T  Rossellint’s Open City:
The founding

WHEN MANFREDI, the partisan leader w}}o has been cap-
tured by the Nazis at the end of Open Cu-ty, refufses to di-
vulge the secrets of the Committee of National I.Jberatu;‘t.l,
explaining that he wants to live up to the heroism of his
comrades who died for their silence, the GesFapo leader,
Bergmann, immediately stereotypes him as grandiloquent and
insincere. “You Italians, whatever party you belong to, are
all addicted to rhetoric. But 'm quite sure that you will see
things my way before dawn.”! Bergmann is proven twice
wrong, both in his certainty that Manfredi will break under
torture and in his characterization of all Italians as creatures
of rhetoric whose deeds will never match their extravagant
- promises. The Nazi chief’s accusation, however, is not lim-
ited to the bravado of political prisoners under Gestapo in-
terrogation, for it extends to all of Fascist Italy, whose pen-
chant for rhetoric was so well exploited by that archjournalist
and manipulator of headlines, Benito Mussolini. Not only
was rhetoric the most important subject in Italian high schools,
but it was the very foundation of the national legal profes-
sion, whose members populated the ranks of the Fascist hi-
erarchy.” Mussolini spoke directly to this Italian love of the
grand gesture, of the bella figura, whose form became an end

in itself, regardless of the speaker’s ability to make good on
his promises.

. "Roberto Rossellini, The War Trilogy, trans. Judith Green (New York:
rossman, 1973), p. 126. All quotes from the screenplay will come from
this edition and subsequent page references will appear in the text.

*See Edward Tannenba Th ' ; _
Books, 1972). p. 216 u.m, e Fascist Experzen&w York: Basic
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By linking Manfredi’s imminent martyrdom ¢q Be 4
mann’s indictment of Italian rhetorical excesses, Ros ]
makes the partisan’s death an expiation of that
weakness, and a prophecy of a new national style
empty bombast.® In truth, Manfredi’s deeds are entire}
commensurate with his words, for he acts in accordance witl};
his pledge to reveal no partisan confidences, and his behavig
ugder torture is the very antithesis of rhetorical in his comf
mitment to absolute silence. Even when his supreme defian
could give vent to words as Ber o
chance to speak and save his life, Manfredi does not deign
to utter his contempt but spits in the interrogator’s face aﬁd
thus condemns himself to the worst possible death. ’

In Manfrf:dxs antirhetorical stance, Rossellini embodies his
own polemic response to 2 cinematic
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ing, gave the film a roughness and a spontaneity matchiflg.
the very historical circumstances of its birth.* For Rossellini
these technical difficulties did not present obstacles so much
as challenges, propelling him on to ever more inventive so-
Jutions and establishing that talent for improvisation which
would constitute one of the greatest strengths, and limita-
tions of his career.’

Open City is not only antirhetorical in its technical Simf _
plicity, but in its subject matter as well. The term “chroni-
cle” has been applied again and again to describe the expe-
riences of a group of Resistance fighters, set in Rome between
the onset of the Nazi occupation in September 1943 and the
Allied liberation of the city in June 1944.5 The film tells the
story of Giorgio Manfredi, a Resistance leader; Francesco, a
printer for an underground newspaper; Pina, his fiancée and
organizer of the neighborhood women; Marcello, her activist
son; and Don Pietro, priest and committed partisan. In their
pursuit are the Gestapo forces of occupied Rome, led by
Bergmann and his henchwoman, the evil and seductive In-
grid. The link between the two groups is Marina, Manfredi’s
ex-mistress, who is corrupted by Nazi drugs and Ingrid’s ca-
resses. The film opens with the arrival of a German search
party at the apartment of Manfredi, who manages to escape
over the rooftops and find refuge with Francesco on the eve
of his wedding to Pina. When a group of child terrorists dy-
namites a gasoline truck, Nazi attention is called to the
neighborhood and a roundup of partisans follows. Manfredi
manages to elude capture again, but Francesco is caught and

*See Vernon Jarratt, The Italian Cinema (London: The Falcon Press, 1951),
p. 58. '

*For an example of producer objections to Rossellini’s im?rovisatlonal
technique, and for the director’s defense of his modus operandi, see Rossel-
lini, “Ten Years of Cinema,” in Springtime, ed. Overbey, p. 103.

4See, for example, Luigi Malerba and Carmine Siniscalo, eds’., Cinquanta
anni di cinema italiano (Rome: Bestetti, 1954), D- 54 The ﬁ.lm s ai\ttempt to
chronicle recent historical events is made explicit in its original title, Storie

d’ieri. See Liehm, Passion and Defiance, p- 64.
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Pina, in her desperate pursui.t of the truck that carries hep
Gancé away, is killed by machine-gun ﬁre.. After the prisoner,
are freed by partisan ambush, Manfredi, who had Jed the
assault, and Francesco seek refuge at the apartment of Ma,.
ina. Rebuffed by a moralizing and unforgiving Manfredi,
Marina betrays his escape plans to the SS. Now it is Fran.
cesco who eludes capture, while Manfredi, Don Pietro, and
an Austrian deserter are carted off to Gestapo headquarters,
In their refusal to divulge anti-Fascist secrets all three meet
their deaths—the deserter by suicide, Manfredi by torture,
and Don Pietro by execution.

Though the events of the narrative are certainly fictional-
ized, the term chronicle is not misapplied, for the story is a
pastiche of actual occurrences fused into a coherent whole.
whose general fidelity to the historical record far outweighs
its recourse to any formal or aestheticizing effects.” “We made
Qpen City,” wrote Sergio Amidei in 1947, “under the
1.mpression, the suggestion, and the influence of what we had
just lived through. More than that, we all have been the in-
it)fuusnizn‘tlv (r)ft thF will of the underground army that was anx-
S :oi) z:solzatghe for the_ book of history.”8 Inde{ed, the

€ narrative are deep and pervasive, ex-

tendi )
ng from the fact of the Nag; occupation itself to many

7Recent Ameri 5o
Open City. Zlcecl';:ll;ncnnmm h".’ls converged on the antirealistic elements of
Power of Louis XIV-g 1;0 Marth Walsh, “Rome, Open City; The Rise t0
¢ Re-evaluating Rossellini,” Jump Cut, 20 July 1977
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of the particulars of the narrative action.’ Manfredi’s initial

flight from the Nazis was inspi.red by Amidei’s own rooftop
escape, the execution of Don Pietro was drawn from that of
an actual partisan priest, the death of Pm:il was based on an
incident witnessed by the actor Aldo Fabrizi, and the b(')mb-
ing of the gasoline truck was modeled on an actual episode
of the Resistance youth.

The characters’ authenticity is of two sorts, deriving either
from the concrete historical figures they impersonate.or th_e
popular types they represent. Authentic in the former way is
Bergmann, a composite of Gestapo chief Herbert Kappler and

. Nazi commander Eugen Dollmann; Don Pietro, a fictional

rendering of Don Morosini, the activist priest whose story
was to be the original subject of a short documentary film;
and Manfredi, a figure of Resistance leader Celeste Negar-
ville.1® Lacking in concrete historical counterparts, the more
“popular” characters are authentic in another way—em-
bodying various aspects of the city’s reaction to the Nazi
occupation.!! Francesco represents the underground: press and
hence the city’s commitment to keep information flowing in
order to counter the partial and highly doctored coverage of
the Fascist news, and to further the spread of Resistance ideals.
Pina, as one of the organizers of the neighborhood women,
represents the spirit of popular insurrection against the oc-
cupying forces, while Lauretta, Pina’s sister, and Marina

°On the authenticity of the film’s facts and historical figures, see Armes,
Patterns of Realism, p. 68, and Jarratt, Italian Cinema, p. 59- Accqrdmg to
Giuseppe Ferrara, even some of the dialogue is historically authentic. See I{
nuovo cinema italiano, p. 106. Such historicity is what leads F,e)rrara to cal
Open City “the first authentic example . . . of historical film,” p. 108

°The idea for the film began as a short documentary on the a}ctxvxstb priest,
and then came to include a second documentary on the child-resistance
movement in a fusion of the two subjects with other interpolated fictional
material. See Armes, Patterns of Realism, p. 68. . )

"ACCording to F’emaldo Di fGiammatteo, such characters ¢ syn.rhescl:z_e :
historic situation,” thus creating the “choral” nature of Open City. Cite
In Ferrara, Il nuovo cinema italiano, p. 109.

Y
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dramatize the weakness and corrup'tibility of those who foung
collaboration the easier r01‘1te. It is through theseAlast two,
both daughters of the worklr}g ciassesT that Rossellini avojgg
sentimentalizing the proletariat, showing that for every pip,
there is 2 Lauretta or a Marina, ready to exploit the Situation
for selfish and mercenary ends. Indeed, he goes to some lengths
to establish the working-class origins of the two women,
making Lauretta the family member who is ashamed of her
humble origins, and Marina a childhood crony who has made
it in the show world through Fascist connections. Thus Ros-
sellini does not allow us to ascribe Marina’s complicity to
any bourgeois decadence, nor to a lifelong dependence on
luxury, but instead to a personality weakness that makes her
succumb to the seductions of drugs, fur coats, and lush sur-
roundings.

The fact that Pina and Marina both share the same hum-
ble origins cannot be overstressed, for it shows that Rossellini
holds Marina fully responsible for her choices, making Pina
the standard against which this traitress is constantly mea-
sured. The consequences of two sets of moral decisions are
embodied in these two women who are compared to each
other throughout the film in terms of
amorous €xpectations,
dents. Marina is a thro
tradition of prewar It
against a luxurious heg,
leads our gaze to her

physical appearance,
emotional style, and cinematic prece-
Whack to the femme fatale or the diva
alian cinema, We first see her in bed
dboard with a cockleshell design, which
as the center of a glamorous set. We

188 and cigarettes alone, and neces-
cover the cost of room
3, on the other hand, is
Ik stockings onl socks and allow§ herself
a first appears ty once, on her wedding day-

©Us alone in a private space,

ced to
i  she
4 ﬂs ) cmerges from a crowd, estab-

and board._ Plain, Unpretentious pip,

ho d .
the luxury of o resses in bobby

Whereas Marin
Pina is intrody
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Open City
:shing her status as a popolana whose identity is very much
b mg with the community of which she is both organi-
bourlndulr)member. Her language, with its dialectal cadences
:;rd acolloquialisms is another s'ocial indi_catqr, which locates
her squarely in the popular .mldSt. Marln.a instead speal_cs a
neutral, nonregional Italian in keepmg with her pretensions
to social mobility. As the qumtcssentlalll popolana, Pina in-
carnates the strength and self-possession t_hat we see evi-
denced throughout the neighborhood, especially in the scene
of the Nazi raid where women stand up to the Germa'n sol-
diers with great anger and personal dignity. Para.doxxcall)'/,
Pina’s very strength is what leads to her destruction, for it
will not let her watch as the Nazis cart off Francesco, but
compels her to run after him and face the ensuing barrage of

machine-gun fire. While Pina dies in the name of strength”

and defiance, Marina survives because of her weakness, and
when confronted by the spectacle of her dead lover Man-
fredi, she merely faints in a coward’s version of Pina’s heroi¢
death. :

Perhaps the most telling commentary on the differences
between the two women emerges from parallel conversations
with their respective partners in love. To get any privacy,
Pina and Francesco must talk on the stairwell outside their
apartments, and although Pina is exhausted and demoralized
by her feud with Lauretta, Francesco is able to encourage
her with his partisan prophecies of a better world. Theirs is
a tender and idealistic exchange punctuated by humorous
recollections and hopeful foreshadowings. The analogous
conversation between Marina and Manfredi is diametrically
opposed in staging, substance, and tone. Set in Marina’s <-:liva
boudoir, the discussion quickly degenerates into accusations
and counteraccusations of the bitterest and most vindictiv'e
sort, ending in a stalemate of rigid, mutually defensive posi-
tions that admit of no compromise or progress. Where the
dialogue between Pina and Francesco is future-oriented and
transcends the dilemmas of self, that of Marina and Man-

3
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fredi is limited to egocentric concerng that cop, fine 40
an immobile present. Underlying the interpersonal t]

the one woman and the emotional bankruptcy ofst cess of
is their divergent approach to love itself, which Pinae Othey
an internal drive set in motion by an act of free WiHs
Marina sees it as an external force that tyrannizeg thoge
become its prey. For Pina, the woman in love s in aw-ho
determinant of her fate and is morally accountable f(,:t:;e'
course of her passion, while Marina sees herself a the pg ¢
‘sive victim of an uncontrollable power to which she abdsi;
cates all personal responsibility. Pina reveals her activist stance
in responding to Manfredi’s nostalgia for Marina’s simple
working-class roots. When he concludes “she’s not the righ;
kind of woman for me. Maybe if I’d known her before, wheq
she lived in Via Tiburtina. . . .” Pina replies, “Well, a womag
can always change, especially when she’s in love” (26-2),
While Pina sees the woman as the author of her own amo-
rous transformation, Marina attributes love’s alchemy to an-
other source. “If you’d really loved me,” she tells Manfred;,
“you’d have changed me” (110), thus externalizing the cause

> While

of her moral decline, just as later she will project onto drugs

and the enticements of Ingrid all responsibility for her forth-
coming betrayals. Marina’s concept of love as a transcendent
and destructive passion s given words by the song overheard
in her dressing room while she ransacks her purse for nar-
cotics. “At Copacabana, at Copacabana, on moonlit nights,
the woman who loves you kisses you, takes you, holds you,
enfolds you, inflames you with love. At Copacabana they
steal your heart, ar Copacabana is the life of love” (40—41):
The exotic setting, loss of self, the forfeit of control, all iden-
.ﬁfy this as the Predatory passion that subsumes the beloved
10to another order of being where conscience and conscious”
ness are left behind, Ironically, it is Ingrid, appearing at e
en'd of the scene with caresses and more drugs, who fulfill
this “Copacabana” sentiment, playing the femme fatale '

-

I. Deeply moved, Pina (Anna Magnani) listens as Francesco (F. Grand-Jacquet)
expresses his hope for the good outcome of the partisan struggle.
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. . . .
Marina, and revealing the exploitative ang dehy )
implications of such a passion.'? mamzing

The transformations worked by love, be they th,
nant, externally imposed ones of Marina, or the z o
internally motivated ones of Pina, are not limitegd -
matic level of the film, but also reveal important
symbolic applications. Indeed, the entire film may be saiq
be about transformations—of people, of genres, and 0; }t,o
systems of signification that typify a culture. Rossellini’s‘E ‘
terest in the second and third kinds of transformationsn:.
what makes him the founder of a new cinematic mode an;
of a new cultural vision—in short, it is what makes him the
first neorealist.

The generic transformation is the most obvious and the
easiest to identify, thanks to Rossellini’s own celebration of
the “spontaneous creations of the actors: of Anna Magnani
and of Aldo Fabrizi in particular.”3 He goes on to cite their
debt to the vaudeville stage, which offered such valuable
training to the leads in his film, making the regional theater,
both in its popular manifestations (the variety shows or
avanspettacoli), and in its more formal, literary versions (the
dialectal plays of Eduardo de Filippo, for example), one of
the most important influences on Open City. Indeed, this
source explains much in the tone and staging of the film,
from the use of dialect itself to the slapstick humor, which is
handled so brilliantly- and appropriately to provide relief in
moments of almost unbearable dramatic intensity. Thus, the
apxnew generated by the Nazi roundup is lightened by Don
Pietro’s faked administration of the last rites to the old man
who provides his and Marcello’s excuse for entering the ten”
ement under Nazi surveillance to confiscate the contents of
the boy terrorists’ arsenal. Rather than dissipate the dra-

alig.
fying,
to the the~
fOI‘mal and

1 '
who-[::;i':':‘}_acy of the sentimental theme in the film is suggestec.l by Armel:
5.4, 6y ltl;l one sense indeed it would be perfectly valid to view the
3 Quoted i € success and failure of love.” Patterns of Realism, p- 74
ed in Verdone, “Colloquio sul "ef’-"(no,” p. 8.
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.- tension of the scene, this interlude both heightens an'd
e lly resolves it by providing the unexpected comic
w2 ly impossible predicament. When the old

ing to a seeming . k
ene sgees Don Pietro about to give extreme unction, h_e Febe_ls
| of the considerable life-energy remaining in

diers about to enter any minute and the qlc!
Don Pietro has no time to lose. Rossellini
| scene of the priest’s knocking the man
an, since the violence of such a

ma
with every ounce
him. With the sol
man’s panic rising,
spares us the actual sce
unconscious with a frying p

 spectacle would diminish our delight and surprise at the good

outcome of his expedient. ) :

Another homage to the slapstick tradition of regional theater
is the scene of the boys’ homecoming after their successful
demolition of the gasoline truck. Puffed up by their daring,
they face the parental consequences of their postcurfew re-
turn with bravado, only to be spanked ignobly like the small
children they really are. Rossellini uses the architecture of
the tenement to great advantage as each landing provides a
resounding punishment for the children who live on it. Again
Rossellini spares us the gory details, focusing instead on the
other children whose faces register the fact of the punish-
ments suffered by their comrades within. As the group of
survivors dwindles at each landing, the facial expressions de-
teriorate with the knowledge that “we’re next.”” The se-
quence is brilliant not only in its mixture of comic and cin-
ematic effects, but in the wonderful irony that condemns those
Yvho defied Nazi authority to the tyranny of parental author-
lty, -which not only afflicts, but (far worse) infantilizes, its
victims.

The regional theater is also discernible in the many details
of domestic life that appear independent of the plot, yet that
%‘r;lz:tlyhenhance the sense of. the quotidian pervading the film.
dowsn tt }t: Spec‘tacle of two girls’ carrying a demijohn of water
o get thz :talrs of the tenement as Manfredi waits for Pina
o partment key has no other purpose than to show

pect of life as lived. Similarly, Pina makes the bed as
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she talks to Mantfredi, a streetcar passes while Marcello lead
Don Pictro home, the soccer game gocs on after Don Pietrg
entrusts its supervision to another boy, and numeroyg Othey
'details conspire to show that this world continues to €Xist

even after Rossellini’s camera crew has left the scene 14
~The film promises, then, to be a domestic idyll in the g,
dition of Italian regional theater, replete with familiar detyj]
local color, love interest, slapstick humor, and a classical comjc
resolution in the marriage of Pina and Francesco.'® Midway
into the story, however, these generic expectations are vig.-
lently reversed by the death of Pina, which shocks us out of
our comic complacency and shifts the film into a tragjc
mode." In this transformation of genres, Rossellini reveals
that the potential domestic comedies of contemporary life
were turned into tragedies by contact with the world beyond
the hearth; indeed, that history would not leave the private
space alone, or to put it another way, that given the times,
Pina could never simply remain the comfortable Donna Rosa
iosin E;inl;a;rcli): Zl:i(fltl(l)pg:"s Sal?ato, domenica e .lunedi. .Neoreal-‘
gin with the death of Pina, which forces:

vhe i
. r s;ory to open to history and forsake any easy withdrawal
into literary formulas and predictable plots.®”
As a measure of this -
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church, is the source, and the object, of much clerical humor,
sparked initially by his enthusiastic, if unauthorized, partici-
pation in the raid on the neighborhood bakery. When Agos-
tino snatches a roll from one woman’s share of the spoils,
she protests, “Hey Agostino, why don’t you go get some
yourself?” “J can’t, I'm a sexton,” he answers, “I'd end up
in Hell,” to which the woman replies as she retrieves her
roll, “then you’ll eat your cake in Paradise” (16). Later, the
joke continues when Don Pietro and Marcello bump into an
Agostino laden with bread, who explains that the bakers were
celebrating that morning. “I don’t know what holiday it was.
Not even the baker knew. Excuse me, Don Pietro, I have to
go” (30—31). The clerical humor takes a visual turn in the
religious shop above the basement headquarters of the Resis-
tance press. Don Pietro’s sensibilities are offended by the
juxtaposition of a statue of San Rocco and that of a volup-
tuous nude. At first he turns the nude away, giving San Rocco

" the benefit of an equally appetizing dorsal view, when he

realizes that it is the saint who needs repositioning, not the
nude.

This benign, almost childlike humor gives way to sarcasm
and mockery in the second half of the film where it serves as
a coping mechanism for a people in the throes of despair.
During the raid on the tenement, the soldiers tell one woman
not to worry about leaving her laundry behind. “Get out-
side. No one’s going to touch your stuff. We’re here!” “Of
course, how stupid of me,” she answers. I didn’t think of
that” (82), relishing the irony of a situation that ensures the
safety of her dirty clothes, while threatening the lives of her
husband, brothers, or sons. We find a similar handling of
sarcasm in the restaurant scene when two German soldiers
bring live sheep to provide the meat for their main course.
Flavio, the proprietor, objects, “I'm a cook, not a butcher,”
and when the soldiers offer to slaughter the animals them-
selves, he comments, “Oh yes, you people are specialists”
(98).

~
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A minor character who appears once in each half of the
film, well illustrates the change in humorous usage that g
companies the more general shift from domestfc comedy ¢,
public tragedy. The paralyzetd old man makes his first Cameq
appearance during the family guarrel on the eve of Ping’g
wedding. Oblivious to the emotional fireworks in the adjojp.
ing room, he voices his exclusive concern for the fate of the
wedding cake and for the mangiata (gorging) which will cop-
stitute his part in the next day’s festivities. This delightfy]
hedonism becomes something much more poignant in the
second half of the film, when the old man appears in another
comic scene whose stakes are much higher and whose the-
matic implications much more serious. His refusal to “play
dead” as Don Pietro and Marcello seek to hide Romoletto’s
weapons under his sheets signals the will to life and to resis-
tance that characterized the people in their finest and most
desperate hour. The fact that the old man is not named, and
that he is paralyzed and sick, makes him an emblem of that

Rome which was damaged and helpless, yet unwilling to sur-

render either to superior military force, or to its own will to
die.

Thus the emblematic
what the film’s title sy
of the story is Rome
historical entity,18 T
throughout the film
portance and of the

gure of the old man corroborates
ggested all along—that the protagonist
itself, as a place, as a people, and as a
he several maps of the city that recur
Serve to remind us of jts thematic im-
Plurality of meanings that attach 1o it.
The first map we see is in Bergmann’s office providing the
background for the conversation between the, Gest: hief
and the Fascist police commissioner 3bOutvth © ?P odc '

net for partisan leaders, This map represent € EHSUIHg rag-
cist image of Rome—a city o b, drawn ansdtqi alii?e:jl:;;;
8 Gianni Rondolino points out h

ow Rossgl]i i .
with recent Roman history “in such 5 o 1 combineg

in which the story of each one is °°"f°un§:f t0 compoge
See Rossellini, p. 52. With that of

individual story
a sort of fresco
the entire city.”
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dacity in resisting the occupation sanctioned by inter-
5 ?unal law. Significantly, the map is divided into many
natlo :

.ons in accordance with the Schréder plan to smoke
g s. but also in accordance with the more general
a l"(‘:SlSterof, separating the people from each other in the
techn 4° ed tradition of divide and conquer. The second
time~h0r;7fme is located in Francesco’s apartment and it la-
map = 0s of underground activism. In diametrical opposi-
b‘els Cem;:rgmann’s map, Francesco’s aspires to unify and
coo c;o ate the various Resistance strongholds by sharing in-
Co?f l:ce through the underground press as well as through
o 1sgoenal contacts. It is perhaps no accident that Manfr.edx.’s
t:::tured, blood-lined face, which we see again and agfalﬁ in
closeup at the end of the film, recalls the contours o tde;e
two maps and the two “Romes” they represent, llzlx.cerate(:1 y
years of war and the most recent struggles for military dom-
ma}ﬁc\zorking with the image of the city, ho“‘rever, Ro;selhm
must perform an important act of recuperation, for belc::d
not forget that Mussolini had 1"na_de of RQme a syr.nlod ne
a justification for all his imperialist exploits. The title duce,

the ancient Roman salute, the classicizing architecture, the

claim to the Mediterranean as mare nostro, atnd the fas.ce
themselves show how Mussolini used the trappings of antig-
uity to adorn his campaign for power. “110me must appezr
marvelous to all the peoples of the world,” he said in 1926,

vast, ordered, potent, as it was at the time of the early
empire of Augustus. You will contir.xue to free thg
trunk of the great oak of all that still encumbers it. §
You will make passages around the Theater of Marce
lus, the Campidoglio, the Pantheon: all that grew _
around them in the centuries of decadence must ('hsap
pear. You will also liberate the temples of (;hrlst?;e
Rome from profane and parasitic constructions. X
ancient monuments of our history must loom in the
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solitude. Hence, the third Rome will spread

necessary ;
over other hills, along the banks of the sacred river ag

far as the beaches of the Tyrrhenian Sea.'

The Fascist state thus constitutes la terza Roma, typolog;-
cally fulflling the figures of Augustan Rome and Christiap
Rome that Mussolini sees as his historical models. All thay
intervenes between these climactic moments of political and
spiritual supremacy is seen as decadent, parasitic growth, al-,
though elsewhere, Mussolini is quick to invoke other historic
precedents, such as the Risorgimento or the heroics of World
War 1 as prefigurations of his Fascist state.2® The city, re-
ferred to significantly, if pretentiously, as L’Urbe and caput
mundi represents, above all, the notion of empire, and when
1l Duce alludes to Christian Rome, it is to the Renaissance
popes vyhose archaeological passion for antiquities matched
Mussolini’s own,2!
Rossellini must somehow undo this damage to the dignity

-and integrity qf Rome as a historical idea before he can use
it to further his anti-Fascist intent,

of revoking Mussolini’s title to the
then appropriating them for his o

The filmmaker’s strategy
symbols of antiquity and
wn purposes explains the

Quoted in Francesco Sapori 17

_— pori, Larte ¢ 3 ditee (

. z"Gari‘balr:li is thus called “dittagope»

cial Fascist celebration of the fiftiegh e” (. 119)

is seen as one of the prophets of t;:l\mversary

st o B
riumphal image |

il duce. 148 of Mussoln . I:sl)en AlH World War I cul-
21]bid., p. 1o. For further a + Allin Sapori, L'grte e

X % . nal . e

in Fascist rhetoric, see Arthur R_ysE‘z of the f“nctim,

parte and the March on Rome, A NO‘“S, r, “L, of the figure of Rome

€ o

Milan; Mondadori, 1932),

af“d_ is lionized in the offi-
perfect lt:l»hls death, while Mazzini
€ soldjers ¢ 1an state as embodied in

Quarterly 23 (Winter Igh n the Rhect::: efi}l: coltello: Mala-
’ // O Fascism,” Italian

Y,

R S e —

Openr City
(Triumphal Way). Theirs is the corrective .to the.ini.tial march
of the occupying troops as the boys 1_recla1m their city for the
future of justice and hope that their political activism be-
speaks. Another clue to Rossellini’s igterpretive strategy is
the identity of the bf)ys’ leader—he is Bomolegto, whose
symbolic significance is twofoh:l, poth in its allusion to tbe
myth of Rome’s founding, and in its Fevelatlon of the Fascist
taste for naming children after classical heroes.?? The film-
maker is thus able to challenge Mussolini’s mythomania by
revising the myth according to anti-Fascist ideals.”® Like
Mussolini, Rossellini’s Romoletto will look to the past for
his model and his justification in refounding the city, but he
will select republican Rome, rather than imperial Rome, as
his-historical exemplar. The boy’s physical mutilation serves
as a reminder that post-Fascist Rome operates under the lit-
eral and figurative handicaps incurred by the events of its
immediate past. Like Romulus’ aboriginal city, Romoletto’s
will also be founded on fratricidal blood in the bitter civil
war between Nazi—Fascist collaborators and the finally
triumphant soldiers of the partisan cause.

However, we would be seriously remiss if we were to ad-
vance a strictly secular interpretation of the image of the city.
Indeed, to do so, we would have to relegate Don Pietro to a
merely ornamental role in the narration, and to ignore the
considerable external evidence of Rossellini’s Christian hu-
manism.2* But Don Pietro’s central position in the film, the
shy and indirect protestations of faith made by other char-
acters, and the constant allusions to the relationship between

. zise‘? Ben Lawton, “Italian Neorealism: A Mirror Construction of Real-
Y, " Film Criticism 3 (Winter 1979), 14.
This side of Mussolini’s antiquarianism is evidenced by the celebration
of Hellenic myths in Agrigento under the direction of Ettore Romagnoli (p.
41) and the Duce’s interest in those archacological findings that were most
su§§ estive of Rome’s mythic past (p. 26). Both in Sapori, L’arte e il duce.
According to Bondanella, Italian Cinema, p. 38, it is the Christian hu-

m . . i i
anist message which prevails in Open City, taking precedence over any
realist socjal analysis, : '
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Church and political activism all argue for the inclusion of
the religious theme in any serious reading of Open City, We
should begin, however, by positing the distinction that Ros.
sellini himself upholds between the Church as institution ang
the Christian faith not always perfectly embodied by it
worldly agents.? Indeed, the Church as political entity comes
under repeated attack by Rossellini for its neutrality, a stance
necessitated by the signing of the Lateran Treaty between
Mussolini and the Vatican in 1929. Marcello’s truancy from
catechism class is thus ascribed to the Church’s aloofness from
the anti-Fascist struggle. “How come you never come to the
oratory anymore?” asks Don Pietro. “How can a guy go waste
time at the oratory, the way things are” (29) is Marcello’s
partisan rejoinder. Later, when Don Pietro tells the printer
Gino that he had offered Manfredi asylum in the monastery
of San Giovanni ¢ Paolo, the response is a tacit criticism of
the Church’s political nonalignment. “I know, Father, but
there are‘only a few of us, and if everybody goes into the
monasteries . . .” (38),
.Despit-e this contempt for certain aspects of the institution-
alized faith, Rossellini nonetheless evidences a deep respect

for the power and the dignity of the Christian message. Pina

herself is a believer who finds the idea of a religious wedding
far more congenial than 4 civi

of Fascist authority, Her info
as she accompanies him to ¢

| ceremony under the auspices
rmal confession to Don Pietro,

“fallen” condition as an
out those sacraments which
of sanctifying grace, Ros-
—— a saint. Her death is fol-
_ *James Agee's failure to hopq, this distineri . ;

t(l)(:rnenthcc]itvya:l;i;:yh(i): ;:,Tg:su;'ﬁ: Marxicslitg]}fgggaﬁ ‘:}f:;;legds him to ques;
ys

Open City

ved soon after by a scene in church where thf: desperate
low to the Madonna seems addressed to Pina herself:
E;\?i};etZr Purissima . . . Mater Castissima . . . Mater Invio-
lata . . - Mater Intemerata. . . Mater Amabilis . = Mater
Admirabilis . . . ora pro nqbls . + . Ora pro nobis” (102~
103). Pina’s presence, even in death, is felt throughout t.he
second part of the film, pot only as the standard against which
the other female characters are measured, but_ as a ﬁgur.e who
watches over the action, indeed, who even m.teiced?s in ap-
swer to the congregational plea “ora pro nobis.” It is she, in
a sense, who saves Francesco’s life when Marcello delays his
would-be stepfather’s final departure for the monastery to
give him Pina’s scarf. This momentary he.snatlon spares
Francesco the fate that Don Pietro, Manfredi, and tbe Au‘s-
trian have to suffer, giving Pina’s scarf a kind of talismanic
effect on the lives of the man and boy she loved, and ‘confeF-
ring upon her a quasi-mystical power to }ntervene in their
behalf. .

Even Manfredi, a communist and hence “an atheist and
an enemy” (130) of the faith (at least as Bergmann woulfi
have it), tries to make confession to Don Pietro after their
capture by the SS. “I have to tell you the tru'fh. I’'m not the
man you think I am. I'm . . .” (124), he begins, ontly to be
interrupted by the Austrian deserter who announc‘es the ap-
proach of the Nazi guards. Manfredi’s and Pina’s 1mpuls? to
confess to Don Pietro derives less from the fact that h_e is a
Church official than that he is the best possible embodiment
of the Christian imperative to social justice. ‘Pfs such, he fe-
deems the Church by showing that its po}mcal neutrall.ty
constitutes by no means the sole interpretation of the Chris-

i i a narrow
tian mandate.2 Far from condemning the film to

ieti : i 1 per-
pietism, Don Pietro opens it up to a plurality of mflghd?mh
spectives by vindicating not only the heterodoxy 0
: i osini, was
%Indeed, the historical counterpart to Don Pietro, Doélcih:so;epor;e din
not alone in his dissent. See the comments of Fausto Amo
Ferrara, Il nuovo cinema italiano, p. 115-

\ &
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doctrine but also the multiple bases of political action
secular domain. Whether the participants in the stry
Marxists, humanists, monarchists, or Christian so]d;
not matter as long as the fight is directed toward the diving|

sanctioned end of social justice. When Bergmann questiony
the propriety of Don Pietro’s collaboration with 5 Comrm:
nist, he explains “I-am a Catholic priest and I believe that 4
man who fights for justice and liberty walks in the Pathway,
of the Lord—and the pathways of the Lord are infinite” (130)

Don Pietro invokes divine authority not to privilege his OWn.
ideological position, but to show that petty sectarian differ-
ences are of no account when viewed sub specie aeternitagis.
Don Pietro’s Rome will thus be an open city in the truest
sense of the word, accommodating a multiplicity of perspec-
tives in a society that refuses all absolutes except those of
freedom and social justice.?’

Don l.’ietro’s role in the story and his final martyrdom to
the partisan cause make Romoletto’s refounding of the city
a .reblrt.h as well. When the boys march back to Rome after
beckinp 5o Tty e i o0 880t
monument (“San Pietro” ineIi cl)'smg 'ShOt O'f - ﬁlm" e
course, to Don Pietro and it gy e VlS}lal HHUSIOH,‘Of

ggests that the ideals for which

he Idlned-stecular activism under the aegis of Christian spiri-
tuality—will govern the liberated city.
3

spreads out under the dome of St. P
pfzzse-en-scéne. Rome thyg becomes
tion in its threefold typology—as

eter’s in Rossellini’s final

the symbol of regenera-

apital of the pagan past,
270On the film’s Presentat;

i ation ¢

fusal to privilege any ope, Unl'voocfa latflll:}:ah

373. Indegd, this interpretation of th
openness is corroborated by e f

ty of perspectives and on its re-
: ni?e B"rlunetl:a, Storia, pp. 321 and
§ title as 3 p, for i ical

: the gro : plea for ideologica

wake o.f the ,H““garlan revolutiog Up of Marxist dissidents who, in the
aperta in which disaffecteq n of 1956, €gan a journal caﬂe’d Citta

differed from the strajgp, Members of the b
t . CI ¢ . " .
280n the spiritua} i'g“plii:rty line, Ou{d voice views which

ema, pp. 4[7»\,,)
a

tions of th;
his shot, see BondaneHa, Italian Cin-
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as headquar
the Kingdom ©

ters of the Christian present, and as a figure of
f God to be founded on earth at the end of
cime. This apo’ca]yptic .elemer;lt is igtroduced at_ the ‘moment
of Don Pietro’s execution W e the young priest in: ation-
dance recites from the Lor:l s Praygr advem'('zt regnum tuum:
(“may thy kingdqm come” [155]) in a promise of that 'future
when the secular ideals of t.he. classical past will fuse with the

.+ 4] ideals of the Christian present to form that Rome
spiritua -l ks "t
«onde Cristo & romano (“where Christ is a Roman” [Purg.
XXXI1, 102]). . o

Though Rossellini’s film spoke with an optimism and a
faith appropriate to the events of 1945, subsequent devel-
opments have proved him more a dreamer tl?an a propl}et.
No leader emerged to carry out this synthesis of Marxism
and Catholic humanism, and no social order arose to fulfill
his political imaginings.>® Yet Open City had enough power
and momentum to sustain its vision and to inspire an.entire
cinematic movement dedicated to its realization. Later film-
makers would modify the particulars of the vision, but none
would question its essential rightness nor its urgent claim to
repeated artistic expression. Rossellini and his colleagues may
not have founded the social order of their political dreams,
but they did found a cinematic movement whose adherents
constituted a citizenry of its own, as loyal and as committed,
in many instances, as the Romolettos and the Marcellos of
the neorealists’ visionary city.

2 Not surprisingly, Rossellini came under attack by Marxists for propa-
gating this ““fairy tale of national agreement on the part of opposed foFcEs
and hierarchies.” Baldelli, Cinema dellambiguita, p. 84. For Rossellini’s
ideological waffling in Open City, see the same volume, pp. 76-88-




