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Fellini’s La strada:
Transcending neprealism

THROUGHOUT THE I950s, the term Crisis appears with sbme
frequency in writings on neorealism. Whether it is De Santis
denying the dire prophecies of the crisaioli, or Aristarco at-
tributing the crisis of ﬁrn cinema to the crisis of Italian soci-
ety at large, the consensus seems to be that neorealism is
undergoing radical changes whose effects will drastically al-
ter its chances for survival.! The use of the term is signifi-
cant, not only for what it tells us dbout the heightened emo-
tionalism of the debate on neoredlism, but also for the
dramatic analogy itself, which suggests that the course of
neorealism will be lik¢ the plot of a conventional play with
its own rising action, turning point, and denouenient. Those
who proclaim the crisis of neorealism base mrm_m reading on
the first half of the “play” and ?.o_umwu% have some guesses
as to how the drama will be résolved. It is ironic that a
movement hostile to the conventions of dramatic plotting
should become a character in its own theater of comic re-
demption or tragic demise, as if to compensate for the ab-
sence of drama in neorealist narrative structure.

Aristarco actually has two monmmﬁOm for the fate of post-
war lralian cinema-—one éromm ciisis yields happy results and
one whose fortunes suffer a tragic downfall, The hero of the
first scenario is Visconti, whose Senso {1954) signals the
maturation of neorealisr into realism, of chronicle into his-

1De Santis noanwa_nﬂm the crisaioli in “E in ctisi il neotealismo,” in Liz-
zani, Storia, pp. 345ff. Aristarco’s crisis ﬁm"mmncmm appears in “Guido Aris-
tarco Answers Fellini” in Federico Fellini: Essays in Criticism, ed. Bonda-
nella, p. 6. Carlo Cuwmé speaks of “crisis of w»nmgnmm: and attributes its
causes to the “crisis of story” and to the “crisis of nw»wmoﬁn_..: See If cinema
italiano, p. 199,

La strada 145

tory, of naturalismo zoliano into realismo balzachiano, while
the villain of the second is m&rm: whose La sirada reverts
to prewar attitudés of individualism, mysticism, and the quest
for pure style.? For Aristarco, realisth must provide a politi-
cal-economic analysis of contemporary social structures so
that man can use His reason to “‘dominate and modify his
world, to solve problems within himself and outside him-
self.”? Fellini’s refusal to consider the historical forces that
shape the social order and his mystical abdication of control
over human déstiny makes him a traitor to the neorealist
cause and 4an agent oﬁ its possible demise.

The formidable owmonnmﬁm of this ﬁrnﬁnmnmm positioni are
André Bazin and, of course, Fellini himself. Both argue against
the crisis approach to neorealism in the 1g950s, sceing not ]
turning point in ifs fortunes, but an esseritial continuity be-
tween the neorealist classics of the 19408 and the aesthetic
of Fellini’s early flms. 4 What both w,nmﬁ_ and Bazin object
to is the Matxist critics’ appropriation of mnonmme for their
own _mnomowmnmm purposes, making om it a “neo— mOn_mwm#_,inn-
alism” obedient to theit highly wmnnmmn needs.? “Certain
mﬁo‘mma still think néorealism is fit to show only certain kinds
of reality,” Fellini rerriarks, “and they insist that this is social
reality. It is a program, to show only certain aspects of life.”$
The ““certain people” are Aristarco, Chiarini, and the other

¥

nommﬂ_uﬁo? to Cinema nuovo, a Marxist film moasmm of the

2For his celebration of realism in Visconti, see Guido Aristarco, “Esper-
ienza culturaje ed mmvmzmnum originale in Lychino Visconti,” introduction to
the mnnmniu_mw of wonno gi EE fratells, ed. G. Aristarco and G. Carancini
Eomom:m Cappeili; 1960} esp, pP. 2021, For his denunciation of La strada,
see his essay “Asistarco Answers Fellinl,” pp. 60—66. Lizzani has a sirilar
overview of the two dirécions taken by Italian cinema of the Fifties. See Ii
cinemia R&Sﬁo, p. 197,

?See “Aristarco Answers Fellini,” p. 64.

4One need not be an anticommunist to posit a contiruity between Fel-
lini’s Fifties films arid neorealism. See the comments of French Mrxist critic
Georges Sadoul n:& in Lizzani, I/ cinema itgliatio, p. zo1. ,

$See André w\:umu “La uv.nmu: in Pederivo Fellini, ed. Bondanella, p. 57.

6See “The mﬂoma Beyond Neorealism,” p. 380.
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Fifties, which had set itself up s the sole trustee of the neo-
realists’ truth. Both Fellini and Bazin trace this critical bias
to the historical onset of neorealism when an exclusive con-
cern for social problems was Emwna dppropriate to Iraly’s
vommﬁmn nop&mon. “Italy has had the luck, like Russia around
1925,” writés Bazin, “t0 find herself in a situation in which
a certain cinematographic genius began to spring forth and
this genius was moving in the direction of social progress
and the liberation of men.”” It is mmnﬁ_ﬁm he continues, that
the guardians of this trend anﬁ want to preserve its polit-
ical progressivism by doctrinaire Emm:mu even after the initial
impetus for the movement had died away. Fellini is less gen-
erous. “Later, the leftist press nmmﬁm_ﬁmm on this inadvertent
one-sidedness by saying that the only valid thing to do in
films is to show what happens around ﬂom.:m He then issues
a twofold attack on the Marxist interpretation: first in its
exclusive privileging of socidl reality and second in its mis-
placed emphasis on subject matter as the sole standard of
neorealist truth, Instead, neorealism should embrace “not just
social reality, but spiritual reality, Eﬂmmwwwanwm reality, all
that there is within man. . . .Ina certain sense, everything
is realistic. 1 see no m::%:m line between imagination and
reality.”? Bazin gives the apt label of “neorealism of the per-
son” to this holistic mEu_..omnr which considers the problem-
atics of hurian existence apart | fiom its sociopolitical deter-
minants and unbound to the wmnmnammwm of historical context.!”
In fact, one of the many meanings of the road image in La
strada might well be Fellini’s journey from the classical neo-
realism of the 19405 to a :@E version of it, Erm%nn we call
it “neorealism of the mn_.mom as Bazin does, or *phenome-
nological realism” aftet Amédée Ayfre.!? Fellini’s point of

7See Bazin in Federico Fellini, ed monmmnm:wv p- §6.

$%ee “The WQ& Beyond Neotealism,” n 380,

Sn Fellini on Pellini, teans. Isabel Guigley (New York: Dell, 1976), p.
152,

198ee Federico Fellii, ed. Bondanella, p. 57.

M Ayfre's vnovomam analogy between phenomenplogy and neorealism holds
considerable promise for Fellini criticism. On his theory of wwmsoannomcm.
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departure for this joutney is indeed the strictly construed
neorealism of the Marxists—that form which “was mistaken
for social realism. When people saw a badly made shack,
they mistook it for neorealism. When they saw two tramps,
they said ‘neorealism.’t”!? Indeed, the shack and the tramps
are there in La strada——not only is Zampand’s moto-trailer
a moving havel, but Gelsomina’s humerous mmnz_w lives in a
dilapidated hut whose roof repairs will be funded by the
10,000 lire earned mmoﬁ her sale to Zampand. Her mother
and younger sisters are in rags and Gelsomina herself is bare-
foot as Zampand later gloats when he tells the circus man-
ager, ““I taught her everything; I gave her shoes.” Poverty is
the very impetts for the action—it is what forces Gelsomi-
na’s mother to sell her into virtual slavery as she had her
older daighter Rosa, who died in Zampand’s service, “Re-
member Zampand who took Rosa?” the mother asks Gel-
somina. “We don’t know where she’s buried.” The fatal con-
sequences of employment with Zampano show how drastic
the mother’s decision is and how desperate her situation must
be to release another daughter to the same possible death.
With such a beginning, the film could become an essay on
the mﬁ,mm.nmﬂonm of poverty which condemiis its EnQBm to
cycles of bondage and death and prevents their ever gscaping
the margins of society. “The road” of Gelsomina never takes
her to a better condition of material Emﬂummmannm or social
integration and she remains bereft of any of those things that
would enable her to survive in the physical world. La strada
indeed meets the conditions for a thesis film on poverty msm
social injustice, byt it never remains that, leaving behind the
conventiotial heorealist ﬁo_a of departure on its road to a
far different poetic.

On the literal level, the road signifies the life of itinerant

ical realistd, see :Zmo-nmurmm._n et phénoménologie,” Cabiers du tindma 3
{November 1952), mlﬁm and “Du premiér au second néo-téalisme,” Etudes
cindmatographigues 323§ ﬁmﬁaﬁﬂ. 1964), §§-72.

25¢e the interview with Fellini in Samuels, Encousitering Directors, p.
126,
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entertainers that Zampano and Gelsomina lead in their jour-
ney through the country. During the course of their travels
they meet another wandering wnnmom.amb Il Matto, who has
several scuffles with Zampano and is finally Emmmmom& to
death by the strongman in a roadside brawl. Gelsomina’s
frail psyche breaks under the burden of this experience and
Zampand abandons her along the way, only to learn years
Jater that she was taken ill in a coastal town where she died
an anonymous death.

That this is not a standard neorealist journey, such as the
one in Paisan, or The Path of Hope, is proved by the rotal
absence of concrete spatial and temporal markers to root the
story in history. Only once are we given a geographic refer-
ent, and that is to Rome, mwommr we remain in the anony-
mous suburbs of the city and never see any of its landmarks.
Mention is made of one monumeng, San Paolo Fuori Le Mura
(5t. Paul Outside the Walls), whose vety name makes it pe-
ripheral to the city, in kegping with the marginal status of
the narrative action and its characters, With regard to time,
the EsSO sign in the background of the first campsite suggests
thar this is 4 postwar setting, as does the redheaded prosti-
tute’s admiring question, “Is it American?” when presented
with the spectacle of Zampand’s moto-trailer and scene of
their imminent lovemaking. These minimal spatiotemporal
allusions are hardly mmmnzgm to Hr.m plot and, their remoyal
would occasion absolutely no modifications of the story, which
is as deracinated as its ﬁﬁa characrers. Edouard de Laurot
points out that Zampand’s nmmzm.& to mwnﬂ@ his omm_:ml.&m
answers Gelsomina’s question, :aﬁunmn do you come from?”
with the noncommital, “From my part of the country’ mmm
“Where were you born?” with “In my father’s house” —re-
veals as much his rootlessness ag his nonﬁmmmzonm_ peryer-
sity.?? Unbound in time and space, Fellini’s story thus an-
nounces its departure from nnwummwmm» historicity and its

B%ee Edouard <e Laurct, “La strada: A Poem on Saintly Folly,” Filin
Culture 2 (1956), 12. ,
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preference for an ahistorical rendering of the human condi-
tion.

Nor do Gelsomina and Zampano trace the kind of journey
through society that Antonio and Bruno do in Bicycle Thief
where Italy’s major Smnﬁcﬂonmulrmn jaw enforcement agen-
cies, Church, and trade unions—are all systematically ex-
amined and found wanting. Wary of arguments for the so-
cial determinants of humanity’s plight, Fellini deliberately
?,mnm:mmm any such misinterpietations of his inquiry by
avoiding the city altogether and routing his journey ﬂwmocmr
small towns, m:wsmumv and the nomEQm&n.: A social insti-
tution that does corhe under his scrutiny, however, is the
Church, but he chobses one of the least institutionalized as-
pects of it, that of the nuns who chdnge convents every two
years in a renunciation of the very propertied interests which
typify the secular world. Fellini’s glimpse of the monastic vo-
cation serves less as a social commentary on the Church than
as an analogue to the totality of Gelsomina’s own selfless
commitment—an ms&omw that the nun makes explicit s&nm
she observes, “You. follow your bridegroom, I follow mine.”
If Fellini criticizes the institutionalized Church at all, it is in
the scene of the religious procession where he mnmcmu:mozmq
shows us nrm cardboard back as well as the front of the holy

.:Smmnmu shggesting that the ecclesiastical world is as guilty of

mwoﬁammm?v and _:smhcsaﬁ as is 11 Matto who, in the very
next scene, has his own apotheéosis on the high wire con-
necting the church memn to the tavern across the street.
Another social institution that receives passifig attention is
the family unit in the wedding scene, though this, like the
convent, serves less 2 as an object of socid] criticism than as a
non::nnn on Gelsomina’s anmummrQ The sacrament of
marriage, the oppprtunities for childbearing, the consola-
no:%_ of the mﬁmn@nm family and community life are all de-
nied Gélsomina as shé remains literally on the periphery of

1O the marginal settings of La strada, see ibid., p. 13.
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this festive space, dancing alone to the beat of Zampand’s
drum. Later that evening, when Zampdno performs his own
postnuptial exertions, Gelsomina will not even be his con-
sort, for he has found a partner and vnwnmmnﬁwnmm 5 the wed-
dingfeast cook who has survived two husbands msm has their
wardrobes to bestow on willing mﬁﬂomﬁnw.

Bur beside these passing and mom@.&&ﬂ oblique commen-
taries on the Church and the mmnxmﬁ La strada remains a film
indifferent tb the social and historical concerns of oﬁromcx
neorealism, On the other hand, a nruﬂmﬂnﬁman that La &Sm.a
shares with its neorealist ancestors is a mistrust for conven-
tional dramatic form, Like Bicycle Thief, the film has an ep-
isodic structure in which each event cohstitutes a ‘self-suffi-
cient unit, joining others in sequénce to create g cumulative,
rather than a linear, sense of meaning. 15 There is no cause-
and-effect linkage of events, and actions are governed neither
by the laws of psychological verisimilitude nor by those of
poetic justice. For example, the logic of the emotions would
dictate that Gelsomina leave Zampano moH a life in the circus
or a partnership with II Matto. Surely these represent far
more attractive alternatives than the precarious indepen-
dence she chooses when she actuglly does run away froin
Zampand earlier in the film. The fact that she would escape
once, under such poor congditions, and would refuse to later
on when the alternatives SorWE be so much more mﬁvmmrmmv
runs counter to our sense of Em:&?rﬁ Nor does any con-
cept of poetic justice Emn the action, for such a principle
would dictate that events punish Zampano in accordance with
the hints furnished by the harration. Legal mmmw&.nzmnom for
murder is indeed a possibility; since Nmﬁ@mm s edrlier scuf-
fle with Il Matto and his nogmaanmﬁ night in jail had put
him on record as an enemy of the victim 4and one who would
not stop at violence to express his mun_wmmﬂnm. dﬁag Zam-
pand reassures Gelsomina “no one’s looking for us,” he gives

1%8¢e ibid., p. 12.
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voice to his own fears of police detection and raiges our au-
dience expectations actordingly. During the final staging of
his chain-breaking act, we expect the tired, aging, and bro-
ken Zampand to burst an artery or lose his sight as he had
so fatefully warned i his opening performance. “If a vein
bursts, I'll spit blood. A man in Milan went blind duing this
act. When one loses his sight, it’s finished.” In a figurative
sense, of course, Zampand never had any sight to begin Sﬁr
blind as he was to dnything beyord his immediate sensory
experience of the world. It is during the fifth and final repe-
tition of his act, as he is learning the trite meaning of his loss
of Gelsomina, that he gains a_vision he never possessed, in
an iromic reversal of his preperformance prophecies. Thus
Fellini’s rejection of conventional poetic justice is in the set-
vice of Zampand’s climatic self-illumination. Should external
events impose their justice on him, he would never arrive at
the state of awareness and remorse that the final scene on
the beach affords. Bazin is right when he observes that “events
do not ‘happen’ in Fellini’s world; they ‘befall’ its inhabi-
tants, thdt is to say, they occur as an effect of ‘vertical’ grav-
ity, not in conformity to the laws of ‘horizontal’ causality.
Thius the Fellinian character does not evolve; he ripens.”?¢
Though the distrust of conventional dramatic structufe
aligns Fellini with his neorealist ancestors, what he chooses
as an alterndtive on@ redistances him from this heritage. Un-
like Rossellini, who takes the historical record as his poirit
of departure in Open City and Paisan, or De Sica who uses
the piccola cronaca or ope-line newspaper iter as his imipe-
tus in Bicycle Thief, Fellini tuens to the modes of folk drama
and miime to provide the model for his film. The most ob-
vious borrowing is mnoﬁ the commedia dell’arte tradition gs
the costumes and stylized role-playing immediately reveal, Il
Matto belongs to the Arlecchine family with his motley cos-
tume, his wit, refinemient, and acrobatig skill. Zampand, in-

__mm&m Bazin, What Is Cinema?, 2:84—85.
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stead, is a descendant of Pulcinella in his churlishness and
his utter lack of grace. Whenever they come in contact with
one another, these two cannot help but perform their com-
media dell’arte routines, enacting in their offstage lives the
very roles they play in the circus tent or the makeshift arena
of the roadside show. “I have nothing against him,” 1l Matto
tells Gelsomina, “but when I see him, 1 can’t resist teasing
him,” and Zampano cannot resist retaliating with all the
considerable brute force at his disposal. A %mﬂ.m& form of
the commedia dell’arte is the clown act that follows Zam-
pand’s chain-bredking exercise in the toad show. “She’s afraid
of my ciufile,” m_ommm Zampand. “You say ?h&m [rifle], rot
cinfile, ignoramus,” answers Gelsomina to the delighted ap-
plause of the audience. “Where dre the ducks?” asks Zam-
pano, u undaunted. Wheh D&mc:;nm quacks, and Zampand
pretends to shoot at her, nrm Emo vmnwmmnm it a prophecy of
how his violence and _wmnam:::@ will some day redound to
himself, just as the earlier skit shpwed how Gelsomina would
emerge with the greater undérstanding and Emmmwﬂ of the two,
despite her seemingly limited mental capacities. Thus the
commedia dell’arte acts serve as in nuce versions of the film
at large, not in its material E&oﬁﬁm, but in the figurative
significance of its action.

That the commedia dell’arte description is relevant not ohly
to the roadshow skits and to the circus acts, but to the film
as a whole, is suggested by the fidelity om all three charactérs
to their theatrical personas, for NmEvmuo is always the heavy-
handed brute, Gelsomina is always the educable naif, and II
Matto is always the Bo&amm Ariel, ommnwmm as well as on.
Not only do all three remain “in character,” they practically
remain in costume, wearing tonied-down versions of their
theatrical garb throughout the film, as if their stage personas
were simply heightened expressions of their unmasked selves.

Another folk analogue for the m:wna,nm of La strada is the
medieval morality play, which explains the emblematic na-
ture of the three main characters. The two male leads repre-
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sent the polar extremes of the hundan condition, with Zam-
pand enacting the claims of the flesh and 11 Matro
impersonating his a_mnﬁwo%nm ethereal opposite. When the
other characters chide Zampand, be it in anger or in jest
{“The circus needs more animals,” Il Matto tells him; or
“You're a beast, you don’t think,” says Gelsomina), they make
explicit his subhuman leanings. Indeed, Zampano lives on an
exclusively physical level, wmnm@ﬁm the primary m@wmrﬂnm of
food, sex, and sleep with little nom&.m for the niceties of civ-
ilized society. O&moaﬁm s attempts to engage him in cotver-
sation are met either by grunts, monosyllables, or impera-
tives to silence, while the natural delicacy of her expressions
of affection otcasion Zampand’s mockery or indifference. The
mnm@mnnnw with which Fellini shows the strongman either drunk
or asleep nﬁ:%unnmm ouir sense of this character’s Emuﬁ_& tor-
por, while his chain-breaking act constitutes the perfect
expression of his bondage to the flesh and to the material
limits of his condition. Though he succéeds in breaking out
of the chains each time, the act provides no sense of release,
for we know that Zampand will have to don them again,
that he will never éscape the imprisonment of the flesh to
which they metaphorically point.

As if his tightrope act were not enough to qualify Il Matto
ds a man of aity lightness in contrast to Zampand’s edrth-
bound bulk, he dlso wears wings in an ambiguous costume
whose stripes make him appear half angel, half bee. While
Zampand’s sluggish intéllect leaves him humorless and dull,
Il Matto’s mind is agile, able to make the connections pre-
requisite to wit. gmmmn&? ‘the two tnen are also opposed, as
1l Matto plays the tiniést of violins and Zampand blasts away
on the trombone or beats on the drums. Ji Matto’s lightness
finds its most poignant expression in his very fragility—a
fragility that is expressed in his twice uttered prophecy of an
early death.

It is within the polarities embodied by Zampand and I
Matto that Gelsomina makes her journey from ignorance to
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full understanding and love.'” At the start of the journey, Gel-
somina’s understanding is little bettér than Zampand’s. She
is an unawakened, unthinking creatnre who ommnn&mm on an
instinctual level and is relegated, as Zampano will be later
on, to the animal realm. When Gelsomina’s &oﬂmnn apolo-
gizes to Zampand that her daughter “is a bit strange” the
strongman answers redssuringly, “Don’t worry, I can even
teach dogs.” As if to prove hig mastery of animal subjects,
he literally whips Gelsomina into obedience when she falters
on her opening lines, “#Zampand has arrived.”

But Gelsoming soon leaves Zampand behirid as she grows
in understanding and love while he remains unchanged by
the experiences of the road. If the film wére to document her
education alone, then it would indeed bé a linear road di-
rected Simmm a nmmmumnnnmmnn mn..mwe v:m since it also tells the
story of Zampand’s stasis, its trajectory is hindered by rep-
etitions and réturns. To account for the different dynamics
of Gelsomina’s and Zampand’s journeys, we may view their

itineraty as a spiral in which they monmnwnmw cover the same

ground, in accordance with Zampand’s repetition compul-
sion, but dosoona Emvnn fevel of understanding, in accord-
ance with Gelsomina’s burgeoning m&mmnmmmw Thus Zampa-
nd’s serial seductions teach him nothing about the transience
of such physical consolatigns, nor the hurt they bring Gel-
somina, who is only one in the list of his five bed partners
throughout the sfory. She, on the other hand, progresses from
the naive incomprehension of Zampand’s infidelity with La
Rossa, the redheaded prostitute, to jealous hurt at his fling
with the wedding-feast cook, to a maturé acgeptance of him,
promiscuity notwithstanding; by the midpoint of the film.
The most obvious measure of Nwﬁmmmw.w stasis and Gel-
somina’s change is the n%mww&ﬁmﬁ:m act which is per-
formed five times in symmetrical positions throughout the

3

17 As a variant of this reading, Suzanne Budgen sces Gelsomina’s journey
as a coming of age. Se¢ her Fellini (London: British Film Institute, 1966), P
11 :

e . :
Somewhat awed and beiwildered, Gelsomina (Giulietta Masina} watches as
Zampand (Anthony Quinn) demonstrates his pectaral prowess.
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film. Twice near the beginning, twice toward the end, once
at the midpoiat of La strada; the act makes explicit Gelsom-
ina’s shifting nmmmmoﬁﬁm to the strongman, who remains
himself unchanged, except for sotne grey hair at the temples
and a certain vocal apathy in the last performance. Gelsom-
ina, instead, has a radically different role to play during each
act. Starting olit as a star-struck spectator of the show, she
becomes the leading lady by the secondl performance. Il Mat-
to’s intrusion into the world of Gélsornina and Zampano i
marked by his heckling of the third chain-breaking act when
he interrupts with, :Nmﬁ%mﬂ? you're wanted on the phone.”
Though we do not see Gelsomigia’s part in mEm performance,
we do see her in the very next mwmammnmrmmnmmnm with Il Matto
in an assertion of her new role as an independent artiste.
Incapable of performing at all after the murder, Gelsomina’s
participation in the fourth act is limited to whirmpering and
repeating, “Il Matto is sick.” Of course, the fifth act shows
Zampano alone, bereft of the partner whose loss he has just
now begun to mourn. There will be no more chain-breakings
and no more stasis now that Zampand has finally grasped
what Gelsomina had so painfully acquired ort hér Jong road
to knowledge and love. .
Zampand’s and Gelsomina’s are not the only journeys in
the film. Though we see very little of him, since he serves
primarily as a foil for Zampano and a catalyst for Gelsom-
ina, 1l Matto travels his own, tragically brief itinerary to self-
knowledge and then to extinction. The purveyor of the gos-
pel of usefulness, Il Matto suggests that he too would like to
be of use, though he disguises that plea in denials which con-
stantly defeat his purpose. “Do they want me?” he asks Gel-
somina as the circus prepares to leave Rome. “Who needs
them, anyway,” he shrugs with a protective pride that would
preclude his going to Colombaioni, the proprietor, to ask for
reinstatement. When Il Matto offers Gelsomina the option
of going off with him, her tacit refusal prompts him to add,
“I don’t need anyone,” with a bravado that rings as false as
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Zampand’s own drunken declaration of independence in the
penultimate scene of the film. We sense, however, that Il Matto
is fully aware of the hollowness of his claims to self-suffi-
ciency and that Gelsomiha’s generosity ahd warmth have only
fanned the flame of his own interpersonal neéd. The illumi-
nation he brings to Gelsomina must be self-illumination of
the most pairful kind, for Il Matto is powerless to end the
terrible isolation of his own gypsy lot.

It is his jnterview with Gelsoming that marks both the
turfing point in her itingrary and the thematic center of the
filim. Il Matto’s lesson _ﬁo Gelsomina provides a2 kind of Ar-
chimededn point outside the narration which tells us retro-
actively how to construe the first half of the story and pre-
pares us for an acturate interpretation of its ending. His
teaching is, amorig other things, a lesson in reading, not only
the literal language of Gelsomina's story, but the language
of Fellini's journey beyond neorealism.

IL MaTT0:: Everything in the world is good for some-
thing. Take . . . this stone, for example.

GeLsomINA:: Which pne?

IL Matro:: Uh; this one—it doesn’t matter which.
Even this little stone has a purpose.

GeLSOMINA:: What’s it good for?

1L MarTo:: I don’t know what it’s good for, this peb-
ble, but it certainly has its use! If it wete useless,
then everything else i.o:& be useless—even the
stars.

This teaching has the force of revelation for Gelsomina
who learns through it &mn,nfn hixman mind has infinite range,
that it can move from the tiniest pebble to contemplate the
vastnéss of the heavens, and that thought need not be earth-
bound or imprisoned by immediate material things. Until now,
she has been like a prerational child, limited to the coricrete
data of the senses, unable to perform any mental operation
that would exceed the specifics of her experience. When il
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Matto says, “Take this stone, for example,” she must know
exactly “which one?” and when he sdys it has a purpose, she
must ask exactly, “What's it good for?” ﬂ Matto frees Gel-
somina’s mind in the only way possible, for she is incapable
of theorizing, but given a concrete example of a truth, can
infer its abstract meaning. To be sure, shé cannot remain on
the level of theory for long, needing always to ahchor herself
in empirical expetience, clurching hold of the pebble as a
palpable reminder of the cosmic truth she rmm just learned.
When Zampand asks her why mwn came to ferch him from
jail rather than leave with the circus, it is enough for Gel-
somina to squeeze the pebble in mute affirmation of its
meaning. Il Matto is the very embodimént of the mental agil-
ity he accotds Gelsomina, for his mmsamn_e.m language bears
constant witness to his own associational powers. “You look
like an artichoke,” “Zampand barks like a dog,” *he beats
you like a donkey”—-all thes¢ similes punctuate the very speech
in which II Matto teaches mwwo_.:_:m to think abstractly, to
transcend the limits of the material world.

Zampand, however, is unreceptive to the revelation that
Gelsomina tries to share with him at the mnmm&n pause in
their journey. “Once I dreanit of going home; now, my house
is with you,” she confides. “Good discovery,” Zampand an-
swers, “considering the rsmmﬁ. you mmmﬁ.& % “You're a
beast,” she replies, “You don’t think.” Gelsomina’s disap-
pointment could almost be a vernacular paraphrase of St.
Augustine’s attack on the bestiality of literal-mindedness.®
For Zampano has mmnmnwzﬁ& her metaphor inl the most lit-
eral possible way, reducing her spiritual meaning to its ma-
terial constituents of walls, roof, and hearth. He is Enm_umw_m
of rising above his carnal mmmnﬂmﬂmsﬁwmm to entertain ‘any higher
possible meahings—for Zampano, a pebble is simiply a peb-
ble with no transcendent referent and no cosmic connec-

tions. It is his Eﬁmwé_:mnmmamm and his materialism, as much

85¢e St. Augustine, “De doctrina christiand,” in Corpus christianorur,
32 ed. Joseph Martin (Tournai: Brepols, 1962), 3.5.9, p. 83. .
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as his physical bulk, which reduces Zampano to bestiality,
denying him access to those higher mental faculties that are
propér to man and raise him above his brute inferiors. In
another instance of his reductivism, Zampand misinterprets
the true cause of Gelsoming’s mental collapse. © “What's wrong;
no one’s looking for us,” he reassuses her after Il Matto’ $
murder, mmnﬂ.?:w her imbalance to the most practical of
causes—fear of wmmi retribution. Not even guilt, let alone
any higher human response to untimely and violent death,
seem to occur to Zampand as possible causes of Gelsomina’s
malaise.

It takes a five-year separation, Gelsomina’s own death, and
eventually her wnEHm to him by song to convert Zampano to
the truth of her teachings. In the final scene on the beach,
Nm:.%mno finally looks up at the stars to complete his own
itirterary fromi pure physicality to spititual understandirig, mma
pethdps even to grace. He has definitively burst the chains of
his fleshly confinement in a belated sharing of Gelsomina’s
illumination. va sea, site of this conversion, has been Gel-
somina’s element throughout the film and here Zampané in-
déed comes woimu in mnnow.mmmnm with her own metaphor for
spiritual in-dwelling.”

At first glance, this ending might well support the critical
charges of cheap mysticism that have been leveled at Fellini's
work, vmﬂ careful study of La strada reveals mwm énosmrmmm-
¢édness of such accusations.?® Doubtless, the filth argues that
this is neither the o:@ world rior necessarily the best world
for human Onn_.umuumn%g but it never lapses into the contemp-
tus mundi of the dscetic nor the retreat from human involve-
Bmﬁm of the mEough? <mm@=_m?i The film pursies a qliest
for ﬁmsmﬁdummuw meaning which ‘then redounds to the con-
crete thing itself in 3 Sm&nmcos of the dignity of this life.

3ee Budgen, Pellini, p- io-
200 the pejorative uses to which critics have subjected the term “mystis
cism™ with regard to Fellini’s work, se¢ Aristarco, :?"ﬁmnno >:ms.mnm Fel-

find,” p. 65; and Lizzani, H eingma italiano, pp. 192, 203.




TRANSITIONS 160

Gelsomina’s delight in the mmﬁ_.mn& world is normative—her
tomato garden or her examination of the roadside bugs ali
serve to dramatize the overlooked beauties of creation. Though
the film lacks historical roctedness, it is nongtheless very
physically rooted in the landscapes and roadscapes of its path
through the country. Hmm pebble of the parable betomes the
stone which gives weight and mass to so many of the build-
ings in the film, from the barn ,.w.crﬁo Q&mmnﬁzm and Zam-
pand sleep after the wedding, to the convent, to the roadside
ruins where Zampand abandors Gelsomina in the glare of
the winter sun, Even the most ethereal of nw,,mnmnﬂwn.m, I Matto,
asserts his corporality in his tightrope act when he eats a
plate of spagherti in midair.
With the parable of the mnvﬁnv Fellini charts his road be-
yond neorcalism; His filmmaking will not confine itself to
¢he material conditions of life in a given time or place, ac-
cording to the orthodox neorealist canon, but will transcend
such limits to embrace “metaphysical reality, spiritual real-
ity—all that there is in man.” In a tributé to his wife Giu-
lierta Masina that is reminiscent of Dante’s promise to Bea-
rrice at the end of La vita nuova; Fellini makes the actréss
his guide to the new territory not yet m«wmohmnm in postwar
Italian cinema. “She has taken me ovér 4 certain threshold,
through a certain gate, and made me penetrate info a land-
scape, into a territory that I have not yet described thor-
oughly and completely, but that I hope very much, if fancy
leads meé to it again, to be able to translate into memmm.i In
La strada, ﬁmwmonzm performs precisely this furiction, lead-
ing us into another order of being beyond the normal range
of human perception—-an ordes that may be labeled the
supernatural, the transcendent, the occult, or simply the un-
known. Fellini offers no prior interpretation of this other di-
mension, he simply posits its existence and its importance for
our experience of the sensible world. Thus the film is full of

21Quoted in Budgen, Fellini, p. 95.
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“breakthrough™ moments which offer intimations of a realm
vn.woam.m Gelsomina’s wondrous encounter with Osvaldo, her
Su.nnw,m incantation over the camipfiré, the mﬁ.mmmn vmummo-
mime during Zampand’s drunken stupor when she imitates
3 tree or listens to a post. Bur Fellini keeps us v&mmnmmw on
the threshold while only Gelscminia is able to cross over, so
that the mystery is affirmed but never “intruded :mcmu:ﬁ
Had Qmmoﬂmmm gone off with It Matto, we would have _mmw.n_nm
80. much about that enchanted landscape to rmajntain a sense
of its privacy arid magic, but instead we nﬁmmmmu like Nmmﬂ-
Mmmmm on this side of the mystery. When he learns of On_mmB-
ina’s last years from the young girl who has been singing her
song, the snise-en-scéne situates ‘Zaiipand behind a fence
mm.memﬂm from the source of this sad revelation as he rwm
been separated all alohg from the connectedness and s n-
thetic force of Gelsoniina’s life.2? oY
This wwmmwmm from the empirical world into an implied be-
yond occasions a corresponding narrative transformation of
considerable critical interest. The film bears witness to the
making of a .%wmnmm as Gelsomina’s story passes into the realm
of folklote for the villagers of the town where she died.
..Hwocmr unable to tell them her story when they found her
ill on the beach, On_moammm did play her wouw and this took
the place of name and biography in iderntifylng her.for the
town. .ﬁ»n survival of the song aftet her death makes Gel-
moBmﬂw a kind of spiritus loci, exerting a tutelary power bver
her mwomﬂ__.ﬁ landscape. For Zampano, and for us, E_wo know
.%m patt of the story that the villagers do sow her mu,m,mmwwm
into ﬂww realm of wmmnmm is ‘the proper fulfillment of a life
Rw_mﬁ.n with “breakthrough” moments and preternatural m;na
mw is here that the constant allusions to Rosa reveal their
logic, for they are riot only indications of Gelsomina’s jeal-

ZBudgen says this of Fellini’s treatm i

) dgen sa is . f ment of Gelsomina, but it ext

mum%nu.nn mystery of which she is a part. See ibid., p. g. i extends to

, Mma Edward Murray, “La sprada,” in Federico Fellini, ¢d. Bondanella
N .w . b '
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ousy about Zampand’s prior attachments, but also a mea-
sure of the difference between a story which remains story
(or implied story) and one which achieves m:w status of _mm.
end. Gelsomina asks Zampand nnﬁmmnm&% mcosn her older
sister—did Rosa work like her, did Zampand 8»5. love with

Rosa, did Rosa know Il m\mmmoj:mtmmnma:m wonw Gelsomi-

na’s desire to surpass her sister ip Nmﬁ@wzlw affections and
perhaps, to0o0, her fear of nnwrnwmmm her predecessor’s fate.
Indeed, &6: careers are sadly alike—both are sold into bon-
dage to the mmBn man as work partners and mistrésses, both
die a mdaﬂaaocm death, and both are buried in unknown
graves. Both share the symbolism of their flower names with
the implicit confinement to the natural cycles of flourishing
and withering into a traceless death. Rosa’s name is most
suggestive of this natural transience with its metaphoric link
to the philosophy of carpe &mﬁ arid its affirmation of the
finality of physical demise. Like her sister, ﬂn»moﬁﬁm withers
and dies, bur unlike Rosa, she mummmnm into a réalm of pet-
manence in keeping with their surnameé, Costanzo (the mas-
culine of constancy).

Though song is the means by which Gelsomina transcends
her Boﬁmm:ﬁ the film does not degenerate into a glorifica-
tion of Art as the key to ::BS.SW life. Such a message would
be not only self-congratulatory on Fellini’s part, but would
limit the mystery and allure of that other order to which his
film so insistently points. Instead, this 3 mystery must remain
inviolate and unspoiled by any mx@mmﬁmaom% recourse to Fran-
ciscan pietisin, pagan animisim, or mmmmwnmms_.ﬁ That Fellini’s
universe of meaning could be truly ¢ ‘open frorn above,” that
his itinerary from the pebble to the stars might continue in-
definitely, occasions great critical discomfort mzm quests for
theoretical closure. Of 4ll the maowommm “isms,” the most ap-
propriate, because the least binding, is Amédée Ayfre’s phe-

24Gee Laurot, “La strada,” p. 14.
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nomenological realism, which wmmmw the mystery intact with-
out reducing it to cheap mysticism:

In its mwnmm:.mﬂo: of freedom from ticorealist constraints of
subject matter and ideology, La strada cleared the way for
other forays into ateas previously considered “taboo” for se-
fious cinematic QmmﬂBnmﬁ Fellini’s leap from the pebble to
the stars allowed other directors to overstep neorealist
boundaries in less risky ways, so that Visconti could venture

into the historical men in Senso and Antonioni could vénture

into the literary province of middle-class psychology ini Le
amiche. As far as Fellini’s own itinerary is concerned, La
m&.n&n might be seen as the distant prelude to 8% S&H is
abolition of any “hierarchy of realms” through a paratactic
ordering of dredm, fantasy, Eﬁuoas and mnnsmxaﬁt Neo-
realism, for Fellini, hds not been so muich abandoned as sub-
sumed in a visioh ﬂwwﬂ takes in the stars but does not forget

tlie pebbles that line the way in a_:m world.?¢

256ee 1, . Telotte, “8%: and the Evolution of a Neorealist Narrative,”
Film Criticism 3 Q&:nnm 1979}, 75- .

Nmmnoﬁnm mmmoi concuts. “Far from betraying neorealism, Fellini en-
riched it by ,mEﬁmEm it along a pew path.” Dictionary of Filws, trans. Petes
Morris (Berkeley and Los Angeles, Univetsity of California Press, 1972), p.
358. ‘







