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Italy. As noted in chapter 1, after .the estabhshme;llt u:rflC ?:12 (;fiij:ng:
regime headed by Benito Mussolini (1883-1945), the oH1ci? P il
Fascist state was autonomy (autarchia), and Mussolini’s Ijeglme ev 1943)’
offered support to the industry in a number of ways until its fall alm' thé
at the height of World War 11, with German soldiers occupying Italy 1n s
north and Allied troops advancing across the peninsula from the south.
Mussolini is associated with his remark that “the cinema is the most pO‘.”ef'
ful weapon,” a statement he probably derived from the speeches of Vladimir
Lenin (1870-1924), but the Fascist regime did not immediately intervene oOr
interfere with the commercial industry upon coming to power in 1922.
Before the Fascists decided to assist Italian filmmakers, at Jeast one par-
tially effective private initiative took place. An entrepreneur named Stefano
Pittaluga (1887-1932) began a career as a distributor of films for the someé
150 movie theaters that he owned, as well as for many others that he con-
trolled. Ifaced with a dearth of homegrown films and the virtual monopoly
of American studi.os within the Italian market, Pittaluga decided to become
ail) if:tlgupro(cétxz;r) himself. In 1926, he founded the Societd Anonima Stefano
includignag Cines);:](: bot;gll:t up a number of the failing Italian companies,
of what was left ,of thé Elllrzllial:]liz;t:ilzit?ys; f\;fesrullt’ lp;it?luga became the e
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Educativa (the Educational Cinematographic Union)—known as the Isti-
tuto Luce (the acronym LUCE being the Italian word for light)—a move that
represented the first major cooperative venture between the Fascist state
and the private sector. Pittaluga offered hope for a more rationally ordered
internal market with more space for Italian-made films, but his death cur-
tailed some of the many positive steps he had envisioned for a renaissance
of the Italian commercial industry. Nevertheless, Pittaluga’s early support of
two of Italy’s best directors in the period, Alessandro Blasetti (1900-87) and
Mario Camerini (1895-1981), and his salvation of Cines, the studio that

roduced many of the best films made between the advent of sound in Italy
and the end of the Fascist regime in 1943, represent key developments in
the rebirth of Italian cinema as a viable commercial enterprise. It was the
Cines-Pittaluga Company, for example, that released the first Italian sound
film, Righelli’s The Song of Love, and after Pittaluga’s death, Cines-Pittaluga
would form the nucleus of the Ente Nazionale Industrie Cinematografiche
(ENIC, or National Agency for Motion Picture Industries), a corporation
the Italian government formed in 1935 to reorganize the entire industry.

Fascist Support for the Italian Cinema

After Pittaluga’s death, governmental intervention in the industry increased
dramatically. In 1934, the Direzione Generale per la Cinematografia (Office
for Cinematography) was created with Luigi Freddi (1895-1977), a strong
supporter of the Fascist regime, as its head. Until the regime’s fall, Freddi
would hold important administrative positions at Cines, ENIC, and Italy’s
major studio, Cinecitta, located on the outskirts of Rome. The Direzione
Generale formed part of the Ministero per la Cultura Popolare (Ministry
of Popular Culture, commonly referred to as the “Minculpop”). In 1935, a
special fund for the production of Italian films was created at the Banca
Nazionale del Lavoro (the “Sezione autonomo per il credito cinematogra-
fico” or the Autonomous Section for Cinema Credit).

in 1933, Count Galeazzo Ciano (1903-44), first
Undersecretary and then Minister for Press and Propaganda—and Mus-
solinf’s son-in-law—had encouraged the creation of “cinegufs,” or Fascist
cinema clubs, at the universities within the Gioventu Universitaria Fas-
cista (Fascist University Youth, known as the GUF). These film clubs did
not aim at inculcating Fascist propaganda among their members, and it
was quite common for them to screen not only films from other European
countries or from Hollywood but also from the hated Soviet Union. In
1934, the arts festival in Venice (the Biennale) added a category for film,
find the Venice Film Festival subsequently became a showcase for the Ital-
ian film industry and the world’s most important such event years before
the festival at Cannes arose to supplant Venice in importance after the

Two years earlier,
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Fascist ideologue and made a number of quite respectable films himself, and
his influence at the Centro encouraged freethinking and an openness to new
ideas and innovative techniques. In 1937, the Centro began the publication
of a major film journal, Bianco e nero (Black and White), which provoked
debate about film theory and practice (including film theory from Soviet
Russia). After the Cines studios burned down in 1935, Freddi’s leadership
was instrumental in gathering government support for the creation of oné
of the world’s great cinema complexes: Cinecitta (literally “Cinema City")-
Mussolini himself inaugurated it on April 21, 1937, the choice of the date—
the mythical anniversary of the founding of ancient Rome—emphasizing
the importance the regime now attributed to film.
; Mussolini’s son Vittorio (1916-97), who was hi
::t'ﬁll:zdc‘?”;g;sgnﬂ»e ?36931;16 L;Ec.iitor of an important avant-garde
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them-y__especially the view that realism (or “neorealism”) should be the
preferred road for Italian postwar film to travel.! Most of these collabora-
tors on Cinema became moderate or leftist anti-Fascists after the fall of the
regime in 1943. Until that time, Italians considered them part of the left-

wing Fascist intelligentsia.

Critical Reassessment of Cinema
During the Fascist Period

The Italian cinema during the Fascist period was until only recently virtu-
ally ignored by mainstream film critics and historians. Thus, Carlo Lizzani
once declared that the works produced during Fascist rule had not “one
photogram” of the hundreds of films made that should be remembered or
regretted if lost, since they constituted merely “a cold listing of common-
places in a squalid and monotonous recipe book? Italians were understand-
ably anxious to forget the Fascist years that ended with the collapse of the
regime and a bloody Resistance struggle during 1943-45 that assumed the
proportions of a civil war before hostilities ended. Critics, film historians,
politicians, and even veterans of the film industry, all of whom had learned
their trades during the Fascist period, had every interest in emphasizing the
originality and revolutionary quality of what succeeded Fascist cinema in

’ the form of postwar neorealism, and in denigrating everything that came
before it. For decades after the war until only recently, the highly charged
ideological climate in Italian intellectual life simply would not allow a dis-
passionate analysis of the period’s film production. As a result, the more
than seven hundred films produced during the Fascist period were virtually
ignored by scholars and critics, and this critical neglect inspired by ideologi-
cal blinders has resulted in the loss of the only remaining prints of almost
half these films.’

Numerous traditional interpretations of Italian cinema from the Fascist
period have been strongly challenged by a new approach to the subject.
The first and most immediate critical impression was that of surprise. Since
practically no one had ever actually bothered to study the films in question,
no one had ever imagined that so many were sO good, or that the average
quality of the industrial product of the period was so high. In the second
Place, virtually all the ideological commonplaces about the period were
immediately abandoned. The most significant outcome of this reevalua-
tion of an entire period’s cinematic production was the assessment of the
'mpact of political ideology on it. Virtually all recent studies of the films in
21‘:]C(jsiti(?n reject classifying them as a cinema of propaganda. In fact, these
Smallc; conclude that out of the seven hundred or so films made, only a

andful can reasonably be called “Fascist” although a larger number

ave patring . oy
Patriotic or nationalistic themes.
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Part One: Early Italian Cinema

Such a drastic reassessment of Fascist cinema strikes directly at ope

of the most deceptive myths of postwar Italian film historiography—the
postwar Italian neorealism as a completely

enomenon, the result of a clean and absolute
ditions under Fascism and those classic

“rules” established by the Hollywood model. As a matter of fact, Italian
film culture under Fascism was a rich, multifaceted, and highly heuristic
springboard for postwar cinematic production. The most obvious contribu-
tion of the Fascist period to postwar cinema was to provide a well-trained
and thoroughly professional cadre of directors, writers, and technicians no
nation other than the United States could surpass. While the famous pho-
tograph of Mussolini behind a movie camera at Cinecitta with the motto
“La cinematografia ¢ l'arma pit forte” (“The cinema is the most powerful
weapon”) seems to underscore the traditional view that the regime valued
the cinema for its propaganda potential, the Ttalian Fascists relied almost
exclusively upon the newsreels produced by the Istituto Luce to bolster their
regime.* In these short films, screened during intermissions of commercial
feature films in the thousands of movie theaters across the peninsula, such
regime projects as the draining of the Pontine Marshes, the battle for grain,
the regime’s welfare and public works projects, and eventually the wars
abroad in Spain and Africa were naturally all designed to mobilize support
for the government. But Mussolini understood that controlling information
was far more crucial than controlling art and entertainment. Only rarely
were commercial films expected to reflect the regime’s ideology, and most
Fascists in the movie industry were pragmatists, not ideologues. Most pre-
ferred to produce popular entertainment, not indoctrination, and if there
were a model abroad to imitate, Mussolini’s would-be totalitarian regime
prefe'rred Hol!ywood’s, not the rigidly controlled popular culture of Soviet
Russia or Nazi Germany.®

o Iﬁzrerlf?sttlle}?::]:ﬁ gfertl}ilo?sltrat.es that the Fascist regime took a genu-
T ifl i 1m 1.ndustry. an.d \fvanted it to flourish w@-
for instance, was by all zI:cco eto e purlty.u{ its products. Luigl Fred<.il,
promoting a profitable comlrlr:1 S afi flble admlplstrator Interssted po% s
in directing a propaganda ma Ce}:aa industry like that of Hollywood than
Emancipation of the Italian Cin R In an important article entitled “The
in 1936, Vittorio Mussolini ex l?cl?:l o ipeatesd in his journal, i
by means of imitating the Holil lo)(,);aued for6 i Evival ok eiag Cil.]e.ma
Hollywood in 1937 after being Z;eivednlljodel_ The dictator’s son visited
ington, D.C. In California, he was wined a ydpr.esldent Roosevelt in Wash-
Power, Ida Lupino, Shirley T 0d dined by such stars as Tyrone
a producti y Temple, and Bette Davis, and h  founded
production company with Hal Roach (1892 , i ach

and Mussolini), although this cooperatiy sh2) called M B0
ative venture never really got off the

persistent interpretation of
revolutionary and original ph
break with both Italian film tra
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ground.7 The myth that the Fascist cinema was primarily one of ideological
propaganda is based upon the assumption that the regime preferred a cin-
ema designed to mobilize the masses politically. In fact, the Fascist regime
preferred a successful commercial cinema complete with the star system,
a collection of important auteur directors, and a genre-oriented subject
matter. It was simply good business to imitate an industry, such as that in
America, that made real money.

The Search for a New Film Realism

Surprisingly, the few voices calling for a realistic cinema employing docu-
mentary techniques with the goal of presenting “authentic,” “believable,”
and specifically Italian landscapes or stories—the precursors for a similar
vision of Italian cinema associated in the immediate postwar period of Ital-
ian neorealism with anti-Fascists and leftists—included some from within
the ranks of the left-wing intellectuals associated with Vittorio Mussolini’s
Cinema. One important example of a call for film realism that advocated
a move away from “escapist” cinema identified with America’s Hollywood
and toward filming ordinary, everyday Italian “reality” can be found in a
1933 essay called “Locchio di vetro” (“The Glass Eye”) by Leo Longanesi
(1905-57). At the time the essay appeared, Longanesi was an important
journalist who strongly supported the regime, and was even credited with
inventing the infamous slogan “Mussolini ha sempre ragione” (“Mussolini
is always right”):

We should make films that are extremely simple and spare in staging

without using artificial sets—films that are shot as much as possible

from reality. In fact, realism is precisely what is lacking in our films. It

is necessary to go right out into the street, to take the movie camera into

the streets, the courtyards, the barracks, and the train stations. To make a

natural and logical Italian film, it would be enough to go out in the street,

to stop anywhere at all and observe what happens during a half hour with

attentive eyes and with no preconceptions about style.®

A comparison of Longanesi’s manifesto “The Glass Eye” to the often-
cited 1952 neorealist manifesto “A Thesis on Neo-Realism” (also published
as “Some Ideas on the Cinema”) by Cesare Zavattini (1902-89) is extremely
revealing.’ Zavattini, the most distinguished of neorealist scriptwriters,
advocates nonprofessional actors, real locations, the rejection of Holly-
wood conventions (sets, actors, genres), and a documentary style of
photography—all elements of the conventional definition of postwar Italian
Neorealism. Longanesi’s manifesto of almost two decades earlier sounds
remarkably similar to Zavattini’s, and both documents advocate a rejection

of Hollywood cinematic codes.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

v

Neorealtsm s Legacy
to a New Generation, and the

[talian Political Film

ONE OF THE REASONS WHY the period between the late 1950s/early
1960s and the mid-1970s/early 1980s may justifiably be called the golden
age of Italian cinema is the successful generational change that occurred
in the industry. At the same time that the great directors of the 1950s, now
mature auteurs, such as Fellini, Antonioni, De Sica, and Visconti, continued
to broaden and deepen their work (see chapter 9), a new group of younger
men who looked back to the style and content of Italian neorealism became
internationally recognized auteurs in their own right (discussed here and
in chapter 13). And the foundations were laid for the enormous popularity
of genre films (explored throughout the rest of Part Three). The extraordi-
nary vitality, originality, and popularity of these various movemen.ts, most
of them taking place simultaneously, were unprecedented in Italian film
history, and most likely will remain so.

Roberto Rossellini’s Return to His Neorealist Origins

It would be Rossellini, the director who was such a seminal force be.hind
the birth of Italian neorealism with his “war trilogy.” who wou]q signal
renewed attention to neorealism in the industry. After most of his films
during the 1950s (even those made with Ingrid Bergman) had been com-
mercial failures, General Della Rovere (Il generale Della Rovere, 1959) cost
very little to make but was a huge financial success; the work wox'1 popula?r
acclaim and a Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival, shared with Moni-
celli’s The Great War,
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Part Three: The Golden Age of Italian Cinep,

Bardone, the Italian con artist, gives directions to Colonel Miiller, who will later
have him arrested and tortured, in Rossellini's General Della Rovere. Credit: CSC

Rossellini re-creates the atmosphere of Open City and Paisan on movie
sets, not the authentic bombed-out buildings that gave these neorealist
classics such a documentary flavor. In fact, when Rossellini does employ
actual historical footage of Allied bombing missions in General Della
Rovere, this documentary film stands out so sharply from the footage shot
on the director’s sets that the contrast illuminates one of the film’s major
themes—the juxtaposition of reality and illusion. Set in war-torn Genoa
and Milan in 1943 around the time of the Allied landings at Anzio, when
the partisans were fighting the Germans and the Italian Fascists of the
Republic of Salo in the north of Italy, Rossellini’s film follows the adven-
tures of a consummate con-man and gambler, Emanuele Bardone—alias
Colonel Grimaldi (Vittorio De Sica)—who makes a living by helping to
save.Italians arrested by the Gestapo (German Secret Police), or by pre-
tending to do so. For his troubles, he is paid with cash, jewels, and even
g:}cl;age's of salami. by the desperate relatives or friends of the prisoners.
" :{i tl‘;’b;;ui ggn;lf)l;lfnind :,?c(]i luctl;1 at fEhe tables, howe\fer, leaves him con-
already lost the 50,000 lz,;e he oy 'llm o g A
Walter at German Headquarterm'us;glve t(') e blll‘eaUC'rat name'd
ent’yson: Biraccldent, Basdon lSnmt ecl;ola in orc{er to save the life of a cli-
Ml itandan B et s i :i s Co onel Mu.ller (Hannes Messemer?,
b o B e b e garrison, on a br’ldg.e where the Gti:rmans
sty €ris struck by the Italian’s likable personality and
v i lheimusi::;r;;;::xc‘t,l}ell: I}a:done’s c9nﬁdence games go sour (he
b alrcady been executed) the ‘xlcl:ig, t'() ()l?lalll money l(} save a man who

) ms wife turns him in to the German



