of 2 tragedy, as s0
frequently happess to varying degrees with the Arericar, French, or Eng-
Tish cinema. ‘

As a result, the Ttalian filmg have an exceptionally documentary qual-
ity that could not be removed fiom the script without thereby elimmating
the whole social settiig info which ifs roots are SO deeply sunk.

This perfect and natural adherence to actuality is explained and justi-
fied from within by a spiritual attachment 0 the period. Undoubtedly,
the fide of recent Italian history cannot be feversed. Thus, the war is felt
t0 be not an interlude but the end of an era. In ong sense Ttaly is only three
years old. But other effects cculd have resulted from the same cause.
What is a ceaséless source of wonder, ensuring the Italian cinemid a wide
moral andience among the Western nations, is the significance it gives to
the portrayal of actuality. In 2 world already omommm&m ohsessed by teror
and hate, in which reality is scarely any longer favored for its own sike
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_.uﬁ. rather is rejected or excluded] as a political symbol, the Jtalian cinema
is nwnmE@ the only one which preserves, in the midst of the period it
depicts, 2 revolutionary hurpanism.

Love and Rejection of Reality

The recent Italian films are at least prerevolutionary. They all reject
E@ﬁ% or explicitly; with humor, satire or poetry, the reality they are
using, but Emw ¥now better, no matter how clear the stand .Swﬂr than to
treat this reality as 2 medium or a means 10 an end. To condemn it does
mom om. necessity mean to be in bad faith. They never forget that the world
is, quite simply, before it is something to be condemned. It is silly and per-
haps as qwm._dm 4s Beaumarchais’ praise of the tears induced by melodrama.
But monm orie not, when coming out of an Italian film, feel better, an urge
to change the order of things, preferably by persuading people, at least
those g_&o can be persuaded, whom only blindness, prejudice, or ill-fortune
had led to harm their fellow mien?

That is why, when one reads resumés of them, the scenarios of many
Italian films are open to ridicule. wf&aawm to their plots, they are often

just moralizing melodramas, but on ‘the ‘screen everybody in the filin is
overwhelmingly real. Nobody is reduced to the condition of an o.ow.mnﬁ..ow
a symbol that would allow one to hate thern in comfort without having
first to leap the hurdle of their humanity.

T am prepared to see the fundamental humanism of the current Ifalian

films as tHeir chief merit.* They offer an opportunity 1o savor, before the

* T do not hide from myself the astute political role more or less consciously

- concealed under this communicative generosity. It cbuld happen that tomorrow

m.»w priest in Roma Cind Aperta and the Communist former member of the Re-
sistance Bumwﬁ not get on so well. It could happen that the Italian cinema might
soon béedme political and partisan. There might be a few half-lies hidden some-
where in all this. The cleverly pro-American Paisd was shot by Christian Demo-
crats and Communists; But it is pot being a3 dupe, it is simply being sensible to
aceept in a ioa,w.. what jg in it. At the moment the ftalian cinema is more socio-
logical than political. By that I meen that snch concrete social realitiés as poverty,
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time finally runs out on us, a revolutionary flavor in which terror has yet
no part.

An Amalgam of Players

What naturally first struck the public was the high quality of the acting.
Roma Ciita Aperta enriched the world’s screen with a performer of the
first order, Anna Magnani the unforgettablé pregnant young woman, Hab-
rizzi the priest, Pagliero a member of the Resistance, and others whose
performances rival in retrospect the most stirring of film characterizations
in the past. Reports and news items in the public press natrally made a
point of letting us know that Sciuscé was filled with génuine street urchins,
that Rossellin shot crowds taken at random at the scene of the action, that
the heroine of the first story of Paisa was an jlliterate girl discovered on
the dockside. As for Anna Magnani, adinittedly she was a professional but
from the world of the café-concert. Maria Michi, well, she was just a
Hittle girl who worked in a movie house. . ‘
Although this type of casting is unusual in films, it is not new. On
the contrary, its continual use, by various realistic schools ever since the
days of Lumitre, shows it to be a true law of the cinema, which the Italian

the black market, the administration, prostitution and unemployment do not seem
to have given place in the public conscience to the a priori values of politics.
Italian films rarely tell us the political party of the director or whom he is intend-
ing to flatter. This state of affairs derives doubtless from ethnic temperament, but
it also derives from the political situation in Italy and what is customary in
the Communist party on that peninsula. '

Political associations apart, this revolutionary humanism has its source like-
wise in a certain consideration for the individual; the masses are but rarely con-
sidered fo be a positive social force. When they aré mentioned it is usually in
order to demonstrate their destructive and negative character vis-d-vis the heroes:
the theme of the man in the crowd. From this point of view the two latest im-
portant ltalian films, Caccia tragica and Il sole sorge ancora, are significant ex-
ceptions, indicating perhaps a new trend. o

The director De Santis who worked very closely with Vergano as his assistant

on Il sole sorge ancora is the only one ever to take & group of men, a collective,
as the protagonist of a drama. , .
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school simply confirms and allows us to formulate with conviction. In
the old days of the Russian cinema too, we admired its preference m.om
nonprofessional actors who played on the screen the roles of their daily
lives. Actually, a legend has grown up around the Russian films. The
theater had a mwnobm ,Eﬂﬁmmnw on certain Soviet schools and atthough the
early films of Eisenstein had no actors, as realist 2 film as The .WE& to
Life was in fact wm,m"w& by professionals from the thedter and eyer since %ﬂu
the actors in Soviet films have continued to be professionals, just as they
hizve in other countries, .

No major wwun&mwomamwgn school between 1925 and the present
Italian cinema can boast of the absence of aciors, wﬁ_ﬁ Hﬂwﬁ time to fime
a film outside the ordinary run will remind us of the advantage of not using
them. Such a film Will always be specifically only slightly removed from a
social document. Take two examples: L'Espoir and Ld Derniere Chance.
Around &mB, too, a legend has grown up. The heroes in the g,,&mmuw.
film are not all part-time actors called on for the moment fo play m.wﬂm
day-to-day selves, It is true that some of them are, but not %ﬁ. %&st%
characters. The peasant, for example, was a well-known Madrid comic
actor. As regards La Derniére Chance, the Allied soldiers were actually
airmen shot down over Switzerland, but the Jewish woman was a stage
actress. Only productions like T'abu are entirely without professional mnwommv
but here, as in children’s films, we are dealing with 2 special genre In
which a proféssional actor Eo,cﬁ be almost unthinkable. gonw.nmnmm@_
Rouguier in Farrebigue set out to pldy the game to the hilt, While noting
his success, let us also note that it is practically unique and that the prob-
lems presented by a peasant film, so far as the acting is concerned, are no
different from those of an exotic film. So far from vmwmm ap example to
be followed, Farrebigue is a special case in no way invalidating the law
that 1 propose to call the law of the amalgam; It is not the mdm.mwnm of
vaommmmwou& actors that is, historicaily, the hallmark of social realism nor
of the Italian film. Rather, it is specifically the rejéction of the star con-
cept and the casual mixing of professionals and of those who just act oc-
casionally, It is important to avoid casting the professional il the role for
which he is known. The public should fiot be burdenéd with any pre-
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conceptions. It is significant that the peasant in Espoir was a theater
comedian, Anna Magnani a singer of uo@ﬁﬁ songs, and Fabrizzi a mousic-
hall clown. Fhat someone is an actor does not mean he must uow beé used.
Quite the opposite. But his professionalism should be called into service
only insofar as it allows him 8 be more flexible in his response to the
requirements of the mise en %wam, and to have & bétter grasp of the char-

_acter. The uoumﬂoﬁmmom&m are natdrally chosen for their suitability for

the part, either because they fit it physically or because there is some
parallel between the role and their lives. When the amalgamation comes

off-—but experience shows that it will not unless some “moral” RQEH?
ments are met in the mnmﬁl&n result is vunﬂmﬁ% that nﬁEo&EmQ
feeling of truth that one gets from the nE.n“\R Italian films. Their faith-
fulness to a script which stirs them aoomq and which calls for &a mini-
mum of theatrical pretense sets up a kind of osmosis among the cast. The
technical inexperience of the amatéur is helped out by the experience of
the professionals while the ?omwmw_ow&m themselyes benefit from the gen-
eral atmospheré of zuthenticity.

However, if a method so beneficent to the art of the cinema has oaw
been employed here and there, it is beéause unfortunately it contains within
itself the seeds of its own destruction. The chemiical balance of the amal-
gam is of necessity unstable, and nothing can prevent it evolving fo the
point at which it reintroduces the aesthetic dilenima it originally solved—
that between the enslavement of the star and the documentary with-
out actors, This disintegrdtion can be observed most o_mwm% and aEnEw
in children’s films or films usifg native waomunm Little Rari of Tabu,
they say, ended up as a progtitute in Poland, and we all know what
happens to children raised to stardom by their first film. At best they turn
out to be infant actor prodigies, but that is something else again. Indis-
pensable as are the factors of i Bmmmmmuug and naiveté, obviously they
cangot survive repetition. One cannot envisage the Farrebique family ap-
pearing in half a dozen films and wbmuw beinig signed up by Hollywood.
As for the professionals who are not stars, the progess of disintegration
operates a little differently. The public is to blame, Vhile an mannmﬁom
star is received everywhere as himself, the success of a film is apt to identify
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the ordinary actor with the role he plays in it. wnoaanﬁw are only too glad
10 Tepeat a Success by catering to the well-known mmga fondness for seeing
their favorite actors in their established roles. And even if an actor has
sense enough to avoid being confined to 4 single role, it is still a fact that

s face and some recrring mannerisms in his acting having become fa-

miliar will prevent the amalgam with uomwnomammou&m from taking place.

Aestheticism, Realism and Reality

Faithfulness to everyday life in the scenario, truth to his part in an
actor; however, are simply the basic materials of the aesthetic of the
Ttalian film.

One must beware of contrasting aesthetic refinement and a certain
crudeness, a certain instant effectivencss of a realisth which is satisfied just
to present reality. in my view, one merit of the Ttalian film will be that it has
demonstrated that every realism in art was first profoundly : aesthetic. One
always felt it was o, but in the reverberations of the accusations of witch-
craft E% some people today are making a against actors suspected of a pact
with the demon of art for art’s sake, one has tended to forget it. The real
fike the imaginary in art is the concern of the artist &wwo. The mnm.w and
blood of realify are no easier to capture in the net of literature or cinema
than are gratuitous flights of the imagination. Or to put it another way, even
when inventions and complexity of forms are no longer being applied to the

actual content of the work, they do not cease thereby to have an influence
on the effectiveness of the means. Because the Soviet cinema was 100 for-
m&& of this, it slipped in twenty years from first to last place among me
great film-producing nations. Potemkin turned the cinema world upst M
down not just because of its political message, not even because it replace
the studid plaster sets with real settings and the star with an anoynmous
crowd, but because Eistenstein was the greatest B%m of his
m&r ecause he worked with Tissé, the finest camerman of his day, and be-
cause Russia was the focal point of cifiematographic thought—in short,
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because the “realist” films Russia turned out secreted more aesthetic kriow-
how than all the sets and performances and ‘mmva_um and artistic interpreta-
tion of the artiest works of German expressionism,

It is the same today with the Italian cinema, There is nothing aestheti-
cally retrogressive about its neorealism, on the contrary, there is progress
in expression; a triumphant evolution of the language of cinema, an ex-
tension of its stylistics.

Let us first take a good look at the cinema to see where it stands today.
Since the expressionist heresy camie to an end, particulaly after the arrival
of sound, one may take it that the general trend of cinema has been to-
ward realism. Let us agree, by and large, that film souglit to give the spec-
tator as perfect an illusion of reality as possible within the limits of the
logical demnands of cinematographic narrative and of the current lirnts
of technique. Thus the cinema stands il contrast to poetry, m&mmuwu unm
theater, and comes ever closer to the novel. It is not my intention here to
justify this basic aesthetic trend of modern cineima, be it on technical,
psychological, or economic grounds. I simply staté it for this once without
thereby prejudging either the intrinsic vafidity of such an evolution or the
extent to which it is final.

~5 But realism in art can only be achieved in one way—through artifice.

Every form of aesthetic must necessarily choose between what is worth
preserving and what should be discarded, and ﬁw& should not even be
considered. But when this aesthetic aims in essence at creating the illusion
of reality, as does the cinema, this choice sets up a fundamental monww-
diction which is at once unacceptable and necessary: ngcessary because
art can only exist when such a nwcmomw is made. Without it, supposing total

" cinema was here and now technically:possible, we would go back purely

to reality. Unacceptable because it would be done definitely at the expense
of that reality which the cinema proposes to restore wuﬁmﬂmmw. That is
why it would be absurd to resist every new technical development mmusm
to add to the realism of cinema, namely sound, color, and stereoscopy.
Actually the “art” of cinema lives off this contradiction. It gets the most out
of the potential for abstraction and symbolism provided by the present
limits of the screen, but this utilization OW the residue of conventions aban-
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doned by technique can work either to the advantage or to the detriment
of realism. It can magnify or neutralize the effectiveness of the elemerits of
reality that the camera captures, One might group, if Aot classify in order
of importance, the various styles of cinematography in terms of the added
measure of reality. We would define as “realist,” then, all narrative means
tending to bring an added measure of reality to the screen. Reality is not
to be taken quantitatively. The same evet, the same object, can be rep-
resented in various ways, Each representation mmmwm&m or retains various of
the qualities that permit g to recoguize the object on the screen. Each in-
troduces, for didactic or aesthetic reasons, abstractions that operate more
or Iess corrosively and thus do not permit the originial to subsist in its go-
m&@.?m_wwcou&wuwou%&mmwwaﬁmﬁwunwnonmwm@:nwmumo&:mnmom,

for the initial reslity there has been substituted an Mlusion of reality com-

posed ofa ooEmmmw. ow abstraction (black wmm ﬁmmw. Emmﬁ surface), of con-
ventions (the rules of montage, for example), and of authentic reality. It is
a necessary illusion but it quickly induces a loss of awareness of the reality
itself, which becomes identified in the mind of the spectator with its cine-
matographic representation. As for the film tnaker, the moment he has se-
Tared this unwitting complicity of the public, he is increasingly tempted
to ignore reality. From habit and laziness he reaches the point when he
himself is rio longer able to tell where lies begin or end. There could never
be any question of calling him a liar because his art conisists in lying. He
is just no longer in control of his art. He is its dupe, and hence he is held
back froni any further conquest of reality.

From Citizen Kane to Farrebique

Recent years have brought 2 noticeable evolution of the acsthetic of
cinema E the direction of realisud. The two niost significant events in this
evolution in thé history of the cinema since 1940 ‘are Citizen Kane and
Paisa. Both mark a decisive step forward in the direction of realism but by
different pahis. If I bring up the filrh of Orson Welles before T analyze the
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stylistios of the Ttalian filth, it is because it will allow us 1o place the latter
in ifs true perspective. Orson Welles restored to cinematographic Eammg
a fundamental quality of reality-—its continuity. Classical editinig, deriv-
ing from Griffith, separated reality into successive shots which were just
a series of either logical or subjective voﬁﬁ of view of an event. A man
locked in 2 cell is waiting for the arrival of his executioner. His angtished
eyes are on the doof. At the moment the exeputioner is about to énter we
can be quite sure that the ditector will cut to a close shot of the door
handle as it slowly turns, This close-up is justified psychologically by the
vietim’s concentration on the symbol of His extremie distress. It is this or-
dering of the shots, this conventional analysis of the reality continmum,
that truly goes to make up the cinematographic language of the period.

The construction thus introdices an obviously abstract element into
reality. Because we are so used to such abstractions, we no longer sense
them, Orson Welles started a revolution by systematically employing a
depth of focus that had so far not tieen uséd. Whereas the camera lens,
classically, had focused successively. on different parts of the scere, mw.m
canera of Orson Welles takes in with equal shagpness the whole field of
vision contained siinultaneously within the dramatic field: It is no longer
the editing that selects what we fee, thus giving it an a priori significance, it
is the mind of the spectator which is forced to discern, as in g sort of
parallelepiped of reality with the screen as its ¢ross-section, the dramatic
spectrum proper to the scene. It is thefefore to an intelligent use of a
specific step forward that Citizen Kane owes its realism. Thanks to the
depth of focus of the lens, Orson Welles restored to reality its visible cons
tinuity.

We clearly see with what elements of reality the ¢inema has enriched
itself. But from other pbints of view, it is also evident that it has moved
away from reality or at least that mm* gets no nearer 10 it than does the
classical aesthetic. In ruling out, because of the complexity of his tech-
nicques, all recourse to nature in the raw, hatural settings,* exteriors, sun-

» Matters become complicated when we are dealing with urban settings.
Here the Italians are at an undoubted advantage, The Italian city, ancient or
modern, is prodigiously photogenic. From antiquity, Italian city planning has
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light, and nonprofessional actors, Orson Welles rejects those qualities of
the authentic document for which there is no substitute and which, being
likewise a part of reality, can themselves establish a form of realism. Let
us contrast Citizen Kane and Farrebigue—in the latier, a systematic de~
fermination to exclude everything that was not primarily natural material
iy precisely the reason why Rouquier failed in the area of technical per-
fection.

Thus, the most realistic of the arts shares the common lot. It can-
ot make reality entirely its own because reality must inevitably elude
it at some point. Undoubtedly an improved ﬁngﬁmﬁ dkiltfully applied,
may narrow the holes of the net, but one is compelled to choose between
one kind of reality and another. The sensitiveness reseribles the sensitive-
ness of the retina. The nerve endings that register color and intensity of
light are not at all the same, the density of one being ordinarily in inverse
ratio to that of the other. Animals that have no difficuity in making out
the shape of their quarry in the dark are almost color blind.

Between the confrasting but equally pure kinds of realism represented
by Farrebigiie on the one hand and Citizen Kane on the other, there is
a wide variety of mommm.@n combinations, For the rest, the margin of loss
of the real, ithplicit in any realist choice, frequently allows the artist, by
the use of any aesthetic convention he inay introduce into the area thus
left vacant, to increase the effectiveness of his chosen form of reality. In-
deed we have a remarkable example of this in the recent Italian cinema.
In the absence of technical equipment, the Ttalian directors have been
obliged to record the sound and dialogue after the dctual filming, The net

remained theatrical and decorative. City life is a spectacle, a commedia dell’arte
that the Italians stage for their own pleasure. And gven in the poorest quarters of
the town, the coral-like groupings of the heuses, thanks to the terraces and bal-
conies, offer outstanding possibilities for spectacle: The courtyard is an Eliza-
bethan set in which the show is seen from Below, the spectators in the gallery
being the actors in the comedy. A poetic docuimentary was shown at Venice con-
siting entirely of an assemblage of shots of courtyards. What more can you say
when the theatrical fagades of the palazzi combin¢ their operatic effects with the
stage-like architecture of the houses of the poot? Add to this the sunshine and the
absence of ¢lduds (chief enemy of shooting on ﬁﬁlo_@ and you have explained
why the urban exteriors of Italan films are superior to all others,
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result is a loss of realism. However, left free to use the camera unfettered
by the microphone, such directors have thereby profited by the occasion
to-enlarge the camera’s field of action and its meEQ with, noumnmmmm%
an immediate raising of the reality coefficient. -

Future technical improvments which will pérmit the conquest of the
properties of the real (color and stereoscopy for example) can m.&w in-
crease the distance between the two realist poles which 8@@ are situated
u.u Ew area surrounding Farrebigue and Citizen Kane. The quality of the
interior shots will in fact increasingly depend on a complex, delicate and
cumbersome apparatus. Some measure of reality must always be wmwnmnaa
in the effort of achieving it. o

Paisd

How do you fit the Italian film into the realist spectrum? Affer trying
to trace the geographical boundaries of this cinema, so vnuanmmbm in its
portrayal of the social setting, so meticulous and mnnn,%mﬁ in its choice
of authentic and significant detail, # now remains for us to fathom its
aesthetic geology. .

We would clearly be deluding oursélves if we pretended to reduce
recent Jtalian production to certain common, easily definable characteris-
tics applicable to all directors. We will simply try to single out those
nﬁm&.ﬂnmmmnm with the widest application, reserving .m_wo mmH d&unu the
occasion arises to limit our concern to the most mﬁn&oma films. Sitice we
must also make a choice, we will grrange, by mﬂmmmwmoﬁ Q_w“Em"oH
Ttalian films in concentric circles of decreasing interest around Pais m%nm
it is this film of Rossellini’s that yields the most aesthetic secrets, T

Narrative Technique

As in the novel, the aesthetic implicit in the cinema reveals itself in its
narrative technique. A film is always waomﬁz& as a succession of m.mm.
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ments of imaged reality on a rectangular surface of given proportions, the
ordering of the images and their duration on the -screen determining its
import. .,

The objective nature of the modern novel, by reducing the strictly
grammatical aspect of its stylistics to a minimum, has laid bare the sectet
essence of style,* Certain qualities of the language of Fanlkner, Heming-
way, or Malraux would certainly not come through in traslation, but the
essenntial quality of their styles would not suffer because their style is almost
completely identical with their narrative technique——the ordering in time
of fragments of reality. The style becomes the inner dynamic principle of
the narrative, somewhat like the relation of energy wﬁo matter or the specific
physics of the work, as it were. This it is which distributes the fragmented
realities across the aesthetic spectrum of the narrative, which polarizes the
filings of the facts without changing their chemical composition. A Faulk-
ner, a Malraux, a Dos Passos, each has his personal universe which is
defined by the gature of the facts reported, but also by the law of gravity
which holds themn suspended above chaos. It will be useful, therefore, to
arrive at a definition of the Italian style on the basis of the scenario, of its
genesis, and of the forms of exposition that it follows. Unfortunately the
demon of melodrama that Ttalian film makers seem incapable of exorcising
takes over every so often, thus imposing 2 dramatic necessity on strictly
foreseeable events. But that is another story. What matters is the creative

surge, the special way in which the situations ate brought to life. The
necessity inherent in the narrative is biclogical rather than dramatic. It
burgeons gnd grows with all the verisimilitude of Life.t Ong must not con-

# Iy Camug L’Efranger, for gxampie, m.wn%ww has clearly demonstrated the
link between mwm author's metaphysic and the repeated use of the passé composé,
a tense of singular modal poverty: . . ,

1 Nearly ali'the credits of an Italian film list undér the hedding “scenaric” a
good dozen ngmes, This imposing-evidence of collgboration nead not be taken
too seriously. Tt s intended to provide the producers with a naively political as-
surance. It usually nosm.%w of one ﬂwammwm Unﬁ@owﬁ and one Communist (just
as in the film there is a Marxist and a priest); the third screenwriter has a reputa-
tion for story construction; the fourth is a gag man; the fifth because he is a good
dialogue writer; the sixtli because lie has 2 fine feeling for life. The Tesnlt is no

| )

better or no worse than if there had been ‘only one screen writer, but the Italian
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&“.:q”n that this method, on the face of it, is Jess aesthetic than a slow and
meticulous preplanning. But the old .M.n.&w&na that ,mBn. money, and Hw.
moamoﬁ have a value of their own is so rooted that people forget to relate
»wa. to the work and to the artist. Van Gogh mnwww”am the same picture
ten times, very quickly, while Cézanne would return to a H,ummmmum Eum
and again over the years, Certain genres call for mmwwaw for work done in
the heat of the moment, but surgery could not call for a greater sureness of
touch, for greater precision. It is only 4t this price that .En Italian film
has muwﬂ air of documentary, a naturalness nearer to the %oﬂg than to
the written account, to the sketch rather than to the vmmnmmm. Tt calls for the
eass and sure eye of Rossellini, Lattuada, Vergano, and de Santis. In thir
wmum.m the camera is endowed with ﬁ%&%&n@ owuaBﬁoWmeEn tact Su_u-
Q.E.H.m% sentitive antennae which allow them with one stroke to wﬁm.ﬁ pre-
cisely what they are after. In J] Bandito, the prisoner, returning fron] Ger-
many, finds his house in ruins. Whete a Mmma building once stood mu.ﬂa is
now just a pile of stones surrounded by broken-down walls. The camera
shows us the man’s face. Then, following the movement of his eyes it
Qm@m throtigh a 360-degree turn which gives us the whole mvmnﬁw&.m. nmEm
wmmEnm_ shot i$ doubly criginal. First, because at ﬁmm @m”w@r we mﬂmam off
from the actor since we are locking at hin by Wway of a camera trick, bu
during the traveling shot we become idéntified with him fo the %mmﬁ ow
fecling surprised when, the 360-degree pan having beén comploted, we
return to his face with its expression of utter horror. mno.aua. vocmmmm the
.mwnnﬁ of this subjective panning shot varies. Wﬂ starjs with a long a&m wwon
it comes almost to a halt, stowly studies the burned and shattered ,éwum
suau the same rhythm of the man’s watching eye, as if &Hanmw impelled b
his concentration, ‘ 7
M have had to dwell at some length on this minor.¢xample to avoid
Bmﬂhm a purely abstract affirmation concerriing what I regard, int an al-
most psychological sense of the word, as nm_umﬁwmo “tact,” A &wQ of this

notiont of a scenario fits in with their Swonwz of a aon.onm? aterni fing
ion 3 I x ; ] e paterni

to which everyone contributes an idea without any Kummmmo%on Ehw wwwwwmmﬁm
director to use it. Rather than the ass¢mbly line of American scréenviriters, this

interdependence of improvisation is like that of commedia dell'arte or jazz,
2 |
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kind by virtue of its dynamism belongs with the movement of a hand
drawing a sketch, leaving a space here, filling in there, here sketching
round the subject, and there bringing it into relief. I am thinking of the
slow motion in the docymentary on Matisse which aliows us to observe,
beneath the cbntinuons and uniform arabesques of the stroke, the varying
hesitatiohs of the artist’s hand. In such a case the camera movement is
important. The camera must be equally as ready to move as 10 remain
sfill. Traveling ahd panning shots do not have the same god-like character
fhat the Hollywood camera crane has bestowed on them. Everything is
shot from eye-level or from a concrete point of view, such as a roof top or
window. Technically speaking, all the memoyable poetry of the children’s
ride on the white horse in wﬁ.&% cah be attributed to a low-level camera
angle which gives the riders on their mounts the appearance of an eques-
trian statue. .E Sortilége, Christian Jacques went to a great deal more
trouble over his phantom horse. But all that cinematic virtuosity did not
prevent his animjal from having the prosaic look of a broken-down cab
horse. The Italian camera retains something of the human quality of the
Bell and Howell flewsreel camera, a projection of hand and eye, almost a
living paxt of the operator, instantly in tune with his awareness.

As for the photogtaphy, the lighting plays only & minor expressive
role. First, because lighting calls for a studio, and the greater part of the
filming is done on extetiors or in real-life settings. Second, because docu-
mentary cameéra work is identified in our minds with the grey tones of
newsreels. Tt would be a contradiction to take any great pains with or to
touch up excessively the plastic quality of the style.

As we have thus far mwonﬁmmm to describe it, the style of Ttalian films
would appear to belong with a greater or less degree of skill and mastery
of technique or feeling to the same family as @cmmﬂhﬁﬁ journalism, to
an ingenious art, pleasing, lively, and even moving, but basically a minor
art. This is sometimes true even though ohe may actually rank the genre
fairly high in the agsthetic hierarchy. It would be unjiist and untrue to see
such an asseésment as the final meastre of this particular technique. Just
as, in literature, reportage with its ethic of objectivity (perhaps it would
be more correct to say with its ethic of secming cbijectivity) has simply
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provided a basis for a new aesthetic of the uoéw so the technique of the
Italian film makers results in the best films especially in Paisd, with its
aesthetic of narrative that is both complex and original. *

Paisa is unguestionably the first film o HammBEw closely a collection of
short stories. Up to now we had only known the film composed of sketches
—a bastard and phony type of film if ever there was one. Rossellini Mnmw us,
in succession, six stories of the Italian Libefation. This historical &oEa,uW
is the only thing they have in common, Three of them, the mwmr Em
fourth, and the last, are taken from the Reésistance. The others are droll
or pathetic or tragic episodes occurring on the wHa,ﬁ.mmnm of the Allied ad-
vance. Prostitution, the black market, and a Franciscan convent alike
provide the story material. There is no progression other than a chrono-
logical ordering of the story ,cw%muwum with the landing of an pﬁm&mmﬁow
in Sicily. But their social, historical, and human foundation gives them a
unity enough to constitute a collection perfectly homogeneous in its diver-
sity. Above all, the length of each story, its form, contents, and aesthetic
duration gives us for the first time mnmow_mw@ the impression of a short story.
The Naples episode of the urchin—a black-market expert, selling the
clothes of a drunk Negro soldier—is an excellent Saroyan story. Another
makes us think of Hemingway, yet another (the first) of Faulkner. 1 mB
not merely referring to the tone or the subject, but in a profound .ﬁmw to
the style. Unfortunately one cannot put a film sequence in ewoﬁumou
marks like a paragraph, and hence any literary description of one must
of necessity be incomplete. However, here is an episode from the final
story which reminds me now of Hemingway, now of Faulkner:

1. A small group of Italian partisans and Allied soldiers have been
given a supply of food by a family of fisher folk living in an isolated farm-
house in the heart of the marshlands of the Po delta. Having been gﬂm&

o T will not at this point get into an historical argument over the origh
the foreshadowing of the “novel of reportage” in the Mnn»oowﬁ 85%%3%%““
the novels of Stendhal or the naturalists were concerned with frankness, HEH”
ness, and perspicacity of observation, rather than with objectivity m_.ommaaa 50
called. Facts for their own sake had mot yet acquired that kind of ontological
autonomy, which makes of them a succession of sealed off monads, strictly
limited by their appearance. o
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3 basket of eels, they take off. Some while later, a German patrol discovers
mm__mv ang executes the inhabitants of the farm. 2. Ax .,?Bnnoww officer and
a partisan are wandering at twilight in the marshes. There is a burst of
gunfire in the distance. From a highly elliptical conversation we gather
that the Germans have shot the fishermen. 3. The dead bodies of the men
and women le stretched out in front of the litde farthouse. In the twi-
Tight, a half-naked baby eries endlessly.

Even with such a succinct description, this fragment of the story re-
veals enormous ellipses—or rather, great holes. A mwBEoN_ train of action
is reduced to three or four brief fragments, in themselves already elliptical
enough in comparison with the reality they are unfolding. Let us pass
over thie first purely descriptive fragment. The sezond event is conveyed
to us by something orly the partisans can know-—distant gunfire. The
third is presented to us independently of the presence of the partisans. It
is not even certain that there were any witnesses to the scene. A baby
cries besides its dead parents. There is a fact, How did the Germans dis-
cover that the parents were guilty? How is it that the child is still afive?
That is not the film’s concern, and yet 2 whole train of connected events
Jed to this particular outcoine. In any case, the film maker does not ordi-
narily show us gverything. That is impossible-—but the things he selects
and the things he Ieaves out tend to momﬁ a wom..woﬁ pattern by way of which
the mind passes ¢asily from cause to effect. The technigue of Rossellini
undoubtedly maintains an intelligible succession of events, but these do
16t mesh fike a chain with the sprockets of a wheel, The mind has to leap
from one event to the other as one mwmm from stone to stone in crossing a
river. It may wmmwnu that one’s foot hesitates between two rocks, or that
one misses one’s footing and slips. The mind does likewise. Actually it is
not of the essence of a stone to allow people t0 cross rivers without wetting
their feet any more than the divisions of a melon exist to allow the head
of the mwamw to divide it equally. Facts are facts, our imagination makes
use of them, but they do not exist inherently for this purpose. In the usual
shooting scrip (according to a process tesembling the classical novel
form) the fact comes under the scrutiny of the camera, is divided up,
analyzed, and put together again; undoubtedly without entirely losing its
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factual nature; but the latter, presumably, is enveloped in abstraction,
as the clay of a brick is enveloped by the wall which is not as yet present
but which will multiply its ﬁmnmmwmn_mmm. For Rossellini, facts take on a
meaning, but not like a tool whe~ function has mwoaﬁom%mm_m its form. The
facts follow one another, and the mind is forced to observe their resem-
blance; and thus, by recalling ane apother; they end by meaning some-
thing which was inherent in each and which is, so o speak, the mioral of
the story—a moral the mind ¢annot fail to grasp gince it was drawn from
reality itself. In the Flofentine episode, a woman crosses the city while
it is still occupied by a number of Germans and m&wvm of Jtalian Fas-
¢ists; she is on her way to meef her fiancé, a leader of the Italian under-
ground, accompanied by a man who likewise is looking for his wife and
child. The attention of the ¢amera followirg them, step by step, though
it will share all the difficulties they encounter, all their dangers, will how-
ever be impartially divided between the heroes of the adventure and the
conditions they must encounter. Actually, everything that is happening
in a Florence in the throes of the Liberation is of a like importance. The
personal adventures of the two individials blend into the tnass of other ad-
ventures, just as one attempts to elbow one’s way into a crowd to recover
something one has lost. In the course of making one’s way one sees in
the eyes of those who stand aside the reflectiotis of other concerns, other
passions, other dangers alongside which one’s own may well be merely
laughable. Ultimately and by chance, the woman Wﬂdwu from a Souwamau
partisan, that the man she is looking for is dead. But the statement from
which she learned the news was not aimed straight at her—but hit her
like a stray bullet. The impeccable line followed by this recital owes nothing
to classical forms that are standard for a story of this kind Attention is
never artificially focuséd on the heroire. The camera makes no pretense at
being psychologically subjective. We share all the more fully in the feelings
of the protagonists because it is easy for us to ense what they are feeling;
and also because the pathetic aspect of the episode does not derive from
the fact that a woman has lost the man she kves but from the special place
this drama holds among a thousand wmﬁ? dpart from and yet also part of
the complete drama of the Liberation of Florence. The camera, as if
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miaking an impasrtial report, confines itself to following a woman searching
for a man, Jeaving to us the task of being alone with her, of understanding
her, and of sharing her suffering:

To the admiirable final episode of the partisans surrounded in the
rdarshlands, the muddy waters of the Po Delta, the reéds stretching away
to the horizon, just sufficiently tall tc hide the man crouching down in the
little flat-bottorned bbat, the lapping of the waves ajainst the wood, all
occupy a place of equal importance with the men,' This dramatic role
piayed by the marsh is due in great measure to delibérately intended quali-
ties in the photography. This is why the horizon i¢ always at the same
height. Maintaining the same proportions between ﬁm.mwoﬁmsa sky in every
shot brings out one of the basic characteristics of this landscape. It is the
exact equivalent, under conditions imposed by the screen, of the inner
feeling men experience who are living between the sky and the water and
whose lives are at the mercy of an infinitesima) shift of angle in relation to
the horizon. This shows how much subtlety of expression can be got on ex-
teriors from a camera in the hands of the man who photographed Paisa.

The unit of cinematic narrative in Pais2 is not the “shot,” an abstract
view of a reality which is being analyzed, but the “fact.” A fragment of
concrete teality in itself paultiple and fuli of ambiguity, whose meaning
emerges only after the fact, thanks to other imposed facts wﬁs_mwm which
the mind establishes certain relationships. Ungquestionably, the director
chose these “facts” carefully while at the same time respecting their factual
integrity. The closeup of the door knob referred to earlier was less a fact
than a sign brought into arbitrary relief by the camera, and no more w‘u.
dependent mmeumomww than a preposition 5 a sentence. The opposite
is true of the marsh or the death of the peasants.

But the nature of the “image facts” is not oply to maintain with the
other image facts the relationships invented by the mind. These are in a
sense the centrifugal properties of the images—those which make the
narrative possible. Each image being on its own just a fragment of reality
existing before ahy meanings, the entire surface c_m the scené should Emﬂ.m:
fest an oqually concrete density. Once again we have here the opposite

of the “door-knob” type of mno.s? in which the color of the enamel, the
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dirt marks at the Jevel of the hand, the shine of the metal, the worn-away
look are just so many useless facts, concrete parasites of an abstraction
fittingly dispensed with. _

In Paisa (and I repeat that I imply by this, in varying degrees, all
Ttalian films) the closeup of the door knob would be replaced, without any
loss of that peculiar quality of which it is part, by the “image fact” of a
door whose concrete characteristics would be equally visible. For the same
reason the actors will take care never to dissociate their performance from
the decor or from the petformance of their m@mogﬂ actors. Man himself is
just one fact among others, to whom no phide of place should be given a
priori. That is why the Iralian film makers alone know how to shoot suc-
cessful scenes in buses, trucks, or trains, namely because these scenes com-
bine to create a special density within the framework of which they know
how to portray an action without separating it from its material coptext
and without loss of that uniquely human quality of which it is an integral
part. The subtlety and suppleness of movement within these cluttered
spaces, the naturalness of the behavior of everyone in the shoofing area,
make of these scenes supreme bravura moments of the Italian cinema.

The Realism of the Italian Cinema
and the Technique of the American Novel

The absence of any film documentation may have operated against a
clear understanding of what I have so far written. 1 have arrived at the
point of characterizing as similar the styles of Rossellini in Paisg and of
Orson Welles in Citizen Kane. By &m&wﬁm&% opposite technical routes
each arrives at a scenario with roughly the same approach to reality— the
depth of focus of Welles and the predisposition toward reality of Rossellini.
In both we find the same dependence of the actor relative to the seiting,
the same realistic acting demanded of everyone in the scene whatever
their dramatic importance. Better still, although the styles are so different,
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the narrative follows basically the saine pattern in Citizen Kane and in
Paisa,

In short, mﬁaﬂmﬁ they use independent techmiques, without the least
possibility of a direct influence one on the other, and possessed of tempera-

‘ments that no&a hardly be less compatible, Rossellini and Welles have, t0

all ntents and purposes, the same basic aesthetic objective, the same aes-
thetic concept of realism.

1 had leisure enough as I watched the film to compare the narrative of
Paisa with that of some modern novelists and short story wiiters. Besides,
the meawwmmn@m between the technique of Orson Welles and that of the
American novel, notably Dos Passos, are sufticiently obvious to allow
me now to expound my thesis. The aesthetic of the Italian cinema, at least
in its most elaborate manhifestations and in the work of a director as con-
scious of his medium as Rossellini, is simply the equivalent on film of the
American novel.

Let us clearly understand that we are here concerned with something
quite other than banal adaptation. Hollywood, in fact, never stops adapting
American novels for the screen. We are familiar with what Sam Wood did
to For Whom the Bell Tolls. wmemmmm all h¢ wanted was to retell a plot.
Even if he had been faithful to the driginal, sentence by sentence, he
would not, properly speaking, have c.,mﬂ_mmmmma anything from the book to
the sereen. The films that have managed to translate something of the
style of novels into images can be counted on the fingers of one hand, by
which I medn the very fabric of the namative, the law of gravity that
governs the ordering of the facts, in Faulkner, Hemingway, and Dos
Passos. We tiad to wait for Orson Welles to show what the cinema of the
American novel would be.*

So then, while Hollywood adapts bestseller after bestseller at the same

* The cinema nevertheless has come close to these truths on several occasions,
ifi the case of Feuiltade for example, or of Stroheim. More recently, Malraux has
clearly understood the parallel between a cértain style of novel and film narrative.
Finally, instinctively and by virtue of his genius, Renoir had already applied in
Li Régle du jeu the essexitials of the principles of depth of focus and the simul-
taneous presentation of all the actors in a scene. He had explained this in @
prophigtic article in 1938 in the review Point.
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time moving further away from the spirit of this literature, it is in Hﬁm@,
paturally and with an ease that excludes any notion of deliberate and
willful imitation, that the cinema of American literature has become a
redlity, du@cwmcommcE we must not abaamowg&m the popularity of the
American novelisis in Italy, wheré E@» works were translated and as-
similated long before they were in France, and muﬁ infiuence for example
of Saroyan on Vittorini is common knowledge. I would sooner ¢ite, in
preference to these dubions canse- -and-effect relations, the exceptional
affinity of the two civilizatjons as revealed by the Allied occupation. The
G.1. felt himself at home at once in Italy, and the paisan was at once on
familiar terms with the G.1., black or white. The widespread black market
and the presence o&éﬁﬁﬁw of wnomaeﬁab éwnmnﬁm the American
army went, is by no means the least nouSﬁoEm example of the symbiosis
of two civilizations, It is not for nothing that Américan moa_nnm are im-
portant characters in most recent Jtalian films; and that they are much
at home there speaks volumes.

Emwonmv some paths have been opened by literature and the occupa-
tion, the anmoanou cannot be mﬁﬁﬁb& on this levél alone. American
films are being made in Italy today but never has the {talian film been at
the same time more typically Italian, The body of references I have adopted
has excluded similarities even Mamm disputable, for nHmBEa the Ttalian
“4ale, the commedia delParté and the technique of the fresco. Rather than
an influence one on the other, it is an accord vmgnou oﬂﬂum and literature,
based on the same profound aesthietic data, on Ew samie concept of the rela-
tion between art and reality. It is a long SEF since the modern novel
created its yealist revolution, since it eoﬁwsma behavorism, 2 momonnum
technigue, and the ethic of violende., Far from the cinema having m% mwmw?
est effect on this evolution, as is commonly held today, a film like Pais
proves that the cinema was %anﬁw years behind the ooﬁnﬁmonmé uoﬁ,_
It is not the least of the merits of the Italiah cinema that it has been able
to find the truly cinematic equivalent for E.m most important literary revo-
Intion of our tme.
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THE SUBJECT MATTER of La Terra Trema oﬁﬁw nothing to the war: it
deals with an attempted revolt by the fishermen of a small Sicilian village
against the mnowo“_bmo stranglehold exerted by the local fleet-owning fish
merchants. 1 might défine it as a kind of super-Farrebique about fisher-
men, The parallels with Rouquier’s film are many: first, its quasidocu-
mentary realism; then (if one may so put it) the exoticism intrinsic to
the subject Inatter; and, too, the underlying “human geography” (for the
Sicilian family, the hope of ireeing themselves from the merchants amounts
to the same thing as the installation of electricity for the Farrebique fam-
ily). Although in La Terra Trema, a Communist film, the whole village
is involved, the story is told in tefms of a single family, ranging from grand-
father to mumm&owwamwu. This family was as much out of its element in the
sumptuous reception Universalia gave in its honor at the Excelsior in
Venice 4s the Farrebique family had been at its press party in Paris.
Visconti, Iike Ronquier, did not want to use ma%ommwom& actors, not even

‘Rosséllini’s kind of “amalgam.” His fishermen are fishermen in real life.

He recruited them on the scene of his story’s action—if that is the proper
term here, for here (as in Farrebique) the moﬂg deliberately resists the
m&nnmomw of “drama”: the story unfolds without regard for the rules of
suspénse, its only resources a concern with things thernselves, as in life. But
with these negative rather than positive aspects of the story the resem-
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blances to Farrebique end; La Terra Trema is as temote as could be in
style from Farrebique.

Visconti, like Rouquier, aimed at and unquestionably achieved a
paradoxical syathesis of realism and aestheticism but the poetty of Farre-
bique is due, in essence, to montage—for example, the winter and spring
sequences. To obtain this synthesis in his filin, Visconti has not had re-
course to the effects one can produce from the juxtaposition of images.
Each image here contains a meaning of its own which it expresses fully.
This is the reason why it is difficult to see more than a tenuous relation
between La Terra Trema and the Soviet cinema of the second half of the
twenties, to which montage was essential. We may add now that it is
not by means of symbolism in the imagery either that meaning manifests
itself here—I mean, the symbolism to which Eisenstein and Rouquier re-
sort. The aesthetic peculiar to the image here is always plastic; it avoids
any inclination to the epic. As staggeringly beautiful as the fishing fleet
may be when it leaves the harbor, it is still just the village fleet, not, as in
Potemkin, the Enthusiasm and the mcwwodm of the people of Qdessa who
send out the fishing boats loaded with food for the rebels.

But, one may ask, where is aft to take refuge if the realism one is
proposing is so ascetic? Everywhere else. In the quality of the photogra-
phy, especially. Our compatriot Aldo, who before his work on this film did
nothing of real note and was known only as a studio cameraman, has
here created a profoundly original style of image, unequaled anywhere
(as far as 1 know) but in the short films which are being made in Sweden
by Ame Sucksdorff.

To keep my explanations brief, I will only note that, in an article on
Ttalian film of 1946, “Le réalisme cinématographique et Pécole itafienns
de 1a liberation” (Esprit, Yanuary, 1948), I had examined some aspécts
of the kind of filrm realism then current, and that T was led to see Farrebigue
and Citizen Kane as the two pole: ~f realistic technique. The realism of
Farrebigue derives from the object itself, of Citizen Kane from the way
it structures what it represents. In Farrebique everything is real. In Kane
everything has been reconstructed in a studio—but only because such
depth of field and such rigorously composed images could not be obtained
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on locgtion. Paisa stands somewhere between the two but closer to
Farrebique for its irnages, ﬁ_wwn the realistic aesthetic works it way into
the EB wwgoom the component blocs of reality through w,..m.@ao&_wmﬂ con-
ception of narrative.

The images of La Terra Tremg achieve what is at once a paradox and
tour de force in integrating the aesthetic realism of Citizen Kane with the
documentary realism of Farrebigue. ¥ this is not, strictly speaking, the
first time depth of focus has been used outside the studio, it is at least the
first time it has been used as consciously and as systematically as it is here
out of doors, in the rain and even in the dead of night, as well as indoors
in the real-life seitings of the fishermen’s homes. I cannot linger over the
technical tour de force which this represents, but I would like to empha-
size that depth of focus has naturally led Visconti (as it led Welles) not only
to reject montage but, in some literal sense, to invent a new kind of shoot-
ing script.* His “shots™ (if one is justified in ma”%umbm ﬁvn term) ar¢ un-
usually long—some lasting three or four minutes. In each, as one might
expect, several actions are going on simultancously. Visconti also seems
to have wanted, in some systematic sense, t0 base wﬁ construction of his
image on the event itself. if a fisherman rolls a cigarette, he spares us
nothing: we see the whole operation; it will not be reduced to its draratic
or symbolic meaning, as is usual with montage. The shots are often fixed-
frame, so people and things may enter the frame and take up position; but
Visconti is also in thé habit of using a special kind of panning shot which
moves Very ao&mw over a very wide arc: this is the only camera move-
ment which he allows himself, for he excludes all tracking shots and, of
course, every tinusual camera angle. n

The unlikely sobriety of this structure is possible bnly because of the
remarkable plastic balance maintained—3 baldnce which only a photo-
graph could absolutely render here, But above and beyond m% merits of
its purely formal properties, the image reveals an intimiate knowledge of
the subject matter on the part of the film makers. This is especially re-

* For a note on Bazin's use of technical terms, see p. 181.
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markable in the interiofs, which hitherto have eluded fitm. The difficulties
attendant on lighting and shooting make it almost impossible to use yeal
interiors as settings. It has been done occasionally, but the results from an
aesthetic point of view have beei far inferior o what can be achieved on
exteriors. Here, for the first time throughout an eritire film there was no
variation in quality between intérior and exterlor as to the style of the
shooting script, the performarce of Ew aptors, m,__aa the results of the
photography. Visconti is worthy of the novelty of his frimph. Despite
the poverty—or even because of the smple “ordinariness” of this house-
hold of fishermen, an extraordinary kind of poetry, 4i once intimate and
social, emanates from it. :

The masterly way in which Visconti has handléd his actors deserves
the highest praise. This is by n6 means the first time in history of flm that
nonprofessional actors havi: been used, but never before (except perhaps
in “exotic” films, where the problem is somewhat specialized) have the
actors been so skilifully integrated with thé most specificaily wmm?wmn
elernents of the film. Rouquier hever knew how to handle his family with-
out our being conscious of a camera. The embarrassmient; the repressed
Jaughter, the awkwardness are skillfully covered up by the editing which
always cuts just in the nick of time. In La Terra Trema, the actor, some-
times on carpera for several minutes at a time, speaks, mioves, and acts
with complete uwanmmswmmi:ou@ might even say, with unimaginable mm.mwo.
Yisconti is from the theater. He has known how to communicate to the
nonprofessionals of La Terra Trema mo&%&m more than memmEowm,
pamely that stylization of géstire that is the crowning achievement of an
actor’s profession. If festival juries wefe nét what they are, the Venice
festival prize for best acting should have gone to the fishermen of La
Terra Trema. :

" ¥isconti lets us sees that the Italian neorealism of 1946 has been left
far behind on rore than ohe sgore. wmmﬂmﬁnﬁm_m in art are fairly pointless,
but cinema is to0 young an at still, top involved in its own evolution t0 be
able to indulge in repeating itself for any length of timie. Five years i1
cinema is the equivalent of an entire literary generation. It is the merit
of Visconti to have managed a dialentical integration of the mnﬁﬁéﬁomw
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of recent Italian film with a larger, richer agsthetic for which the term
“realism” Hias not too much meaning now. I am not saying that La Terra
Trerma is supetior to Paisa or to La Caccia tragica but oply that it does, at
least, have the merit of having left them behind from an historical stand-
point. Seeing the best Jtalian films of 1948, I had the impression that
Italian cinema was dofimed to repeat itsélf o its fitter exhaustion.

La ﬁu. erra Trema is the only original way out of the aesthetic impasse,
annd in that sense, one might suppose, it bears the burden of our hopes.

Does this mean that those hopes will be fulfilled? No, unhappily, it
M_m not certain, for La _HQS Trema runs counter, still, to some filmic prin-
ciples with which Visconti will have in future films to deal somewhat more
convincingly than he does here. In particular, his disinclination to sacri-
fice anything to drama has one obvious and serious consequence: La Terra
Trema borés the public. A film with a limited action, it lasts longer than
three hours. If you add that the language psed in the film is a dia-
lectal Sicilian (which, given the wvwﬁomﬂmmEo style of the image, it is im-
possible to spbtitle), and that not even Italians understand it, you can see
that this is somewhat austere “entertainment” and faces no more than a
restricted commercial future. T am sincere when I mmw that I hope Uni-
versalia will play the Maecenas sufficiently to enable Visconti, while him-
self sharing the cost from his large personal fortune; to finish the trilogy
he projects of which La Terra Tréma is only the first part. We will then,
at best, have some filmic monster, whose highly social and political
preoccupations will nonetheless remain inaccessible to the general public.
Tii the world of cinema, it is not necessary that evéryone approve every
film, provided that what prompts the public’s incomprehension can be
compensated for by the other things. In other words, the aesthetic of La
Terra Trema must be applicable to dramatic ends if it is to be of service
in the evolution of dinema.

One has to take into account too—and this is even more disturbing, in
view of what one has thé right to expect from Visconti himseff-——a dan-
gerous inclination to aestheticism. This great aristocrat, an artist to the
tips of his fingers, is 2 Communist, too—do I dare say a synthetic one?

La Terra Trema lacks inner fire. One is reminded of the great Re-
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naissance painters who, without having to do ﬁoﬁmﬁ to themselves, were
able to paint such fine religious frescoes in spite of their deép indifference
to Christinianity. 1 am not passing judgment on the sincerity of Visconti's
cornmunism. But what is sincerity? Od&oiw. at issue is not some pa-
ternalistic feeling for the proletatiat. Paternalism is a bourgeois phenome~
pon, and Visconti is an aristocrat. What is at issue is, maybe, an aesthetic
participation in history. Whatever it be, though, we are a long way off
from the telling conviction of Potemkin or The End of m&uuﬁm«ma@ﬁm or
even (the theme is even the same) of Piscator. There is no doubt that the
film does have propaganda value, but this value is purely objective: there
is no moving eloquence to bolster its documentary vigor. This is how
Visconti intended it to be. This decision is not in itself gwﬁm,omﬁ. But
it involves him in a fairly risky bet, which he may not necessarily be able
to cover, at least in terms of film. Let us hope that his future work will
show us that it can. As it stands, however, it will not, unless it can
avoid falling in the direction in which it is already leaning perilously:
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WHAT SEEMS to me most astonishing about the Italian cinema is that it
appears to fecl it should escape from the aesthetic mﬁmmmmm to which neo-
realism is said to have Jed. The dazzling effects of 1946 and 1947 having
faded away, one could reasonably fear that this useful and intelligent re-
action mmmwwﬂ the Tialian aesthetic of the siiperspectacle and, for that
matter, more generally, against the teclinical aestheticism from which
cinema suffered all over the world, would never get beyond an interest
in a kind ¢f superdocumentary, or romanticized reportage. One began
to realize that the success of Roma Citta mwm:@ Paisd; or Sciuscid was
inseparable from a special conjunction of historical circumstances thiat
took its meaning from the Liberation, and that the .nnowwmmcw of the films
was in some way magnified by the revolutionary vatue of the subject. Just
as some books ﬂaw Malraux or Hemingway m@a in a crystallization of
journalistic style the best narrative form for a ﬁwm&% of current events,
so the films of Rossellini or De Sica owed the fact that they were major
works, magterpieces, mmBmww to a fortuitous combination of form and
subject matter. But when the .moﬁﬁ and above 2l the flavor of their
technical crudity have exhausted their sarprise effect; what remains of
Ttalian “nerealism” when by force of circumstances it must revert
to traditional subjects: ciime stories, wmwovaowmn& dramas, social cus-

toms? The camera in the street we can still accept, but doesn’t that ad-
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mirable nonprofessional acting stand mmm.nou%nﬁna in wﬂmoaou a8
its discoveries swell the ranks of intersiational stars? And, by Nwm om. gen-
eralizing about this aesthetic pessimism: “realism” can only gecupy in art
a dialectical position—it is more a reaction ﬁ..mmﬁ a ﬁ..Ew. m remains then
to make it part of the aesthietic it came into existence 10 verify. In any case,

i the Italians were not the last to downgrade their “neorealism:” 1 think

—

there is not a single Italian director, ﬁoﬁmgm the most neorealist, who
does not insist that they imust get away fror it. -
French critics too feé] themselves a préy fo scruples—especially since
this vannted neorealism early showed sign§ nwm HEEEW out of mﬁms. OoBa.,.
dies, agreeable enough in &mﬁm&ﬁmw m@@wﬁg on mwa ,mnwum {0 .owm»o.z
with visible ease the forntula of Quatiro passi fra le wﬁ.ﬁ&m or «\Emmoi
Nunm. But worst of all was the emergence of a umammﬁmﬂ superspec .__a
in which the search for real settings, action taken mm_oBu, oﬁéaww life, po-
trayals of lower-class mileux, “social” vwmwmﬂonmmm, waommao an mnmaomﬁ
stereotype far more detestable than the elephants of Scipio ,.\..ﬂ?nazﬁ,. .om
a neorealist film may have every defect except .&mm._o.m being academic.
Thus at Venice Il Paito col diavolo by Luigi Chiariai, a somber _mpﬂo.
drama ¢f rural love, took visible pains to mmm a ooaaﬂmna,m& alibi in a
story of conflict between shepherds and éwommﬁam. %&wommw well dene
on some accounts, Iin noine della mmmmm. EH&_ ﬁa.wm&wﬁ. H.noa to push ﬁ.o
fhe fore at Knokke-le-Zoute, carinot escape sijnilar Criicisms. One will
momoo incidentally, from these two Swm_umuom. mnwm mnwwawwmﬁ is now pre-
occupied with rural problems, perhaps w,numau% in view of the fate .% ur-
ban maoHoBmmB« The closed-in countryside has Hnmmwnnmu the open Qam.. .
However that may be, the momnm that we Emoon E.&o new w&ﬁa
school had started to turn intp uneasiness, or gven skepticism, all the more

gince the aesthetic of neorealism forbids it to a.%nm" itself or ww»mmwn&w
itself in the way that is possible and even non.w& in some ﬁw&wona_ mmEMm.
(the crime film, the western, the mgomwwwmnn E_B_ and mo on) ..,EHnw Y
we wete beginning to look toward England whosg recent cinematic rebirth
is likewise; in part, the fruit of realism: that of mﬁo wawoow of moacBnm.,.
tarists who, before and during the war, had gone mwam&w E.o the Tesources
mmmn& by social and techriical realities. A film like Brief Encounter ﬂawﬁ
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probably have been impossible without the ten years of preparation by
Grierson, Cavalcanti, or Rotha. But the English, instéad of breaking with
the technique and the history of Buropean and American cinema, have
succeeded in noﬁwmaﬁm a highly refined aestheticism with the advances
of a certain realism. Nothing could be more tightly structured, more care-
fully prepared; than Brief Encounter—nothing less cohceivable without
the most up-to-date studio resources, without clever and established ac-
tors; yet can we imagine 3 more realistic wowﬁmm of English manners and
psychology? Certainly, David Lean has gained nothing by making over,
this year, a kind of second Brief Encounter: The Passionate Friends, pre-
sented at the Cannes festival. But it js against repetition of the subject
matter that one can reasonably protest, not against the repetition of the
techniques, which could be used over and over Emwmbwﬁq.*

Have I played devil’'s advocate long enough? For let me now make
a confession: my doubts about the Italian cinema have never gone so far,
but all the arguments I have invoked have been used by intelligent men-—
especially in Italy-—nor are they unfortunately without some semblance of
validity. They have also often troubled me, and T subscribe to some of
them.

On the other hand there is a film called Ladri di Biciclette and two
other films that T hope we will soon get to know in France. With Ladri di
Biciclette De Sica has managed to escape from the impasse, to reaffirm
anew the entire aesthetic of neorealism.

Ladri di Biciclette certainly is neorealist, by all the principles one can
deduce from the best Ttalian films since 1946. The story is from the lower
classes, almost populist: an incident in the daily life of a worker. But the
film shows nio extraordinary events such as those which befall the fated
workers in (Gabin films. There are no crimes of passion, none of those

* This paragraph, which redounds to the glory of the English cinema but not
that of the writer, has been retained to bear witness to critical iflusions about
English cinema which I was not the only one 1o entertain. Brief Encounrer made
almost as great an impression as Roma Cittd Apérza. Time has shown which of
the two had a real cinemgtic future, Besides, the Nogl Coward-David Lean film
oved very litfle to the Grjerson school of documeéntary. (Note by Bazin some
time after the article was written, probably in 1956.—TR.] _
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grandiose coincidences common in détective stories ¢.<Eov simply trans-
fer to a realm of proletarian exoficism the great traglc debates once 1e-
served for the dwellers on Olympus. Truly an wummmn.&owmr .wﬁmn a banal
incident: a workman spends a whole day looking in vain in ﬂo streets
of Rome for the bicycle someone has stdlen from EB” ﬁ:w. bicycle has
been the tool of his trade, and if he doesn’t find it he §u again be ﬂ.mnB.,
ployed. Late in the day, after hours of fruitless amwmemuw he to0 tries to
steal a bicycle. Apprehended and then Hmwmmw&w he is as poor as ever, but
now he feels the shame of having sunk to the Hw.a.nw of the thief, .

Plainly there is not enough material here even for a news item: the
whole story would not deserve two Jines in @ mﬁmu.?aom aoﬁma.r One ﬁamﬁ.
take care not to confuse it with realist tragedy in ﬁo Prévert or J ames
C'ain manner, where the inifial news item is a diabolic trap placed #.u% the
gods amid the cobble stones of the street. In itself the event contains 10

proper dramatic valence. It takes on meaning only dn.nm.cma of .Em won.ﬁ.w
L (and not psychological or aesthetic) position of the victim, ‘Without the

%

haunting specter of unemployment, w. nw Ema”& Ew n«w.nﬁ E the ‘Hﬁmuﬂww
society of 1948, it would be an utterly banal Eﬁmmﬁnaﬂa. H‘wwmaﬁwﬁ om
choice of a bicycle as the key object ifi the drama is characteristic both o

Ttalian urban life and of a period when mechanical means of transporta-
tion were still rare and expensive. There is no mo@m‘”o .Em_mn. on the hun-
dreds of other meaningful details that multiply the ,..mmm links vwgwwﬁ
the scenario and actuality, situating the event in political mbm. social his-

inagi lace at 4 given time.

SQ,,HMMWM&NM@M €mp. omm 10 the mise en scéne likewise meet the most
exacting specifications of Ttalian neorealism. Not one scene shotin a mﬁ,&o.
Everything was filmed in the streets. As for the actors, none wmm the slight-
est experience in theater o1 film. The ﬂcHwE.mu camie from the w.m&m fac-
tory, the child was found hanging around in the street, the wife was a
uoﬁmﬂw“m then are the facts of the case. It is clear that they do not appear
to recall in any sense the neorealism of Quatiro passi fra le E@&P Vivere
in Pace, or Sciuscid. On the face of it then ong mwoau have mmm.ﬂa Hu_mmmb_m
for being wary. The sordid side of the tale tends toward that most de-
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batable aspect of Italian stories: indulgenice in thi wretched, a systematic
search for squalid detail,

Y Ladri di .&&&&R is a true masterpiece; comparable in rigor to
Paisa, it is for certain precise reasons, none of which emerge &&Q from
a simple outline of the scenario or from a superficial Em@pwmmom on the
technique of the mise en scéne. ‘

The scenario is mwmccwﬂ.mm / clever in its construction; beginining with
the alibi of a current evept it makes good use of a tumber of systems of
dramatic coordinates radiating in all directions. Ladri di Biciclette is cer-
tainly the only valid Comamunist film of the Whole past decade precisely
because it still has H_wopwmbm even when you have abstracted its social sig-
nificance. Its social messdge is not detached, it remains immanent in the
gvent, but it is so clear that nobody gan overlook it, still less take excep-
tion to it, since it is never made explicitly a mebsage. The thesis implied
is wondrously and outrageously simple: in the world where this workman
lives, the poor must steal from each other in order to survive. But this
thesis is never stated as such, it is just that events are so linked together
that they have the appeatance of a formal truth while retaining an anec-
dotal quality. Basically, the workman might have fourid his bicycle in the
middle of the film; only then there would have been no film. (Sorry to have
bothered you, the director might say; we really did think he would never
find it, but sincé he has, all is well, good for him, the performance is over,
you can turn up the lights.) In other words, a propaganda film would
try to prove that the workman could not find his bicycle, and that he is
inievitably trapped in the vicious circle of poverty. De Sica limits himself to
showing that the workman cannot find his bicycle and that as a result he
doubtless will be nunemployed again. No one can fail to s¢e that it is the

acgidental natare of the script that gives the thesis its quality of necessity;
the- slightest doubt cast on the necessity of the events in the scehario of a
propaganda filin renders the argument hypbthetical,
~ Although on the basis of the workman's misfortune we have no al-
ternative but to condemn 2 certain kind of relation between a man and his
work, mw@ film never makes the events or the pedple wmm wm an econoraic
or political Manicheism. It takes care not to cheat on reality, not only by
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contriving to give the succession of events the appearance of an accidental
and as it were anecdotal chronology but in treating each of them accord-
ing to its phenomenological integrity. In the middle of the chase the litfle
boy suddenly needs to piss. So he does. A downpour forces the father and
son to shelter in a carriageway, so like them we have to forego the chase
and vait 6l the storm is over. The events are not necessarily gigns of some-
thing, of 2 truth of which we are to be convinced, they all carry their own
weight, their complete uniqueness, that ambiguity that characterizes any
fact. So, if you do not have the eyes to see; jou are free to attribute what
happens to bad luck or to chance. The same applies to the people in the
film, The worker is just as deprived and isolated among his fellow trade
unionists as he is walking alopg the street or even in that ineffable scene of
the Catholic “Ouakers” into whose coripany he will shortly stray, because
the trade union does not exist to find jost bikes but to transform a world
in Wwhich losing his bike condemns a ﬁmﬁ, to poverty: Nor does the worker
come to lodge a complaint with the tiade union m& to find comradgs who
will be able to help him discovet the stolen object. So here you have a
collection of proletarian members of 2 union who behave no differently
from a group of paternalistic bourgedis toward an unfortunate workman.
In his private misfortune, the poster Hanget is just as alone in his union
as in church (buddies apart that is—but then who your buddies are is your
own affair). But this parallel is mﬁBE&% useful because it points up a
m striking contrast. The indifference of the trade union is normal and just-
fied because a trade union is striving for justice not for chiarity. But the
cumbersome paternalism of the .Ummaomn “Quakers” is unbearable, be-
cause their eyes are closed to his mwmouﬁ.ﬁwmmmw while they in fact actually
do nothing to change the-world that i3 the capse of it. On this score the
most successtul scene is that in the storm under the porch when a flock of
Austrian seminarians crowd around the worker and his son. We have 10
valid reason to blame them for chattering so much and still less for talking
¥ Gerrpan. But it would be difficult to create a more objectively anticlerical
scene. ,‘
Clearly, and I could find twenty more examiples: events and people are
never introduced in support of a social thesis—but the thesis emerges fully
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mm.Bnn and m:. &w more irrefutable because it is presented to us as some-
thing mwwosﬁ In into the bargain. It is our intelligence that discerns and
mwmm% it, not the film. De Sica wins every play on the board without ever
having madé a bet. “

This techriique is not entirely new in Jtalian films and we have else-
where stressed its value at length both apropos of Paisa and of Allemania
m;:c Zero, but these two films were based on themes from either the
wmmmﬁmnw or the war. Ladri di Biciclette is the first decidive example of the
ﬁomﬁ.c&”w of the conversion of this kind of rﬁ%m&@ to othér, similar
mw&.wmna. De Sica and Zavattini have transferred neorealism mﬂoﬁuga Re-
sistance to the Revolution, .

..H.w.um the thesis of the film is hidden behind an objective social reality
%Enw In tum moves into the background of the moral and psychological
mHmBm.ﬁEow could of itself justify the film. The idea of the boy is a stroke
o“m genius, and one does not know definitely whether it came from the
mmmﬁ or in the process of directing, so little does this distinction mean
uwn..n any more. It is the child who gives to the workman’s adventure its
m@omm _mEﬁnmmoa and fashions, from an individual moral standpoint, a
&mBm.Emﬁ might well have been only social. Remove the boy, and mvn
%o@ Hwﬂmmmm much the same. The proof: a resumé of it would woﬁ differ
in detail. In) fact, the boy’s part is confined to trotting along beside his
.mmmumu. But he Mm the intimate witness ¢ tragedy, its private chorus. It
is supremely _Q@nn to have virtually eliminated the rolé of the smo. in
oﬁwn to give flesh and blood to the private character of the tragedy in the
person of the child. The complicity between father and son is so subtle
%mﬁ it reaches down to the foundations of the moral life. It is the admira-
ﬁou wﬁ ogm feels for his father and the father’s awareness of it which
m:ﬁ,m :um ;@wmmlmmﬁsﬂ to the ending. The public shame of the worker, ex-
posed and clouted in the open street, is of little account compared with
the mwﬁ that his son witnessed it. When he feels 88?& to steal the bike
.Eo w.;omﬁ presence of the little child, who guesses ﬁ&% his father is mmuw.,
ing, is cruel to the verge of obscenity. Trying to get rid of him by sending
him to take'the streetcar is like telling a child in some cramped apartment
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to go and wait on the landing outside for an hous. _OEw in mm_w best O&w@ﬁ
films are there situations of an equally c4o%www.85m Sma_wo.ummm. .
In this connection, the final gesture of the little boy in giving his Fmbm
to his father has been frequently mmm,mhﬁ%mn»@w. H;wocﬁ. cn ﬁicﬂw%.o_
the film to see here a concession to the feelings of the andience. 1t Uo m,wnm
gives them this satisfaction it is because ww isa Hom.wn& part o% the n_mew.
This experience marks henceforth a definite stage in the relations Mv\gwwm
father and son, rather like reaching wﬁgﬁw_ Upto Em_ﬁ n.woﬁna awu Bm_w
has been like a god to his son; their m@wwmoﬂ come _Eanm. the hea m.H.M
admiration. By his action the father bas now noavwoﬂmamn .&muB. N m
tears they shed as they walk side g‘m&mu arms m_ﬁEmEm, M&M@ mmmaou
despair over a paradise lost. Biit the son returns © ﬁw&ﬁ. W omwmw fallen
from grace. He will love him renceforth as a gﬁmm cm.Em, A :
all. The hand that slips into his is neither & symabol of forgiveness nor o&m
childish act of consolation. It is rather the Bomﬁ solemn gesture that MM
ever mark the relations between a father and his son: one that makes them
ﬁam...ww .ﬂo&a take too long to enumerate the B&,mﬁo secondary ?bmnonm
of the boy in the film, both as to the story structure m.aa as to Qmwnﬁm_ QM
scéne itself. However, one should at least vu..w mn_onwou. to the ¢ mu.me o
tone (almost in the musical sense of the term) that Em wmowgom%wﬁﬂﬂ
duces into the middle of the film. As we slowly wander back mu. o ;
between the little boy and the workman we ar Mmmw@m from the social mw
economic plane to that of their private lives, mma the mummo%n mamu.w by
drowning of the child, in making the {ather @&w&% %&ﬁo the re] wwwoﬁ
insignificance of his misfortune, creates 2 dramatic .,ommwm (the Hamw.mﬁmu
scene) at the heart of the story. 1t is, however, an ilusory one, v@n“.wmmn
the reality of this intimate happiness in Em long run momwb% on the mwoﬁn.ém
bike. Thus the child provides a dramatic reserve which, as the oonmmMm
arises, seIrves as a counterpoint, as an mnmoBﬁmEBwnr A.Vq Boamm ..o.m ﬁ.wa
contrary into the foreground of the B&oa.wn structure. A_Em funetior in he
story is, furthermore, clearly observable in the o.Hoanﬁwmaou .om the mmmmw
of the child and of the grownup. Before choosing this particular ¢ m
De Sica did not ask him to perform, just to walk. He wanted to play o
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the striding gait of the man against the short trotting steps of the child, the
harmony of this discord being for him of capital importance for the
undefstanding of the film aé a wholé. It would be no exaggeration to say
that Ladri &,__‘wu.ﬁ.&m:m is the mﬂoﬂw of a walk through Rome by a father
and his son. Whether the child is ahead, behind, alongside—or when,
sulking after having had his ears boxed, he is dawdling behind in a gesture

of revenge—whiat he is doing is never Sgocm. Enmawm. On the contrary,
it is the phenomenology of the script. o
Tt is difficult, after the success of this pairing of a workman and his son,
to imagine De Sica having recourse to established actors. The absence of
professiorial actors is nothing new. But hete again Ladri di Biciclette goes
mﬁﬁnw than previous films, Henceforth the cinematic purity of the actors
does not derive from skill, luck, or a happy combination of a subject, a
period; and a people. Probably top mugh importance has been attached
1o the w%ﬁ Admittedly the Italians, like the Russians, are the most
naturally theatrical of people. In Italy any little street urchin is the equal
of a Jackie Coogan and life is a perpetual commedia dell'arte. However,
it seems to .N.,ﬂn untikely that these acting talents are shared equally by the
Milapese, mww«anmomﬁmmm‘ the peasants of the Po, or the fishermen of
Sicily. Racial difference apart, the contrasts in their history, language, and
economic and social condition would suffice o cast doubt on a thesis that
sought to attribute the natural acting ability of the Italian people simply
to an ethnic quality, It is inconceivable that films as different as Paisd,
Ladri di Bicicletté, La Terra Trema, and even Il Cielo sulla Palude could
share in common such a superbly high level of acting. One could conceive
that the urban Italian has a special gift for mon.mbmomm“ histrionics, but the
peasants in Cielo sullg Palude are absolute cavemen beside the farmers of
Farrebigue. Merely to récall Rouquier’s film in connection with Genina’s
is enough at least in this respect to relegaté the experiment of the French
director to the level of a touchingly patronizing effort. Half the dialogue
in Farrebique is spoken off-stage because Rouquicr could pever get the
peasants not to laugh during a speech of any length. Genina in Cielo sulla
Palude, Visconti in La Terra Trema, both handling peasants or fishermen
by the dozen, gave them complicated roles and m.oﬂ them to recite long
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specches in scencs in which the camera concentrated on their faces as
pitilessly as in an American studio. It is an understateraent to say that
these temporary actors are good or éven perfect. In these films the very
coneept of actor, mnnomumu.oﬁ nwE_..mn&m has no Howm..ﬂ any meaning. An
actorless cinema? Undoubtedly. But the original meaning of the formula
is now outdated, and we should talk today of a cinema without mnmn.mu of
a cinema of which we no longer ask whether the character gives a ,mo&
perforniance or not, since here man anc L . character he portrays aie so
completely one.

We have not strayed as far as it might seem froin Ladri di Bicicleite.
De Sica hunted for his cast for a long time and selected the for specific
characteristics. Natural nobility, that purity of couritenan¢e and bearing
that the common peoplé have . . . He Hesitated for months between this
person and that, took a hundred tests orily to decide finally, in a fiagh and
by intuition on the basis of a sithoette suddenly come upon at the bend
of 3 road. But there i pothing fniraculous about that. It is oot the unique
excellence of this workman and this child that guarantees the quality of
their performance, tut the whole aesthetic scheme into which they are

——

fitted. When De Sica was looking for 2 producer to finance his film, he
finally found one, but on condition that the workman was played by Cary
Grant. The mere statement of the problem in these terms shows the ab-
surdity of it. Actually, Cary Grant plays this kind of part extremely well,
but it is obvious that the question here is ot one of playing of a part but

 of getting away from the very notion of doing any such thing. The worker
had to be at once as perfect and as arionymous and as pbjective as his
bicycle.

‘This concept of the actor is no less “artistic” than the other. The per-
formance of this workman implies as many gifts of body and of mind and
as piuch capacity to take direction as any established actor has at his
command, Hitherto films that have been made either fotally or in part
without actors, such as Tabi, Thunder over Mexico, M &.ﬁf have seem-
ingly been successes that are either but of the ordinary or limited to 2 cer-
tain genre. There is nothing on1 the other hand, unless it be sound prudence,
to prevent De Sica from Bmﬁuw fifty films like Ladri di Biciclette. m_am..c,«n
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nOW OB we know that the absence of professional actors in no way limits
mﬁ choice nm subject. The film without names has mnmuw established its own
aesthetic existence. This in no sense means that the cinema of the future
will no longer use actors: De Sica who is one of the world’s finest actors
wotild be the first to deny this. All it means is that some subjects handled

in a certain style can no longer be-made with professional actors and that

the Italian cinema has definitely imposed these working conditions, just as

naturally a8 1 authentic settings. It is this transition from an

mﬂm.&wm,c ..meﬁi&mqwxwmy mwwwﬁwcmmwmm this may be, into an exact and in-
mmw%w technique that imarks a decisive stage in the growth of Italian neo-
realism.

With the disappearance of the concept of the atior into a trans-
pareney mﬁ@gﬁw as natural as life itself, comes the disappearance of the
set. Let us wﬁmmﬁﬂma one another, however. De wwnmuw film &cw a long
time to prepare, and everything was as minutely planned as mom_. a studio

msw@n ,.m..; luction, iEov as a matter of fact, allows for last-minute im-
m«osmmaomm, but 1 cadnot remember a single shot in which a dramatic
effect is bom of the shooting script properly so called, which seems as
neutral as in a Chaplin film. All the same, the numbering and titling of
shots does not noticeably distinguish Ladri di Biciclette from any ordinary
EB“.. But their selection has been made with a view to raising the limpidity
om.ﬁo event to a maximum, while keeping the index of wwwmomom from
the style t¢ a minimum.

This ouwmnmaﬁ mw rather different from Rossellini’s in Paisd but it
belongs to the same schoo! of aesthetics. One may criticize it on the same
mﬂoaumm that Gide and Martin du Garde criticized romantic prose—-that
it ﬁ:ﬁ tend in the direction of the most neutral kind of transparency. Just
as the disappearance of the actor is the result of mwumoww&mm a style of
performance, the disappearance of the mise en scehe is likewise the fruit
oun. a dialectical progress in the style of the nafrative. If the event is suffi-
cient unto itself without the direction having to shed any further light on it
by means of tamera angles, purposely nwownm camera wo.mmosm_ it is be-
cause it has reached that stage of perfect Tuminosity which makes it pos-
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sible for an art to unmask a nature which in the end resembles it. That is
why the impression made on us by Ladri di Bicicleite is unfailingly that
of truth. m _

If this supreme naturalness, the sense of events observed haphazardly

. as the hours roll by, is the result of an ever-pyesent although invisible sys-
tem of aesthetics, it is definitely the prior conception of the scenario which
allows this to happen. Disappearance of &a actor; disappearance of mise
en scéne? Unquestionably, but because the vetry principle of Ladri di
Biciclette is the disappearance of a story.

Aanet f PuluhiiEIEISt e

The term is equivocal. I know of course that there is a story but of a

different kind from those we ordinarily see on the screen. This is even the
reason why De Sica could not find a producer to back him. When Roger
Leenhardt in a prophetic critical statement asked years ago “if the cinema
is a spectacle,” he was contrasting the dramatic cinema with the novel-like
structure of the cinematic narrative. The former borrows from the theatex

|

its hidden springs. Its plot, conceived a$ it may be specifically for the
screen, is still the alibi for an action identical in essence with the action of
the classical theater. On this score the film is a spectacle like a play. But
on the other hand, because of its realism and the equal treatment it gives t0
man and to nature the cinema is related, aesthetically speaking; to the
novel. _ :

Without going too far into a theory of the novel-—a debatable subject
—Jet us say that the narrative form of the novel or that which derives from
it differs by and large from the theater ii1 the primacy given to events over
action, to succession over causality, to mind over will. The conjunction
belonging to the theater is “therefore,” the particie belonging to the novel
i “then.” This scandalously rough definition is correct to the extent that
it characterizes the two different movements of the mind in thinking,
namely that of the reader and that of the onlooker. Proust can lose us in
a madeleine, but 2 playwright fails in his task if every reply does not link
our interest to the reply that is to follow. That is why a novel may be laid
down and then picked up again. A play cannot be cut into pleces. The
total unity of a spectacle is of its essence. To the extent that it can realize
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Ea physical fequirethents of a spectacle, the cinemia cannot apparently
escape the spectacle’s pyschological laws, but it has also at its Emmémwm all
mwm .mn_moﬁﬁm of the novel. For that reason, doubtless, the cinema is con-
ﬁoEﬂmw a hybrid. It conceals a contradiction. Besides, clearly the .@8@&?
sion of .Eo cinema is toward increaging its novel-like mo”onm&.. Not that we
are against filmed theater, but if the sreen can in some conditions develop
mﬂﬂ givea new dimension to the theater, it is of necessity at the expense of
certain scenic caﬁn.f:ﬁw first of which is the physical presence of the
mﬁcﬁ. Oonﬁma&mn. the novel at least ideally feed muﬂwm%w mom_wum to
En. cinema. One may think of the film as a supérnovel of which the
written form is a feeble and provisional version.

.ﬁum mich d&oﬂw said, how much of mm can be found in the present
condition of the cinematographic mwmnmm&% It is mEvomW.m.UHm to o<oaoow
En.m mmoﬂmnﬁﬁ. wﬂa m._..amﬁna needs nm&mbmma om the m,,ommmm. Q&.E Ie-
mains to be decided is how to reconcile the ocuwmm&nmou. W .,

The wmﬁmu cinema of today is the first anywhere in the world to have
enough courage to cast aside the imperatives of the mmaonwn&mm. La Terra
Tremd and Cielo siilla Falude are films without “action,” in the &oagm
OW s.E.n? m,ouuaﬁwﬁ after the style of the epic mo.coﬂ no nownnmm_won is
miade to dramatic tension. Things happen in ther each at its appointed
H_.SEH, one m#aw the other, but each cairiés an u@c& #&mﬁ. If some are
w.&ﬂ of meaning than others, it is only in rétrospéct. We are free to use
either .@2&08: or “then,” Lg Terra ?«&? omw@mmmw, is a film destined
to be virtually a commercial failure, mmeﬁowmza withont cuts that would
Ieave it uAreécognizable,

. ﬁ.ﬁ is the virtue of De Sica and Zavattini. Their Ladri di Biciclette is
solidly structured in the mold of a tragedy. There is not mww frame that is
w&. charged with an intense dramatic power, yet thiere is not one either
which we cannot fail to find interesting, its dramatic w.onmu&@ mw.ﬁ...

. HH,wo film unfolds on the level of pure accident: the rain, the sem-
inarigns, the Catholic Quakers, the restaurant—all these are seemingly
intercharigable, no oneé séems to have .mnmnm& them in o_..mnm ona m,nmﬁmmo
spectrum, The scene in the thieves’ quarter is amm&nwa We are ot sure
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that the man who was chased by the workman is actually ihe bicycle thief,
and we shall never know if the epileptic fit was a pretense or genuine. As
an “adfion” this episade would be Heaningless Had hot its novel-tike in-
terest, its value as a fact, givenit 2 dramatic meaning to boot.

1t is in fact on its reverse side, and by mm.w.munmu that the action is as-
serabled—1less in terms of ..ﬁw_mwmouﬁ an of a “suimmation” of the events.
Yes, it is a spectacle, and what 2 spectacle! Ladri di Biciclette, however,
does not depend on the mathematical elements of drama, the action does
not exist beforehand as if it were an. “ggsence;” It follows from ttie pre-
existence of the narrative, it is the “integral” of reality. De Sica’s supreme
achievement, which others have so far only approached with a varying
degree of success of failure, is to have succeeded in discovering the cine-
matographic dialectic capable of transcending the contradiction bétween
the action of a “spectacle” and-of an event. For this reason, Ladri di
Biciclette is one of the first gxamples of plire cinema. No more actprs, no
more story, no more sets, which is to say thaj in the perfect aesthetic ii-
lusion of reality there is 1o more cinemna.
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I MUST confess to the reader that my pen is paralyzed by scruples because
of the many compelling reasons why I should not be the one to introduce
De Sica to him. _

First, thee is the presumption implied n a Frenchman wanting to
teach Hmmmmbm something about their o.%n cinema in mnmwm,mr* and, in
wmﬁoﬁmh about the man who is possibly their greatest director. Besides
éwmz 1 E%Ennwmw_ accepted the honor of E@ommnﬁm De Sica in Ewww,
pages, 1 was wmmmaamn% conscious of my m&%mmonﬁmouq Ladri di Biciclette
and T had not yet seen Miracolo a Milano. We in France have of course
seen m.mmz. di ..wh.nn.&wam».wnmﬁ&a_ and I Bambini ci guardano, but Moﬁaw
as _w,.u&n& m.mu and tevealing as it is of the talents of De Sica, it bears, side
by mmmm, ﬁ% gertain sublime discoveries, traces of the apprentice director.
.H..w.o.mmommmo oceasionally succumbs to melodramatic indulgence, and the
direction Wmm_ a certain poetic elegance, a lyrical guality, that today it
seems ,B me De Sica is concerned to avoid. In short, we do not have there
as yet the personal style of the director. His ooBm_mﬁm and final mastery is

.

*This article am.n..nm from 1952, was originally | " i i
. m s ginally published in Ital
Edizione Guanda (Parma, 1953}, .ﬂﬁ.ﬂﬁn in the mﬂ%& edition of Dm.mmhww mﬂw

le cinéma?, i is g 17 i ravistati
te ¢ from which this is translated, was itself a trarslation of the Italian
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revealed in Ladri di Biciclette to such an extent that the fim seems 10
include all the efforts that went into the making of its predecessors.

But can one judge a director by 3 single film? This film is sufficient
proof of the genius of De Sica, but not of the future forms that this genivis
will take, As an actor, De Sica is no gewcomer £0 the cinema, but one
must still call him “young” as a director—a director of the future. In
spite of the resemblances we will observe between thefn, Miracolo a Milano
differs greatly in inspiration and structure from Ladri di Biciclette. What
will his next film be? Will it reveal trends that appear only of minor im-
portance in the previous works? In short, we are undertaking to speak
of the style of a director of the first order on the basis of just two films—
one of which seems to conffict with the orientation of the other. This is all
right if one does not confuse the role of a ciitic with that of a prophet. I
have no trouble explaining why I admire Ladri and Miracolo but that is
something very different from pretending to deduce from these two films
what are the permanent and definitive characteristics of their maker’s
talent. ‘, .

All the same we would willingly have done that for Rossellini after
Roma Citta Aperta and Paisd. What we Eowﬁ have beoiz able to mmw (and
what we actually wrote in France) ran the risk of being modified by Ros-
sellini’s subsequent films, but not of being given the lie. The style of Rosel~
lini belongs to a different aesthetic family. The rules of its aesthetics are
plain to see. It fits a vision of the world directly adapted to a framework
of mise en scéne, Rossellini’s style is a way of seeing, while de Sica’s is
primarily a way of feeling. The mise en scéne of the former lays siége 1o
ifs object from outside. I do not mean without understanding and feeling—
but that this exterior approach offers us an essential ethical and meta-
physical aspect of our relations with the world. In order to understand
this statement one need only compare the treatment of the child in Alle-
mania Anno Zero and in Sciuscia and Ladri di Biciclette.

Rossellini’s love for his characters envelops them in 2 desperate aware-
ness of man’s inability to communicate; De Sica’s love, on the contrary,
radiates from the people themselves. They are what Ewu__., are, but lit from
within by the tenderness he feels for them, Tt follows that Rossellini’s
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direction comes between his material and us, not as an artificial obstacle
set up between the fivo, but as an unbridgeable, ontological distance, 2

" congenital weakness of the human being émow expresses itself aesthetically

in terms of space, in forms, in the structure of hi§ mise-gn-sodne. Because

we arc avate of it as a lack, a ‘mmw,uw&, an am.nmm,.wxmu% things, : wma hence:-
finally as a kind of pain, it follows that it is easier for us to be aware of it,
gaster for us to feduce it to a formal method. Rossellini cannot alter this
without himself-passing through a personal moral revolution.

By contrast, De Sica is one of those directors whose sole purpose
seems fo be to interpret their u%% whose entire talent de-
rives from the love they have for their subject, from their ultimate undei-
staniding of it. The mise-¢ri-scéne seems to take shape after the fashion of
a natural form in living matter. Despite a different kind of sensibility and a
marked concern for form, J mnmnam. Feyder in France also belongs to this
family of diréctors whose one method of work seems to be to treat their
subject honestly. This neutrality is Hlusory but its apparent existence does
not make the critic’s task any easier. It divides up the output of the film
maket into 5o inany special cases that, given ong more film, all that has
preceded it meﬁm be called into question. Itis a temptation therefore to
se¢ only craftsmapship where one is lookirig for style, the generous humil-
ity of a clever technician meeting the demands of the subject ingtead of
the creative irapririt of a true auteur.

The mise-en-scéne of a Rogsellini film can be readily deduced from
the images he uses, whereas De Sica forces us to arrive at his mise-en-

1 e IRt
scéne inductively from a visual narrative which does not seem to admit of it.

Finally and above all, the case of De Sica is up to now inseparable
from his noswgnmmcu with Zavattini, even more than is that of Marcel
Carrié in France withi Jacques Prévert. Thefe is no more perfect example
in the history of the cinema of a symbiosis of screen writer and director.
The fact that Zavattini collaborates with others, while Prévert has written
few stories or scripis for anyone. but Cainé, makes no differénce. On the
contrary, what it allows us to conclude is that De Sica is the ideal director
for Zavattini, the one who understands him best and most intimately. We
have examples of the work of Zavattini without De Sica, but nothirig of
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De Sica without Zavattini. We are thersfore underfaking arbitratily to
distinguish that which truly belongs to De Sica and all the more arbitrarily
because we have just referred to his at least apparent huimility in the mmn,o
of the demands of the scenaric.

We must likewise refuse to-separaté, as something against nature, what
talent has so closely jomed. May De Sica and Zavattini forgive us—-and,
in advance, the reader, who can w,mzw no interest in iny scruples and who
is waiting for me tO get on with my task. T would like it understood, morv
ever, for my own peace of mind, that I aim only to attempt a few eritical
statements which the future will doutiiless ¢all into question; they are
simply the personal testimony of a French critic writing in 1951 about
work full of promise, the qualities. of which age particularly resistant fo
aesthetic analysis. This profession of humility is i no sense just 4n ora-
torical mwoowamou or a rhetorical formula. I beg the reader to believe that
it is first and foremost the measure of my mnﬁmmmbu.

It is by way of its poetry that the realism of De Sica takes on its mean-
ing, for in art, at the spurce of all realism, there is an aesthetic paradox

that must be resolved. The faithful reproduction of reality is not art. We

[ it T | Mttt

are repeatedly told that it consists in sclection and interpretation. That is
why up to now the “realist” trends in cinema, a$ in other arts, consisted
mmﬂm@ in Eﬁoamnﬁm a greater wiasure of R_, ity into the work: gmﬂ this
additiorial measure of reality was still orily an effective way of serving an
abstract purpose, whether dramatic, moral, or wmoomommn&. In France,
“nitaralism” goes hand in hand with the ﬁ&mwmmmmom of novels and
plays & thése. The originality of Italian neorealism as compared with the
chief schools of realism that preceded it and with the Soviet cinema, fies in
never making reality the servant of some & priori pbint of view. Even itie
Driga-Vertov theory of the “Kino-eye” only employed the crude reality
of everyday events so as to give it a place on the dialectic spectrum of
montage. From another point of view, theater (even realist theafer) njed

reality in the service of dramatic and spectaculat stracture, Whether in the'

service of the interests of an ideological thesis, -of a moral idea, or of a
dramatic action, realism subordinates what it borrows ffom reality to its
sranscendent needs. Neorealism knows only immanence. It is from ap-
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pearancé only, the simple appearance of beings and of the world, that it
knows how to deduce the ideas that it unearths. It Mm a phenomenology.

In the realm of means of expression, neorealism runs counter to the
traditional categories of mmwoﬁmnw?tmmoﬁ all, as regards acting. Accord-
ing to the classic understanding of this function, inherited from the theater,
the actor mxwmammnm something: a feeling, a passion, a desire, an idea.
From his attitude and his miming the spectatof can read his face like an
open book. In this perspective, it is agreed implicidy between spectator
and actor that the same psychological causes produce the same physical
effect and that one can without any ambiguity pass backwards and for-
wards from one to the other, This is, strictly mmmmgm, what is called acting.

The structures of the mise-en-~scéne flow from it: decor, lighting, the
anglé and framing of the shots, will be more or less expressionistic in their
relation to the behavior of the actor, They coniribute for their part 10
confirm the meaning of the action. Finally, the brgaking up of the scenes
into shots and their assemblage is the equivalent of an expressionism in
time, a Teconstruction of the event according to an artificial and abstract
duration: dramatic duration, There is not a single one of these commonly
heeepted assumptions of the film spectacle that is not challenged by
neorealism.

H#Hmmr the performance: it calls upon the actor to be before expressing

himgelf. This requirement does not necessarily imply doing away with the

professional actor but it normally tends to substitute the man in the street,
chosen uniquely for his general comportment; his ignorance of theatrical
technique being less a positively required condition than a guaranfee
against the expressionism of traditional acting. For De Sica, Bruno was a
silhouette, a mmno.w a way of walking.

Second, the setting and the photography: the natural setting is to the

R

artificial set what the amateur actor is to the professional. 1t has, however,
the ffect of at least partly limiting the opportunity for plastic composi-
tions available with artificial studio lighting.

 Batitis perhaps especially the structure of the marrative which is
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most radically tarned upside down. It must now respect the actual dura-
tion of thé event. The cuts that logic demands can only be, at best, descrip-
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tive. The assemblage of the film must never add anything to the existing
reality. Tf it is part of the meaning of the film as with Rossellini, it is be-
cause the empty gaps, the white spaces, the parts of the event that we are
not given, are themselves of a conerete nature: stonés which are missing

from the building. It is the same in life: we do not know everything that
happens to others. Ellipsis in classic montage is an effect of style. In
Rossellin’s films it is.a lacuna in reality, or rather in the knowledge we
have of it, which is by its nature limited.

"Thus, neorealism is more an op:ﬁom.ﬁ&%m_mmmou than an aesthetic one,

frumont bl ety

That is why the employment of its technical attributes like a recipe do not
necessarily produce it, as the rapid decline of American neorealism proves.
In Ttaly itself not all films without actors, based on a news item, and filmed
in real exteriors, are better than the traditional melodramas and spectacles.
On the contrary, a film Like Cronata di un Amore by Michelangelo An-
tonioni can be described as neorealist (in spite of the professional actors; of
the detective-story-like arbitrariness of the plot, of expensive settings, and
the baroque dress of the heroine) because the director has not relied on
an expressionism outside the characters; he builds all his effects on their
way of life, their way of crying, of walking, of laughing. They are caught
in the maze of the plot like laboratory rats being sent through a labyrinth,
The diversity of styles among the best Ttalian directors might be ad-
vanced as a counter argument and T know how much they dislike the
word neorealist. Zavattini is. the only one who shamelessly admits to the
fitle. The majority protest against the existence of a new Italian school of
realisti that would include them all. But that is a reflex reaction of the
creator to the critic. The director as artist is more aware of his differences
than his resemblances. The word neorealist was thrown like a fishing net
over the postwar Italian cinema and each director on his own is doing his
best to break the toils in which, it is claimed, he has been caught. How-
ever, in spite of this normal reaction, which has the added advantage of
forcing us 1o review a perhaps too easy critical classification, I think there
are good reasons for staying with it, even against the views of those most
concered. _
Certainly the succinct definition I have just given of neorealism might
appear on the surface to be given the lie by the work of Lattuada with its
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calculated, subtly architecturd] vision, or by the baroque éxuberance, the
fomantic eloquence of De Santis, ot by the refined theatrical sgnse of
Visconti, who makes compositions of the most moﬁm.a.omuw reality as if
they were scenes from an opera or a classical tragedy. These terms are
summary and debatable, but can serve for other possible epithets which
consequently would confirm the existence of formal differences, of op-
positions in style. These thiee directors are as different from one another
as each is from De Sica, yet their common origin is nﬁmgﬁ if one takes a
miore general view and especially if one stops SEwﬂEm them with one
another and instead looks at the American, French, and Soviet cinema.

Neorealism does not mecessarily exist in a pure state and one can
conceive of it being combined with other aesthetic tendencies. Biologists
distinguish, in genetics, characteristics derived from different parents, so-
called dominant factors. It is the sare with neorealism. The exacerbated
theatricality of Malapaite’s Cristd Proibito may owe a lot to German
expressionism, but the film is nonetheless neorealist, radically different
from the realist expressionism of a Fritz Lang,

But I seem to have strayed a long way from De wwnw. This was simply
that 1 might be Better able to situate him in contemporary Hﬁwmw produc-
tion. The difficulty of taking 4 critical stand about the director of Miracolo
a Milano might indeed be precisely the real indication of his style. Toes
not our inability {o analyze its formal characteristics derive m_.oE,ﬂs.u fact
that it represents the purest form of neorealism, from the fact that Ladri di
Biciclette is the ideal center around which gravitate, each in his own orbit,
the works of the other great directors? It could be this very pusity which
makes it impossible to define, for it has as its paradoxical infention pot to
produce a spectacle which appears real, but rather to turn reality into a
spectacle: a man is walking along the stréet and the onlooker is amazed at
the beauty of the man walking.

Until further informatibn is available, until the realization of Zavattini’s
dream of filming eighty minutes in the life of 4 man without a cut, Ladri di
Biciclerte is without a doubt the ultimate expression of neorealism.*

1w wREme T EENET =

* Cf. nole on Uniberio D at the end of this chapter.
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Though this mise-en-scéne aifns at negating itself, at being transparent
to the reality it reveals, it would be naive to conclude that it does not exist.
Few films have been more carefully put together, more pondered over,
more meticulously elaborated, but all this labor by De Sica tends to give
the illusion of chance, to result in giving dramatic necessity the character
of something contingent. Better still, he has succeeded in making dramatic
contingency the very stuff of drama. Nothing happens in Ladyi di Bicicletse
that might just as well not have happeried. The worker could have chanced
upon his bicyele in the middle of the film, the fights in the auditoriim
would have gone up and De Sica would have apologized for having dis-
wrbed us, but after all, we would be happy for the worket's sake. The
marvelous aesthetic paradoy, of this film is that it has the relentless @cmwv‘

omnmw&méﬁnuoﬁgmwm%mpm E#mxﬁ_ﬁmmg oﬁﬁmtwﬂwﬁgw. wwvao&mn@
from the dialectical synthesis of contrary values, namely artistic order and
the amorphous disorder of realify, that it derives its originality. There is
not one image that is pot charged with Bnmwﬁm,,m_mﬁ does not driveé home
into the mind the sharp end of an unforgettable moral truth, and not one
fhat to this end is false to the ontological ambiguity of reality. Not one ges-
fure, not one incident, not a single object in the film is given a priot ig-
nificance derived from the ideology of the director,

1f they are set in order with an undeniable clarity on the spectrumn of
social tragedy, it is after the manney of the Mﬁm&&mm of irbn filings on the
spectrum of a magnet—that IS to say, individually; bit the result of this
art in which nothing is necessary, where nothing has lost the fortuitous
character of chance, is in éffect to be doubly convircing and conclusive.
For, after all, it is not surprising that the novelist, the playwright, or the
film maker should make it possible for us to hit on this or that idea, since
they put them there beforehand, and have seaded their work with them.
Put salt into water, let the water evaporate in the fire of teflection, and you
will get back the salt. But if you find salt in watet drawn directly from a
stream, it is because the water is salty by pature. The workman, Bruno,
might have found his bike just as he might have won in the lottery—cven
poor people win lofteries. But this potential capacity cnly serves to bring
out more forcefully the terrible powerlesshess of the poor fellow. If he
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found his bike, then the enormous extent of his good luck would be an
even greater nbmananmmou of society, since it would make a priceless
miracle, an exorbitant favor, out of the rewurn to a human order, to a
natyral state of happiness, since it would signify his good fortune at not
still being poor.

1t is clear to what an extent this neorealism differs from the formal
concept which consists of decking out a formal story with touches of
reality. As for the technique, propetly so called, Ladri di Biciclette, like a
Tot of other films, was shot in the street with nonprofessional actors but its

frue mew lies elsewhere: in not betraying the essence of things, in allow-

..mwms&hsﬁ.mmmﬁowﬁrﬁ.w..wﬁ. for their own sakes, frecly; it is in Joving them -

.

ﬁrﬁh@ﬁ@&.@ﬁﬁ&ﬁ@ﬁﬁwﬁ&ﬁwEmaa&ﬂ.%&f.zmm%mdawwow,mum
she circles about him Yike the birds around Saint Francis. Others put her
in a cage or teach her to talk, but De Sica talks with her and it is the true
language of reality that we hear, the wotd that cannot be denied, that
only love can utter.

To explain De Sica, we must go back to the source of his arf, namely
to his tenderness, his love. The quality shared in nﬂEBou by Miracolo a
Milano and Ladri di Biciclette, in spite of differences more apparent than
real, is D¢ Siga’s inexhaustible affection for his characters. It is significant
thet in Miracolo @ Milano, that none of the bad people, even the proud
or treacherous ofes, Jare. antipathetic. The. junkyard Judas who selis his
cotpanions’ hovels to the vulgar Mobbi does not stir the least anger in
the onlookers. Rather would he amuse s in the tawdry costume of the
“yillain” of melodrama, which he wears awkwardly and clumsily: heis a
good teaitor. In the same way the new poot, who in their decline still re-
tain the proud ways of their forter mﬁm&&m&mo_&gﬁw@ﬁn simply 2

mmmowm variety of that human fauna and are not therefore excluded from
the vagabond community—¢ven if they charge people a lira a sunset. And
a man must love the sunset with all his heait to come up with the idea of
making people pay for the sightof it, and to suffer this market of dupes.

Besides, none of the principal characters in Ladri di Biciclette is un-

sympatfiefic, Not even the thief. When Bruno finally manages to get his
hands on him, the public would be morally disposed to lynch him, as the
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crowd could have done earlier to Bruno. But the spark of genius in this
film is to force us to swallow this hatred the moment it is born and to re-
nounce judgment, just as Bruno will refuse to bring charges.

The only unsympathetic characters in Miracolo a Milano are Mobbi
and his acolytes, but basically they do not exist. They are only conven-
tional symbols. The moment De Sica shows them to us at slightly closer
quarters, we almost feel a tender curiosity stirring inside t. “Poor rich
people,” we are tempted to say, “how deceived they are.” There are many
ways of loving, even including the way of the inquisitor. The ethics and
politics of love are threatened by the worst heresies. From this point of
view, hate is often more tender, but the affection De Sica feels for His
creatures is no threat to them, there is nothing threatening or abusive:about
it. It is courtly and discreet gentleness, a Euo.wm_ generosity, and it demands
nothing in return. There is no admixture of pity ixi it even for the poorest
or the most wretched, because pity does violence to the dignity of the man
who is its object. It is a burden on his conscience.

The tenderness of De Sicais of a special kind and for this reason does
not easily lend itself to any moral, religious, or political generalization. The
ambiguities of Miracolo a Milano and Ladri di Biciclette have been used
by the Christian Democrats and by the Communists, So much the better: a
true parable should have something for gveryone. 1 do not think D¢ Sica

and Zavattini were trying to argue anybody out of anything. I would not

dream of saying that the kindness of De Sica is of greater value than the
third theological virtue* or than class consciousness, but I see in the

modesty of his position a definite artistic advantage. It is a guarantee of its

authenticity while, at the samie time, assuring it a universal quality. This
penchant for love is less a moral question than one of personal and ethnic
temperament. As for its authehticity, this can be explained in termg of a
paturally happy disposition developed in a Neopolitan atmosphere. But
these psychological roots reach down to deeper layers than the conscious-
ness cultivated by partisan ideclogies. Paradoxically and in virtue of their
unique quality, of their inimitable flavor, since they have not been classi-

The three theological virtues are faith, hope and charity.—TR.
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fied in the categories of either morals or politics, they escape the latter’s
censure; and thé Neopolitan charm of De Sica becomes, thanks to the
cinema, the most sweeping message of love that our times have heard
since Chaplin.

To anyone who doubted the impoitance of this, it is eriough to point
out how quick partisan critics were 1o Jay claim to it. What parfy indeed
could afford to leave love to the other? In our day thére is no longer a
E_mno for uhattached love but since each mE@ can with bquil plausibility
lay claim to being the proprietor of it, it means that much authentic and
naive love scalés the walls and penetrates the stronghold of ideologies and
social theory. )

Let ys be thaiikful to Zavattini and De Sica for the ambiguity of their

T T T e e e H

_ position—and let us take care not to see it as just intellectiial astuteness in

1
thie land of Don Camillo, a completely negative congern to give pledges on
41l sides in réturn for an all-around censorship clearance. On the contrary
it is a positive striving after poetry; the stratagem of a person in love, ex-
pressing himself in the metaphors of his timé, while at the same time mak-
ing sure to wﬁooﬁ such of them as will open the hearts of everyone. The
reason why there have been so many attempts to give a political exegesis
to Miracolp a Milano is that Zavattini’s social allegories are not the final
examples of this symbolisin, these symbols themselves béing simply the

" allegory of love. Psychoanalysts explain to us that our dreams are the very

opposite of a free flow of images. When these ..mxma_mm some fundamental
desire, itis in oﬂﬁ perforce to cross the threshold of the mmmwn.mmo. hiding
behind the rhark of a two-fold symbolism, ons general, the other in-
dividual. But this censorship is not something negative. Withiout it, without
the resistance it offers to the imagination, dreams would not exist.

There is only one way to think of Miracolo a Milano, pamely as a
teflection, o the level of a film dream, and through the mediam of the
social symbolism of contemporary Italy, of the warm heart of Vittorio De
Sica. This would explairi what seems bizarre and iniorganic in this strange
film: otherwise it is hard to understand the gaps in its dramatic continuity
and its indifference to all narrative logic.
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In passing, we might note how much the cinema owes to 2 fove for
living creatures. There is no way of noamwoaq_ understanding the art of
Flaherty, Renoir, Vigo, and especially Chaplin unless we try to &momzmﬁ
beforchand what particular kind of tendeimiess, of sensual or sentimental
affection, they refiect. In my opinion, the cinema more than any other art
is particutarly bound up with love. The hovelist in his relations to his
characters needs intelligence more than love; undérstanding is his form of
loving. If the art of a Chaplin were transposed into Titerature, it would
tend to lapse into sentimentality; that is why a man like André Suaréds, a
man of letters par excellence, and evidently impervious to the poetry of
the cinema, can talk about the “ignoblé heart” of Chaplin when this hedrt
bilngs to the cinema the nobility of myth. Every art and every stage in the
evolution of each art has its mmuwoﬁn scale of values. "The tender, amused
sensuality of Renoir, the more heart-rending tehderness of Vigo, achieve
on the screen a tone and an accent which no other medium of expression
could give them. Between such mow@mm and the WEoBm there éxists a
mysterious affinity which is sometimes denied even to the greatest of men.

No one better than De Sica ¢an lay claim to being the successor to Chaplin.
‘We have already remarked how as an actor he mmmw a quality of .mmnw.wunn. a
light which subtly transforms both the scenario and the other actors o
such an extent that no one can pretes d to play opposite De Sica as he
would opposite someone else. We in France have not hitherto known the
brilliant actor who appeated in'Camerini’s films. He had to vnn_cBa famous
as a director before he was noticed by the public. By then he no longer
had the physique of a young leading man, but .Em charin survived, the
more remarkable for being the less easy to explain. Even when appeating
2s just a simple actor in the films of other directors, De Sica was already
himself & director since his presence modified the film and influenced its
style. Chaplin concenitrates on hiniself and within himself the radiation of
his tenderness, which means that n&&@ is not always excluded from his
world: on the contrary, it has 2 necessary and dialéctic relationship to love,
as is evident from Monsieur Verdoux. Charlie is goodhess itself, projected
onto the world. He is veady to love everything, but thé world does not
always respond. On the other hand, De Sida the director infuses into his
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actors the power to love that he himself possesses as an actor. Chaplin also
chooses his cast carefully but always with an gye to himself and to putting
his character in a beiter light. We find in De Sica the humanity of Chaplin,
but sharéd with the world at large. De Sica possesses the gift of being able
8. Snﬂmv« an m_aa_umw sense of the human wnamomnn_ a disarming grace of
ﬁﬂﬁmwon and of gesture which, in their unique way, are an irresistible
testimony t¢ man. Ricci (Ladri di Bicicletie), Toto (Miracolo a Milano),
and Umberto D, although greatly differing in physique from Chaplin and
De Sica, make us think of them.

It would be a mistake to believe that the love De Sica bears for man,
and mﬁnnm us to bear witness to, is a form of optimism. If ne one is really
bad, if fack to face with each individual human being we are forced to drop
mﬁ mnnmmmmob,, as was Ricci when he cauight ip with the thief, we are
obliged to say that the evil which undeniably does exist in the world is

7,&%mmm-@mn in E@Wmm.n of man, that it is somewhere in the order of
things. One ¢iiild say it is in society and be partly right. in one way Ladri
di WN.Q,.&&E‘ Miracolo a Milano, and Umberto D are indictments of a
revolutionary nature, If there were no unemployment it would not be a

tragedy to lose one’s bicyele. However, this political explanation does not
cover the whole drama. De Sica protests the comparison that has been
made between Ladri di Bicicletie and the works of HWmmS on the grounds
thiat his hero’s alienation is social and not metaphysical. True enough, but
Kafka's myths are o less valid if one accepts them as allegories of social
alienation, znd one does nbt have to béliéve in a cruel God to feel the guilt
of %Enw Joseph K. is culpable. On the contrary, the drama lies in this:
God does not exist, the Jast office in the castle is empty. Perhaps we have
here the particular tragedy of today’s world, the raiing of a self-deifying
social reality to a transcendental state.

The troubles of Bruno and Umberto D have theit immediate and evi-
dent causes but we also observe that there is ait insoluble residue comprised
of E,,a w@nw.owo_mmn& and material complexities of our social relationships,
which neither the high quality of an institution nor the good will of our
neighbors can dispose of. The nature of the latter is positive and social, but
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its action wmooo&m always from a necessity that is at once absurd and } im-
perative. This is, in my opinion, s&mﬂ makes this film so great and 5o rich.
It enders a two-fold justice: one by way of an irrefutable description of
the wretched condition of the proletariat, another by way of the _erﬁn
and constant appeal of 2 human need that any society whatsoever must
respect. It condemns a world in which the poor are obliged to steal from
one another to survive (the police protect the rich only too well) but this
imposed condemnation is not enough, because it is not only a given his-
torical institution that is in question or a particular economic setup, but
the congenital indifference of our social organization, as such, to the for-
tuitousness of individua! happiness. Otherwise Sweden could be the earthily
paradise, where bikes are left along the sidewalk both day and night. De
Sica loves mankind, his brothers, too much not to want to remove every
conceivable cause of their :mwmwwsammg bt he also reminds us that every
man’s happiness is a miracle of love whether i in Milan or anywhere else. A
society which does not take every omvogq to smother wmm.mﬁamm is
- already better than one ﬂ@o& sows hate, b but the most perfect still Eoﬁm
not create love, for love remains a private matter between man and man,
In what country in the world would they keep rabbit hutches in an oil
field? In what other would the loss of an administrative document nat be
" as agonizing as the theft of a bicycle? It is part of the realm of mommnm 1o
think up and promote the ognngm ronditions necessary for human happi-
pess, but it is not wwﬁ of its essential function o respect its subjective con-
difions. In the universe of De Sica, there lics a latent pessimist, an un-
avoidable pessimism we can never be grateful enough to him for, because
in it resides the appeal of the poténtial of man, the witness to his final and
irrefutable humanity. .

T have used the word love. I should rather have said poetry. These two
words are synonymous or at least complementary. Postry is but the active
and creative form of love, its projection into the world. Although mwonaa
and laid waste by social upheaval, the childhood of the shoeshine boy has
retained the power to transform his 5w8w&nwmm in a dream. In France,
in the primary schools, the children are taught to say “Who steals an egg,
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steals a bull.” De Sica’s fortaula is “Who steals an egg is dreaming of a
horsg.” .Ho”o s miraculous gift which was handed on to him by his adopted
mmmumﬂoﬁwﬁ is to have RSE& from childhood an Enxﬁmﬁnw_a capacity
for defense _uw way of wmnﬁr the piece of business I find mdst significant
in Miracolo a Milano is that of Emma Grammatica E%Em toward the
spilled miik. It does not matter who else scolds Toto for his lagk of initia-
tive and ..swam up the milk with a cloth, so long as the quick gesture of the
old woinan has as its purpose i o turn the little nﬁmmﬂnomwo into a marvelous
game, m stream i the middle ofa Iandscape of the same ﬁo@&.ﬁom And
o on to the multiplication tables, ariother pi rofound terror of one's child-
hood, which, HWmmWw to the little ol woman, tums into a dream. City
dweller Toto names the streets and the squares “four times four is sixteen”
or “nine gmnm nine is eighty-one,” for these cold mathematical symbols
are more beautiful in his eyes than the names of the characters of mythol-
ogy. mamw mmﬂu we think of Charlie; he also oﬁqm 10 his childhood spirit
his mmBmem@a power of n.mnmmoﬁsm the éo% to a better purpose.
When Hrme fesists him and he cannot materially change it-—he switches
its Homusm Take for aumﬁmﬁn, the dance of the rolls, in The Gold Rush,
or the shogs in the soup pot, with this proviso that, always on the defensive,
Charlie reserves his power of Ewguoﬁvomm for his own advantage, or,
at most, for the benefit of the woman he loves. Toto on the other hand
goes out to othérs. He doés not give a moment’s thought to any benefit the
dove can bring him, his joy lies in his being able to spread joy. When he
can no longer do muwm:mm for his neighbor he takes it on himself to assume
various shapes, now limping for the F.Bo man, making himself small for
the dwarf, blind for the one-cyed man, The dove is just an arbitrarily
added possibility, to give poetry a material form, becaus¢ most people
need something to assist their HBm@bmuomm But mm oto does not know what
to do with himself unless it is for sbomeone else’s @omwmw

Nﬁmﬁﬁ told me once: “I am like a paintet mwmumEm before a field,
who asks himself which blade of grass e should co.mB with.” De Sica is
the an& mﬁn@. for a declaration of faithi such as this. There i G also the art
of the Em%&ﬂmﬁ who dividés the moments of life into %acamm which, in
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respect of the moments lived, are what the blades of grass are to the feld.
To paint évery biade of grass one must be the anmﬁ@.. Nn&mnma. In the
world of cinema one must have the love of 2 D¢ Sica for creation itself.

A Note on Umberto D

Until 1 saw Umberto D, 1 considered Ladri di Biciclette as having reached
the uttermost limits of neorealism so far as the concept of narrative s
concemned. It seems to me today that Ladri di Biciclette _.mwmww far short of
the ideal Zavattini subject. Not that I consider Umberto D superior.
The unmatchable superiority of Ladri di Biciclette still resides in the para”
dox of its having reconciled radically opposite values: factual freedom

and narrative discipline. But the gutfiors only achieve this by sacrificing

the continuum of reality. In Umberto D one catches a glimpse, on a num-

ber of occasions, of what a truly realist cinema of time could be, a mwm,arﬁwe
of “duration.” |

*Thess experiments in continuohs fime are not iew in cinema. Alfred

Hitchcock’s Rope, for example, runs %,oﬂ &mw@, upinterrupted umbﬁnw.

But there it was just a question of action sich as we have in the .muﬁmﬁﬂ.

The real problem is not the continuity of dhié exposed film but the temporal

structure of the incident. : .

Rope could be filmed withont a change of fochs, without any break
in the shots, and still proyide a dramatic spectacle, because in the original
play the incidents were mﬁmmmw,mwﬁb,‘o&ﬂ dramaticaily mﬁﬂ&mm. Smb
artificial time—theatrical time—just as there is musical fithe and dance
fdme, _

Tn at least two scenes of Umbérto D the problem of subject and script
take on a different aspect: In these instances it is a matter of making “Jife
fime"-—the simple continuing to be of a person to whom nothing in particu-
lar happens—take on the quality of a spéctacle, of a drama. I am .EEEum
in particular of when Umberto I goes to bed, having retired to his room
thinking he has a fever and, especially, of the little servant girl's awakening
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in the mormning. These two sequences undoubtedly constitute the ultimate
in “performance” of a certain kind of cinema, at the level of what one
would call “the invisible subject,” by which I mean the subject entirely
dissolved in the fact to which it has given rise; while when a film is taken
from a story, the latter continues to survive by itself like 4 skeleton without
its muscles; one can always “tell” the story of the film.

The function of the subject is here no less essential than the story but

its essence is reabsorbed into the scenario. To put it another way, the sub-
ject exists before the working scenario, but it does not exist afterward.
Only the “fact” exists which the subject had itself forecast. If I try to
recount the film to someone who has not seen it—for example what Um-
berto D is doing in his room or the little servarnt Maria in the kitchen, what
is there left for me to describe? An impalpable show of gestures without
meaning, from which the person I am talking to cannot derive the slightest
idea of the émotion that gripped the viewer. The subject here is sacrificed
comoanbmum, like the waX in the casting of the bronze.
At the scenario level this type of subject corresponds, reciprocally, to
the scenario cmm& entirély on the behavior of the actor. Since the real
time of the narrative is not that of the drama but the concrete duration of
the character, this objectiveness can only be transforméd into a mise en
scéne (scenario and action) in terms of something totally subjective. I
mean by this that the film is identical with what the actor is doing and
with this alope. The outside world is reduced to being an accessory to this
pure action, which is sufficient to itself in the same way that algae deprived
of air produce the oxygen they need. The acfor who gives a representa-
ﬁm.ou of a particular actioni, who :Eﬁ@ﬁa a wmn.,. mwg@mu in a measure,
directs himself because he is calling more or less on a system of generally
accepted dramatit conventions which are learnéd in conservatories, Not
even these convéntions are any help to him here. He is entirely in the
hahds of the directot in this complete replica of life:

True, Umberto D is not a perfect film like Ladri di Biciclette, but this

is perhaps nderstandable since its ambition was greater. Less perfect in

its entirety but cértainly more perfect and more unalloyed in some of its
parts—those in which De Sica and Zavattini exhibit complete fidelity to
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the aesthetic of neorealism. That is why one must not accuse Umberto D
of facile sentimentality, some measure of modest mmm,ﬁ& to social pity. The
good qualities and even, for that maiter, the defects of the film are far
beyond any categories of morality or mownom. We are dealing here with
a cinematographic “report,” a disconcerting and jrrefutable observation
on the human condifion, One may or nay not find it to one’s taste that
this report should be made on the life of a minor functionary boarding with
a family or on a little pregnant servant; but, certainly, what we have just
learned about this old man and this girl as revealed through their acci-
dental misfortunes above all concerns the huyman condition. I have 1o
hesitation in stating that the cinema has rarely gone such a long way
toward making us aware of what it is to be a man. (And also, for that
matter, of what it is to be a dog.) ,

Hitherto dramatic literature has provided us with a doubtless exact
knowledge of the human soul, but one which stands in the same relation to
man as classical physics to matter—what scientists call macrophysics, use-
ful only for phenomena of considerable magpitude, And certainly the novel
has gone to extremes in categorizing this knowledge, The emotional physics
of a Proust is microscopic. But the matter withi which this fnicrophysics is
concerned is on the inside. It is memory. The ¢ingma is not necessarily a
cubstitute for the novel in this search after man, but it has at least one
advantage over it, namely, that it presents man only in the present—i0 the
«time lost and found” of Proust there corresponds in a measure the “fime
discovered” of Zavattini; this is, in the contemporary cinema, something
tike Proust in the present indicative tense: ,
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?o.owo IN MILANO created only discord. In the absence of the general
enthusiasm that greeted Ladri di Biciclette the onwﬂmmnw of the scenario,
the mixture of the fantastic and the no,EBgmHmn,P and the penchant of
our time for political ¢ryptography stirred up around this strange film a sort
of succés dé scandalé (which Micheline Vian has debuiked with relentless
humor in wu excellent article published in Les Temps modernes). V

.?ngb%ﬁmnw of silence, a sullen and obstinate reficence, is bulding up
mmmwmuﬁ Umbérto D and as a tesult even the good thiat has been si,nnc about
wﬁ seems to condemn n_ﬁ film with faint praise; though it is a kind of mute
ill humor or even contempt (to whith no one is prepared to admit in view
o.m the Eﬁ.ﬁoam past of its makers) mm,umﬁ in secret animates the hostility of
miore than one critic. There will certainly be no “Battle of Umberto D.”

And _w@_ﬁ it is one of the most revolutionary and oo,E.m.mnoaw films of
the last two years—iot only of the Italian ciriéma but of European cinema
as a whole, 3 masterpiece to which film history is certainly going o grant
a place of honor, even if for the mornent an thexplicable failure of attention
ora Sm&u‘wmmmuﬂw on the part of those who love the cinerna allows it
only a reluctant and ineffective esteem. .

It there are lines outside theaters showing Adorables créatures ot Le
Fruit défendu, it is perhaps in part because the brothels wma._m,u.wo% closed;
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all the same, there should be a few tens of thousands of people in Paris
xpect other pleasures from film.

Ewo%oWMo Paris ngn to be wﬂoma% shamed, must Umberto D leave

the marquees before it has had the kind of run it deserves?

The chief reason for the Bammamnmsmgmm that have arisen about
Umbérto D lies in comparing it with Ladri di Biciclette, Some will say
with some semblance of reason that De Sica “retarns fo neorealism™ roﬁ
after the poetico-realist interlude of Miracolo in Milano. This is true, but
only if one hastens to add that the perfection of Ladri di Biciclette was omly
a beginning, though it was first regarded as a culmination. It took Ums-
berto D to make us understand what it was in the realism of Ladri di Bi-
ciclette that was still a concession to classical dramaturgy. ﬂonm.omcnumw
what is so unsettling abont Umberto D is primarily the way it rejects any
relationship to traditional film spectacle.

Of course, if we take just the theme of the film we can reduce it to a
seemingly “populist” melodrama with social pretensions, an appeal on
behalf of the middle class: a retired minor offigial reduced to penury de-
cides against suicide because he can neither find someone to take care
of his dog nor pluck up enough courage to kill it before he kills himself.
This final episode is not the moving conclusion to a dramatic series of
events. If the classical concept of :nouwcaanou: still has some BomuEm
here, the sequence of events which De Sica mnmonm ov&a a necessity that
has nothing to do with dramatie strucfure. What wﬁm of causal relation-
ship could you establish between a wmnbwmmm angina for which Umberto D
will be treated in hospital, his Hmm&m% s turning JE out on the street, and
his thinking of suicide? Thie notice to vacate was served Em.%onmﬁu of
the angina. A “dramatic author” would have made the angina acute i
order 10 establish a logical and a pathetic relationship Between the two
muumm Here, on the conttary, the peried in haspital is in effect wﬁ&w
justified by the real state of Umberto D’s health; rather .m_mw making us
pity him for his unhappy lot, it is really a rather cheerful omamomn. That is

not where the question lies, though. It is not his real poverty that moves
Umberto D to despair, though it i¢ in a very real sense a contributing fac-
for, but only in the degree that it shows him uun how lonely be is. The
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few things which Umberto D must rely on others to do for him are all it
takes to alienate his few human contacts. To the extent that it is indeed
the middle class that is Eﬂo?na the film reports the secret misery, the
egoism, the lack of mozos.mowumm which characterizes its members. Its pro-
tagonist advances step by step further into his sofitude: the person closest to
him, thie only cne to show him any tenderness, is his landlady’s little maid;

but her wm_nummm and her goodwill cannot prevail over her worries as an un-
wed Eomumio.wm. Through his one friendship, then, there runs the motif
of despair,

Byt here 1 am now lapsing back into traditional critical concepts,
though I am talking about a film whose cmmEmwQ I set out to prove.

If one assumes some distance from the story and can étill see in it a
dramatic wmmmmhmm, sorne general development in character, a single gen-
eral trend in ifs component events, this is only after the fact. The narrative
unit is not the episode, the event, the sudden tuin of events, or the charac-
ter of its protagonists; it is the succession of concrete instants of life, no one
of which can bé said to be more important than another, for their ontologi-
cal w@amwa\ destroys drama at its very basis. One wonderful SEqUence-——
it will temain one of the high points of film—is a perfect illustration of
this mwmaomnw 10 narrative and thus to direction: the scene in which the
maid gets up. .mﬁ camerd confines itself to Ewwomsm her doing her little
chores: moving around the kitchen still half asleep, drowning the ants that
have invaded the sink, grinding the coffee. The cinema here is conceived
as the exact opposite of that “art of ellipsis” to which we are much too
ready to believe it devoted. Ellipsis is a narrative process; it is logical in
nature and so it is abstract as well; it presupposes analysis and choice; it
organizes the facts in accord with the general dramati¢ direction to which it
forces them to submit. On the contrary, De Sica and Zavattini attempt 10
divide the event up into still smaller events and thess into events smaller
mmm to the éxtreme limits of our capacity to perceive them in time. Thus,
the unit event in a dlassical film would be “the maid’s getting out of bed”;
two or three brief %oa would suffice to show this. De Sica replaces this
narrative unit with a series of :mENEaH events: she wakes up; she crosses
the umm she drowns the arits; and so on. But let us eXamine just one of
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these. We see how the grinding of the coffee is divided in turn into a series
of independent moments; for example, when she shuts the door with Bn
tip of her outstretched foot. As it goes in on her Ea camera follows the
movement of her leg so that the image finally _Saonunmm“m. on w,a_.. ﬁow.m
feeling the surface of the door. Have I m,,_aam%”mﬁm that Wﬁ is Nméﬁ? ]
dream to make a whole film out of ninety minutes m the life of a man to
whom nothing happens? That is precisely what :umﬁ.ﬁ.,_ﬁwﬂ.. means for
for him. Two or three sequences in Qﬁwm.uo.b give us more ﬁHE a
glimpse of what such a film might be %mmw they RmAmeanwa of it m_mﬁ
have already been shot. But let us make no mistake wgﬁ the Bmﬁ_bm
and the value realism has here. De Sica and Zavattini are concerned to
make cinema the asymptote of reality—-but in o".ﬂ.mﬂ. ﬁmﬂn it %o&m &J..
mately be life itself that becomes spectacle, B order that H_na might E.mEm
mmnoﬁ mirror be visible poetry, be the self into which film finally changes

it.*

€ i * Bazi ites the

* “Telle qu'en elle-méme, enfin, le cinéma la change.’ Bazin here rewrites th

first _Honom w@wﬁam,m famous sonnet Tombeau d'Edgar Poe, “Tel quen lui-
méme, enfin, Téternité le change.” ,
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| CABIRIA: THE
VOYAGE TO THE END OF NEOREALISM

>m 1 SIT POWN to wiite this article, I have no idea what kind ow mmgmmom
Feilini’s latest film will bave. I hope it is as enthusiastic as I think it should
be, but I do not conceal from myself the fact that there ar¢ two categories
of viewers who raay have reservations about the film. The first i$ that seg-
ment of the general public likely to be put off by the way the story mixés
the strange with what seems to be an almost melodramatic naivete. These
people can sccept the theme of the whore with a heart of gold oiily i
it is spiced with crime. The second belongs, albeit reluctantly, to that
part of the “elite” which supports Fellini almiost in spite of ilself, Con-
strained to admire La Strada and under even more constraint from its
austerity and its “outcast” status to admire H Bidone, 1 expect these view-
ers pow to.criticize Le Notti di Gm?.nn for being “too well made”—a film
in which practically nothing is left to chance, a film that is clever—artful.-
even. Let’s forget the first objection; it is important only in the effect it may
have at the box office. The second, hawever, is worth refuting.

The least surprising thing about Le Notti di Cabiria i$ not that this is
the first time Fellini has succeeded in puttidg together a masterly script,
with an action that cannot be faulted—unmarred by clichés or missing
links, orie in which thiere could be no place for the unhappy cuts and the cor-
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rections in editing from which La Strada and 11 Bidone suffered.* Of
course, Lo Sceicco bianco and even I Vitelloni were not clumsy in their
construction, but chiefly because, though their themes were specifically
Fellinian, they were still being exptessed within a frameiwork provided by
relatively traditional scenarios. Fellini has finally cast these crutches aside
with L.a Strada: theme and characler alone are the final determinants in
the story now, to the exclusion of all else; story has nothing now to do
with what one calls plot; I even have doubts that it is proper here to
speak of “action.” The same is true of Il Bidone. .

- It is not that Fellini would like to retumn to the excuses which drama
affords him in his earlier films. Quite the contrdry, Le Notti di Cabiria
goes even beyond 1l Bidone, but here the contradictions between what
1 will call the “verticality” of its authgr’s themes and the “horizontality”
of the requirements of narrative hav been reconciled. It is within the
Fellinian system that he now finds his solutions. This does not prevent the
viewer from possibly mistaking brilliant perfection for mere facility, if

not indeed for betrayal. All the same, on ohe score af least Feéllini has-

deceived himself a little: is he not counting on the character played by
Frangois Perier (who to me seems miscast) to have a surprise effect? Now
it is clear that any effect of “suspense” or even of “drama” is essentially
alien to the Fellinian system, in which it is impossible for time ever to serve
as an abstract or dynamic support—as an a priorf framework for narra-
tive structure. In La Strada as in 11 Bidone, time is moammm more than fhe
shapeless framework modified by fortuitous events which affect thie fate of
His heroes, though nevér in conséquence of external necessity. Events do
not “happen” in Fellini’s world; they “befall” its inhabitants; that is to say,
they occur as an effect of “yertical” gravity, 5ot in conformity to the laws

» Alas, the facts give me the e: the Original-language version shown in Paris
reveals the deletion of at least one long scene that was still in the film when it was
shown at Cannes, namely thé scens of .:mﬁ. visitor of Saint Vincent de Paul” to
which I alhide below. But then we have seen how easy it has been in the past to
convince Fellini—if it is indeed he who is responsible for fhis cut—ithat a traly
remarkable sequence is “useless.” [The “visitor? is a member of the Society of
Saint Vincent de Paul founded in France in 1833 to care for, the sick, the aged,
the poor, and What were then known as “fallen éoﬁwnw.:..nlﬂmw.u !
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of “horizontal” mmcmwmq. As for the characters themselves, they exist and
change only in:reference to a purely internal kind of time-—which I cannot
qualify even as Bergsonian, in so far as Bergson’s theory of the Données
immédiates de la conscience contains a strong element of psychologism.
Let us avoid the vague terms of a “spiritualizing™ vocabulary. Let us not
say that the transférmation of the characters takes place at the level of
the “soul.” But it has at least to occur at that depth of their being into
which consciousness only occasionally reaches down. This does not mean
at the level of the unconscious or the subconscious but rather the level on
which what Jean-Paul Sartre calls the “basic project” obtains, the level
of ontology. Thus the Fellinian character does not evolve; he ripens or
at the most becomes transformed (whence the metaphor of the angel’s
wings, to which I will shortly return).

A Spurious Melodrama

But let us confine ourselves, for the mmoment, to the structure of the
script. 1 totally reject, then, the coup de théftre in Le Notti di Cabiria
which belatedly reveals Oscar a swindler. Fellini must have been aware
of what he was doinj because, as if to compound his sin, he makes Fran-
goig Petier wear datk glasses when he is about to turn “wicked.” What
of it? This is a minor concession indeed and I find it easy to pardon in
view of the carg Fellini now takes to avoid in this film the grave danger
to which 4 complicated and much too facile shooting script exposed him in
Il Bidone.

1 find it all the more easy to pardon when it is the only concession he
makes in this film; for the fest Fellini communicates the tension and the
rigor of tragédy to it without ever having to fall back on devices alien to his
universe, Cabiria, the little prostitute whose simple soul is rooted in hope,
is nota charatter out o.m melodrama, because Ler desire to “get out” is not
motivited by the ideals of bourgeois morality or a strictly bourgeois socio-
logy. She does not hold her trade in contempt. As 2 matter of fact, if there

85




What 1s Cinema?

were such creatures as wﬁ?w@.&._.ﬁa pimps capable of understanding wnm
and of embodying not love indeed but just.a belief in life, she would doubt-
less see no incompatibility between her secrét hopes and her pighttime
activities. Does she not owe one of her greatest moments of happingss—
happiness foliowed consequently by an even more bitter deception—1o her
chance meeting with a famous film star who because he is drunk and feel-
ing embittered against love proposes to take her home to his luxurious
apartment. There was something to make the other. girls just die of envy!
But the incident is fated to come to 2 pitiful end, because after all a prosti-
tute’s trade commonly destines her only to disappointments; this is why
she longs, more or less consciously, to get out of it through the impossible
Jove of some stalwart fellow who will make no demands of her. If we seem
now to have reached an outcome typical of bourgeois melodrama, itisin
any case by a very different route. , .

Le Notti di Cabiria—like La Strada, like Il Bidone, and, in the fina}
analysis, like Vitelloni——is the maﬁ of ascesis, of renunciation, mﬁm. (how-
ever you choose to interpret the term) of salvation. The beauty and the
rigor of its construction proceed thils time from the perfect economy of its
constituent episodes. Each of themn, as I have said earlier, exists by and for
itself, unique and colorful as an event, but oW ¢ach belongs to an otder of
things that never fails to reveal itself in retrospect as having been absolutely
necessary. As she goes from hope to hope, plumbing eriroute the depths of
betrayal, contempt, and poverty, Cabiria follows a path on which every
halt readies her for the stage ahead. When one stops and reflects; one rea-
lizes that there is nothing in the film, before the meeting with the benefactor
of the tramps (whose irruption Eﬂo,ﬁm EB.wmome at first sighit to be no
more than a characteristic piece of Fellinian bravura), which is not proved
subsequently to be necessary to trick Cabiria into making an act of ill-
placed faith; for if such men do exist, thén every miracle is possible and
we, too, will be withont mistrust when Perier appears. h

I do not intend to repeat what has been written about Fellini’s aes-
sage. It has, anyway, been noticeably the same since I Vitelloni, THiS is
not to be taken as a sign of sterlity. On the contrary, while variety is the
mark of a “director,” it is unity of inspiration that connotes the true
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“author.” But in the light of this new masterpiece maybe I can stll at-
tempt to throw a little more light on what in essence is Fellini’s style.

4 Realism of Appearances

It is absurd; preposterous even, to deny him a place among the neo-
realists. Such a judgment could only be possible on ideological grounds.
It is tyue that Fellini’s realism though social in origin is not social in intent.
This remains as E&&aﬂwa as it is in Chekhov or Dostoievsky. Realism,
let me repeat, is {0 be defined not il terms of ends but of means, and
neorealism by a specific wwbm of relationship of means to ends. What De
Sica has in common with Rossellini and Fellini is obviously not the deep
meaning of their films—even if, as it happens, these more, or less coincide
—Dbut the pride of place they all give to &o representation of reality at the
expense of dramatic structures. To put it more precisely, the Italian cinema
has replaced a “réalism™ deriving in point of content from the naturalism
of nbvels and structurally from theater with what, for brevity’s sake, we
shall call a@pgoﬁnwomo%n&: realisgm which never “adjusts” reality to
meet the needs meoMmm by psychology or drama. The relation between
meaning and appearance having been in a sense inverted, appearance
is always presented as a amEun &mno....qwnw_ an almost documentary revela-
tion that retains jts full force of vividness and detail: Whence the director’s
art w% in the skill with which he compels the event to reveal its roeaning—
or 4t least the meaning he lends it-—without removing ady of its ambig-
nity.* Thus defined, neorealism is not the exclusivé property of any one
ideology nor even of any one ideal, fo more than it excludes any other
ideal—no mére, in point of fact, than reality excludes anything.

1 even tend to view Fellini as the director who goes the farthest of
any to date in this neorealist asethetic, who goes even so far that he goes
all the way through it and finds himself on the other side.

Letus consider how free Fellini’s direction is from the encumbrances

* For Bazin's use of the term “ambiguity,” see the Tatroduction.
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of psychological after-effects. His mwﬁmmﬁﬁ are mever defined by their
character” but exclusively by their appearance. 1 deliberately avoid the
world “behavior” because its meaning hiis become too restricted; the way
people behave is only one awaani in the knowledge we have of them. We
know them by many other signs, not only their faces; of course, but by
the way they move, by everythmg that'makes the body the outer shell
of the inner man—even more, perhaps, by things still more extérnal than
these, things on the frontler betweer; the individual and the world, things

Y ._.such.as haircut, moustache, clothing, eye mymwwmw (the one prop that Fel-

tini has used to a point Wwhere it has become a gimmick). Then, beyond
that again, setting, too, has a role to play-—not, of course, in an wx_?wm,
sionistic senisé but rather as establishing 4 harmony or a disharmony be-
tween setting and character. I am thinking in vmnmn&m.n of the extraordi-
pary relationship @mﬁmdmww.& between Cabiria and the unaccustomed w_mm?
tings into which Nazzari inveigles her, the nightclub and the huxurious
aparfment.

On the Other Side of Things

But it is here that we reach thé boundaries of realism, here, too, that
Fellini, who drives on further still, takes us beyond them. It is a Little as
if, having been led to this degree of interest in appearances, we Were now
t0 see the charactets no longer among the objects but, as if these had be-
come transparent, through them. T mean by this that without dur noticing
the world has moved f.rm mea ing to analogy, then from analogy to
identification with the mnmngﬁmmmw.w apologize for this equivocal word;
the reader may replace it with whatever he ﬁ:«.s:mow@: or “surrealism”
or “magic”—whatever the térm that expresses the hidden accord whick
things maintain with an invisible counterpart of which they are, so to
speak, merely the aduinbration.

Let us taks oné example from ainorg many others of thi§ process of
“supernaturalization,” which is 10 be found in the metaphor of the angel.
From his first films, Fellini has been haunted by the angelizing of his char-
acters, as if the angelic state were the ultimate referent in his universe, the
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final measure of being. One can trace this tendency in its explicit develop-
ment at least from I Vitelloni on: Sordi dresses up for the carnival as a
guardian angel; a little later on what Fabrizi steals, as if by chance, is the
carved wooden statue of an angel. But these allusions are direct and con-
crete. Subtler still, and all the more interesting because it seems uncon-
mnmocm._ is the shot in which the monk who has come down from working in
a tree loads a long string of little branches on his back. This detail is nothing
more %mn a nice “realistic” touch for us, mﬁmmmm even for Fellini himself,
until ﬁ. the end of 1! Bidone we see Antonio dying at the side of the road:
in the white light of dawn he sees a procession of children and women bear-
ing bundles of sticks on their backs: angels pass! I iniust note, too, how in
the same film Picasso races down a street and the tails of his raincoat
spread out behind him like little wings. It is that same Richard Basehart
agdin who appears before Gelsomina as if he were weightless, a dazzling
sight ori his high tire under the spotlights.

. .H&E.m is no end to Fellini’s symbolism. Certainly, it would be possible
10 study the whole body of his work from this one angle.* What needed to
be done was simply to place it within the context of the logic of neorealism,
for it is evident thiat these assaciations of objects and characters which con-
stitute Fellini’s universe derive their value and their importance from real-
ism alone-—or, to put it a better way, perhaps, from the objectivity with
which they are recorded. It is not in order to look like an angel that the
friar carries his bundles of sticks on his back, but it is enough to see the
wing in the twigs for the old monk to be transformed into one. One might
say that Fellini is not opposed to realism, any more than he is to neoreal-

ism, but rather that he achieves it surpassingly in a poetic reordering of the
world.

A Revolution in Narrative

Fellini creates a similar revolution at the narrative level. From this point
of view, t6 be sure, neorealism is also a revolution in form which comes
0 v.w.ma on content. For example, the priority which they accord incident

* See the article by Dominique Aubier in Cahiers du Cinéma, No. 49.
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over plot has led De Sica and Zavattini to replace plot as such with a
microaction based:on an infinitely &smﬁm attention to the ooE&oﬁnom
in even the most ordinary of events. This in itself rules out ﬁmﬁ mmeowﬁ
hierarchy, whether psychological, &mﬁwﬁo. or ideological, among the in-
Gidents that are portrayed. This aoam not mean, of course, that the director
is obliged to renounce all choice over what he is o show us, but it does
mean that he no longer makes the choice in reference to some pre-existing
dramatic organization. In this new perspective, the important sequence
can just as well be the jong scene that “serves no purpose” by traditional
screenplay standards.* :

Nonetheless—this is true even of Umberto D, which perhaps rep-
resents the limits of oﬁ@maﬁmﬁmcom in this mm.ﬁ &mﬂmgnmw:iﬁwn evolu-
fion of film follows an invisible thread. Fellini, I think, brings the neoreal-
ist revolution to its point of peifection when wﬂ introduces a new kind of
script, the scenario lacking any %mgmmn linking, based as it is, to the
exclusion of all else, on the m.ﬁouqawnowomsa description of the charac-
ters. In the films of Fellini, the scenes that establish the logical relations,
the significant changes of fortune, the major points of dramatic articula-
tion, only mBSa« the continuity links, while the long descriptive se-
quences, seeming to exercise no effect on the unfolding of the * taction”
PIOpET, constitute the truly important and revealing scenes. In I Vitelloni,
these are the nocturnal walks, the senseless strolls on the beach; in La
Strada, the visit to the convent; _ﬂ I Bidoene, the evening at %n pightclub
or the New Year’s celebration. It ﬁ not when they are doing’ soinething
specific that Fellini’s characters best reveal &aﬁ.&?nm to the viewer but
by their endless milling around:i

1f there are, still, tensions and climaxes in the films of Féllini which
leave nothing to be desired as regards drama or mew%, it is becaunse, in
the absence of traditional dramatic ommm&:w_ the incidents in his films de-
velop effects of analogy and echo. Fellini’s hero never reaches the fidal
crisis (which destroys him and saves him) by 2 mmomnmmﬂﬁ dramatic Euﬂnm
but because the circumstances somehow or aﬁnn affect him, build up in-

* This is true of the sequence that has been deleted from the film.
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side: him like the vibrant energy in a resonating boily. He does not de-
velop; he is transformed; overturhing finally like an iceberg whose center
of wcowmbnw Hﬁm shifted unseen.

Eye to Eye

By way of SunEmmoP and to compress the disturbing perfection of Le
Nori mﬁ ﬁ_nwiu into a single phrase, I would like to analyze the final shot
of the film, which strikes the, when mswégm ¢lse is takern into account, as
the boldest and the most powerful shot in the whole of Fellini’s work.

Cabiria, stripped of w<nQ95mzlrnm money, her love, her mmmwlaﬂnmmoa
now of herself, stands on a road without hope. A group of boys and girls
swarm into the scene singing and dancing as they go, and from the depths
of her momuum:%m Cabiria slowly returns to life; she starts to smile again;
soon she is dancing, top: It is easy to imagine how artificial and symbolic
this muaEm would have been, casting aside as it does all the objections of
swmmﬁewgmﬁ i Fellini had not succeedéd in projecting his film onto a
higher plane by a single amﬁwm of direction, a stroke of real genius that
forces us suddenly to identify with his heroine. Chaplin's namme is often men-
tioded in conection with La §trada, but wmsu never thoiight the compari-
son gganm Gelsomina and Charlie. (which I find bard to take in itself)
very aoEEoEm The first stiot which is not onty up to Chaplin’s level but
the true equal of his best inventions is the final sHot of Le Notti di Cabirig,

when Giulietta Masina turns toward the camera and her glance crosses
ours. As far as 1 know, meEE is the om@ man in the history of film who
made successful mu\mﬁﬂmmo use of this/gesture, which the books about film-

making are unanimous in ocbaaBEwm Nor would it be in place if when she
looked us in the eye Omgum seemed to come bearing some ultimate truth.

- But the mEmEbm noanw to this stroke of directorial genius is this, that Cabi-

ria’s glance falls mo.qﬁ.& times on the ¢amera without ever quite coming to
Test there, The lights go up on this marvel of ambiguity. Cabiria is doubt-
Jess still the herdine of the adventures which she has been living out before
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us, somewhere behind that screen, but here she is now inviting us} too, with
her glance to follow her on the road to which.she is about:to return. The
invitation is chaste, discreet, and indefinite enough: that sm.nwn pretend to
think that she Bmwnm to be looki g at mmoBog% ﬁ%w.. At E_n mmBn“.mB_w“
.ﬁommw,wlmmombwnmnaaw,m n_mouw_w, Sa. Jo BBG%.&W@EHE&G
~ “

from our fole of spectator. |-
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IN DEFENSE OF ROSSELLINI

A letter to Guido Aristarco, editor-in-chief
of Cinema Nuovo

My dear Aristarco,
I have been meaning to write these comments for some time now, but
month after month I have deferred doing so, put off by the importance of
the problem and its many ramifications. I am also aware that I lack theo-
Hnm,oa preparation, as SBmE.& with the seriousness and thoroughness
ﬁnm which Italian critics-on the left devote themselves to the study of neo-
REWB in depth. Although T welcomed neorealism on its first arrival in
France and have ever since continued to devote to it the unstinting best of
my critical attentions, I cannot claim to have a coherent theory to rival
your own, nor can I pretend to be able to situate the phenomenon of neo-
realism in the history of Italian culture as surely as you can. If you take
into account, too, the fact that T am bound to look absurd if I try to instruct
Ttalians in their own cinema, you will have the major reasons why I have
failed as yet to respond to your invitafion to discuss in the pages of Cinema
Nuovo the critical position which you and your associates have taken on
$ome recent films,

I would like to remind you, béfore getting fo the heart of the dis-
cussion; that differences of gpinion due to nationality are frequent even
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among critics of the same generatior u“oB all else would seem to align.
We of Cahiers du Cinéma, for example, have experiehced this with the
staff of Sight and Sound, and I am not'aghamed to admit that it was at
least in part the high regard in which Eu_.%mw Anderson held Jacques
Becker's Casque d’or (which was a failure in France) that led me to re-
consider my own view and to see virtues in thie film which had escaped me.
1t is true that the judgment of a foreigner is apt sometimes to go wmﬁ_mwf?
cause of a lack of familiarity with the context from which a film comes.
For example, the success outside France of films by Uaﬁ&ﬂ or Pagnol is
clearly the result of a misunderstanding. Foreign critics admire in these
films a picture of France which seems to them “wonderfully typical,” and
they confuse this “exoticism™ with the value of these films as film. I recog-
nize that these differences are of little consquence and I presume that the
success abroad of some Italian films which I think you are right to hold
in low esteern is based on the same kind of isunderstanding. Neverthe-
less, I do not think that this is trie of the films that have caused fis to dis-
agree, not even with neorealism in general. :

To begin with, you will allow that French critics were not wrong, at
the very outset, in being more & E:&wm%o than Italian critics about the
films that today are the undisputed m&@ of the Italian cinema on both
sides of the Alps. For my patt, H.,.mmmﬂ. ?%mwm M.E.mw Hw..mm onelof the few
French critics who ‘always linked the rebirth of Italian cinema to “neo-
realism,” even at the time when it was fashionable to say that the terrh was
meaningless. Today I still think it the best term there is to designate what is
best and most creative in Italian cinema. .

But this is also why I am disturbed by the way in which you defend it.
Do I dare suggest, dear Aristarco, that the harsh line taken by Cingma
Nuovo against certain tendencies in mwonmmﬁﬁu which you consider ye-
gressive prompts me to fear that you are thereby unwittingly putiing the
Ynife to what is most alive and rich in your cinema? I am eclectic enough in
what T most admire in Italian cinema, but you have passed some harsh
judgments which T am prepared to mwomwn you are an Italian, T can under-
stand why the success in France of Pane, Ariore e Fantasie annoys you;
your reaction resembles mine to Duvivier’s films on Paris. But, on the
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other hand, when I find you hunting for fleas in Gelsomina’s tousled hair,
or dismissing Rossellini’s last film as less than nothing T am forced to con-
clude that under the guise of jnouwamoa integtity you are in the process of
nipping in the bud some of the liveliest and most promising offshoots of
what I persist in calling neorealism.

You tell me you are arfiazed at the relative success which Viaggio in
Italia has had in Paris, and even more mo by the almost unanimous en-
thusiasim of the French critics for it, As for La Strada, you are well aware
what a suceess it has been. Thesé two films have come just at the right mo-
ment {g restore Italian cinema not ofily in the interest of the general public
but also in the esteem of the intellectuals—for interest in Italian film has
flagged in the past year or two. The reasons for their success are in many
ways very different. Nevertheless, far from their having been felt here as
a break with neorealism and still less as a regression, they have given us a
feeling of a creative inveptiveness deriving directly from the spirit which
informs the Ttatian school. T will try to tell you why. -

Bus I have first to confess to a strong dislike for a notion of neorealism
whichiis based, to the exclusion of all'else, of what is only one of its present
mmﬁmﬁm_, for this is to submit its future potential to a priori restrictions.
Perhaps|] dislike it so because I haven’t enough of a head for theory. I
think, however, that it is because I prefer to allow art its natural freedom.
In sterile periods theory is 2 Fruitful source for the analysis of the causes
of mwmm drought, and it can help to create the conditions necessary for the
rebirth, But when we have had the good fortune to witness the wonderful
flowering of Italian cinema over the past ten years, is there not more dan-
ger than advantage to be gained if we try to lay down a law which we say
is imposed by theory? Not that we do not Have to be strict. On the con-
trary, an exacting and rigorous ctiticisi is needed—now more than ever,
1 think. But its concern should be to denounce commercial compromise,
demagoguery, the lowering of the level of the ambitions, rather than to
wﬂm%n a priori aesthetic m,.mmwammnm_m“ow w&ﬁ. As M view it, a director
whose aesthetic ideals are close to your own but who sets to work assum-
ing that he can include only 10 or 20 per cent of these ideals in any com-
mercial mmﬁmn he may happen to shoot has less _,.u,amw than a man who for
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better or worse makes filimis that conform to his ideal, even if Em aonnnmﬂ
of neorealism differs from yours. In the first of Emmn two films, woﬁ you
are conterit objectively to record that the film is at least in part free of com-
promise by monoREm it two stars in your critiques, but you consign E_»
second film to your aesthetic hell, without right of appeal,

In your view Rossellini would, mocwmmmm be less to blame if he wma
made something like Stazione Termini E. Umberto D rather than Gio-
vanna d'Arco al rogo or La Paura. It is not my intention to defend the
author of Europa 51 at the Qﬁmnmn of ﬁmgmﬁmm or De Sica; the wownv. of
compromise is defensible, up 10 a onr I am not going to iry to mmmuo it
here, but it does séem to me that Rossellini’s independence gives Em work
~—whatever one may think of it on other groundé—an integrity of mgm and
a moral unity only too rare in cinema, which compe! us to esteem it éven
before we admire it.

But it is not on such Ba%oaowomﬁa grounds as these that I hope to
defend him. Instead, I will direct my argument on his behalf at the assump-
tions on which the discussion is based. Has Rossellini ever really beén a
neorealist and is he one mmmw_ It would seem to me that you admit that he
has been a neorealist. Fow i indeed can there be any question of the role
played by Roma Citta Aperta Ea Paisa in the origin and macmwowBoE of
neorealism? But you say that a nanﬁb “regression” is already »@ﬁmﬁgw in
Allemania Anno Zero, that it is annmzo beginning with Stromboli and I
Fioretti di San Francisco, and that it has become catastrophic in Europa
51 and Viaggio in Italia.

But what is it, in essence that you find to EmBn in this mawmuamo itin-
erary? Increasingly less concemn for social realism, for chronicling the
events of daily life, in favor, it is not to be denied, of an incteasingly ob-
vious moral message~--a moral meisage that, m%wmuﬁm on the degree om
his malevolence, a petson may identify with either one of thé two major
tendencies in Jtalian politics. I réfuse to allow the discussion to descend to
this dubious level. Even if Rossellini had in fact Christian-Democrat lean-
ings (and of this there is no proof, public or private, so far as | ﬂgoﬁv this
would not be enough to exclude him a priori from the possibility of vﬂmm 2
neorealist artist. But let that pass. .

It is troe, uosﬂr&nmm. mumﬂ one does have a right to R_onﬁ the mioral
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of spiritual muamgma that i increasingly evident in his work, but even so to
reject this would not imply rejection of the aesthetic framework within
which this message is manifest unless the films of Rossellini were in fact
films & thése, that is, unless EQ were mere dramatizations of a priori
ideas. But in point of fact there is no Italian diréctor in whose work aims
and form are more closely linked and it is precisely on this basis that 1
would ¢haracterize Rossellini’s sieorealism.

If the word has any meaning—whatever the differences that arise over
its interpretation, above and beyond a minimal agreement—in the first
place it sténds in opposition to the traditional dramatic systems and mﬂ.mo
to the various other known kinds of realism in literature and film with
which we are familiar, through its claim that there is a certain ‘“‘whole-
ness” to reality. I'borrow this definition, which I consider to be as correct
as it is convenient, from Amedée Ayfre (Caghiers du Cinéma, No. 17).
Neorealism is 2 description of reality conceived as a whole by a conscious-
ness disposed to see things as a whole. Neorealism contrasts with the realist
aesthetics that preceded it, and in particular with naturalism and verism,
in that its realism is npt so much concerned with the choice of subject as
with a particular way of regarding %Emm If you like, what is realist in
Paisa is the Ttalian Resistance, but what is neorealist is Rossellini’s direc-
tion—his presentation of the evelnts, a presentation which is at once elliptic
and synthetic.

To put it still another way, neorealism by definition rejects analysis,
whether political, moral, psychological, logical, or social, of the charac-
ters and their actions, It looks on redlity as a whole, not incomprehensible,
8&»..5? but inseparably one. This is why neorealism, although not ne-
cessarily antispectacular {though spectacle is to all intents and wcﬂuo.m.am
alien to it) is at Jeast basically antitheatrical in the degree that stage acting
presupposes on the part of the actor a psychological analysis of the emo-
tions to which a character is subject and a set of expressive physical signs
that symbolize a whole range of moral categories. .

"This does not at all mean that neorealism is limited to some otherwise

[N

Emwmuwgo :aoEEwEmmmE e Rossellini is fond of saying that a love not

5 :GonuEnEw:mB: accordiig to A. Ayfre is ap “attitude supposedly of
passivity that claims to be impersonally objestive.”—TR.
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only for his characters but for the real world just as it is lies at the heart
of his conception of the way a film is to be directed, and that it is precisely
this love that precludes him fiom putting asunder what reality has joined
together, namely, the character and the setting. Neorealism, then, is not
characterized by a refusal to take a stand vis-@-vis the world, still less by a
refusal to judge it; as a matter of fact; it always presupposeés an aftitude of
mind: it is always reality as it is visiple through an artist, as refracted by
his consciousness—but by his consciousness as a whole and not by his
reason alone or his emotions or his beliefs—and reassembled from its dis-
tinguishable elements. I would put it this way: the traditiopal realist artist
—_Zola, for example—analyzés reality into parts which he then reassem-
bles in a synthesis the final determinant of which is his moral conception
of the world, whereas the consciousness of the neorealist director filters
reality. Undoubtedly, his consciousness, like that of everyone else, does
not admit reality as a whole, but the selection that does occur is uowmﬁ
logical nor is it mmwnwowommnww it is ontological, in the s¢énse that the image
of reality it restores to|us is still a whole—just as a black-and-white
photograph is not an image of Hmmﬁw broken down and put back together
again “without the ooam, but rather a true imprint of reality, a Kind of
luminous mold in which'color simply does not figure. There is ontological
identity between the object and its photographic image.

T may perhaps make myself better understood by an exampie—from
Viaggio in Italia. Admittegly the public is easily disappointéd by the film
in that the Naples which it depicts is incomplete. This reality is only a small
part of the reality that might have been shown, but the iittle one sees—
statues in a museum, pregnant women, an excavation at Pompeii, the tail-
end of the procession of Saint Jamtarius—has the quality of wholeness
which in my view is essential. Tt is Naples “filtered” through the conscious-
ness of the heroine. If the landscape is bare and confined, it Is because the
consciousness of an ordinary bourgeéoise itself suffers from great spiritual
poverty. Nevertheless, the Naples of the film is not false (which it could
gasily be with the Naples of a documentary three hours long), It is rather
a mental landscape at once as objective as a straight photograph and as
subjective as pure personal consciousness, We realize now that the attitude
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which Rossellini takes toward wzv ¢haracters and their geographical and
social ma&bm is, at one rémove, the attitude of his heroine toward Naples—
the difference being that his awargness is that 6f a highly cultured artist and,
in my opinion, an artist of rage spiritual vitality. .

1 apologize for proceeding by way of metaphor, but I am not 2 philos-
ophet and I canpot convey my mganing any more directly. I will therefore
attempt one more comparison. I will say this of the classical forms of art and
of traditional Hmmmmﬂ, that they are built as wommwm are built, with manwm
or cut stones. It Is not a matter of calling inte question either the ntility E
these houses or the beauty they fnay or mdy not have, or the perfect sult-
ability of bricks to the building of houses. The reality of the brick lies less
in its composition than it does in its form and its strength. It wouid never
enter your head to define it as a piece of clay; its pechliar rnineral compo-
sition matters litte. What does count is that it have the right dimeasions.
A brick is the basic unit of a house. That this is so is proclaimed by its ap-
pearance. One can apply the same argument to the stones of which a
bridge is constructed. They fit togéther perfectly to form an arch. But the
big rocks that lig scatiered in a ford are now and ever Wil be no more than
meié rocks. Their reality as rocks is not affected when, leaping from one to
another, I use them to cross the river. If the service which they have ren-
dered is the same as that of the bridge, it is because L have brought my
share of ingenuity to bear on their chance arrangement; 1 have added the
motion which, though it alters neither thejr nature not their appearance,
gives them a provisional meaping and utility. In the same way, the neo-
realist film has a meaning, but it is a posteriori, to the extent that it permits
our-awareness to move from ong fact to another, from one fragment of
reality to the next, whereas In the classical artistic composition the mean-
ing is established a priori: the house is already theré in the brick.

" If ray analysis is correct, it mowwsm that the term neosealism should
néver be used as a floun, except to designate the neorealist directors as a
body. Neorealism as _mcnr does not exist. ﬂ_ﬁm are only neorealist direc-
tors—whether they be materialists, Christians, Communists, or whatever.
ﬁmﬁ_wouwm is uwomnmwmm_.@ in La Terra Trema, a call to social revolt, and
Rossellini is neorealistic in I Fioretti, a film which lights up for us a purely
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spiritual reality. T will only deny the nawm,mnmmon nearealist to the director
who, to persuade ine, puts asunder what Jeality has joined together,

Inmy view, then, Viaggio in Itglia is néorealist—-more so than L'Oro di
Napoli, for example, which I greatly admire but whose realism is basically
psychological and subtly theatrical, despite the many realistic touches that
aim to take us in. n

T would go even further and claim that of all talian directors Rossellini
has done the most to nﬁmwm the frontiers of the neorealist mamﬁmwmo. I have
said that there is no such thing as pure neorealism. The neorealist attitude
is an ideal that one can approach to a greater or lesser degree, In all films
termed neorealist there are traces still of nm&mon& realism-—spectacular,
dramatic, or psycholo il. They can all be broken down into wa follow-
ing compenents:- documentary reality plis moﬂnmgm else, this manmEum
else being the plastic beauty of the images; the social sense, or the poetry,
the comedy and so on. You é%ﬁ Jogk in vain in the works of Wo&mmﬁ
for some such distinction of eventiand, E”ga& effect. There is nothinj in
his films that belongs to literdture or to poetry} riot even a trace of “the
beautiful” in the merely pleasing sénse of the word. ‘Rossellini directs facts.
It is as if his characters were haurited vw some demon of movement, His
little brothers of Saint Francis seem to have no better way of glorifying God
than to run races. And what of the haunting death march of the little ur-
chin in Allemania Anno Zeérp? Gesture, change, physical movement con-
stitute for Rossellini the essence of human reality, This means, t00, that his
characters are more apt to be affected by the settings through ﬁﬁow they
move than the settings are liable to be affected by their novement,

The world of Rossellini is a world of pure acts, unimportant in them-
selves but preparing the way (as if ggw&sﬂwn to God himself) for the
sudden dazzling revelation of théir meaning. Thus it is with the uumm&a of
Viaggio in Italia: unseen 3 the two leading nwwnmn"nam almost unseen
even by the camera, and i in any case Ewgmco& (for Rossellini monm not
claim that it is a miracle w& only the noise and crowd moveirients that
people are in the habit of calling 3 Eu.m&a, its impact on the conscicusness
of the characters:is such, nonethgless, 4s to prompt the munﬁumﬁna out-
pouring of their love for one another,
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To my mind, no one has been moré successful in creating the aesthetic
structure which in consequence of its strength, wholeness, and transpar-
ency is better suited to the direction of evénts than the author of Europa
51, the structire which Rossellinj has created allows the viewer to see no-
mw_.Em but the event itself. This brings to mind the way in which some bodies
can exist in either an amorphous or a crystalline state. The art of Rossellini
consists in wmogum whiat has to be done to confer on the facts what is at
once their most substantial and their most elegant shape—not the most
graceful, but the sharpest in outline, the most direct, or the most tren-
chant, Neorealism discovers in Rossellini the style and the resources of ab-
straction, To have a regard for reality does pot mean that what one does
in fact is to pile up appearances, On the contrary, it means that one strips
&m appearances of all that is not essential, in order to get at the totality in
its simplicity, The art of Rossellini is kinear and melodic, True, several of
his films make one think of a sketch: more is implicit in the line than it
moEwmw depicts. But is ong to attribute such sureness of line to poverty of
invention or to laziness? One would have to say the same of Matisse. Per-
haps Rossellini is more 4 master of line than a painter, more a short-story
writer than a novelist. But there is no hierarchy of genres, only of artists.

I do not expect to have convinced you, my dear Adristarco. In any
event, it is never with arguments that one wins over a person. The con-
viction oné puts into them often counts foi more. I shall be satisfied if just
my conviction (in which you will find an écho of the admiration [for Ros-
sellini] of several of my critic colleagues) serves at least to stimulate your
owsa.
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